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This study explored the phenomenon of how Black and Hispanic fourth grade 

students in four separate classrooms in Title I-funded elementary schools view their 

teachers’ culturally responsive practices. Minority students and those from low socio-

economic status (SES) households are taught from a perspective absent of diverse 

culture and through a middle-class, European framework (Howard, 2003). Their 

customs, traditions and values are ignored and they are forced to assimilate to the way 

of American schools (Gay, 2010). Ensuring the needs of diverse learners are met is of 

utmost importance to educational leaders, yet limited research exists that incorporates 

their perspectives about their school experience.  

Realizing there is a problem with how schools are educating ethnically diverse 

students should call school leaders and teachers “to ask about the nature of the 

student-teacher relationship, the curriculum, schooling, and society” (Ladson-Billings, 

1995, p. 483). Culturally responsive teaching is a means for fostering the achievement 

of all students, but especially that of minority groups which for far too long have been 

expected to conform to the Eurocentric school system in America (Gay, 2000).  
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Intending to listen to the ‘voice’ of the student, students were interviewed in order 

to gain insight into the culturally responsive practices that occur in their respective 

classrooms as well as students’ perceptions of those practices. Eliciting and 

understanding the voice of the student was significant. Interviews with teachers and 

students were conducted, and the study culminated with interviews of the school 

administrators. 

The interview responses were coded and several themes emerged. Similar to the 

body of research on culturally responsive teaching, holding high expectations for 

students, valuing parent involvement, building relationships, and promoting cultural 

awareness were common themes across the cases. The researcher uncovered that 

many of the responses by the teachers about their practices and by the students 

regarding their teachers’ practice aligned with the key characteristics of Ladson-Billings’ 

(1995) theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. This study adds to the limited body of 

research on student perception of culturally responsive teaching and strengthens the 

‘voice’ of the student.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Students in America’s schools represent an array of cultural heritages. From the 

different students’ cultures emerge different ways of constructing knowledge, making 

sense of experiences, and learning (Gay, 2000). However unlike their students, the 

majority of American teachers are White, monocultural females who lack experience 

with individuals of other cultures. Cho and DeCastro-Ambrosetti (2005) state, “In the 

United States, the number of school-aged students from diverse backgrounds is 

increasing, yet, according to research, the majority of teachers and those in teacher 

education programs continue to be predominantly Caucasian, middle class and English 

monolingual speakers” (p. 24). As a result there is a cultural mismatch between 

students and teachers. How will these teachers reach students who differ from them 

culturally, and are they ready, willing and able to do so? The disparity of cultural 

background between America’s teachers and students presents difficulty for White 

teachers, particularly in knowing how to create culturally relevant pedagogy for diverse 

student populations (Seidl, 2007). The result is that some teachers have difficulty 

effectively educating students of diverse cultures. 

Wong (2008) points to the changing demographics in the United States and the 

need for teachers who can understand and relate to their students. Unless teachers can 

respond to students’ cultures and use their backgrounds as springboards for learning, 

their achievement will be stifled (Wong, 2008). Even teachers of color and teachers who 

have experienced a rich cultural upbringing may not be fully aware of how to utilize 

culturally responsive teaching practices because they “experienced a Eurocentric 

approach to education” in America’s public schools (p. 168). 
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The racial and ethnic composition of the student population of a large school 

district in which the researcher is employed in the southeastern region is 47% Hispanic, 

37% White, 12% Black, 2% Mixed race, 1% Asian and 1% Indian. More than 64% of the 

students are considered economically needy.  

English is not the first language for 15% of our students with more than 
6,500 students in the English Language Learners (ELL) program. 
Collectively, these students speak 80 different heritage languages and hail 
from 114 different countries of origin. More than 49% of our students live 
in non-English homes, where English is not the first language and 
sometimes isn’t even spoken. The percentage increases to more than 
54% in grades Pre-K through 3, where learning to read is so critical. 
(“District Profile,” 2013). 

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education 

Statistics (2011): 

Between 1990 and 2010, the percentage of public school students who 
were White decreased from 67 to 54 percent, and the percentage of those 
who were Hispanic increased from 12 percent (5.1 million students) to 23 
percent (12.1 million students)” (p. 26). In 2009, over 11 million school-age 
children in the United States spoke a language other than English, which 
is an increase of over six million students (USDOE, NCES, 2011).  

Given the growing diversity of the student population served in U.S. schools, 

administrators and teachers must acquire the knowledge and skills to successfully 

educate students of all races, ethnicities and cultures. School leaders must also act to 

ensure that culturally responsive teaching practices are implemented in all classrooms. 

Utilizing the background knowledge and experiences students take from their respective 

cultures, teachers can foster meaningful learning opportunities for students (Ladson-

Billings, 1995; Gay, 2000; Howard, 2001). 

Culturally responsive teaching is a way to raise all students’ achievement, but 

especially that of minority groups, who have long been expected to conform to 

America’s Eurocentric school system (Gay, 2000). Minority and low socio-economic 
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status (SES) students are taught from a perspective which lacks diverse cultural 

viewpoints and emphasizes a middle-class, European framework (Howard, 2003). Their 

customs, traditions and values are ignored and they are forced to assimilate to the 

methodology of American schools (Gay, 2010). Howard (2006) states: 

It is no mere coincidence that the children of certain racial, cultural, 
linguistic, and economic groups- those who have for centuries been 
marginalized by the force of Western White domination- are the same 
students who are now failing or underachieving at disproportionate rates in 
our nation’s schools. (p. 118)  

Howard (2006) suggests examining the achievement gap through the lens of school 

improvement instead of placing blame on student differences and lack of parental 

involvement. 

These gaps in minority student achievement persist even when educational 

scores as a whole improve. After reviewing the test data of the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP), Barton and Coley (2010) state, “The gaps in reading and 

mathematics scores between Black and White students and between Hispanic and 

White students at all three age levels did not change significantly from 2004 to 2008” (p. 

14). The authors are observing an overall improvement in American student 

achievement during the four year period, yet the major area of concern is the significant 

gap between the performance of White students and that of minority students. With the 

implementation of the No Child Left Behind (NLCB) national educational initiative in 

2001, policymakers and educational analysts were pleased with overall achievement; 

however, NCLB showed no signs of improving the huge minority achievement deficit 

(Barton and Coley, 2010, p. 14).  

These alarming standardized assessment performance gaps ushered in the 

beginnings of culturally responsive teaching (Barton and Coley, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 
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2007). Since teachers often do not represent the racial, cultural and ethnic diversity of 

the students they serve, educators must develop and employ culturally responsive 

practices in order to cultivate learning. This approach has the advantage of enhancing 

learning without requiring a huge additional expenditure in equipment or personnel. 

Noguera (2008) states, “It may be time to try an approach that allows us to learn about 

how to improve schools without expending additional resources, yet engaging those 

with so much at stake: students” (p. 71).  

Ladson-Billings’ research dispels the myths related to low achievement of 

African-American minorities and children of poverty and points to the many factors 

related to the Black-White student achievement gap. Ladson-Billings (2007) brings to 

light the need for more discourse and a shift in thinking to move forward and raise the 

achievement of all students with a specific emphasis on students who continue to 

encounter school failure. Of greater importance to this study is the increasing racial and 

ethnic diversity within schools and the significant cultural mismatch of teachers and 

students (Edwards, 2010; Toney, 2009).  

Several deficiencies exist in the understanding of this phenomenon. Most 

research is limited to defining cultural responsiveness, noting the need for it in schools, 

or listing key factors for culturally responsive teaching. However, there is little research 

examining the influence of culturally responsive pedagogy on student achievement. 

Educational literature frequently references the terms culturally responsive teaching, 

culturally relevant pedagogy and multicultural education; however, there is a need for 

additional research, particularly to how teachers apply the principles of cultural 

responsiveness and the effect on student achievement. Such research would help 
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practitioners develop and apply appropriate pedagogy. Many of the studies embodying 

cultural responsiveness focus primarily on the Black-White achievement gap (Gay, 

2002; Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995, 2007). However, research conducted in 

multi-cultural rather than bi-cultural environments will benefit both the field of research 

and the work of practitioners. 

Howard (2003) recognizes the need for additional research to support the 

development of culturally relevant pedagogy. He urges researchers to continue 

studying, discussing, reflecting, and analyzing race and culture so that teachers may 

move closer toward using culturally relevant pedagogy with students.   

Purpose of the Study 

The perceptions of students, teachers and school administrators were compiled 

and analyzed in this qualitative study. The study’s purpose was to explore the 

perceptions students had about their teachers in the specific areas of culturally 

responsiveness and how those perceptions compared to the tenets of culturally 

responsive teaching. The focus of the study was on gathering students’ statements 

about their teachers specifically related to the tenets of culturally responsive teaching. 

Qualitative research enables researchers to accomplish a variety of goals, one of which 

is to understand cultural and historical perceptions. For this study the researcher was 

able to “grasp the meaning that events, situations, experiences, and actions have for 

participants in the study, which is part of the reality that researchers want to understand” 

(Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007, p. 456). The study helped to reveal teachers’ beliefs and 

opinions about the importance of considering race, ethnicity and culture when 

instructing students from minority and low SES groups as well as the extent to which 

students have taken part in and/or observed cultural responsiveness in school.  
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Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following overarching central question: 

1. How do Black and Hispanic fourth grade students in three Title I-funded elementary 
schools with predominantly Black and Hispanic students perceive their teachers’ 
cultural responsiveness in the learning environment? 
 

The study additionally explored the following related questions: 

2. From the perspective of Black and Hispanic fourth grade students, what evidence of 
cultural responsiveness exists in their learning experience? 
 

3. How do the perceptions of Black and Hispanic fourth grade students regarding their 
teachers compare to the characteristics of culturally responsive teaching? 

 
Significance of the Study  

If teachers do not proportionally represent the racial, cultural and ethnic 

composition of the students they serve, educators must integrate culturally responsive 

practices into daily instruction in order to cultivate learning and guide student 

achievement.  

Audiences who will benefit from studying this problem include school-based 

personnel (including administrators, guidance counselors, academic coaches, teachers 

and support personnel), district-based personnel (including superintendents and 

curriculum coordinators), school board members and other decision-makers, and 

members of the community such as parents, concerned citizens and even students. 

The study is necessary to improve the knowledge and practice of culturally 

responsive teaching. Sleeter (2011) argues that cultural responsiveness is understood 

only superficially and that basic conceptions about it mask the necessity of meaningful 

change regarding the framework through which teachers provide high quality, culturally 

sensitive learning opportunities. This study will add to the field of research by providing 

insight on the depth of understanding of students and school staff. 
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Limitations 

Participation of respondents in this case study was voluntary. Thus the 

participant interview data collected is not representative of all children who are Black or 

Hispanic or from low socio-economic families. Given the nature of qualitative research, 

each case in this multiple case study provides rich, descriptive data for interpretation; 

however, the case study is limited because generalizations cannot be formulated from 

the findings. Data were not considered generalizable to all fourth grade classrooms with 

culturally responsive teachers because the results may not be relevant for all students 

with culturally responsive teachers. The interpretations of results may be most limited by 

the inability to provide transferability. 

One way to capture the nature and essence of the child’s school experience is to 

be part of that experience much like an ethnographer. Observational data, or field notes, 

over a period of time would allow for triangulation of the data.  

Another limitation of the study involves the selection of participants. The sample 

of teachers is limited by the principal’s selection of those individuals. Having the 

discretion to choose which teacher at their site is culturally responsive based on criteria 

provided by the researcher based on the literature substantially limits the teacher 

participants. The evidence of the teachers’ cultural responsiveness was simply the 

reliance on the principal’s choice, which presents possible bias. Additionally, a highly 

effective teaching record was not included on the criteria that were given to the 

principals. With regard to selection of student participants, by inviting all students in the 

particular teacher’s classroom to participate and only relying on those consents that 

were returned for student participants severely limits the student sample. The sample is 
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limited to students who are responsible in returning their consent forms, while 

unintentionally overlooking all other students in the class.  
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to determine the beliefs and perceptions that 

students hold of their experiences with and observations of culturally responsive 

teaching. This review of the literature presents an overview of research related to the 

study including the following topics: (a) culturally responsive teaching theory, practice 

and implications for student achievement, and (b) beliefs and perceptions of students 

and teachers as they pertain to cultural responsiveness in schools. 

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

A search for the terms “culturally responsive teaching,” “cultural responsiveness,” 

“culturally relevant pedagogy,” “cultural competence,” “culturally congruent pedagogy” 

and “multicultural education” yields an assortment of results, including qualitative and 

quantitative research, position papers, and essays. The majority of the research is 

qualitative and lacking empirical evidence. Overall the research is sorely lacking in 

presenting empirical research of teacher and students’ perceptions of culturally 

responsive teaching, and no research exists to identify a causal link between the 

implementation of culturally responsive teaching and student performance. This 

literature review organizes into subheadings which define and describe culturally 

responsive teaching, detail the shift in thinking needed surrounding the racial-

achievement gap, and present the research on perceptions of teachers and students’ in 

this discipline to provide support for this study. The chapter concludes with a summary. 

Culturally Responsive Teaching Defined 

The theories and definitions of culturally responsive teaching demonstrate some 

different understandings of the concept. Several frameworks exist within the pedagogy, 
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and there is a wide variety of terminology “such as, culturally relevant; responsive, 

congruent, or sensitive pedagogy; teaching; instruction; multicultural education; and 

equity pedagogy, among others” (Morrison et al., 2008, p. 434). Each term and 

researcher gives slightly different explanations as detailed in Table 2-1.  

Terrell and Lindsey (2009) define culture as “the set of practices and beliefs 

shared by members of a particular group that distinguish that group from other groups” 

(p.16). Culture refers to more than just the beliefs and customs of a certain group. When 

a person refers to his/her culture, he/she takes into account age, gender, 

socioeconomic status, geography, ancestry, religion, language, history, sexual 

orientation, physical and mental ability, occupation, and other characteristics. 

Everything about a person weaves together to form the fabric of his or her culture. This 

is the frame of reference that someone uses when understanding experiences and 

making connections to learn and apply new information.  

Various researchers have arrived at their own definitions of cultural 

responsiveness as it pertains to education. Gay (2002) defines culturally responsive 

teaching as “using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of 

ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively” (p. 106). 

Ladson-Billings (1995) uses culturally relevant pedagogy somewhat synonymously with 

culturally responsive teaching and sees it as a framework for fostering student 

achievement, building cultural competence, and teaching students to identify and 

combat the inequities in society and schools. Some researchers believe that when 

teachers welcome students’ cultural insights and are not critical of them, they are 

facilitating culturally responsive practices in their classrooms (Brown-Jeffy and Cooper, 
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2011). Others believe that a sign of culturally responsive teaching is when education 

becomes relevant to students because teachers have elicited students’ cultural 

perspectives (Shealey, 2007). 

Many researchers agree that cultural responsiveness is achieved when the 

construction of knowledge is embedded in a framework that requires students to draw 

upon their known cultural experiences. For example, student engagement is part of 

good teaching practices. However, components of student engagement- such as 

interesting activities, hands-on learning experiences and deliberate planning of 

interactive lessons- are aspects of the preferred learning style in certain cultures (Gay, 

2000). Therefore, using such techniques not only provides students with the opportunity 

to “demonstrate what they know,” but it also affirms that “teaching and learning are 

more than cognitive and technical tasks” (Gay, 2000, p. 197). Teachers who are 

culturally responsive see the benefit of creating a classroom in which students’ 

respective backgrounds are integral in helping them make sense of new material 

(Villegas, 2002, p. 28). Additionally, these teachers exhibit a “high degree of 

sociocultural consciousness, hold affirming views of students of diverse backgrounds, 

see themselves as agents of change, understand and embrace constructivist views of 

learning and teaching, and know the students in their classes” (p. 28). 

Ladson-Billings (1995) refers to the term she constructed, ‘culturally relevant 

pedagogy,’ when she states: 

A next step for positing effective pedagogical practice is a theoretical 
model that not only addresses student achievement but also helps 
students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while developing critical 
perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other institutions) 
perpetuate. (p. 469) 
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This pedagogy provides teachers with necessary direction in incorporating the cultures 

of students and provides students with the opportunities to challenge social inequities. 

She continues, “Culturally responsive teaching is a means for unleashing the higher 

learning potentials of ethnically diverse students by simultaneously cultivating their 

academic and psychosocial abilities” (p. 21).   

Culturally responsive teaching is a product of and a complementary approach to 

the field of multicultural education (Banks, 2013; Moore, 2007). Multicultural education 

is intended to transform the school so that students from diverse backgrounds are 

treated equally in all aspects of school life (Gay, 2000). Cultural responsiveness theory 

falls under the multicultural pedagogy umbrella. Culturally responsive teaching centers 

around the premise that “students’ experiences, cultural connections, learning styles, 

and backgrounds are strengths rather than deficits and can be used to shore up 

academic achievement, school and classroom community, and students’ human value, 

intellectual capacity, and performance responsibilities” (Moore, 2007, p. 28). Thus a 

culturally responsive classroom exudes care and concern for the student; it centers 

around the student, not the teacher and supports the cultures of the learners. Students’ 

unique strengths are identified, cultivated, and used to foster success in schools 

(Moore, 2007). Furthermore, students’ respective identities, strengths and weaknesses, 

unique languages, religious values, and different ethnicities are acknowledged as 

positive attributes. Individuality is nurtured; the differences of each child are celebrated 

and used as building blocks to success. The advantage of this design is that it 

“facilitates and supports the achievement of all students” (p. 28).  
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Howard suggests that culturally responsive teaching may improve student 

achievement through the creation of lessons which include strands of students’ own 

cultural identities and realities (2003), however no studies exist which link student 

performance to the implementation of culturally responsive teaching directly. Howard 

(2001) suggests that true culturally responsive teaching requires aligning the entire 

education process to a framework that features students’ cultural backgrounds. 

Specifically, communication, teaching and learning styles and construction of 

knowledge must all be aligned with students’ cultural implications. In order to 

accomplish this goal, school leaders and teachers must educate themselves about the 

students and their various cultures. 

Parhar and Sensoy (2011) define culturally responsive teaching as a practice 

that “recognizes students’ differences, validates students’ cultures, and asserts that 

upon cultural congruence of classroom practices, students will discover increasing 

success in school” (p. 191-192). This approach asserts the value of focusing classroom 

curricula and practice upon students’ cultural frames of reference (Parhar and Sensoy, 

2011). These researchers suggest that when teachers have developed carefully 

designed lessons which allow students to construct their own meanings, they are met 

with success. 

Pairing evidence of culturally responsive teaching with components of the 

teaching and learning process that are standard in all classrooms, Siwatu (2007) states 

that a teacher who is culturally responsive displays certain characteristics across the 

pedagogy. Such teachers can incorporate culturally responsive practices within 

curriculum and instruction, classroom management, student assessment and cultural 
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enrichment and competence. Culturally responsive teachers can also provide “students 

with the knowledge and skills needed to function in mainstream culture while 

simultaneously helping students maintain their cultural identity, native language, and 

connection to their culture” (Siwatu, 2007, p. 1086-1087). 

The common threads that exist among the authors’ descriptions of culturally 

responsive teaching presented in this section include: affirming students’ unique racial 

and cultural backgrounds, using those insights and experiences as a framework for 

learning, increasing cultural competence, and eliminating social injustice. For the 

purposes of this study, culturally responsive teaching practices will be defined as a 

means for teachers to activate the learning potential of students with diverse cultural 

backgrounds by validating, including, and building upon their cultural experiences and 

knowledge.    

Making Culturally Responsive Teaching Happen 

In addition to knowing how culturally responsive teaching is defined in the 

literature, it is also imperative to know what literature exists on operationalizing the 

theory. The instruction should demonstrably incorporate facets of the student’s total 

being: his or her prior experiences, racial and ethnic identity, and cultural and 

community experiences (Gay, 2010). Villegas and Lucas (2002) present the main 

characteristics of culturally responsive teaching and focus their work on preparing pre-

service teachers to begin their careers as effective culturally responsive teachers. 

Such a teacher (a) is socioculturally conscious, that is, recognizes that there are 

multiple ways of perceiving reality and that these ways are influenced by one’s location 

in the social order; (b) has affirming views of students from diverse backgrounds, seeing 

resources for learning in all students rather than viewing differences as problems to be 
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overcome; (c) sees himself or herself as both responsible for and capable of bringing 

about educational change that will make schools more responsive to all students; (d) 

understands how learners construct knowledge and is capable of promoting learners’ 

knowledge construction; (e) knows about the lives of his or her students; and (f) uses 

his or her knowledge about students’ lives to design instruction that builds on what they 

already know while stretching them beyond the familiar (p. 21).  

The opinions and perspectives of teachers directly impact their willingness, 

ability, and effectiveness in practicing culturally responsive teaching. Teaching in this 

manner means choosing to support all students in the classroom, holding them to high 

standards, and planning rigorous lessons to facilitate learning and create engagement. 

Teachers must display a willingness to also learn and grow in the culturally responsive 

setting. Moore (2007) created a list of questions that they should reflect upon. The 

following questions are designed to help teachers assess their own cultural biases and 

prepare for teaching diverse groups of students. They ask teachers to reflect on their 

own practices as well as assess the student body they serve.   

(1) What support do the students need academically, socially, 
emotionally/mentally, and physically? (2) How will I prepare to effectively 
respond to these students and their needs? (3) What racial or cultural 
biases do I hold, and how will I keep them from influencing my teaching 
behaviors? (4) What resources (personnel and organizational) are 
available to assist me in being an efficacious culturally responsive 
educator? and finally (5) Am I culturally competent? (p. 28) 

As school personnel and leadership reflect together on these questions, conversations 

about practicing cultural responsiveness pedagogy and improving student-teacher 

relationships will commence.  

Morrison et al. (2008) reviewed studies conducted in the United States, India, 

Papua New Guinea, Canada, and Australia. Their research focused on approaches to 
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maintaining social justice through culturally responsive teaching practices (p. 434). The 

goal of the others was “to organize and provide educators with concrete examples of 

what culturally relevant pedagogy “looks like” in actual classrooms as a means of 

promoting an educational approach that is socially just” (p. 435). Teachers’ practices 

were categorized based on “high expectations, cultural competence, and critical 

consciousness” (p. 435)- the three main themes of culturally relevant pedagogy. 

Subcategories were also created and in this way enabled the authors to organize 

concrete examples from classroom instruction and create their document to afford 

educators more examples of this pedagogy. 

A Shift in Thinking about Student Achievement 

The purpose of this subsection is to further note what the anticipated outcomes 

of culturally responsive teaching practices are and how they may improve student 

achievement and development. No studies exist which present evidence of a causal link 

between culturally responsive teaching and student achievement. The achievement gap 

between White and racially/ethnically diverse students should call school leaders and 

teachers “to ask about the nature of the student-teacher relationship, the curriculum, 

schooling, and society” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 483). 

Edwards (2010) states, “It is well documented that achievement gaps exist and 

persist across not only race, but also income and place of residency. These educational 

inequities deny millions of our children the opportunities to develop their unique abilities 

and gifts, to find personal success, and to achieve economic well-being” (p. 23). Banks 

(2014) states, “Schools frequently fail to help ethnic minority and low income students 

achieve because they ignore or try to alienate these students from their home and 

community cultures and languages” (p. 76). Viewed as one answer to eliminating the 
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achievement gap, culturally responsive teaching has the potential to lessen the effect 

caused by the cultural mismatch of teachers and students in today’s schools (Parhar 

and Sensoy, 2011). Because culturally responsive teaching can address poor 

achievement by minority students, the lack of representation of minority personnel 

working as school professionals, and the absence of minority cultural perspectives 

embedded in practice, researchers have advocated for its inclusion since the 1990s 

(Parhar and Sensoy, 2011). 

Researchers, educators and citizens alike are called to draw their focus to what 

may help underperforming students succeed. Ladson-Billings (2007) suggests turning 

from deficit thinking to empower students. The focus is placed on what students can do 

and not what the research has historically shown that they cannot do.  

When we speak of an education debt we move to a discourse that holds 
us all accountable. It reminds us that we have accumulated this problem 
as a result of centuries of neglect and denial of education to entire groups 
of students. It reminds us that we have consistently under-funded schools 
in poor communities where education is needed most. It reminds us that 
we have, for large periods of our history, excluded groups of people from 
the political process where they might have a say in democratically 
determining what education should look like in their communities. And, it 
reminds us that what we are engaged as we reflect on our unethical and 
immoral treatment of our underserved population. (Ladson-Billings, 2007, 
p. 321) 

Sleeter (2011) proposes four areas in which professionals display limited 

knowledge. These are “cultural celebration, trivialisation, essentialising culture, and 

substituting cultural for political analysis of inequalities” (p. 12). 

The problem with cultural celebration is that teachers separate culture from 

academic study. This approach contrasts with culturally responsive teaching, which 

promotes academic achievement and development while affirming the cultural identity 

of students (Sleeter, 2011). Unfortunately, cultures of diverse students are frequently 
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only celebrated rather than linked to student development. Sleeter sees culturally 

relevant pedagogy being trivialized when school personnel attempt to simplify it with 

tools like checklists for practices that are culturally sensitive and lesson plans that 

include some multi-cultural elements. Essentializing race, culture, or ethnicity also 

compromises educators’ abilities to respond to diverse student populations. Sleeter 

(2011) defines “essentializing” as assuming commonalities within races, cultures, or 

ethnicities that limit educators’ abilities to tap into each student’s individuality. Sleeter 

(2011) calls for additional research to further understand how culturally responsive 

pedagogy operates in the classroom and how it relates to student achievement. 

Beliefs and Perceptions 

Understanding the attitudes and opinions of teachers has been concerning to 

researchers in many disciplines within the field. While the majority of literature on 

perceptions of culturally responsive teaching in schools incorporates the work and input 

of teachers for the majority, little research has been done that investigates what 

students have to say about the inclusion of their culture in teaching and learning. This 

section, which presents a synthesis of the literature, examines the ideas and opinions of 

teachers and students regarding culturally responsive practices in the educational 

setting and brings to light the call by researchers for more research incorporating the 

voice of the student. 

Teacher Perceptions and Beliefs 

Literature on teacher perception and belief in the area of culturally responsive 

practices in schools is continuing to grow as cultural responsiveness is gaining esteem 

among educational and ethnic studies researchers. Most studies focus on teachers of 

African American students, and concentrate on the problem of the Black-White 
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achievement gap, yet some major studies have influenced the field (Edwards, 2010; 

Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2009, 1995; Toney, 2009; Walker, 2011).  

In a case study conducted by Decuir-Gunby et al. (2010) teacher’s perceptions 

were elicited on the effectiveness of the American Excellence Association, which is a 

program for enhancing culturally relevant practices at the high school and working to 

delete the racial achievement gap. Sixteen individuals from ten different high schools 

were interviewed. Focus group and individual interviews were conducted to collect data. 

After analysis using coding software the themes that emerged included: promoting 

African American academic achievement, creating a feeling of belonging and cultural 

competence, and developing critical consciousness through community service. Taking 

into consideration the limitations of their study, Decuir-Gunby et al. (2010) state, “Most 

glaringly absent from this study were the voices of students” (p. 200). Taking into 

account the perceptions of teachers first, their intent is to propose further research that 

incorporates student perception.  

Ladson-Billings (1995) developed a theoretical framework for culturally relevant 

pedagogy. Within this framework, teachers who engage in culturally relevant pedagogy 

exhibit high academic expectations for students, demonstrate cultural competence, 

enable their students’ cultural competency, and remain aware of social inequities in 

schools. Through analyzing the interviews, observations, and group analysis of 

videotaped classroom instruction, Ladson-Billings was able to formulate her theory of 

culturally relevant pedagogy. From this data, Ladson-Billings developed specific criteria 

of culturally relevant pedagogy: “an ability to develop students academically, a 
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willingness to nurture and support cultural competence, and the development of a 

sociopolitical or critical consciousness” (1995, p. 483). 

Ladson-Billings’ work was designed to report highly effective teachers of African 

American students and to disprove common perceptions about the continual low 

achievement on African-American students (2009, 1995). Her qualitative study 

examined the perspectives, teaching, and reflections of eight teachers over a two-year 

period in Northern California. These teachers were determined to be teachers of 

excellence by both parents’ and principals’ standards. Of the teachers, five were 

African-American, three were white and all were female. They had been teaching for 12 

to 40 years- mostly with African-American students. Thus, their reflections on what was 

important in teaching African-American students was based on daily teaching 

experiences. 

During the ethnographic teacher interviews, they shared their range of 

knowledge, background, and experiences. The teachers were not limited to a particular 

script but were welcomed to expand on any topic they thought had value. These areas 

included: family background and education, perspectives on teaching, pedagogical 

theory, and social issues. Data were also collected via classroom observations, notes, 

videotape recordings, and reflective comments and clarifications provided by teachers. 

The research collaborative conducted by the teachers was a particularly powerful 

portion of the study in which they examined their practices and those of their 

colleagues. This research collaborative allowed teachers to “re-examine and rethink 

their practices” (p. 473) and share their teaching approaches with each other. 

Regarding the communication and dialogue as pertinent to the process of acquiring 
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knowledge, Ladson-Billings (1995) states, “Rather than the voice of one authority, 

meaning is made as a product of dialogue between and among individuals” (p. 473). 

Ladson-Billings’ work (1995) demonstrates the continued need for revised and improved 

pedagogy to help meet the needs of all students- with a particular emphasis on African-

American students. She also knows how pedagogy should be the center of investigation 

and how dialogue among research participants is key to reflecting on practice and 

clarifying beliefs. 

Popp et al. (2011) conducted a study with a similar intent to Ladson-Billings in 

which they sought to explore the characteristics of highly effective teachers of at-risk 

students. Case study research was utilized as it offers means to explore a phenomenon 

that cannot be as effectively explored with traditional research methods. A mixed-

methods data analysis approach was taken. Qualitative analysis was utilized for 

interpreting the responses from the interviews. Teacher’s behaviors were studied 

through classroom observations and interviews with each teacher were conducted to 

note their perceptions and beliefs about teaching. From the perceptions of the teachers 

emerged the following findings: affective and academic intertwined, assessment integral 

to meeting student needs, meeting basic needs of students, high expectations, and 

measuring success. The researchers present limited generalizability as a limitation of 

the study, but they call for the study to be replicated with a larger sample in order to 

determine whether similar findings may be yielded.  

Toney (2009) conducted a qualitative study which investigated how the 

backgrounds and experiences of teachers affect their teaching of African American 

students. Specifically the study focused on how teachers’ cultures influenced their 
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teaching. Toney’s representative sample included four sixth-grade teachers from a 

suburban middle school near a major Midwestern city. The teachers participated in 

interviews, observations and focus groups. Regarding the use of teacher observation as 

a data collection tool, Toney (2009) emphasized that classroom instruction, teacher 

actions and teacher-student relations can all be detailed. Additionally, researchers can 

understand how teachers’ beliefs and perceptions compare to what is actually being 

observed in the classroom. The study’s data analysis described how the teacher can: 

develop instruction focusing on students and that draws upon from their cultures, hold 

high standards for all students and make use of teachers’ experiences and personal 

reflections (Toney, 2009). 

In another study examining the Black-White achievement gap, Walker analyzes 

teachers’ perceptions of African American students (Walker, 2011). The three areas of 

focus were perceptions of teachers, cultural competence of teachers and teacher 

effectiveness as it relates to their perceptions of their students’ cultures. The intent of 

the researcher was to analyze the data for evidence of deficit thinking. A qualitative 

study of 10 elementary school teachers in a large urban school district, the study’s 

criteria for participants included teaching mostly African American students and having 

at least five years of teaching experience. The researcher used purposive sampling as a 

way to allow for rich, contextual data. A limitation of the study is the generalizability due 

to the small sample size. Teachers were selected through principal nomination, and 

data were collected through the conduction of two semi-structured interviews. Walker 

(2011) identified a common theme among the recorded perceptions of teachers. He 

states, “The teachers attempted to put forth an ongoing effort to understand the 
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students’ cultural backgrounds at various levels and used that knowledge to assist in 

facilitating successful outcomes” (p. 583).  

In another study, Parhar and Sensoy (2011) studied the cultural responsiveness 

of ten teachers in a Canadian school district. Although the researchers were not 

specifically seeking teachers of African American students, participants were nominated 

based on their effective use of culturally relevant pedagogy. The nominated teachers 

were required to self-report that they employed at least five of the aforementioned 

tenets to be considered for selection in the study. Five elementary and five secondary 

teachers were selected. The study sought to discover how teachers who are committed 

to providing culturally responsive learning environments describe their beliefs, 

perceptions and challenges in carrying out their commitment. Researchers found that 

teachers who understand and follow culturally responsive practices are guided by its 

principles to advance the academic and social achievement of “culturally minoritizied 

students” (Parhar and Sensoy, 2011, p. 192).  

The authors further explore the importance of culturally responsive teaching as 

they expressed the most valuable tenets of the instructional implications. Connecting 

students’ own prior learning from their native language and values is one practice that 

culturally responsive teachers employ regularly in classroom instruction. Parhar and 

Sensoy list additional attributes of cultural responsiveness in schools: teaching 

curriculum from multiple perspectives, learning about students’ unique cultures and 

learning styles to make learning more meaningful; creating and maintaining high 

expectations and standards for all students; creating engaging, challenging, motivating 

and cooperative lessons; working to mold a community of learners in the classroom to 
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emphasize an inclusive setting; validating the personal identities of students in terms of 

culture; encouraging a caring and respectful learning environment that invites students 

to think critically about academics, social issues, and discriminatory structures; and 

building relationships with students that are built on mutual respect (Parhar and Sensoy, 

2011).  

While many of the studies explore how culturally aware teachers can improve 

learning, the truth is that teachers’ negative beliefs and perceptions often perpetuate the 

underachievement of minority groups. Ladson-Billings identifies the most common 

teacher perceptions about minority and low SES students: parental apathy, limited 

student experience, lack of preparation to begin school, and poor living conditions 

(Ladson-Billings, 2007). Teachers must overcome these misconceptions before they 

can truly engage with culturally responsive pedagogy. Continued research can help 

school personnel to identify these attitudes and work to shift these misconceptions.   

Students’ Perceptions and Beliefs 

When studying the perceptions of teachers, of equal importance is that of 

students- the individuals the professionals in the field are focused. Minimal data on 

student perception has been gathered despite the increasing amount of literature 

published on the need and benefit of culturally relevant teaching for underrepresented 

students (Howard, 2001). If the cultural backgrounds of diverse students are to be used 

as the foundation on which learning is constructed and the experiences from which 

students draw to make meaningful connections, it is only logical to elicit their beliefs and 

perceptions regarding cultural responsiveness in schools.  

An area of research that is particularly limited, studying what students have to 

say about how teachers can draw from unique cultural backgrounds and experiences is 
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vital. Howard (2001) stresses the need for hearing the voices of students to glean ways 

in which they learn best and how they feel about their own achievement. With all of the 

other reform initiatives and interventions, school personnel should be open to listening 

to input from students regarding what can help them achieve. School leaders and 

teachers should become more aware of how students from culturally and linguistically 

diverse and low SES backgrounds feel about how they can learn and develop best. In 

this way the voices of students, who know best their cultural backgrounds, can inform 

the curriculum, instruction and classroom management decisions of school leaders and 

teachers (Howard, 2001).  

Howard (2001) states, “An increasing amount of scholarship has documented the 

salience of culturally relevant teaching practices for ethnically and linguistically diverse 

students. However, research examining these students’ perceptions and interpretations 

of these learning environments has been minimal at best” (p. 131). If the cultural 

backgrounds of diverse students are to be used as the foundation on which learning is 

constructed and the experiences from which students draw to make meaningful 

connections, it is only logical to elicit a better understanding of students’ beliefs and 

perceptions regarding cultural responsiveness. Since this is an area of research that is 

particularly limited, studying what students have to say is particularly vital. Howard 

(2001) stresses the need for hearing the students’ voices to glean ways in which they 

learn best and understand how they feel about their own achievements. He states: 

While the discussions continue, increasing numbers of students continue 
to fall through the academic cracks, most of them from culturally and 
linguistically diverse and low-income backgrounds. The shortcomings of 
numerous interventions and misguided practices merit the creation of a 
space for students to offer potential solutions for what they believe works 
best for them in schools. (2001, p. 132) 
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Howard conducted a study of students in order “to add to other efforts to put students’ 

viewpoints, perceptions, and interpretations of their schooling experiences at the center 

of the discussion on school reform” (p. 132). 

Howard’s study was conducted during the 1997-1998 school year in a large 

elementary school in the northwestern U.S. in four classrooms of African-American 

students. The study examined student input gathered from interviews and classroom 

observations from classes of culturally responsive teachers. The study included 17 

students, of varying academic ability levels, who were each interviewed individually and 

as part of a focus group. Through these interviews, Howard hoped “to understand their 

interpretation of the teaching practices and the extent to which the viewpoints were 

consistent with those of an outside observer and the teachers’ intended goals and 

objectives” (Howard, 2001, p. 136). Three themes emerged in the findings. The care of 

the teachers, family-style classroom atmospheres, and lively educational opportunities 

were recurring comments from students about their teachers and school experiences. 

Howard’s research demonstrated that the students of culturally responsive teachers 

were able to note a difference in the atmosphere and pedagogy of their instructors and 

thus showed that such pedagogy can meet its intended goals. Students’ feedback is 

very valuable in determining whether and in what ways such culturally relevant practices 

are successful.  

In a separate study that incorporated student input, Hughes et al. (2011) reported 

on the perceptions of middle school students. The authors state, “Rarely, if ever, have 

the voices of these students regarding culturally responsive practice and cultural 

dynamics in school been reported in the published literature” (2011, p. 10). Like 
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Howard, these researchers see the value of getting the students’ perspective. Hughes 

et al. (2011) write: 

It is important to obtain the perspective of students attending culturally 
diverse schools to determine if they perceive that culturally responsive 
instruction is being practiced and if they believe their classroom and 
school environments are welcoming and accepting of their culture and 
traditions. (p. 13) 

Participants of the study were 16 “racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse 

middle school students with learning disabilities, including low-income, ELL, and 

immigrant students” (p. 13). Ranging from fifth to seventh graders at a large urban 

middle school in the southeastern region, these participants were enrolled in two special 

education resource classes (and regular education for other coursework). 

Understanding student perception of culturally responsive teaching was one goal of the 

study. Other purposes included learning about student perceptions of: their own 

acculturation, cultural background and traditions, acceptance of their culture at school, 

and cultural dynamics of racial and ethnic groups at the school. 

The study was limited by several factors including no pilot testing of the student 

questionnaire to determine reliability and validity, the sample size was considerably 

small, culturally responsive practices training was not part of the study, direct 

observation of classroom environment was not conducted, and comparative data were 

not included. 

Calling for more research in this particular area, the researcher urges replication 

of this study to gain insight into how teachers can best meet the needs of students from 

diverse backgrounds (Howard, 2001). Additionally, emphasis was placed on continuing 

to actively support the voice of students regarding all aspects that affect their schooling 

(Howard, 2001).  
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Moore (2007) encourages school leaders to begin the journey toward effectively 

implementing culturally responsive practices by “providing opportunities for dialogue 

with students, their parents, and other stakeholders” (p. 28). As a result, school leaders 

will have a glimpse of the beliefs and perspectives of students and other members of 

the community. That understanding can improve school personnel’s respect and care 

toward students, inclusion of cultural backgrounds and cultural relevance in teaching 

high expectations for all students.  

As mentioned previously, the majority of literature related to perceptions of 

cultural responsiveness in schools is qualitative and rich with interviews, questionnaires, 

observation, and focus groups. This approach promotes openness by communicating 

knowledge, beliefs, and experiences.  

Soumah and Hoover (2013) explored students’ perceptions of inequality in 

schools in their qualitative study in a city in Minnesota, in which they interviewed eight 

high school students. Of the sample, four were African-American, three were Hispanic, 

and one was white. The analysis of students’ responses yielded the following themes: 

academic performance standards and expectations, including curriculum & student 

motivation; attendance and enrollment issues; bullying and related deportment issues, 

including consistency of application of discipline and expectations for behavior; equity 

and fair treatment in school; resources and their effect upon instruction and 

infrastructure; and diversity and the learning environment.  

Students’ responses in the area of teacher expectations, decision-making, and 

discipline were the most salient. Students noted inequalities in treatment by teachers 

and peers, available resources, how discipline was handled at the school, and 
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communication of low expectations. One respondent had very stark perceptions, yet the 

researcher concluded that the students’ perceptions did not come from teachers’ direct 

comments because the respondent could not provide that evidence. Thus, the 

researcher questioned the construction of her perceptions. The female Hispanic student 

shared that her teachers demonstrate low expectations for her and believe that female 

Hispanic students will drop out of high school due to getting pregnant. While the 

respondent could not provide direct evidence of her teachers’ negative attitudes, the 

researcher found that direct communication between teachers and students about 

breaking down negative stereotypes would be beneficial.  

Chavez and Guido-DiBrito (1999) assert that individuals from minority 

populations define race and culture in a very conscious way due to cultural and social 

influences. The authors identify two ways that race and culture are constructed, and 

these actually work in conflict to one another. They state: 

First, deep conscious immersion into cultural traditions and values through 
religious, familial, neighborhood, and educational communities instills a 
positive sense of ethnic identity and confidence. Second, and in contrast, 
individuals often must filter ethnic identity through negative treatment and 
media messages received from others because of their race and ethnicity. 
(p. 39) 

This is a contrast to the racial identity construction of individuals who are white. Their 

enculturation is seen as unconscious because “their societal norms have been 

constructed around their racial, ethnic, and cultural frameworks, values, and priorities 

and then referred to as ‘standard American culture’ rather than as ‘ethnic identity’” (p. 

39). Racial and cultural identity development is a progression, which moves from the 

unconscious to the conscious. Ethnic identity is established through shared cultures, 

languages, religions, traditions, celebrations, and beliefs.  
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One recent study attempted to blend qualitative and quantitative methods as well 

as eliciting both teachers and students’ perceptions. Edwards (2010) developed two 

separate questionnaires and used the data to compare perceptions of teachers and 

students. The primary intent was to identify whether examples of cultural 

responsiveness were visible in three separate programs for African American students 

in a school district with a large population of African American students.  

Because the researcher asked participants to note their demographic information 

at the end of the survey, comparison of responses within and across ethnic and SES 

groups was anticipated. Once pilot tested for reliability and validity, the surveys were 

administered to a sample of 152 African American students in ninth and tenth graders 

enrolled in three different high schools and 34 full-time or part-time teachers. One 

purpose of the study was to determine whether any tenets of culturally responsive 

teaching were more important than others. The survey included questions about student 

perceptions related to cultural identity, self-esteem, curriculum responsiveness, 

relationships with teachers, program challenge, and cultural diversity. Students gave 

strong agreement indicators in all areas except student-teacher relationships and self-

esteem. They had particularly positive views about working with students from other 

cultures and learning about diversity (Edwards, 2011). 

The significance, purpose and methodology of Edwards’ study are particularly 

valuable to the current study since there is little literature that goes beyond examining 

the perceptions of school personnel. Because only African American students were 

administered the survey, it would be valuable to replicate the study to elicit data from 

multiple racial and ethnic groups of students.  
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Summary 

Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods studies have been conducted on 

teacher and student perceptions of their teachers, the majority being case studies in 

which semi-structured interviews were conducted. Overall, the research points to the 

need for more fieldwork in order to determine the perceptions and experiences of 

students regarding teachers’ cultural responsiveness in schools. Limited studies 

addressing student perception demonstrate the need for more research that 

investigates the opinions and outlooks of students since their voice is often absent in 

the literature. Additionally, since so much of the research focuses on the Black-White 

achievement gap, practitioners would find more multi-cultural research valuable. 

Morrison et al. (2008) state, “Future research should address how teachers enact 

culturally relevant pedagogy in truly multi-cultural classrooms” (p. 444). 

The current study focuses on gaining insight from students who school leaders 

and teachers would otherwise know very little about. This elicits student input about how 

school personnel respond to their cultural values and interests and allows educators to 

make learning more relevant. This study will add to the body of research that 

incorporates studies of students’ perceptions since limited research exists particularly 

regarding elementary-age students. 
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Table 2-1.  Major Authors on Cultural Responsiveness in Schools 
Author Term Definition/Summary  

Gay, G. 
(2002) 

Culturally 
responsive 
teaching  

“Using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically 
diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively” (p. 106) 
 
Diverse students will achieve better when their instruction is designed with their 
lived experiences and cultural frames of reference in mind. Five elements 
required of practitioners of CRT include: developing a knowledge base about 
cultural diversity, including ethnic and cultural diversity content in the curriculum, 
demonstrating caring and building learning communities, communicating with 
ethnically diverse students, and responding to ethnic diversity in the delivery of 
instruction. 

 
Howard, T. 
(2001) 

 
Culturally 
responsive 
pedagogy 

 
Is “situated in a framework that recognizes the rich and varied cultural wealth, 
knowledge, and skills that students from diverse groups bring to schools, and 
seeks to develop dynamic teaching practices, multicultural content, multiple 
means of assessment, and a philosophical view of teaching that is dedicated to 
nurturing student academic, social, emotional, cultural, psychological, and 
physiological well-being” (p. 67-68). 
 
This framework “embodies a professional, political, cultural, ethical, and 
ideological disposition” (p. 67) about school success for diverse students.   

 
 

 
Ladson-
Billings, G. 
(1995). 

 
Culturally 
relevant 
pedagogy 

 
Rests on three criteria: (a) students must experience academic success; (b) 
students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students 
must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the current 
status quo of the social order. (p. 160) 
 
A framework for fostering student achievement, building cultural competence, 
and teaching students to identify and combat the inequities in society and 
schools, culturally relevant pedagogy is a way for teachers and schools to value 
and draw upon the cultural make-ups of students and tie them into the teaching 
and learning process. 

 
 

 
Brown-Jeffy 
and Cooper 
(2011) 

 
Principles of 
culturally 
relevant 
pedagogy 

 
Identity and achievement- identity development, cultural heritage, multiple 
perspectives, affirmation of diversity, and public validation of home-community 
cultures which includes the social and cultural capital that students bring to 
school with them. 
 
Equity and excellence- dispositions, incorporation of multicultural curriculum 
content, equal access, and high expectations.  
 
Developmental appropriateness- learning styles, teaching styles, and cultural 
variation in psychological needs (motivation, morale, engagement, 
collaboration). 
 
Teaching whole child- skill development in a cultural context, home-school-
community collaboration, learning outcomes, supportive learning community, 
and empowerment. 
 
Student-teacher relationships- comprised of the themes of caring, relationships,  
interaction, and classroom atmosphere. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of the proposed study was to determine students’ perceptions of 

their teachers’ culturally responsive practices. In this chapter the design of the study is 

presented, and the setting, participants, instrumentation, data collection, data analysis 

and researcher subjectivity statement are described. This multiple case study gives 

students a “voice” in an area where research is limited. Gall, Gall, and Borg (2007) note 

that a good depiction or thick description within a case study incorporates “statements 

that re-create a situation and as much of its context as possible, accompanied by the 

meanings and intentions inherent in that situation” (p. 451). Yin (2014) defines case 

study as an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth 

and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context may not be clearly evident” (p. 16). A case can be defined by an individual, 

small group, an organization, space and environment, community or settlement, 

episodes or encounters, event, or period of time (Miles et al., 2014), and the case in this 

study is defined by the small group of students and teacher in a classroom in which 

cultural responsiveness of teachers was explored. In previous studies on student and 

teacher perception of cultural responsiveness, case study has allowed for the thorough 

investigation of this phenomenon and similar questions through interviews and 

observations (Howard, 2001; Hughes et al., 2011; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Parhar and 

Sensoy, 2011; Soumah and Hoover, 2013; Toney, 2009; Walker, 2011).  

Throughout the research process, the researcher studied the data to find 

constructs, or “concepts that are inferred from observed phenomena and that can be 

used to explain those phenomena” (Gall, Gall, and Borg, 2007, p. 451) that bring order 
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to the data. In Vivo coding was utilized to determine meaning from the data using the 

participants’ actual statements. Provisional and descriptive coding were also used. 

Because the study seeks to explore and provide a platform for students’ voices, this 

form of coding along with researcher coding, allows for students’ direct statements to 

become categories and codes. A case study is most appropriate in carrying out the 

purpose of the study and yielding the teacher and students’ responses to answer the 

research questions just as in the case studies presented in the literature review 

(Howard, 2003; Hughes et all, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 1995).  

Setting 

This study occurred in three elementary schools in one large school district in the 

Southeast region of the U.S. These schools were chosen because of their large 

population of Black and Hispanic students. Black and Hispanic students happen to be 

the majority in these schools. In case study research the researcher usually conducts 

fieldwork by interacting with the research participants in their natural setting (Gall, Gall & 

Borg, 2007). These schools were also good research settings because the students 

have not made significant achievement gains compared to other elementary schools 

with similar demographics. 

Each case in the study, or classroom teacher and group of students at the 

specific school site, is referred to with an identifying letter. For example, Case A instead 

of the actual name is used to protect the identities of the school district, schools, 

administrators, teachers and students. School demographic information is provided in a 

table at the end of the chapter (Table 3-1). The schools are all located in an 

unincorporated community which is part of a large county in the southeastern region. 
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Approval to conduct this qualitative research study was granted by both the 

research committee of the district school board and by the University’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). The principals of each elementary school were then contacted by 

e-mail introducing them to the study and inviting them to participate. They were 

provided all consent forms- the parental consent (Appendix A), the student assent 

(Appendix B), the educator consent (Appendix C), and the administrator consent 

(Appendix D). They also received all the interview protocols for their review- the student 

(Appendix E), teacher (Appendix F), and administrator (Appendix G). Principals from all 

of the schools granted the researcher access to their sites for the teacher and student 

interviews. 

Participants 

Purposeful sampling was used to gather the sample in order to meet the study’s 

purpose, which was to develop a detailed understanding of the beliefs and perceptions 

of Black and Hispanic upper elementary students. Participants were selected in a 

school district where the researcher is employed. Participants were gathered based 

upon accessibility, which was achieved by school principals who granted approval to 

conduct the study at their site. School administrators were invited to select a fourth or 

fifth grade teacher who demonstrated the tenets of cultural responsiveness, had 

favorable teaching evaluations and who had been teaching a minimum of three years. 

The researcher provided principals with the criteria from which a teacher could be 

identified as culturally responsive, and the criteria were based on key points from the 

literature (Brown-Jeffy and Cooper, 2011; Gay, 2010; Gay, 2002; Howard, 2001; 

Ladson-Billings, 1995; Toney, 2009; Villegas, 2002). Hispanic and Black students were 

intentionally selected because their “voices” are often absent or included minimally in 
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the research which describes them. The grade level of students was dependent on 

whether the principal selected a fourth or fifth grade teacher who demonstrated 

culturally responsive practices.  

The researcher asked each principal to identify a fourth or fifth grade teacher, not 

limiting the pool to just one grade level, in order to widen the pool of potential 

participants. The researcher took into consideration the criteria that potential 

participants had to meet and did not want the number of teachers the principal could 

choose from to be too limited. For example, one of the schools had six fourth grade 

teachers and six fifth grade teachers, yet many were not eligible as they were first-year 

teachers. The principal at each elementary site selected the teacher and provided that 

teacher’s name to the researcher. The principal in Case A recommended a specific 

fourth grade teacher for the researcher to contact, the principal in the school in which 

Case B and Case C took place responded with four names of teachers who were fourth 

or fifth grade teachers and principal in Case D responded with the name of a fourth 

teacher who was willing to participate. The researcher contacted those teachers 

recommended by the principal in Case B and Case C through an e-mail expressing the 

purpose and intent of the study and including the educator consent form as an 

attachment. The recommended teachers in Case A and Case D were both willing to 

participate, but before they affirmed their interest with the researcher, two teachers from 

School B had responded affirmatively to the researcher’s request. With concern about 

having limited participation and to safeguard against any unforeseen issues with 

participants, the researcher decided to proceed with one teacher from two of the 
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schools and two teachers from the remaining school. All of the instructors were fourth 

grade teachers.  

The case, or unit of analysis or aspect of the phenomenon to be studied, 

included a very small sample of students and one teacher from four fourth grade 

classrooms from three different schools. A sample of three to five student participants 

was needed; however, consent forms were given to all students in each teacher’s 

classroom in order to obtain the best results with securing participants. These forms 

were provided to the student and parent in their home languages as determined by the 

teacher at the school site. As stated in the forms, participation was voluntary, no 

compensation was provided to participants, and consent could be revoked at any time. 

To allow for in-depth and on-going one-on-one and focus group interviewing, the study 

called for between three to five students from each classroom. 

The study chose to focus on interviewing students in intermediate level 

elementary school as opposed to any other age of students for the reason that limited 

research on perception of students at this age exists. Although the body of research on 

accessing the voice of the student is limited, it is more so limited at the elementary level 

and more common at the middle and high levels. In the student perception study 

conducted by Lee et al. (1983), second, fourth, and sixth graders were interviewed 

about their perceived school experiences. In a different study, Howard (2003) 

interviewed fourth and fifth grade teachers after interviewing and observing their 

teachers. While most literature that incorporates student perception is conducted at the 

high school and college level, some research focuses on middle school. The intent of 

the researcher was to gain insight into what young learners have to say about their 
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school experiences. After pilot-testing the original interview instrument (Appendix H), 

the researcher decided that fourth or fifth graders would be able to sufficiently articulate 

their perceptions through responding to interview questions.  

With regard to selecting teacher participants, homogeneous sampling allowed for 

identification of teachers who principals felt exhibited characteristics of culturally 

responsive teachers. Specific criteria were outlined and provided to principals to aid 

them in selecting the teachers most suitable for the research study. Principals were 

asked to identify teachers who demonstrate most or all of the following: high 

expectations for all students; an awareness that race and culture make up who a person 

is and influence how life and learning are approached; respect for diverse races, 

ethnicities, languages, cultures, background experiences and viewpoints; orientation to 

establish teacher-student relationships and foster parent involvement;  incorporation of 

multicultural curricula and students’ cultural experiences into the teaching and learning 

process; classroom management style that is culturally sensitive; and care for students. 

The teachers also needed to be fourth or fifth grade teachers with at least three years of 

teaching experience and favorable performance evaluations. Teacher participants were 

asked to commit to interviews. They also helped pass out and collect permission forms 

as well working with the researcher to schedule interviews. Since each school site had 

at least one teacher participant, it enabled in-depth probing and data collection given 

the nature of qualitative study. Teachers also provided consent with the understanding 

that participation was voluntary, no compensation was provided, and consent could be 

revoked at any time.  
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The teacher in Case A was Caucasian and Italian-American. A teacher for six 

years, she has taught at the current school for five years. She attended college in 

southwest Florida and her classroom was an exceptional student education cluster 

classroom. Of the four student participants in Case A, two were Hispanic females 

whose parents were born in Mexico, one was a Hispanic male whose parents were born 

in Honduras, and one was a Black male whose ancestors were from Haiti and Jamaica. 

In Case B, the teacher was Caucasian from an English and Irish-American 

background with eleven years of teaching experience. A teacher at this school site for 

four years, she grew up in a nearby town and had followed in the footsteps of her 

parents and sister to become a teacher. The student sample consisted of four girls and 

two boys, all of whom were Hispanic. This sample was composed of 2 Hispanic males 

with ancestors from Mexico, 3 Hispanic females with ancestors from Mexico and 1 

Hispanic female whose parents were Puerto Rican and Cuban. 

Cases B and C were situated in the same school site. In Case C, the teacher 

was an Italian-American woman who was originally from the northeastern U.S. A 

concert musician in New York City as her first career, she had lived in Spain and had 

been in the field of education for 22 years. Her husband is Spanish and she had taught 

students at the pre-K through university level, including classes for English for Speakers 

of Other Languages (ESOL). A teacher at the current school for two years, she had 

taught in other Title-I schools in other districts. The student sample consisted of four 

girls and two boys. One Black female referenced her African-American culture. Two 

Hispanic males were of Mexican descent. One female referenced being half-American 

and half-Hispanic, and the other two females were born in Cuba.   



 

49 

Case D occurred at the third school site, with a teacher originally from the 

northeastern U. S. A teacher for five years, this was her first year at the school. She 

was Caucasian with Italian ancestors and was raised by a single-mother. Student 

participants included one Black and Hispanic female who was of Puerto Rican descent, 

one Black student who was African-American and Haitian, one Hispanic female from 

Cuba, and two Hispanic females from Mexico.  

Instruments Used in Data Collection 

Qualitative methods were used to conduct this study as it offered the researcher 

opportunities for collecting personal and detailed input from participants and yielded the 

most appropriate data: the views and words of actual students. Key challenges in 

carrying out the study were to ask questions that would ensure participants would 

generate responses and to make sure that students’ views were unrestricted. Therefore, 

researcher-created interview questions were required (Creswell, 2012). The student 

individual interview protocol, included as Appendix E, consisted of a statement to 

participants explaining the purpose of the study and twelve questions with sub-

questions for most to aid in probing when necessary. The individual teacher interview 

protocol (Appendix F) consisted of a statement to participants and seventeen questions, 

six with sub-questions for probing.  

Gall, Gall, and Borg (2007) observe that interviews are more commonly utilized in 

qualitative research than questionnaires because they yield “open-ended exploration of 

topics and elicits responses that are couched in the unique words of the respondents” 

(p. 229). Because interviews are susceptible to bias, the student one-on-one and 

teacher one-on-one interview protocols were pilot-tested at one of the school sites with 

fourth grade students and a teacher who were not be part of this study. Gall, Gall, and 
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Borg (2007) suggest, “by pretesting questions, you can identify those that are 

ambiguous and revise them until all or most of respondents interpret them similarly” (p. 

254). This pretesting reduced threats to reliability and validity and indicated necessary 

revisions to the researcher. For example, after pilot-testing the student interview 

questions, careful consideration was given to re-wording and simplifying the questions. 

These revisions reduced confusion with the interview items that may have otherwise 

been too formal for students to answer. During pretesting, the researcher asked the 

students to provide feedback on questions that they did not want to answer or did not 

understand. The researcher realized that a definition or depiction of the word “culture” 

was necessary to ensure that students truly understood the word so they could 

accurately answer items related to it. Therefore, prior to the interviews, the researcher 

decided to read the book What is Culture? by Bobbie Kalman before the instrument was 

administered. In order to pre-test the teacher interview protocol, a pilot interview 

(Appendix I) was conducted with one teacher. The schools’ principals reviewed both 

instruments, but no revisions resulted from their assessments. 

Data Collection Procedures Used 

A multiple case study was conducted that aligned with the intended purpose of 

the study (Yin, 2014). Each case is defined by the students and their teacher within 

each school site who were selected to collect data from. Therefore, four cases exist. 

The data collection process kept in mind the culturally sensitive framework for 

qualitative research Tillman (2006) states, “the Culturally Sensitive Research 

Framework places African-Americans at the center, rather than on the margin of the 

inquiry and allows researchers to situate themselves based on their own cultural 

knowledge” (p. 271). 
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To begin the data collection process, an interview- ranging from 30-50 minutes- 

was conducted with each teacher. After the interview, each teacher was provided with 

the parental consent forms to be sent home with the students. As the forms were 

returned to the teacher, interviews were then set up with the individual students. These 

interviews were considered an essential part of the study since some students were 

expected to be more willing to share personal beliefs and perceptions in a non-group 

setting. These student interviews ranged from 7-15 minutes. Before each interview, the 

students were asked for their assent. The interviewer explained the purpose of the 

study, length of time needed to complete the interview, plan for how the study’s results 

would be used, and the availability of the study’s report (Creswell, 2012). The student 

assent described the study in age-appropriate language, and included a definition of 

culture that fourth graders could understand.  

Also prior to the individual student interviews, the researcher read the children’s 

book entitled What is Culture? by Bobbie Kalman. Providing this introduction to the 

concept of culture prior to the interviews proved to be beneficial in ensuring that fourth 

grade students could share their perceptions and experiences with culture. 

After analyzing information from specific respondents, a small number of 

participants were chosen for focus groups based on the richness of description they 

provided in the initial interviews. As themes emerged from student responses, the 

researcher investigated certain avenues of inquiry further to deepen understanding and 

provide a wealth of description. Statements made by participants that were found to be 

interesting, vague or enlightening were probed to encourage elaboration. This pattern 

followed the trajectory common to the work of qualitative researchers. Bogdan and 
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Biklen (2007) state, “From broad exploratory beginnings, they move to more direct data 

collection and analysis” (p. 59). As the study evolved, focus groups were conducted 

which allowed for advanced discussion which probed deeper using emerging 

questioning. Focus groups were advantageous. Since students were all in the same 

class and shared similar characteristics, they could easily draw upon each other’s 

statements and agree or disagree with reliable evidence. Focus groups are typically 

conducted with between four to six participants (Creswell, 2012) so only one focus 

group at each site was necessary. Teachers were interviewed prior to student 

interviews in order to relate teachers’ descriptions, examples, and explanations to 

student’s responses about their experiences. Where relevant, teachers’ responses were 

incorporated into the questions being asked of students during the focus group 

interviews, which ranged from 25 to 35 minutes. 

The teacher in Case A preferred to respond to the interview questions through e-

mail. The researcher then conducted a follow-up interview, asking the teacher to 

expand on the written answers. Parental consent forms were sent home to all of her 

students and four were returned. Those four students were interviewed individually by 

the researcher. After review of the transcripts from those interviews, the researcher 

selected three of the four original participants for a focus group interview. In this focus 

group interview, students were asked clarifying questions about their statements in the 

one-on-one interview and were requested to reflect upon statements taken from their 

teacher’s interviews. Students were asked to give examples to help clarify their 

responses. Member-checking occurred so that the researcher could be sure responses 

were understood correctly. In Case B, six students returned their parental consents. 
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Individual interviews were conducted with all six students to identify participants who 

could provide thorough descriptions and were good candidates for follow up. Because 

the study’s intent was to give the students a voice, participants who were able to 

express connections between their culture and school experience and could provide 

examples were considered for more interviewing. Subsequently, four participants were 

selected for a follow-up interview. Six parental consents were returned from the 

students in Case C and those students were interviewed individually. Three students 

were selected for the follow-up interview. Five of Case D’s students returned parental 

consent forms. All five participated in individual interviews, and then three were chosen 

for additional interviewing in the focus group. 

The individual principal interviews were held last. After the researcher had time to 

conduct and analyze all teacher and student individual and focus group interviews, the 

principals were asked to reflect upon the findings and answer additional questions 

(Appendix G).  

Data Analysis 

Interpretational analysis (Gall, Gall, and Borg, 2010; Miles et al., 2014) was used 

to analyze the data from the individual teacher, student, and administrator interviews 

and the focus group interviews, which involves “closely examining and grouping 

elements in case study data in order to fully describe, evaluate, or explain the 

phenomenon being studied” (p. 350). Audio recordings of the student and teacher 

interviews were transcribed and coded. The data were coded manually so the 

researcher could be “close to the data and have a hands-on feel for it without the 

intrusion of a machine” (Creswell, 2012, p. 240). Data collected was analyzed and used 

to guide further and deeper questioning in focus group interviews, and not seen as just 
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a way of tabulating the data (Miles et al., 2014). The data obtained in each case was 

coded and used to gear questions toward understanding each case’s uniqueness. Open 

coding and thematic data analysis resulted in emerging themes becoming evident. In 

vivo coding proved to be a valuable form of coding with regard to the purpose of this 

study. Saldana (2013) states, “In vivo coding is appropriate for virtually all qualitative 

studies, but particularly for beginning qualitative researchers learning how to code data, 

and studies that prioritize and honor the participant’s voice” (p. 91). When selecting a 

method of coding the researcher considered that the child and adolescent voices are 

often marginalized, and coding with their actual words enhances and deepens an 

adult’s understanding of their cultures and worldviews. Provisional coding and 

descriptive coding were also utilized. Provisional coding proved to be an appropriate 

choice because the literature on cultural responsiveness in schools presented many 

indicators that the researcher wanted to explore in this case study. These indicators are 

cultural competence, sociopolitical consciousness, high expectations for students, 

validating cultural differences of students, parent/community involvement, incorporating 

the cultural backgrounds of students in the school experience, utilizing students’ cultural 

frames of reference for creating relevant pedagogy, and promoting cultural competence 

among students (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Parhar & Sensoy, 2011; Villegas, 

2002). 

Participants’ responses yielded a wealth of qualitative data. Given the mass of 

raw data, the researcher’s first step was reducing the data by transcribing the interviews 

and making initial sense of the data. The data were transcribed and coded per case, or 

per student and teacher sample at each school site. All data from students in a single 
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teacher’s class were combined, however each teacher and student’s interview data 

were considered individually first. Miles et al. (2014) state, “A primary goal of within-

case analysis is to describe, understand, and explain what has happened” in a case or 

site” (p. 100). This was accomplished by reading the student individual interview 

transcripts to “tentatively identify categories of responses” (Joyner, Rouse & Glatthorn, 

2013, p. 236). To create meaning from data gathered in a study, Gall, Gall, and Borg 

(2010) state, “the goal of interpretational analysis is to identify constructs, themes and 

patterns” (p. 350). When a theme emerges, the researcher will notice a “salient, 

recurring feature” (p. 350), and when a pattern in the data is discovered, the researcher 

notes “systematic relationships between two or more phenomena within a case or 

across cases” (p. 350). Raw data were also included as part of the multiple case study 

since that data represents the words or “voice” of the participants. 

Miles et al. (2014) recommend coding data in two cycles in order to “initially 

summarize segments of data” and group the summaries from the first cycle into a 

smaller number of themes (p. 86). Therefore, two cycles of coding took place in the data 

analysis process. The first cycle consisted of reading and re-reading transcripts while 

employing in vivo coding. Within the first cycle of coding, each student interview was 

read and keywords and phrases were noted in the right margin, which is one-third of the 

page wide. The individual interview was read several times across different settings in 

order for clear interpretation. As keywords and phrases reoccurred throughout the re-

readings, the researcher took these and created codes as necessary. The first student 

interview was coded and then the researcher determined whether the other students’ 

responses in the individual transcripts and focus group transcripts met with those codes 
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or if new information was to generate additional codes. The researcher then moved on 

to analyzing the teacher interviews to determine whether that data could be coded 

within the already stated codes or if more were to be generated. 

To begin to make sense of the codes and determine whether the codes could be 

formed into themes, pattern coding was used as a second cycle method for coding 

(Miles et al., 2014). Pattern coding is used to interpret the codes. The researcher 

clustered the codes that were similar in order to begin to interpret their meanings within 

the case and explore whether a theme emerged. Each case, or school site, had a small 

number of themes ranging from three to five that emerged, which are referenced in the 

next chapter. The researcher kept in mind the central question and sub-questions when 

generating codes and themes in an effort to not only explore students' perceptions but 

be able to compare them to the characteristics of culturally responsive teaching from the 

research. 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

The desire to conduct this study stems from my background as an educator and 

intervention support specialist working with students of racial, ethnic, cultural and socio-

economic diversity. The qualitative research work I have undertaken is limited to 

graduate coursework and cognitive understanding; however, I have worked as a 

teacher for six years and as an intervention support specialist for three years. I am a 

certified teacher and certified educational leader. 

In this study it was paramount for me to step out of the typical skilled and 

knowledgeable role of my occupation and recreate as the focal point the value of the 

cultural beliefs and perspectives of students and school personnel. Tillman (2006) 

states, “Researchers carefully consider the extent of their own cultural knowledge, 
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cross-race and same-race perspectives, and insider/outsider issues related to the 

research process” (p. 269). As a White, female professional in the field of education, I 

related firsthand to the literature on cultural mismatch. Furthermore, my cultural 

experiences framed my research interests, including urban school teaching internships, 

teaching at Title I federally funded schools for five years, completing graduate 

coursework on diversity and social justice, and personally living a bi-cultural life. Tillman 

(2006) writes, “Afrocentric research theories and methodologies can provide 

opportunities for researchers to locate themselves in the particular experiences of 

African-Americans” (p. 268). Throughout the research process, the researcher took 

notes “about situations connected to one’s research that arouse strong positive or 

negative feelings” (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007, p. 462) in a reflective journal. This journal 

helped to provide a subjectivity audit which could systematically identify researcher 

bias. It brought to light the influence of my background and perceptions and provided a 

means to separate them from the analysis of the qualitative data.  

Accustomed to another culture and its values, beliefs, celebrations, traditions, 

and so on, I am a White woman married to an African-American man, who is also a 

teacher. With an African-American step-son and a bi-racial daughter, my perspectives 

about race and culture are very conscious and affect my interactions and relationships 

with others and my frame of reference for decision-making. I have experienced the 

assumptions, misconceptions and discriminatory effects related to my inter-racial 

marriage as well as those towards my husband and step-son. As a result, I am 

interested in further understanding the perceptions of Black students and other 
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marginalized populations in school in order to address the social inequities that exist 

and work to provide relevant learning opportunities for students 

With my primary leadership experience within a school with a diverse population 

of students and a high poverty rate, I had been disheartened over the years by the lack 

of cultural responsive practices I observed. However, throughout the research process 

the culturally responsive practices that were exposed in teachers’ responses and 

students’ perceptions showed signs of promise. Gall, Gall, and Borg define reflexity as 

“a process of self-reflection that case study researchers use to identify their biases, 

attempt to take these biases into account in their interpretations, and seek to minimize 

their effects on data collection and interpretation” (2010, p. 350). Reflexity was practiced 

during the data analysis to minimize bias. 

Summary of the Methodology 

Seeking the insight into students’ perceptions about their teacher’s culturally 

responsive teaching practices, interviews were conducted with Black and Hispanic 

fourth graders in a large southeastern school district. With the research goal of “listening 

to the voice” of culturally diverse students, participants were asked about their 

experiences with teachers in the learning environment. Follow-up, focus group 

interviews with students and interviews with teachers and administrators allowed for 

triangulation of the data. Coding was utilized by the researcher to reduce the data and 

determine themes. The researcher has considered how personal experiences may 

affect data collection and analysis. 
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Table 3-1.  School Demographics 
Case Demographics 

Case A 
(830 students) 
 

95% economically needy 
34% Limited English Proficient (LEP) 
64% Hispanic 
25% Black 
9% White 
 

Cases B and C 
(1038 students) 

92% economically needy 
33% Limited English Proficient (LEP) 
74% Hispanic 
15% Black 
8% White 

 
Case D 
(953 students) 

 
97% economically needy 
44% Limited English Proficient (LEP) 
76% Hispanic 
18% Black 
4% White 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

As stated in Chapter 1, this study was designed to examine the thoughts, 

opinions, and attitudes that fourth grade Black and Hispanic students exhibit toward 

their teachers, who school principals nominated as culturally responsive teachers, and 

to further explore teacher practices and beliefs through teacher interviews. This chapter 

reports on the results of the multiple case studies and identifies cross-case themes. 

A small sample of students from four fourth-grade classrooms was interviewed at 

three Title I-funded elementary schools in the southeastern U. S. The sample size in 

each classroom ranged from four to six students. The students’ responses were audio 

recorded, transcribed, and coded. The first round of interviews, which were the one-on-

one interviews, yielded an average of twelve codes per interview transcription. After 

also analyzing the responses from the focus group interviews, the researcher confirmed 

initial codes and derived additional codes, for an average of fifteen codes per case, or 

school site. To reduce the data, the researcher studied the codes and collapsed the 

multiple codes into broader themes within each case. Specific themes included: holding 

high expectations for students, parental involvement, student engagement, challenge, 

cultural awareness, cultural acceptance, and care. The cross-case themes were: 

holding high expectations for students, parental involvement, and cultural awareness.  

The Voices of Black and Hispanic Fourth Grade Students 

This section presents the themes that emerged from student interviews. The 

interviews also yielded descriptive information which is presented on a case-by-case 

basis. Each case includes student responses as well as teachers’ responses that relate 

to the students’ particular perceptions. In order to give the most exposure to the 
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students’ perceptions, the researcher included specific student responses in tables at 

the end of the chapter.  

Case A 

Case A took place at the school where the researcher is employed. The 

researcher did not know any of the students, but has worked as a colleague of the 

teacher for three years. The students were eager to participate in the interviews, yet all 

demonstrated some hesitation in fully expressing their ideas. It was evident that they 

sometimes had difficulty articulating their thoughts. The researcher provided wait time; 

repeated, rephrased or clarified questions; defined words as necessary; and reminded 

the participants that it was all right to say “I don’t know” or come back to a question 

later. The researcher also provided non-leading encouragement. For example, she 

would say, “thank you again for participating in this study” or “I’m so glad you are 

sharing your ideas with me.” None of the one-on-one interviews or the focus group 

interview concluded prematurely; however, participants’ ability to expand on their 

comments and provide examples to illustrate their statements was most limited in Case 

A. Table 4-1 includes direct quotes from students that illustrate each theme within the 

case. 

A theme which emerged from this case was the importance of including parents 

in their school experience. When asked about the value of parental involvement, the 

teacher said it was “crucial.” She felt that when parents are involved in their student’s 

education, the student feels very proud. More of the teacher’s responses to some of the 

interview questions are included in Table 4-2. Parents could attend individual 

conferences with the teacher, contribute to student-led conferences held twice a year in 

the classroom, participate in phone calls, or write notes back and forth with the teacher. 
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Regardless of the method of parent involvement, participants stated that their parents 

had communicated with their teacher and felt that such communication was important. 

Some of these students mentioned their parents’ goals for them, such as “to be a 

doctor” or “to pass the FCAT.” One student said, “When my parents come in for a 

conference that means they know really what I’m learning and what the teacher have 

teached me.” The students shared that they and their parents especially like student-led 

conferences. One student explained, “They’re proud to see their kid doing good in 

school.” All students noted a sense of pride about their parents attending the student-

led conferences. “I show my mom all my hard work I’ve been doing,” another student 

stated. 

Students were asked about their perceptions of their teacher’s expectations. 

When asked about what their teacher expected them to learn, students noted that the 

teacher wanted them to do well in their subject areas, be good people and learn more. 

Unfortunately, they were not able to identify how they knew their teacher wanted them 

to do well. One student shared that the teacher said he is “supposed to learn because if 

we don’t learn, we won’t have a better life.” The teacher responded that the two major 

attributes her students need are knowing that she believes in them and knowing that 

she is dedicated to their success as students. Believing in her students and motivating 

them to learn and do their best was most important to her. Students referred to their 

teacher favorably, yet their responses were limited in supplying anecdotes in which she 

displayed high expectations for them. However, the teacher’s influence was definitely 

evident in the following statements: “She always cares for us,” “She helps us” and 

“Whenever we need help, she does the best she can.” It was evident from the data that 
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these students valued the role of the teacher, her positive influence, her high 

expectations, and proof of her caring and belief in them. 

When exploring students’ perceptions of their teachers’ cultural responsiveness, 

it is essential to inquire about their cultures and ask how they are included in their 

learning experience. When asked to describe their respective cultures, students were 

eager to answer and had more to say than about any other area of questioning. 

Primarily, students shared information about their ancestry, religion, foods, special 

sports, and celebrations that take place with their families. When asked why culture was 

special to them, the three responses were: “You were born with it,” “You were born 

knowing it,” and “that’s where I’m from so I like it.”  

Students could not recall a time when she asked them about their cultures 

specifically. While one student said that the teacher always cares for the students, he 

was not sure if she knew about his culture. When asked how their teacher incorporates 

other cultures into the classroom, they stated that the teacher lets them draw pictures 

and talk about their cultures. They shared that she focuses on American culture 

because she is American. The three students in the focus group interview were sure 

that their teacher would like to know about their cultures and that she would think their 

cultures are important. They said they would be happy to share information about their 

cultures if their teacher asked them. 

The final theme in this case is the teacher’s acceptance of students’ diverse 

cultures. Despite being “pretty sure she has no idea about our cultures,” the students 

acknowledged that they would like to share their culture with their teacher and felt 

confident that she would be interested in them. Responding to a question about how 
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she gets to know her students, the teacher explained how students completed surveys 

in the beginning of the school year and how she took the time to get to know them 

personally at every opportunity. She did not identify any ways in which she familiarizes 

herself with the particular cultural backgrounds of her students.  

Likewise, the teacher did not identify any ways she incorporates the unique 

cultures of her students into the teaching and learning process. She was confident that 

the social studies curriculum and textbook served to discuss and incorporate culture, yet 

she did not note any specific examples. She did explain that she asks students to write 

about themselves and share any personal information during writing lessons, and she 

saw this as a way for students to share their cultural backgrounds. The teacher’s 

responses were confirmed by her students’ perceptions. There was no evidence of 

opportunities for students to share their cultures and of including culture into learning 

opportunities. In fact, students provided ideas about how their teacher could include 

more cultural activities. These included projects about their cultures and other cultures 

and incorporating students’ native or heritage languages into reading and writing 

lessons. As one student said, “If she knew about our culture, she could know us better 

or she should include that in our work. She can know us more.” All students agreed that 

their teacher values culture, and the teacher’s responses confirmed that she was aware 

of how students’ home environments shape who they are. Thus the theme derived from 

this case is cultural acceptance rather than cultural awareness or integration. 

Case B 

In Case B, the researcher identified the following themes: student engagement, 

parent involvement, challenge, care, and cultural awareness. These themes are 

referenced in Table 4-3 with specific student responses related to each theme. Students 
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in this case felt very excited to meet the researcher and begin the interviews. They 

seemed to be honored that someone took an interest in what they would have to say.  

When asked how they like to learn and which activities are most interesting to 

them in the classroom, students referred to group work at their tables, discussion with 

partners, fun writing prompts, listening to music, and being able to talk while doing 

assignments. The teacher described several techniques for helping her students 

achieve: utilizing Kagan cooperative learning structures, encouraging student 

discussion, balancing structure with a free and open environment, forgiving students’ 

mistakes and using them learn as educational opportunities, providing students with 

specific praise, giving them rewards when they demonstrate success in the classroom, 

and incorporating goal-setting. One student explained that they often have instruction 

on the carpet by the front board, but if the teacher notices that the students are getting 

bored, restless, or inattentive, then she will give the students a stretch break and 

change the activity to get them reengaged. When the teacher provides a lot of examples 

and a vocabulary word wall, students said they feel like they can complete their 

assignments. 

Students were asked about whether the teacher had ever spoken to their 

parents. Of the original six interviewed individually, five said their teacher had met with 

their parents during a student-led conference and/or scheduled parent conference. One 

student stated that the teacher had never spoken to her parents but that her mom did 

meet the teacher during an open house prior to the start of the school year. The overall 

feeling of students was that they wanted their parents visiting the school for conferences 
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and communicating with their teacher; however, some of the students said that they 

would be nervous if their parents and teacher met to discuss a problem.  

When the teacher was asked how the students’ perceived her contact with their 

parents, she stated, “If there’s ever a conference where the purpose behind it is not 

positive I just pull them aside and say I wanna fix this so let’s just talk to mom and let’s 

figure it out.” She stated twice that she does not like when the students feel 

embarrassed, so she is sensitive to how they may react in certain situations. See Table 

4-4 for the teacher’s specific responses. The teacher said she encourages all of the 

students to bring their parents in to student-led conferences and tells them, “This is to 

celebrate you.” If parents were coming in for student-led conferences or to get an 

update from the teacher on the student’s progress in school, then the students reported 

that they would feel happy and proud. They feel their parents care about them and they 

agree that it is important for their parents to speak with their teachers, even if it is about 

a problem. It was evident from student responses that their parents and other family 

members are so important to them that they want to show them what they are doing in 

school and how they are progressing. Students also want their families to be proud of 

their work. Such student responses made parent involvement a theme in this case. 

Students in this case all affirmed that their teacher had high expectations for 

them. When students were asked how they know their teacher believes in them and 

believes that they can accomplish their goals, one student stated, “Every morning she 

says this is a new day and you guys should do your best on everything.” Another 

student knows her teacher has high expectations for her students because the teacher 

has told them that she has a son and that she treats her students the same way she 
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treats her son. She requires the students to complete their assigned work and provides 

incentives to turn in their completed work. She does not permit students to turn in a 

“halfway job.” Instead, she provides the students with the supports to follow through with 

a task and feel successful when they complete it. When asked whether it is necessary 

to have a teacher with high expectations, the students said yes and shared that 

teachers show they have high expectations when they provide students with a lot of 

challenging work. 

These students all agreed that they can learn more when they do more work and 

complete more challenging work. They explained how challenging work would help 

them pass the FCAT, move through the grades, and have a better life. One of the 

students shared the idea that a teacher who is too funny and does not provide students 

with a lot of classwork “probably wants the kids to fail.” Other students agreed and said 

such a teacher would probably have a class that misbehaves by “wasting time” and 

“goofing around.” 

Students had quite a bit to say about their teacher’s caring attitude toward them, 

which became another theme in this case. Students were asked how a teacher who 

holds high expectations for her students would act. Students shared that their teacher 

treats them the way she wants to be treated, encourages them to go to their happy 

place when they are sad, is always there for them, does not yell at them, gives them 

second chances and provides a lot of work. One student gave an example of how she 

cares: “She tells us never give up, try your best and if you still don’t get it, we’ll check it.” 

Another student stated, “She wants the kids to learn. She doesn’t yell or anything but 

she says time to learn but not in a mean way.” The students feel motivated to 
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accomplish their tasks because their teacher wants them to do a great job and helps 

them whenever they need it. In her interview the teacher explained how she avoided 

embarrassing students, and they stated that she will talk privately with students when 

there is a problem. 

Cultural acceptance was the final theme that emerged within Case B. Students 

felt their teacher knew about their cultures, but they were not sure how she knew. One 

student faintly remembered telling her teacher about her culture. All students openly 

shared about their cultural backgrounds. They did not recall examples including their 

culture in the classroom except for citing Spanish words in some reading books and 

sometimes reading about different cultures. One student stated that she did not want to 

learn about her own culture. She wanted to learn new things at school and wanted to 

learn about her culture at home; however, she did recall telling her teacher about her 

culture. Another student did not understand how the teacher could include her culture, 

and stated that the Mexican culture belonged to her parents, not her. One student 

mentioned that her religious beliefs prevented her from participating in certain activities 

and that her teacher would provide different activities instead.  

Although the students could not provide specific examples as to how culture is 

imbedded in their learning experience or how they would like for it to be included, the 

data showed that students felt confident about cultures and felt that the teacher 

accepted them for who they are. When the researcher asked how she meets the needs 

of her culturally diverse class, the teacher stated, “You have to realize that they all come 

from different homes, different experiences, different cultures. I think when you’re 

teaching a lesson first of all you can’t many any assumptions and you have to be 
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sensitive to needs.” She explained how she respects the religious beliefs of her 

students by creating alternative assignments to the mainstream Christmas holiday 

activities. She described her efforts to remain sensitive to different kinds of homes, 

experiences, and cultures when planning her lessons and activities. She learns about 

the students’ backgrounds by having parents fill out a form (which asks for any special 

information they want to provide) at the beginning of the school year. She also 

referenced activities she uses to understand students’ cultural backgrounds and to 

encourage mutual sharing of these backgrounds. These activities included: creating 

puzzles, completing interest inventories, and playing interactive games. 

Case C 

The data on student perception in this case helped to identify its themes: student 

engagement, parent involvement, high expectations, and cultural awareness. Specific 

student responses related to each theme are listed in Table 4-5. The students in this 

case appeared very confident when initially greeted by the researcher and remained 

confident throughout the one-on-one interview process. The three students selected for 

the follow-up group interview were quite articulate; they readily answered all questions 

and responded to probing by the researcher. 

When asked how they liked to learn, students mentioned sharing their work with 

others, writing on whiteboards, hearing music, and partner and share activities. The 

teacher is trained in the Kagan cooperative learning model and is certified to train other 

teachers. She talked about providing students with ways to learn new information, share 

their ideas, and solve problems, and she stated that she gives continuous verbal and 

non-verbal praise to students to keep them motivated. When asked how their teacher 

celebrated their successes, the students gave parties, snacks, cheers, high fives, and 
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“great jobs” as examples. Students’ descriptions of their learning environment illustrate 

their engagement in what their teacher has planned for them. See Table 4-6 for more 

specific student response data and Appendix J for the teacher interview transcript. 

Parent involvement was another theme that emerged. Students mentioned 

whether their parents had spoken to the teacher and described their thoughts about 

such communications. One student shared that not only could the teacher share 

information about his progress with his parents, but the teacher would also learn about 

his home life. All of the students reported that their parents attended the student-led 

conferences. All agreed that in watching out for the best interests of the student “she 

needs to let your parents know” both the student’s positives and negatives. The teacher 

stated, “If you can get the parents on board, then you’ve got it all.” 

The students’ statements clearly demonstrated their belief that their teacher has 

high expectations. In the words of the teacher, “I have my high expectations and they 

know they need to meet them. But I’m also kind and understanding.” The students 

reported that their teacher repeatedly said they are smart, they can pass the grade and 

she expects improvement in their test scores, reading levels, and grades. They also 

mentioned that she is always pushing them to learn more and perform to their best 

ability. 

The final theme in this case is cultural awareness. The researcher asked 

students to share details about their respective cultures, describe how their cultures 

were included in their classroom, and discuss how they would like their cultures to be 

included. The students freely shared information about their cultures, including 
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languages their family members speak, the countries their parents and/or extended 

family migrated from, special traditions and celebrations, and important beliefs.  

Similarly, the teacher shared a lot about her cultural background in the interview. 

She had lived and taught in Spain, Honduras, and Japan and was married to a Spanish 

man. She talked about her family’s struggles when returning to the U.S. and her 

husband’s difficulties adjusting to a new culture. When answering the researcher’s 

questions, she often related her answers to her own cultural background and 

professional experiences. One student said it best: “If she doesn’t know us, she know 

what we’re comfortable with.” When explaining how culture is incorporated into the 

classroom, the students mentioned that their teacher sometimes speaks Spanish to 

them, talks about cultures during social studies instruction, and lets students express 

different cultural backgrounds through academics as well as socially. For example, one 

student who was born and educated in Cuba said that she is glad her teacher allows 

her to incorporate Cuban phrases into her writing because she can express himself 

more easily. 

Case D 

The data in the final case yielded the following themes: building relationships with 

students, high expectations of students, parental involvement, and cultural awareness. 

Specific quotes within each theme are found in Table 4-7. 

The students perceived that their teacher took the time to build relationships with 

them. They believed that she knew what they liked and were interested in. One student 

described how the teacher placed a little note of encouragement on her desk, while 

another mentioned the classroom prize box filled with items the students can request. 
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She also shared the importance of tracking students’ successes academically to 

keep them motivated to put forth their best effort. The teacher confirmed that she will 

write the students personal notes as well as give them some of their favorite things as 

rewards. She mentioned “making a connection outside of the academic” to help 

motivate them. The students and the teacher felt that special events outside of the 

school day were important for helping them to know each other. The teacher believes 

the students need “somebody who shows an interest in their lives outside of school.” 

Table 4-8 provides more detail about the teacher’s specific answers to interview 

questions and this case’s student focus group interview transcript is included as 

Appendix L. 

Holding high expectations for students was another theme identified in the 

research. Students confirmed these expectations when they described how the teacher 

pushes them to work hard and achieve. Providing them with challenge was a way of 

holding them to high expectations (see Appendix K for individual student interview 

transcript). One student observed that her teacher would not have provided them a 

writing word wall and other learning activities if she did not have high expectations for 

them. One student’s perception was that her teacher’s goal was for her to do “very good 

in school and life and have a good career.” The focus group students also agreed that 

the teacher’s preparations for state exams showed her high expectations. She also tells 

them that they can reach their goals (see Appendix L for student focus group interview 

transcript).  

Students also perceived parental involvement as very important. One student 

joyously reported that the teacher sometimes sends home certificates of 
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accomplishment and that her parents are very happy with her when she receives one. 

Another student stated that her parents’ goal is for her to succeed in school. Described 

as “probably the most important thing,” the teacher confirmed her students’ perceptions 

of the value of parental involvement. Of the three students who took part in the focus 

group interview, one of the student’s parent attended a conference, one’s aunt came to 

a conference, and one student’s parents’ work schedule did not permit them to attend 

any school conferences. They all agreed that they want their parents to know how 

things are going for them in school. 

The final theme of this case is the perception of the teacher’s cultural awareness. 

When the class reads a story that includes information about a different culture, the 

students reported that the teacher will identify the country’s geographical location on a 

map and ask if any students have something to share about the particular culture. One 

student recalled a time when the teacher pointed to Haiti on the map and asked about 

Haitian culture. This reminded the student of her Haitian father. The teacher places 

markers on one map to identify countries that were discussed in the class’s readings. 

Although they could not provide rich descriptions in their statements, the students in the 

focus group shared that the teacher accepts and acknowledges diverse cultures and 

wants them to “come together just like a family.” They noted that she compares and 

contrasts cultures, and that she lets all the students express special information about 

their cultures.   

Listening Across Cases: Common Themes 

This section explores the perceptions “heard” across cases and summarizes the 

themes which emerged from all three cases. Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ 

cultural responsiveness emerged in different ways. Likewise, each teacher said different 
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things about their students and offered different perspectives about what they needed 

for success. While this study does not yield generalizable findings, the researcher found 

several cross-case themes. The following themes were common to all cases: holding 

high expectations for all students, parental involvement, and cultural awareness. To 

varying degrees, all students referenced their teachers’ high expectations and faith that 

they could achieve at the same level as peers in the district. The students valued 

parental involvement, even though some students were nervous or scared if they were 

in trouble. Finally, the data collection yielded significant dialogue about students’ 

cultures and their attitudes toward using culture to help them learn. Even though the 

degree to which students elaborated about cultural factors varied among cases, they all 

perceived their teachers’ cultural acceptance and awareness in the classroom. 

High Expectations 

The teachers consistently maintained that holding students to high expectations 

was imperative, and this was confirmed by the students’ perceptions. Across cases, 

students believed their teachers had high expectations because they assigned 

challenging work and pushed students to reach their goals. When asked whether the 

teacher had the same expectations for all students, or thought that all students could do 

their best, the students always said “yes.” They felt their teacher demonstrated these 

beliefs by expressing clear expectations, explaining how to meet those expectations, 

and helping them to do so. Students also demonstrated their perceptions of their 

teachers’ high expectations in responses about how teachers know their preferred 

learning styles, evidence that their teachers believed in them, and celebrating their 

successes in the classroom. The following themes from within cases are part of the 
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larger theme, or support the larger theme, of holding high expectations for all students: 

building relationships, care, student engagement, and celebrating success.  

Parental Involvement 

Not all of the students interviewed had parents who attended teacher 

conferences, but they all agreed that it was important for parents to be involved in their 

school experience. Those students whose parents had not had contact with the teacher 

stated that they would like such contact. Students’ perceptions of parent-teacher 

communication were mixed because many viewed parent conferences as punitive and 

negative in nature. However, even students who saw conferences that way 

acknowledged that the teacher and the parent should talk about the child’s strengths 

and weaknesses so parents are informed. The students expressed fear and 

nervousness if they were unsure of what information the teacher would share or if they 

were “getting in trouble.” Their perceptions of student-led conferences, however, were 

much more positive; students demonstrated pride and happiness that their parents had 

an opportunity to learn about their school experience. 

Valuing Culture 

Students did not hesitate to provide information about their personal cultural 

backgrounds. They were happy to share what they knew about their unique 

backgrounds and experiences, and they displayed a sense of pride and engagement. 

They also shared insights about how they view and value culture related to their 

learning experience. Teachers and students’ thoughts aligned about the importance of 

valuing and embracing the personal backgrounds and home lives of students. Across all 

cases, students perceived that their teachers were interested in and accepting of their 

cultures, although some students were not sure if their teachers actually knew about 
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their cultures. Overall, the descriptions of how teachers included culture in the 

classroom were limited. Students’ perceptions varied. Some did not perceive any 

particular cultural awareness being included while others described classroom 

discussions about culture when related to reading curriculum. The students also 

supplied ideas about how to include more culture into the school. 

Reactions of School Administrators 

At the conclusion of the data collection and analysis, school administrators’ initial 

reactions to the findings in each case were sought. Each school site’s principal or 

another administrative designee was invited to participate in an interview. Principals in 

Cases A and D agreed to participate, however no reply was made by the principal at the 

third school after several attempts. In each interview the researcher read her analysis 

and conclusions, identifying the major themes. The administrator was asked to 

comment on each theme with an immediate reaction to the findings. The interview 

concluded with a question related to the administrator’s thoughts on the value of the 

“student voice.” 

The interview with the principal in Case A took place at the school site and lasted 

approximately 30 minutes. The administrator agreed that each of the themes- building 

relationships, high expectations, parent involvement, and cultural awareness- were 

critical to the success of students.  

He shared that building relationships is critical and that each teacher and student 

must work together to build that relationship, whether it is writing notes to the students, 

rewarding them for their efforts, or simply talking to the students. The principal added 

that this teacher in particular attended a ballet performance put on by the students at a 

nearby high school, which highlighted her efforts in attending school-community events. 
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Regarding her high expectation for students, the principal acknowledged that teachers 

should not let students’ deficits in certain academic areas hold the students back from 

having rewarding classroom experiences. He referenced this teacher’s use of 

technology, higher-level questioning and thinking techniques, multiple opportunities for 

sharing, and other meaningful and engaging lessons in which students of all ability 

levels can feel validated. The principal affirmed the teacher’s response that parent 

involvement is critical. He emphasized the personal aspect involved with getting to know 

parents during extra-curricular or community events at the school. He referenced taking 

the time to speak with parents at any chance possible and building partnerships despite 

language barriers. One student, the teacher, and the principal all referenced one 

National Honor Society awards program in which the teacher stayed late to support her 

supports and take the time to get to know their parents and families.  

A final reaction by the principal was in the area of the teacher’s cultural 

awareness. He referenced the importance of a culture within the classroom so that all 

students’ backgrounds and identities are supported and celebrated just like a family. He 

noticed that it is very clear in this classroom that all students are respected and 

accepted. When asked about the value he sees in the work on student perception and 

listening to the voices of students, he stated that is very powerful and that “the student 

voice is really the most important voice.”  

The interview with the principal in Case D took place at the school site and lasted 

approximately 25 minutes. The principal was eager to hear the researcher’s findings. 

The major themes are parent involvement, high expectations, and cultural acceptance. 
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With regard to parent involvement, she agreed that it is vital, and noted that it is 

important for teachers to not only rely on the two scheduled student-led conferences but 

to also reach out to build relationships with parents at other times. She wants teachers 

to go above and beyond to make these connections parents. In the area of high 

expectations for students, the principal agreed that holding students to high standards 

allows them to work toward reaching goals and striving for success. The principal 

mentioned the importance of providing focused feedback and praise so that students 

are aware of how they can reach these expectations. She stated that teachers should 

really be “highlighting their achievements and accomplishments” and that this “promotes 

ownership in them wanting to do better.” Regarding the final theme of cultural 

acceptance from this case, the principal shared that students love to share about who 

they are- their cultural identity, their classwork, and their interests- any chance they get 

and that this should be welcomed. Although the teacher did not identify specific ways to 

pull in students’ cultural backgrounds and frames of reference, the principal agreed that 

this teacher welcomes students’ diversity but does not see evidence of how their 

backgrounds are incorporated. The principal desires for each teacher to see the 

uniqueness that makes up every child, and if the teacher plans to include that in the 

learning environment then school becomes more relevant to students and they will 

show more success. Noting her value of the research on student perception, she stated 

that surveying the students is just as important if not more important than surveying the 

staff. She stated, “They’re our customers, and they are who we are here to serve.” In 

closing, she noted that student achievement is of utmost importance and the students 

are one of the keys to it. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter presented the study’s findings regarding Black and Hispanic fourth 

grade students’ perceptions of their teachers’ cultural responsiveness. The researcher 

interviewed a small sample of students in four teachers’ classrooms. After analysis of 

the data, the cross-case themes across the four cases were identified as: holding high 

expectations, parental involvement, and valuing culture. Prior to the emergence of the 

cross-case themes, the researcher carefully reviewed the coding to find themes within 

each case. Other themes specific to particular cases included: care, challenge, cultural 

awareness, and cultural acceptance.   
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Table 4-1.  Student Voice in Case A 
Themes Participant Responses 

Parent involvement 
 

Parent attends parent conferences and student-led conferences 
My parents want me to have a good future 
I show my mom all my hard work I’ve been doing 
She can know how I’m doing in school 
They’re proud to see their kid doing good in school 
When my parents come in for a conference that means they know      
  really what I’m learning and what the teacher have teached me 
 

Teacher 
expectations 

She always cares for us. 
She helps us. 
We’re supposed to learn because if we don’t learn we won’t have a    
  better life 
Whenever we need help, she does the best she can do 
Before we do an important test, she reminds us of stuff we learned  
  so we can all get a good grade 
Trusting 
Gives respect 
Better our future 
 

Culture Sometimes [teacher] lets us draw a picture about our culture. 
If we had to do any assignment about our culture that would be fun. 
I’d be shy to talk about my culture. 
I don’t know if my teacher knows about my culture. 
I’m pretty sure she has no idea. 
If if she knew about our culture, she could know us better or she  
  should include that in our work. She can know us more. 
If every class has to come up with a culture, like a project about  
  culture that’s a good idea.  
She can give us a little bit of language in our reading and our writing. 
My teacher has not asked me about my culture 
If I didn’t have the same culture and country, I wouldn’t be able to communicate 
with my family in Haiti. 
You were born with it. You were born knowing it. 
That’s where I’m from so I like it. 
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Table 4-2.  Case A Teacher Responses 
Questions Participant Responses 

What are the key 
attributes your students 
need in you as a 
teacher? 
 

Dedicated to making them better 
Someone to believe in them 
Motivator 
Someone who believes they’re going to get their work done and accomplish it 
Knowing your students and what’s best for them 
 

How do you get to know 
your students? 

Surveys, especially at the beginning of the year 
Talk to them on a personal level 
Having that one-on-one 
Sometimes in a small group when they’re doing their final copies for writing 
you can get some one-on-one conversation out of them 
Picking them up from lunch, walking to lunch, picking them up from recess 
 

When do you know your 
students are successful? 

I know my students are successful when I see it in their faces. They light up 
and their whole attitude changes. They are not reluctant to answer questions 
and they want to elaborate on something. 
 

How do you celebrate 
the successes of your 
students? 
 

I celebrate their success with calls home, letters home, special incentives, 
and lots of verbal praise. 

How do you view parent 
involvement? 

Parent involvement is crucial. If students see parents are involved in their 
schooling they take more pride in what they are doing. 
Student-led conferences, parent conferences, phone calls home 
Teachers should always keep the parents up to date on how their child is 
doing. This way they are not blind-side by anything. 
All parents are equal in my class. If they need translators, then they are 
provided. 
 

How do you think 
students view parent 
involvement? 

For some kids, I don’t think they really care if their parents come to school or 
not 
Some value school, but I think they’re so stressed out at home with having to 
pay bills and stuff that maybe the job is more important than coming to school 
Some of them want to further their education but I think there’s so many other 
home things going on that it’s hard to even come into school. 
 

You mentioned school is 
a place for them to get 
away. Why ? 
 

So they don’t have to go home and have all the stress of home life or if mom’s 
beating them or if dad’s beating them. They’re not getting food and they have 
to figure out how to get food. 

So how do you meet 
their needs? 

Being open. They can come talk to me one on one. They can write it down. 
We have guidance counselors and others at the school that they can talk to. 
 

In what ways do you 
incorporate, if any, the 
cultures of your 
students? 

I like going to their games outside of school, I like to go to their sporting 
events. If students can’t watch or do certain activities because of their beliefs 
they can get alternative activities or go to another classroom. 
 

In terms of the 
curriculum, do you feel 
that it’s culturally 
sensitive? 

Yes, I think so. But I mainly teach writing. They could tailor their writing work 
toward their culture. If they’re writing about themselves, they could explain 
about what happens at home and things like that. Um, for Social Studies, I 
think it does a really good job differentiating and working with our population. 
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Table 4-3.  Student Voice in Case B 
Themes Participant Responses 

Student 
engagement 

work together at our table 
good to talk with partners 
helping us when we’re stuck 
when we’re sad she says to remember our happy place 
reading books that have Spanish words, vocabulary all over the room, 
she asks us to grade ourselves on how we understand it 
examples really help me 
plays music 
makes learning fun 
doesn’t yell 
if we’re getting bored, she lets us take a stretch 
letting us learn and letting us have fun too 
When she wants the kids to learn, she doesn’t yell or anything but she says time to 
learn but not in a mean way. 
When she gives us more work, then that’s good because we can learn more and 
you don’t have to be talking a lot because you’re more interested in the work than 
talking. 
 

Parent contacts When she says good things about you, that makes me feel proud. 
Well, if she’s telling my parents that I’m doing really great, then I feel really great. 
Kind of nervous because I might get in trouble. 
I feel like my mom is caring about me so I think it’s good for her to know about how 
I’m going in school. 
I know meeting with my mom is important. 
I would feel scared if I was in trouble but just for a student-led conference I 
wouldn’t feel scared. 
Kind of nervous, because I might be in trouble or how I’m doing in school, how’s 
my behavior and how good I am in reading. 
 

Challenge 
 

she gives us bigger words, like when we do our writing,  
she gives us hard stuff on math like so when we grow up, we’ll be smart. 
She tells us never give up, try your best and if you still don’t get it, we’ll check it. 
A lot of work…challenges us, entertains us, more practice for the FCAT. 
The teacher should give a lot of work. 
That means she really cares about us and she wants us to do better at our work.  
She challenges us. 
When she gives us more work, then that’s good because we can learn more and 
you don’t have to be talking a lot because you’re more interested in the work than 
talking. 
 

Care I think that they should um like care about the kids like we care about her 
She told us everything she tells her son, she does it to us because he goes to 
school and we go to school and she’s a teacher so it’s her kid and it’s like if we 
were her kid too. 
She told all of us several times that she cares about us. 
Treat the kids how you want to be treated. 
Gives us a second chance 
Every morning she says this is a new day and you guys should do your best on 
everything 
When we’re sad, she tells us to remember our happy place and where we come 
from and then we all get happy back. 
She tells us never give up, try your best and if you still don’t get it, we’ll check it. 
When she wants the kids to learn, she doesn’t yell or anything but she says time to 
learn but not in a mean way. 
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Table 4-3.  Continued 
Themes Participant Responses 

Culture I’d like to just learn about school stuff like social studies that has different cultures 
in it but it’s telling about something else.  
My teacher already knows about my culture. I think. I’m not sure. 
When we’re sad, she tells us to remember our happy place and where we come 
from and then we all get happy back.  
Some stories we read have my parents’ language in it. 
In reading we do have this 4.1 book and it talks about some of the history around 
the world. 
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Table 4-4.  Case B Teacher Responses 
Questions Participant Responses 

What are the key 
attributes your students 
need in you as a 
teacher? 
 

Structure 
Patience 
Forgiveness 
Student-talk 
Encourage students to be self-learners and to question what’s beyond just the 
textbook 
 

What do you think your 
students want in a 
teacher and school? 

To feel included 
To be accepted 
Enjoy the hands-on part of school 
Feeling a part of something  
Feeling part of a group where people aren’t going to talk bad about you 
A place where they belong, where they know they fit it and they know they are 
liked 
 

When do you know your 
students are successful? 
 

The quality of work they produce 
Their whole affect changes 

How do you celebrate 
their successes? 

Tangible items 
Verbal praise 
Specific praise 
You have to celebrate even the smallest success to build some intrinsic 
motivation 
 

When it comes to culture 
and how that is 
incorporated into your 
classroom, how do you 
meet the diverse needs 
of your students? 

Realize they all come from different homes, different experiences, different 
cultures 
Can’t make assumptions 
Be sensitive to needs 
I think that anytime you’re planning anything you have to stop and reflect and 
ask yourself is what I’m doing in everybody’s comfort zone, because if it’s not, 
then they’re not going to learn. 
 
 

How do you learn about 
students’ cultures? 

In the beginning of the year, we do a puzzle  activity where they write all 
about themselves and I have them write what are some of your customs, your 
traditions, how many people are in your family 
During the meet and greet I have a form for the parents and I ask them to fill it 
out with…a section that asks if there’s any special they’d like me to know 
about their child. 
 

How do you incorporate 
the cultural backgrounds 
and experiences of your 
students into the 
classroom? 

That one is tricky. We have a set curriculum that we have to teach. 
Sometimes they’ll offer information about what they do with their family so 
they feel like their way of living is accepted. 
Social studies comes to mind 
In core reading, they make references to what they do at home and I say oh 
tell me about it. 
When choosing guided reading books from the resource rooms or I’ll use 
them from the series or other times that are about a family from this culture 
 

How do you meet the 
diverse learning styles 
and behaviors? 

Present information visually 
YouTube clips 
Well there are students who can learn it and go off. I feel I’ve created an 
environment where they feel secure enough to stay down on the carpet, and I 
always think of another way to do it. 
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Table 4-4.  Continued 
Questions Participant Responses 

How do students know 
they are held to a high 
expectation? 

One of the things I say to them is you can’t do a half-way job, you have to do 
an all the way job. 
So they know they’ve got to do it. She’s not going to let me turn it in the 
basket until I’ve done my best. 
Saying to the kids, ‘you will do this’ 
You will have to do the work whether you ask for help or push it off to another 
day. 
I do a lot of Kagan, and they also know a lot of times they’re going to have to 
share a lot at their tables so they have to have something ready. It’s ok if it’s 
not right but you’ve gotta have something ready and not sit there and blow it 
off because she’s going to hold me up to that standard. 
 

In terms of classroom 
management, are there 
any ways that you are 
culturally sensitive? 

I use a clipboard where just everything is about good choices. You make 
good choices, you make not so good choices. You can see on the chart they 
come in ready to learn so it’s not a negative thing. I’ve seen some charts 
where you start at the bottom and you have to work your way up, but with this 
you start in the middle. 
When I think about being respectful to them culturally, I don’t like to 
embarrass them. 
 

How do you include 
parents and families? 

Open-door policy 
They’re always free to call me 
I give everyone a little magnet with my contact information so they can put it 
right on their fridge 
A lot of them don’t speak English but I’ll put my hand on their shoulder and 
just say I’m glad you’re here. I just want them to feel as accepted as possible 
when they do come in. 
We have student-led conference twice a year. If they can’t make it, I’ll 
reschedule. 
We try to get every parent in here for a conference one-on-one but it’s hard to 
do. Our biggest thing is the language. 
I think if they feel you’ve accepted them as a different culture, you’re golden. 
They’ll do anything for you. 
With the student-led conferences, I say to the kids this is to celebrate you. 
Just to celebrate you, so I think they like that, at least they are smiling a lot. 
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Table 4-5.  Student Voice in Case C 
Themes Participant Responses 

Student 
engagement 

When you do something bad, she lets it slide 
She reviews things. 
She always doing cheers 
She gives us high fives and says great job 
We get parties 
We get a snack 
With music and mix-pair-share, you can actually move around and not just sit there 
and do nothing 
Sharing with partners is kinda fun 
 

Parent involvement It might be great for my parents if they know I’m doing good in classes 
It’s nice if they meet with my parent so that they can tell me what I have to work on 
My teacher would also know about what I’m doing at my house 
She needs to let your parents know 
My teacher tells my parents what’s going on and what’s getting better and what’s 
getting lower. 
So parents know what to teach more at home. 
She can tell our parents how much we learned and how much we increased in our 
scores 
 

High expectations 
 

She’s always like, you can do it, just try it and realize it 
She pushes us a lot 
She told me she expects me to have a high reading level 
She wants us to work hard 
She’s not only working hard with me but she’s working hard with everyone in the 
room 
She tells us all the time that we’re smart 
I know you can pass this grade 
She teaches us that she actually cares 
She knows we work hard to achieve 
I think it’s important to have a teacher who has high expectations because when 
you’re not doing what you’re supposed to, she reminds you that she has high 
expectations for you and she makes you feel like you really worked hard 
 

Cultural awareness She’s always talking about cultures 
She accepts what we do from our culture 
She doesn’t talk about my Mexican culture, she talks about cultures from the past 
She talks about cultures when we’re doing Social Studies 
Sometimes she speaks Spanish 
We could all bring in different foods that go with our different cultures 
She lets us do things that we used to do in our countries 
Some people don’t know my culture and I would like to express it 
The first day of school she asked me a lot about my culture 
If she doesn’t know us, she doesn’t know what we’re comfortable with 
She lets us play the way we played in our country or write the way we wrote in our 
country 
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Table 4-6.  Case C Teacher Responses 
Questions Participant Responses 

What inspired you to 
become a teacher? 

I sort of well into it. I am a professional oboist by trade and I lived in New York 
and we say there that every musician has a day job. So I fell into teaching 
music actually. I started teaching in Miami and moved from New York to 
Miami actually and taught music and taught between two difficult schools. 
Project schools, Title 1. Loved it. Loved it. Title 1. Really rough. And I loved it 
and seeing the results I had with the kids and seeing that the kids really 
needed people that wanted to be there. It kind of made me change my career 
and say ok I need to do this. 
 

How many years have 
you been teaching? 

22. I’ve been here for a while. But in all different. I mean I’ve taught from Pre-
K to university so I’ve got a large spectrum that I have covered. I’ve also 
taught in private academies. I’ve also lived abroad for about 12 years. I lived 
in Spain. I’ve also lived in Honduras. I taught a little bit in Japan. I’m certified 
in Spanish and I’m certified in elementary ed. but as I’ve said, I taught 
everything from Pre-K to university. 
 

What are the key 
attributes that your 
students need in your as 
their teacher? 

They need consistency, which sounds really strange but they need somebody 
who’s gonna to be here and be here for them. Who knows what they’re 
doing? I mean I like to think I know what I’m doing, but although some days 
I’m not so sure, but they need to know that there is a constant in their lives 
where they can feel secure that ok I’m here and this person is here for me. 
 

If I asked your students 
to describe you in five 
words, what would they 
say? 
 

I’m a very much out-of-the-box teacher. I think they would say fun. Um, I’m 
very demanding. I have my high expectations and they know they need to 
meet them. Um, but I’m also kind and understanding. 
 

What do you mean by 
high expectations? 

Kids need to be held to high expectations. Of course you’re not going to set 
them up to fail but I tell them that I treat them as if I treat my university 
students because that’s where they need to go. And now obviously, they’re 
10- they’re 9 and 10. But they need to know that that’s what I expect of them 
and they will get there. It’s all contingent on the relationship that you form with 
your kids. If they know that, again it brings me back to the consistency, if they 
know you’re there for them and they know you’re there because you want to 
be, they will work for you. But you have to pull it out of them. It’s not like the 
first day of school, they’re like ohh we’re going to work for Ms. Arpaia, no. It’s 
because you sit with them and you talk with them and you build that strong 
relationship. And then from there they know that yeah I do expect this. I’m 
never going to set them up for failure, so I differentiate wherever I can but it 
doesn’t mean that I don’t have high expectations. I don’t differentiate on a 
lower level. In language, I might be talking to them in a different way to get 
them to reach the expectation that I have for them. I don’t know if I explained 
myself clearly. 
 

What makes a teacher 
great? 

I think what makes a teacher great is you really need to empathize with the 
students and you really need to step aside and be really reflective and ok I 
think I’m a great teacher, everybody thinks they’re a great teacher but they 
need to be able to look outside and be able to say hmmm maybe the way I 
perceive myself is not even the way my students perceive me, so you need to 
be big enough to do that and then adapt accordingly. 
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Table 4-6.  Continued 
Questions Participant Responses 

How do you celebrate 
successes in the 
classroom? 

We do verbal celebrations, non-verbal celebrations. We try to celebrate every 
success, even if a student raises a hand and gets the wrong answer I try to 
celebrate their motivation to share with the class and raise their hand and 
that’s a big important part. And I might tell a student we’re not there yet but 
you had the courage to raise your hand and try and that is a good example for 
other students because they’ll see you and they’ll want to be like you. So 
thank you, thank you for that. So even just a comment or a little yeah every 
chance I get. 
 

What is the value of 
parent involvement? 

It’s really everything, and it’s the huge piece that we’re missing here. Um. I 
can see the difference in my students who have the parents that are there 
and really, not on them, but consistently there for them because you have to 
take into consideration the reality that a lot of these people work 15, 18 hour 
days and they may not even see their kids during the week. So yes parent 
involvement is huge. We don’t always get that here. But if you can get the 
parents on board, then you’ve got it.  
 

How do you incorporate 
the cultural backgrounds 
and experiences of your 
students? 

I try to get them to talk about their lives whenever we can and talk about their 
lives and celebrate the fact that we are all different, especially where religion 
is concerned because you’ve got people who are Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
Catholic, Christian, and they do get confused when they see kids that won’t 
stand up and say the pledge. We give those kids that don’t say the pledge a 
chance to explain why they don’t, tell us, let’s learn. And then from there we 
pull a lot of like holidays in and you know what do you celebrate in your 
country. My family is from Spain so I talk about what I do and what it was like 
growing up in New York as an Italian-American there. And so we try to 
celebrate diverse cultures anytime we can.  
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Table 4-7.  Student Voice in Case D 
Themes Participant Responses 

Building 
relationships with 
students 
 

If you had a big even coming up, it’s super exciting, she’ll not go home, she’ll stay 
here and she’ll go to that event and see you either perform or whatever it is. 
We have a prize box 
We get treats 
She buys us Justin Bieber and One Direction 
She helps us to do it step by step  
She’s a real fun teacher 
We get to do a bunch of projects, instead of just sitting there and looking around 
Make us more confident 
When we didn’t try our best the one day, she writes a little note and puts it on our 
desk the next day and writes you can do better, you know you can. 
 

Parent involvement 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
High expectations 

She sends this certificate home and the parents be so glad and we get to hang 
them up 
I want my parents to know how I’m doing in school 
I think it’s important for them to talk because if something’s going on in school and 
it’s really bad they need know about my grades and so they can like talk to me 
about it and they could also help me to learn about it. 
My parents really want me to succeed in school 
My parents would know stuff that I don’t even know 
 
She’s always telling us to learn many languages because the better we are with 
languages, the more jobs we’re going to get in life 
She knows that we can pass it because even if we are a little lower, she’s pushing 
us and pushing us 
She’s gonna start to pushing us and pushing us till we reach our goal 
She always says we can do our best 
She challenges us with things that may be a little harder 
She says you can do it 
She says this goes for everybody in the classroom 
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Table 4-7.  Continued 
Themes Participant Responses 

Cultural awareness She asks questions to learn about us 
Let us make a poster about different cultures and share about our lives and all that 
She can relate to us and learn what she doesn’t know 
When we’re reading a book in class, she’ll always ask if that has to do with 
somebody’s culture 
We have this map next to our reading table and we take a pin and she’ll mark it 
down so everybody can know all the cultures and countries we’re reading about. 
When it comes to social studies, everybody raises their hands and talks about 
culture and she lets us. 
I think we should have more games on culture so other kids can learn about other 
cultures 
On the walls, we could have different languages on it 
She wants the kids who speak Spanish to teach her Spanish words 
I like to share it because I also want to know about different cultures that just aren’t 
my culture 
My culture is special to me because my whole country was born there and so that’s 
basically kinda like home to me 
If I was only American, I’m already in America and I wouldn’t be able to go to 
different places  
When it comes to culture, she doesn’t just focus on one main culture, she focuses 
on all of the cultures, and compares and contrasts them 
The way she show us about our cultures like show us she care about what we do 
She does let us express our culture and if we have traditions, she does let us 
express that to everybody else because she wants us to come together just like a 
family and accept everybody because she wants us to be prepared for life. People 
are always going to be different. 
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Table 4-8.  Case D Teacher Responses 
Questions Participant Responses 

What are the key 
attributes that your 
students need in you as 
a teacher? 

Someone who is fair and consistent, somebody who is firm and motivating, 
and kind and empathetic. Especially our kids, somebody who shows an 
interest in their lives outside of school is a huge thing. 
 

What makes a great 
teacher? 

It was the teachers that really listened to their students and tried to make a 
connection outside of the academic, making a connection with your kids to 
motivate them. 
 

What ways do you 
incorporate the cultural 
backgrounds of your 
students into the 
classroom? 
 

I try to make a connection with our subjects when things come up in stories 
that we’re reading. I try to bring things from their culture and try to ask them 
questions. 

What value do you see 
in parent involvement? 
 

Probably the most important thing. The hardest thing is the language barrier. 
But there’s nothing more important. I think if we can get the parents to buy in, 
then that’s half the battle. 

What do you think are 
the effects of poverty 
that these kids bring with 
them? 

I think one of our biggest hurdles is just that you know making sure basic 
needs are met. I think it is just so eye-opening. If basic needs aren’t being 
met, it’s going to be very hard to teach them anything. If they’re not getting 
that emotional support and not getting fed and kids coming to school with 
clothes that are ripped and sneakers with soles falling off, not having 
materials, I think it’s a big impact. 
 

How do you celebrate 
student successes? 

We have a cheer of the week. We track student successes for reading and 
math tests. Lunch bunches and I do certificates and notes home and I write 
certificates and leave them on their desks. I try to be as positive as possible 
all day long every day, so I think they’re motivated a little more to attain these 
things. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 

The study’s goal was to tap into the “voice” of upper elementary-aged Black and 

Hispanic students as they expressed their perceptions of their teachers’ cultural 

responsive practices, an area of research that is limited within the latest literature on 

culturally responsive practices in schools. Since school systems serve students from a 

diverse range of socioeconomic statuses, ethnic origins and cultural norms, teachers 

must be equipped to teach within a culturally responsive framework and not just the 

cultural code they are accustomed to (Gay, 2002; Shealey, 2007). The increasing 

cultural mismatch between White teachers and a diverse student body creates a 

challenge for schools seeking to eliminate the racial achievement gap. Thus it can be 

very valuable to learn what students think about how teachers create positive learning 

environments, present culturally relevant pedagogy, and help students connect their 

cultural backgrounds with their learning experiences (Gay, 2002; Howard, 2001, 2003; 

Howard, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

In this multiple case study, the researcher sought qualitative data-- the words of 

students-- to explore the research questions. The researcher also looked for evidence 

of teachers’ culturally responsive practices and explored how this evidence relates to 

the tenets of culturally responsive teaching. Interviews with students and their teachers 

yielded the necessary data to address these questions, and participants’ responses 

were coded for emergent themes. 

This chapter includes a review of the statement of the problem, a review of the 

methodology, a summary of the results, a discussion of the results, and the researcher’s 

personal reflections. 



 

93 

Statement of the Problem 

The study’s findings are significant for teachers and administrators, who are 

working to improve student academic achievement and eliminate the racial achievement 

gap. Even when educational scores improve as a whole, a gap in the achievement of 

White and minority students remains (Barton and Coley, 2010). Howard (2006) states 

the marginalization of students from certain racial, cultural, and economic groups who 

learn within a Eurocentric framework are “the same students who are failing or 

underachieving at disproportionate rates in our nation’s schools” (p. 118). Teachers and 

administrators must not view students’ school experiences through their own cultural 

lens, but be equipped to teach students of all races, ethnicities, and cultures through 

culturally responsive teaching practices. 

The demographics of U.S. students are shifting rapidly, so teachers must find 

ways to relate to students of different cultural backgrounds (Wong, 2008). They must 

respond to students’ cultures and incorporate their backgrounds into their learning 

opportunities. By 2010, the number of Hispanic students in public schools had nearly 

doubled, going from 12 percent in 1990 to 23 percent, while the number of White 

students decreased from 67 to 54 percent (USDOE, NCES, 2011). School 

administrators and teachers should reflect on how they can meet the needs of such 

diverse learners. The cultural mismatch between teachers and students can no longer 

be ignored. 

By gathering information about students’ perceptions of whether and to what 

extent their teachers acknowledge, accept, include, and encourage culture in the 

classroom, the study lets school personnel hear students’ voices. This research allows 
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for the crucial exploration of students’ attitudes and beliefs about how culture is and 

should be incorporated into their learning. 

Review of the Methodology 

The researcher conducted a multiple case study, which yielded the appropriate 

qualitative data- participant responses. The researcher interviewed students from four 

classrooms in three Title I-funded schools in the southeastern U.S. The three schools 

feed into one of eight high schools in the school district, are located in an 

unincorporated community in a large county in the southeastern region, and are 

considered low-performing schools as designated by school grades assigned by the 

state’s Department of Education. 

Principals were introduced to the study and asked to provide names of teachers 

in fourth or fifth grade who had favorable teacher evaluations, had taught a minimum of 

three years, and exhibited the characteristics of culturally responsive practices. These 

characteristics included: demonstrating high expectations for all students; an awareness 

that race and culture make up who a person is and influence how life and learning are 

approached; respect for diverse races, ethnicities, languages, cultures, background 

experiences and viewpoints; orientation toward establishing teacher-student 

relationships and fostering parent involvement;  incorporation of multicultural curricula 

and students’ cultural experiences into the teaching and learning process; a classroom 

management style that is culturally sensitive; and caring for students. 

One teacher from each school was selected who was willing to participate and 

best met the specific criteria. However, at one site the principal selected two teachers 

who were both willing to participate. Therefore, four case studies were conducted. 

Parental consent forms were sent to the students in each of the classrooms to ensure 
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the minimum number of necessary participants was secured. Teachers signed informed 

consent and then participated in one-on-one interviews which ranged from 30-50 

minutes. Once student participants were secured, one-on-one interviews were 

conducted with each student who returned a parental consent form and signed the 

student assent. Thus each case had between four to six students who participated in 

individual interviews. Participants’ responses were reviewed and some students were 

selected for additional focus group interviews. In these interviews, students were asked 

to expand on their initial answers and also answered questions formulated using 

responses from the teachers’ interviews. Member-checking occurred within each 

interview to maintain accuracy in reporting participants’ responses. Both the student and 

the teacher interview protocols were pilot-tested and revised accordingly. 

Data analysis included in vivo coding, provisional coding and descriptive coding, 

and the researcher manually coded the data in two cycles (Miles et al., 2014). Once 

initial codes were established, the researcher’s coding was examined by another 

researcher in the education field. In order to reduce the data, some codes within each 

case were combined as broader themes emerged. Codes were found within each case, 

which led to identified themes within and across the four cases. 

Summary of the Results 

As the students shared their beliefs and attitudes, several themes emerged from 

each case. Teachers’ responses also contributed to the development of themes. In 

Case A, parent involvement, teacher expectations, and culture were the main themes 

identified after careful analysis of student and teacher responses. Tables 4-1 and 4-3 

include students and teacher’s responses in more detail. Four students participated in 

the initial one-on-one interviews and three students were selected for follow up 
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questioning. Many of Case B’s themes were unique to that classroom. Case B’s themes 

included student engagement, parental involvement, challenge, care, and culture. In this 

setting, six students participated in the one-on-one interviews and four in the focus 

group interview. More specific participant responses are included as tables in the 

previous chapter (Tables 4-3 and 4-4). Case C’s themes were student engagement, 

parent involvement, high expectations, and cultural awareness (see Tables 4-5 and 4-

6). Six students participated in the individual interviews, and three were chosen for 

additional interviewing as a group. In Case D the researcher identified the following 

themes: building relationships with students, parent involvement, high expectations, and 

cultural awareness (Tables 4-7 and 4-8). With six students initially interviewed one-on-

one, three of the students participated in the follow-up focus group interview. 

Discussion of the Results 

Interpretation of Findings 

High expectations, parental involvement, and cultural awareness were the three 

main themes that emerged from students’ responses across all Cases and these were 

confirmed by teachers’ responses. Students’ perceptions of their abilities and 

preparedness to meet high expectations all related back to the teacher’s role in explicitly 

stating these high expectations, supporting their needs, caring for them, and providing 

rigorous classwork. If all students were not held to high expectations with aligned 

support to help them work toward achievement, then it could be setting the students up 

for failure. The students themselves recognized this problem; one student observed that 

without high expectations and proper support the teacher “wants them to fail.” Students 

do best when they have clear and attainable goals, and teachers need to explicitly state 

their belief in students and their abilities to achieve at high levels. 
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A teacher who is culturally responsive begins by acknowledging the importance 

of the parents and the family’s culture and establishing communication with the parents 

to help the student have a positive school experience. Students across cases agreed 

that they want to see their teacher and parents communicating. Student-led 

conferences were confirmed by both the students and the teachers as an opportunity to 

show pride in their work, although everyone agreed that parents should also know about 

discipline problems and academic underachievement as well.  

Students perceived the incorporation of cultural backgrounds in the classroom, 

but it was mostly limited to occasional discussions or comments about diverse cultures 

when presented in the curriculum. Students perceived that their teachers were 

interested in their cultural backgrounds, although not all students were sure whether 

their teachers knew about them. When asked how they incorporate student’s unique 

cultures into their learning experience, teachers offered limited responses. However, 

they all valued the students’ diverse backgrounds, demonstrated care and concern for 

their individuality, and acknowledged that students’ cultural backgrounds contributed to 

learning styles and how they approach learning opportunities. Howard (2003) suggests 

that culturally relevant teaching will only work if teachers avoid making judgments based 

on perceptions of race and culture. Instead they should “develop individual profiles of 

students based on students’ own thoughts and behaviors” (p. 201). He adds that 

previous attempts by schools have failed in meeting the academic needs of diverse 

learners and that the key to effective pedagogy in incorporating students’ cultural 

backgrounds must be founded on teachers’ critical reflections.  
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Gay (2000) states, “Just as the evocation of their European American, middle-

class heritage contributes to the achievement of White students, using the cultures and 

experiences of Native American, Asian and Pacific Islander Americans, Latino 

Americans, and African Americans facilitates their school success” (p. 15). When 

students are willing to speak with teachers about their cultures, it allows teachers to 

know exactly how those cultures contribute to and affect their school experience. It 

could also help teachers avoid using their own cultural frame of reference and 

pigeonholing students. Instead they would begin to understand students through others’ 

frames of reference. 

Gloria Ladson-Billings’ (1995) theory of culturally relevant pedagogy provides the 

qualifications by which teachers may be called culturally responsive teachers. The 

teachers in this multiple case study each demonstrated varying degrees of cultural 

responsiveness. For example, all of the teachers displayed high expectations for 

students, expressed the value of parental involvement, and demonstrated an 

appreciation for and an acceptance of culture. Exhibiting high academic expectations for 

students, demonstrating cultural competence, empowering students’ cultural 

competency, and maintaining awareness of social inequities in schools are the 

underpinnings of Ladson-Billing’s theory of culturally relevant pedagogy (1995). 

After analyzing the responses of the teacher in each case, the major 

characteristic of culturally responsive teaching most frequently displayed by all the 

teachers was high academic expectations for students. Students and teachers did not 

report that teachers demonstrated cultural competence and enabled their students’ 

cultural competency, yet each case varied considerably. Only the teacher in Case C 
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displayed evidence of sociopolitical or critical consciousness, in which she mentioned 

she would stand up against social injustices in the school setting and those passing 

judgment on her students. 

Many researchers agree that the cultures of students are being ignored when 

students are forced to assimilate a middle-class, European framework (Gay, 2010; 

Howard, 2003). Using a culturally responsive approach with culturally diverse students 

enables teachers to be welcoming of students’ cultural insights (Brown-Jeffy and 

Cooper, 2011). Students should also be given opportunities to draw upon their own 

cultural backgrounds in order to make sense of the material presented. Gay (2000) sees 

teachers’ cultural responsiveness as a means to increase the achievement of all 

students, but especially for racially, culturally, and economically diverse students who 

usually demonstrate underachievement. 

In addition to the central question of the study exploring how Black and Hispanic 

students perceive their teachers’ culturally responsive practices, the study also explored 

what evidence their perceptions showed of culturally responsive teacher practices and 

how their perceptions of teachers’ practices compared to the characteristics of culturally 

responsive teaching. While the four teachers in this study did not display all of the 

characteristics of culturally responsive teaching, their students’ perceptions of them hold 

promise for future developments in this area. 

While the findings in this multiple case study are not generalizable to other fourth 

grade classrooms, the power of the student’s “voice” as highlighted in this study cannot 

be ignored. Teachers and administrators in all schools can use the study to gain insight 

into students’ attitudes toward how their cultures intersect with their school experience.  
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Implications for Practice 

There remains work to be done in the study of culturally responsive teaching 

knowledge, practice, and effectiveness in eliminating the racial achievement gap. 

School administrators and teachers should consider the results of this study and how 

these students’ perceptions’ and the teachers’ responses might reflect similar student-

teacher relationships in their schools. 

The themes reported across cases are evidence of culturally responsive 

practices in four separate cases in one school district; however, all of the teachers and 

students identified evidence of developing high expectations for all students, promoting 

parental involvement, and acknowledging and welcoming students’ diverse cultural 

backgrounds. Therefore, students in these cases do perceive that teachers hold them to 

high expectations just as they say, as well as providing rigorous classwork to them, and 

supporting students through the learning process. Students also perceived that 

culturally responsive teachers valued parent involvement, took the time to reach out to 

parents, and felt that they could improve in school with parental support and 

involvement. Finally, all students perceived teachers as acknowledging cultural 

differences, inquiring into students’ cultural backgrounds, and incorporating some 

aspects of culture.     

School administrators should ask teachers to follow similar practices in their 

respective schools, and to determine whether their students have similar perceptions 

regarding their teachers. District coordinators and school administrators should consider 

the findings of this study when planning professional development and coordinating 

programming for students. Likewise, those administrators supervising teachers should 

consider the qualities of the culturally responsive teaching and hold teachers to clear 



 

101 

expectations in this area. District coordinators and principals should evaluate the current 

status of culturally responsive practices in their schools and discuss ways for continued 

success and/or improvements. 

Suggestions for Additional Research 

Further research is needed to understand the levels at which schools are 

effectively practicing culturally responsive teaching and also to identify barriers to the 

effective utilization of these practices. School personnel must explore how cultural 

responsiveness enhances the learning opportunities of students who have historically 

demonstrated low performance and disengagement. Researchers wanting to replicate 

this study should carefully take into account the limitations of the study and seek to 

remedy them in a future study. Teachers should examine how students’ cultural 

backgrounds can used to activate learning and engage students in the learning 

environment and process. Below are some future research questions to consider:  

1. How do Black and Hispanic students in schools with predominantly White 
students perceive their teachers’ cultural responsiveness in the learning 
environment? 

2. How do fourth grade Black and Hispanic students in three Title I-funded 
elementary schools with culturally responsive teachers perform academically 
compared to fourth grade Black and Hispanic students with a teacher who 
does not demonstrate culturally responsive practices? 

3. How do African-American students in Title-I funded elementary schools with 
predominantly minority students perceive their teachers’ cultural 
responsiveness in the learning environment? 

4. How do Black and Hispanic sixth grade students in three Title-I funded 
elementary schools with predominantly Black and Hispanic students perceive 
their teachers’ cultural responsiveness in the learning environment? 

5. How do Black and Hispanic 5th grade students in a classroom with a culturally 
responsive teacher perform on standardized assessments compared to Black 
and Hispanic 5th grade students not in the teacher’s classroom? 
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Personal Reflection 

Saldana (2013) states that the qualitative researcher should conduct a “reflection 

on how the researcher herself has been influenced and affected by the project” (p. 258). 

In keeping with this idea, I have made several observations. I found that conducting this 

multiple case study has been extremely enlightening in terms of personal impact. I 

invested more passion in the study than expected and was impressed by the power I 

discovered in each student’s voice. Throughout the student interview process, there 

were moments in which I was nearly brought to tears. Peering into the eyes of a student 

while listening to his/her freedom expression and noting the power of connecting to 

culture was like seeing the child’s soul. The students’ honesty and pride throughout the 

interview process helped confirm the researcher’s belief in the study’s significance to 

the point that the student’s words right at that very moment became more important 

than whether or not any new phenomena were revealed. Following this initial work 

exploring students’ perceptions of teachers’ culturally responsive qualities, I am eager to 

conduct further research. 

Any researcher would be remiss in failing to discuss areas for improvement or 

lessons learned from the study, including (but not limited) to developing, conducting, 

analyzing and reporting. As a novice interviewer, I found that member-checking was 

vital to the accuracy of the data analysis. Although member-checking can prolong an 

interview’s time, its value far outweighs that disadvantage. Since I have experience as a 

teacher and understand the intellectual development of upper elementary-age students, 

I felt the need to affirm their responses to make them feel at ease with sharing. 

However, it is particularly easy to lead interviewees when speaking with children and 

this would have had an adverse impact on the reliability of the study’s results. 
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Therefore, member checking was an essential part of ensuring the quality of the 

research. 

Finally, the most significant piece of this research process for me was in adding 

to the discourse on culturally responsive teaching and creating a platform for the voice 

of the student to be heard- the voice of the girl who says her teacher holds her to high 

expectations and challenges her, the voice of the boy that says how important it is that 

his teacher and parents work together to support him in school, and the voices of many 

young students that say race and culture matter and are an integral part of who they are 

and how they experience in school. 
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APPENDIX A 
PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 

Dear Parent/Guardian:  

I am a doctoral student in the Department of Educational Administration & Policy at the 
University of Florida conducting research on students’ perceptions of their teachers’ 
culturally responsive teaching practices. The purpose of this study is to explore what 
students think of their learning experience and whether their responses relate to the 
main concepts of culturally responsive teaching. The results of the study may help 
teachers and school leaders better understand the experiences and “voice” of the 
student and allow them to design instructional practices accordingly. These results may 
not directly help your child today, but may benefit future students. With your permission, 
I would like to ask your child to volunteer for this research.  

Participating children will be interviewed only by me in individual interviews and then in 
focus group interviews. Not only will I ask your child a series of questions, but I may 
also ask your child to clarify or elaborate on his/her responses. Interviews will be 
audiotaped and the recordings will be accessible only to the research team for 
verification purposes. At the end of the study, the tape will be erased. Although the 
children will be asked to state their names, their identity will be kept confidential to the 
extent provided by law. We will replace their names with code numbers. Results will 
only be reported in the form of group data. Participation or non- participation in this 
study will not affect the children's grades or placement in any programs.  

You and your child have the right to withdraw consent for your child's participation at 
any time without consequence. There are no known risks or immediate benefits to the 
participants. No compensation is offered for participation. Group results of this study will 
be available in January 2014 upon request. If you have any questions about this 
research protocol, please contact me or my faculty supervisor. Questions or concerns 
about your child's rights as a research participant may be directed to university.  

 
I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily give my consent for my child, 
_________________, to participate in Abigail Fuller’s study of students’ perceptions of 
their teachers’ culturally responsive teaching practices. I have received a copy of this 
description.  

____________________________ ___________  
Parent / Guardian    Date  

____________________________ ___________  
2nd Parent / Witness    Date  
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APPENDIX B 
STUDENT ASSENT FORM 

Hello Student: 

I am a doctoral student in the Department of Educational Administration & Policy at the 
University of Florida conducting research on students’ perceptions of their teachers’ 
culturally responsive teaching practices. Perceptions are thoughts, opinions, ideas and 
the way you see things in your life all around you. Culture is your customs, traditions, 
what you believe and value and the experiences you and your family have in life. I 
would like to find out what you think about these two things and how they affect you in 
school. The purpose of this study is to explore what you think about your learning 
experience. The results of the study may help teachers and school principals better 
understand your experiences and your “voice” will help them to design instructional 
practices accordingly. With your permission, I would like to ask you to volunteer to be 
interviewed. 
 
You will be interviewed only by me in individual interviews and possibly in group 
interviews. I will ask you a series of questions, but I may also ask you to explain what 
you mean. You can stop the interview at any time, and you do not have to answer 
certain questions if you do not want to. You came will not be included in any of the 
report. Participation or non-participation in this study will not affect your grades or 
placement in any programs. 
 
You have the right to withdraw consent at any time without consequence. This means 
you may choose to no longer participate. There are no known risks or immediate 
benefits to the participants. No compensation is offered for participation, which means 
you will not receive any special rears or payment. Group results of this study will be 
available in January 2014 upon request. 
 
Do you have any questions? Are you willing to participate in this study? 
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APPENDIX C 
EDUCATOR CONSENT FORM 

Dear Educator:  

I am a doctoral student in the Department of Educational Administration & Policy at the 
University of Florida conducting research on students’ perceptions of their teachers’ 
culturally responsive teaching practices. As part of my research I am conducting an 
interview, the purpose of which is to learn about how educators use culturally 
responsive teaching practices. I am asking you to participate in this interview because 
your supervisor has identified you as a culturally responsive teacher. Interviewees will 
be asked to participate in an interview lasting no longer than 45 minutes. The schedule 
of questions is available to you in advance by request. You will not have to answer any 
question you do not wish to answer. Your interview will be conducted at the school after 
I have received a copy of this signed consent from you. With your permission I would 
like to audiotape this interview. Only I will have access to the tape which I will personally 
transcribe, removing any identifiers during transcription. The tape will then be erased. 
Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law and your identity will 
not be revealed in the final manuscript.  

There are no anticipated risks, compensation or other direct benefits to you as a 
participant in this interview. You are free to withdraw your consent to participate and 
may discontinue your participation in the interview at any time without consequence.  

If you have any questions about this research protocol, please contact me or my faculty 
supervisor. Questions or concerns about your child's rights as a research participant 
may be directed to university. 

Please sign and return this copy of the letter in the enclosed envelope. A second copy is 
provided for your records. By signing this letter, you give me permission to report your 
responses anonymously in the final manuscript to be submitted to my faculty supervisor 
as part of my course work.  

___________________________________________________ 

I have read the procedure described above for the educator interview. I voluntarily 
agree to participate in the interview and I have received a copy of this description.  

____________________________ ___________  
Signature of participant   Date  

I would like to receive a copy of the final "interview" manuscript submitted to the 
instructor. __YES / NO_ 
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APPENDIX D 
ADMINISTRATOR CONSENT FORM 

Dear Principal:  

I am a doctoral student in the Department of Educational Administration & Policy at the 
University of Florida conducting research on students’ perceptions of their teachers’ 
culturally responsive teaching practices. As part of my research I am conducting an 
interview with each principal, the purpose of which is to learn about the perspective of 
the educational leader regarding the “voices” of students and the perspectives of 
educators on culturally responsive teaching practices. I am asking you to participate in 
this interview because I would like to share with you how these students and the 
teacher you selected as culturally responsive responded. Interviewees will be asked to 
participate in an interview lasting no longer than 45 minutes. The schedule of questions 
is available to you in advance by request. You will not have to answer any question you 
do not wish to answer. Your interview will be conducted at the school after I have 
received a copy of this signed consent from you. With your permission I would like to 
audiotape this interview. Only I will have access to the tape which I will personally 
transcribe, removing any identifiers during transcription. The tape will then be erased. 
Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law and your identity will 
not be revealed in the final manuscript.  

There are no anticipated risks, compensation or other direct benefits to you as a 
participant in this interview. You are free to withdraw your consent to participate and 
may discontinue your participation in the interview at any time without consequence.  

If you have any questions about this research protocol, please contact me or my faculty 
supervisor. Questions or concerns about your child's rights as a research participant 
may be directed to university.   

Please sign and return this copy of the letter in the enclosed envelope. A second copy is 
provided for your records. By signing this letter, you give me permission to report your 
responses anonymously in the final manuscript to be submitted to my faculty supervisor 
as part of my course work.  
 
_______________________________________________ 
  
I have read the procedure described above for the educator interview. I voluntarily 
agree to participate in the interview and I have received a copy of this description. 
____________________________ ___________  
Signature of participant   Date  
 
I would like to receive a copy of the final "interview" manuscript submitted to the 
instructor. __YES / NO_ 
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APPENDIX E 
STUDENT INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Interviewer Name: 
Interviewee Name: 
Location: 
Date: 
Time: 
 
Statement to participants: “The purpose of this study is to deepen the understanding of 
students’ beliefs and perceptions of their teachers and the culturally responsive 
teaching practices in schools. Participants’ names will not be used in any of the report. 
Do you have any questions about the informed consent form you completed? This 
interview may last approximately 15-30 minutes and it will be recorded to insure the 
accuracy of participant responses. You are encouraged to speak openly and freely as 
your responses will only be used to deepen understanding and inform teaching and 
learning.” (Begin audio record) 
 
Questions (with probes if necessary) 
 

1. What does your teacher expect you to learn and be able to do? 
2. How do you know? 
3. What do you expect to learn or be able to do? 
4. How do you feel about school? 

a. Do you like school? Why or why not? 
b. Are you shown respect? What does respect mean to you? 

5. In your opinion, what makes a teacher great? 
a. What does he/she say and do? 
b. How does he/she act when teaching, when interacting with students, when 

interacting with parents? 
6. When do you feel successful at school? 

a. How do you act/feel when you have achieved? 
b. How does your teacher celebrate your successes or other students’ 

successes? 
7. Does your teacher hold high expectations for all students in your class? 

a. How do you know? What are some examples? 
b. Does she have the same goals for all students? 
c. Does she think all students can do their best? 

8. When I introduced this study to you and I asked you if you were willing to 
volunteer for this interview, I explained the study and I explained culture- your 
shared beliefs with your family, opinions, customs, traditions, the ways you and 
your family do things, sports, ways you celebrate, the clothes you wear and the 
foods you eat. Tell me about your culture. 

a. (Probe for as much detail in each of the areas as possible). 
9. What does the teacher do to include your (insert identified culture here) culture 

into the classroom and into your learning experience? 
10. How would you like for your culture to be included in your classroom? 
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a. Does your teacher know about your culture? 
b. Would you like him/her to know about your culture? 
c. What would you like him/her to know? 

11. Has your teacher ever spoken with your parents? 
a. Have your parents attended school conferences? 
b. How do you feel about your teacher and your parent speaking? 
c. Do you think it is important for your teacher and your parents to speak? 
d. Do you do better, worse or the same in school when your parents and 

your teacher speak? 
12. Is there anything else you would like for me to include? 

 
“Thank you very much for your participation in this group discussion. It has been 
audiotaped, but I would like to summarize or clarify a few things you said for my own 
understanding.” (Member check and then end audio record). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

110 

APPENDIX F 
EDUCATOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Interviewer Name: 
Interviewee Name and Title: 
Location: 
Date: 
Time: 
 
The purpose of this study is to deepen the understanding of students’ beliefs and 
perceptions of their teachers’ culturally responsive teaching practices in schools. 
Participants’ names will not be used in any of the report. Do you have any questions 
about the informed consent form you completed? This interview should be completed in 
approximately 30-60 minutes and it will be recorded to insure the accuracy of participant 
responses. (Begin audio record) 
 
Questions (with probes if necessary) 

1. What inspired you to want to become a teacher? 
2. How many years have you been teaching? Tell me about your teaching 

background. 
a. University internships, diverse teaching experiences, subjects/grades 

3. What are the key attributes that your students need in you as a teacher? 
4. Using only five words, how would your students describe you? 
5. In your opinion, what makes a teacher great? What makes a school great? 
6. When do you know your students are successful? 

a. How do they feel/act when they have achieved? 
a. How do you celebrate their successes? 

7. What expectations do you have for your students? 
8. How do you meet the diverse learning needs of your students? 

a. Can you explain some engaging lessons/activities? 
b. How do you come to know what they need? How do you plan for what 

culturally diverse students need? 
c. How do you know they have learned? 

9. In what ways do you incorporate the cultural backgrounds and experiences of 
your students? 

a. In terms of classroom management, are there ways you are culturally 
sensitive? 

b. When choosing curriculum and planning lessons, how is cultural diversity 
accounted for? 

10. What value do you see in parent involvement? 
11. Describe how teachers should interact with and include parents and families. 
12. How do you include parents/families and their cultural backgrounds? 
13. Can you please give me the approximate demographic composition of the 

students in your class? 
14. About how many students in your class would you say receive free/reduced 

lunch? 
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15. What effects of poverty are evident in the lives of your students? 
a. How does that affect their learning and school experience? 
b. How do you handle that/accommodate for those needs? 

16. Is there anything else you would like to share with me about responding to 
students’ cultural backgrounds in the teaching and learning process? 

17. Would you be willing to tell me about your own racial and cultural identity? 
a. Race, ethnicity, cultural, lived experiences that have shaped who you are? 

 
“Thank you very much for your participation in this interview. It has been audiotaped, 
but I would like to summarize or clarify a few things you said for my own understanding.” 
(Member check and then end audio record). 
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APPENDIX G 
ADMINISTRATOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Interviewer Name: 
Interviewee Names and Titles: 
Location: 
Date: 
Time: 
 
Statement to participants: “The purpose of this study is to deepen the understanding of 
students’ beliefs and perceptions of their teachers’ culturally responsive teaching 
practices in schools. Participants’ names will not be used in any of the report. Do you 
have any questions about the informed consent form you completed? This interview 
may last approximately 30 minutes and it will be recorded to insure the accuracy of 
participant responses. You are encouraged to speak openly and freely as your 
responses will only be used to deepen understanding and inform teaching and 
learning.” (Begin audio recording) 
 
Questions (with probes if necessary) 
 

1. You selected insert teacher’s name here from your fourth and fifth grade 
teachers who has been teaching at least three years, has had favorable teaching 
evaluations and who demonstrates most of the following characteristics: high 
expectations for all students; an awareness that race and culture make up who a 
person is and influence how life and learning are approached; respect for diverse 
races, ethnicities, Languages, cultures, background experiences and viewpoints; 
orientation to establish teacher-student relationships and foster parent 
involvement;  incorporation of multicultural curricula and students’ cultural 
experiences into the teaching and learning process; classroom management 
style that is culturally sensitive; and care for students. I interviewed insert number 
of students and their race/ethnicity here in his/her class, and now I am going to 
share with you my conclusions based on their responses and the teacher’s 
responses. (Share responses now). 

a. What are your initial reactions to this information? 
b. How will this inform your practice? 

2. One of my main purposes in this study was to add to the research base on 
student perception and to tap into the perceptions of some of our neediest kids in 
this district. Talk about the value of the ‘voice’ of the student in your work as an 
administrator?  

3. Would you like to share any other comments? 
 
“Thank you very much for your participation in this interview and for making your school 
site, teacher and student accessible for this study. It has been audiotaped, but I would 
like to summarize or clarify a few things you said for my own understanding.” (Member 
check and then end audio record). 
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APPENDIX H 
PILOT STUDY STUDENT INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Interviewer Name: 
Interviewee Name: 
Location: 
Date: 
Time: 
 
Statement to participants: “The purpose of this study is to deepen the understanding of 
students’ beliefs and perceptions of their teachers and the culturally responsive 
teaching practices in schools. Participants’ names will not be used in any of the report. 
Do you have any questions about the informed consent form you completed? This 
interview may last approximately 15-30 minutes and it will be recorded to insure the 
accuracy of participant responses. You are encouraged to speak openly and freely as 
your responses will only be used to deepen understanding and inform teaching and 
learning.” (Begin audio record) 
 
Questions (with probes if necessary) 
 

1. What does your teacher expect you to learn and be able to do? 
2. How do you know? 
3. What do you expect to learn or be able to do? 
4. How do you feel about school? 

a. Do you like school? Why or why not? 
b. Are you shown respect? What does respect mean to you? 

5. In your opinion, what makes a teacher great? 
a. What does he/she say and do? 
b. How does he/she act when teaching, when interacting with students, when 

interacting with parents? 
6. When do you feel successful at school? 

a. How do you act/feel when you have achieved? 
b. How does your teacher celebrate your successes or other students’ 

successes? 
7. How does the teacher include your child’s cultural backgrounds or cultural 

experiences into the learning process? 
8. How would you like for your culture to be included in the learning process? 
9. Are you willing to provide me with your cultural identity? Race, ethnicity, culture? 
10. Is there anything else you would like for me to include? 

 
“Thank you very much for your participation in this group discussion. It has been 
audiotaped, but I would like to summarize or clarify a few things you said for my own 
understanding.” (Member check and then end audio record). 
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APPENDIX I 
PILOT STUDY EDUCATOR INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
Interviewer Name: 
Interviewee Name and Title: 
Location: 
Date: 
Time: 
 
The purpose of this study is to deepen the understanding of students’ beliefs and 
perceptions of their teachers’ culturally responsive teaching practices in schools. 
Participants’ names will not be used in any of the report. Do you have any questions 
about the informed consent form you completed? This interviewee should be completed 
in approximately 30-60 minutes and it will be recorded to insure the accuracy of 
participant responses. (Begin audio record) 
 
Questions (with probes if necessary) 

18. What inspired you to want to become a teacher? 
19. How many years have you been teaching please tell me about your teaching 

background? 
a. University internships, diverse teaching experiences, subjects/grades 

20. How do you meet the diverse learning needs of your students? 
a. Can you explain some engaging lessons/activities? 
b. How do you come to know what they need? 
c. How do you know they have learned? 

21. In what ways do you incorporate the cultural backgrounds and experiences of 
your students? 

a. In terms of classroom management, are there ways you are culturally 
sensitive? 

b. When choosing curriculum and planning lessons, how do you account for 
cultural diversity? 

22. What are the key attributes that your students need in you as a teacher? 
23. Using only five words, how would your students describe you? 
24. What is the importance of parent involvement? 
25. How do you include parents/families and their cultural backgrounds? 
26. Is there anything else you would like to share with me about responding to 

students’ cultural backgrounds in the teaching and learning process? 
27. Would you be willing to tell me about your own racial and cultural identity? 

a. Race, ethnicity, cultural, lived experiences that have shaped who you are 
 
“Thank you very much for your participation in this interview. It has been audiotaped, 
but I would like to summarize or clarify a few things you said for my own understanding.” 
(Member check and then end audio record). 
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APPENDIX J 
INDIVIDUAL TEACHER INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT (CASE C) 

Names have not been used to protect the identity of participants. (AF = Abigail Fuller, interviewer; TC = 
Teacher, Case C) 
 
AF: The purpose of this study is to deepen the understanding of students’ beliefs and perceptions of 

their teachers’ culturally responsive teaching practices in schools. Participants’ names will not be 
used in any of the report. Do you have any questions about the informed consent form you 
completed? This interview should be completed in approximately 30-60 minutes and it will be 
recorded to insure the accuracy of participant responses. (Begin audio record) What inspired you 
to become a teacher? 

 
TC: I sort of, well, fell into it. I am a professional oboist by trade and I lived in New York and we say 

there that every musician has a day job. So I fell into teaching music actually. I started teaching in 
Miami and moved from New York to Miami actually and taught music and taught between two 
difficult schools. Project schools, Title 1. Loved it. Loved it. 

 
AF: When you’re saying Projects you are meaning subsidized housing? 
 
TC: Yeah, Title 1. Really rough. And I loved it and seeing the results I had with the kids and seeing 

that the kids really needed people that wanted to be there. It kind of made me change my career 
and say ok I need to do this. 

 
AF: How many years have you been teaching? 
 
TC: 22. I’ve been here for a while. But in all different. I mean I’ve taught from Pre-K to university so 

I’ve got a large spectrum that I have covered. I’ve also taught in private academies. I’ve also lived 
abroad for about 12 years.  

 
AF: You lived in Spain, you said? 
 
TC: Yes. But I’ve also lived in Honduras. I taught a little bit in Japan. 
 
AF: What all have you taught and what are you certified in? 
 
TC: I’m certified in Spanish and I’m certified in elementary ed but as I’ve said, I taught everything from 

Pre-K to university. So I was teaching at CUNY in NY and university in Spain. 
 
AF: And what did you teach? 
 
TC: CUNY I taught English as a Second Language. You know, the remediated courses and then in 

Spain I taught linguistics and morphos. 
 
AF: Did you ever teach pre-service teachers at all? 
 
TC: No. That’s what I’m looking towards. Although I do a lot of professional development and then in 

Spain I was head of foreign languages and I would do professional development although it 
wasn’t under the guise of professional development. That was just my function. 

 
AF: Do you do professional development here? 
 
TC: I do, for Kagan training. 
 
AF: Have you gone through the full certification? 
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TC: Yes. I’m a certified Kagan trainer, which I actually did in Spain. 
 
AF: What are the key attributes that your students need in you. 
 
TC: They need consistency, which sounds really strange but they need somebody who’s gonna to be 

here and be here for them. Who knows what they’re doing? I mean I like to think I know what I’m 
doing, but although some days I’m not so sure, but they need to know that there is a constant in 
their lives where they can feel secure that ok I’m here and this person is here for me.  

 
AF: And if I asked your students to describe you in 5 words, what would they say? 
 
TC: Nuts. (Laughing). I’m a very much out-of-the-box teacher. I think they would say fun. Um, I’m very 

demanding. I have my high expectations and they know they need to meet them. Um, but I’m also 
kind and understanding. 

 
AF: You mentioned high expectations …tell me about that… 
 
TC: Kids need to be held to high expectations. Of course you’re not going to set them up to fail but I 

tell them that I treat them as if I treat my university students because that’s where they need to 
go. And now obviously, they’re 10- they’re 9 and 10. But they need to know that that’s what I 
expect of them and they will get there. It’s all contingent on the relationship that you form with 
your kids. If they know that, again it brings me back to the consistency, if they know you’re there 
for them and they know you’re there because you want to be, they will work for you. But you have 
to pull it out of them. It’s not like the first day of school, they’re like ohh we’re going to work for 
Ms. Arpaia, no. It’s because you sit with them and you talk with them and you build that strong 
relationship. And then from there they know that yeah I do expect this. I’m never going to set 
them up for failure, so I differentiate wherever I can but it doesn’t mean that I don’t have high 
expectations. I don’t differentiate on a lower level. In language, I might be talking to them in a 
different way to get them to reach the expectation that I have for them. I don’t know if I explained 
myself clearly.  

 
AF: Now you said you sit with them and you talk with them to build that relationship. What kind of 

things do you talk about or ask them? 
 
TC: We talk about everything. We might talk about what they do at home, what they ate for dinner, if 

they even got dinner, you know, who are they staying with, I tell them about my life a lot. They 
know me inside and out. Obviously not too personal things, but they know I have two kids, they 
know my husband is from Spain. I talk a lot about a second-language issue that I had when I 
went to Spain…the trouble my husband had when he came here speaking Spanish and having to 
learn English. You start to identify with them on a very personal level. Having to leave a country 
that I loved and come for a better life, which is what their parents did. You just sort of bond with 
the kids. And then they just start telling you things. What are your worries? What are you worried 
about? I don’t know. You’re not smiling. And they do. They start to open up and tell you things. 
It’s really neat. You know, some of the things you hear, you’re like whoa. Um, but it’s good 
because then they know that you’re there for them. Again, it just brings you back to consistency. I 
mean, they need to know that you’re there, and that you’re not going to be one of those adults 
that says well go tell a responsible adult and then they tell you something and then you say oops I 
can’t solve that for you or I can’t do anything for you. 

 
AF: So what I am hearing you say is that they trust you? 
 
TC: Absolutely. There’s a huge amount of trust. 
 
AF: This question has two parts: what makes a teacher great? What makes a school great? 
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TC: I think what makes a teacher great is you really need to empathize with the students and you 
really need to step aside and be really reflective and ok I think I’m a great teacher, everybody 
thinks they’re a great teacher but they need to be able to look outside and be able to say hmmm 
maybe the way I perceive myself is not even the way my students perceive me, so you need to 
be big enough to do that and then adapt accordingly. And what makes the student great is that 
they have to want to learn, ya know they have to get that desire and motivation to be here and ya 
know not all kids are going to pass the FCAT because we’re always hearing FCAT FCAT. They’re 
not all going to pass. Let’s be realistic. We have ESE kids that just aren’t going to make it and I 
have some kids who don’t speak English that just aren’t going to get there this year, but if they 
believe they can they’ll get at least half way there. So that’s what makes a good student – 
willingness to learn.  

 
AF: Do you believe they can? 
 
TC: Absolutely. 
 
AF: And do you believe all kids want to learn? 
 
TC: No. (laughing). I don’t. I think that all kids need to be made to realize that they want to learn. That 

is what a good teacher can do. Most kids, most people would rather be out doing whatever they 
want to be doing than in here and ya know let’s go over the writing process but if you can put a 
twist on it and make them see that it’s important. Not only important, but it’s fun and yeah I can do 
this, and with this population it’s great because once they start to see even the tiniest bit of 
success, they want more because they don’t get that affirmation. So, it’s really cool. It’s like I 
know I get that bright-eyed face because I love what I do but I mean you just give them the tiniest 
taste of success and then they want to do more. 

 
AF: How do you celebrate successes in the classroom? 
 
TC: We do verbal celebrations, non-verbal celebrations. We try to celebrate every success, even if a 

student raises a hand and gets the wrong answer I try to celebrate their motivation to share with 
the class and raise their hand and that’s a big important part. And I might tell a student we’re not 
there yet but you had the courage to raise your hand and try and that is a good example for other 
students because they’ll see you and they’ll want to be like you. So thank you, thank you for that. 
So even just a comment or a little yeah every chance I get. 

 
AF: Do you know how students want to be celebrated individually? Like what their preference is? 
 
TC: You can get that like throughout but it probably takes me the first semester to get to know them 

that well. But some students will respond with a sticker and some with food. Some people, I have 
happy guys, and when I see them doing something well I animal crackers and those are my 
happy guys and they’re doing something that makes me happy and I tell them my happy guys 
come out. Some of them don’t like that, and so you just switch and so you say here’s a sticker, or 
how about I call your mom and tell her what a great job you’re doing. 

 
AF: Oh, so you call the parents? 
 
TC: Yeah. Absolutely. I send emails. I give positive certificates out. Actually they’re like a little ticket, 

so you keep one half and you keep the other one and it tells what they were good at. 
 
AF: Let’s switch gears and talk about parental involvement since you mentioned that you call parents. 
 What is the value of parental involvement? 
 
TC: It’s really everything, and it’s the huge piece that we’re missing here. Um. I can see the difference 

in my students who have the parents that are there and really, not on them, but consistently there 
for them because you have to take into consideration the reality that a lot of these people work 
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15, 18 hour days and they may not even see their kids during the week. Or I had a student whose 
parents worked in Orlando and he was here so. But I saw a huge difference in that student’s 
progression and just attitude about everything as opposed to another student that I had whose 
parents were home. And they might not see him every day but they did make sure that the sister 
was looking in and then the sister would report to the mom and then on the weekends they would 
talk to the child. So yes parent involvement is huge. We don’t always get that here. And a lot of 
the time with this population they expect them to be educated all around and that’s not what they 
get here just academically. But that goes along with a lot of cultural issues that we’ve got going 
on too. But if you can get the parents on board, then you’ve got it.  

 
AF: What ways do you include the parents coming into the school or any lessons that you do or 

anything you have going on? 
 
TC: The parents know that they can always come in and that my door is always open. I do make 

parent phone calls. Right now I’m working on getting one of the moms to be my room mom. She’d 
be a great role model. She’s actually a foster kid. She’s a translator now so that the fact that her 
daughter’s in class now yeah I just get chills and it’s because of what her foster mom did for her 
that’s why she is what she is today. So I’m trying to get her in on a daily basis. But with the parent 
volunteers you have to be careful because they have to be fingerprinted and then it gets really 
complicated because a lot of people don’t like to sign anything or be registered in any place 
because of immigration issues going on so, but yes I definitely involve the parents. They come in 
and they tell stories and we just haven’t been able to set anything up yet but we’re working on it. 

 
AF: Do you have parent conferences with every parent? 
 
TC: I try for 100%. If I’m finding that I can’t get a parent to come in, I just call them so that they don’t 

feel like they have to take a day off work to come in. Unfortunately, due to time constraints with 
everything that we’re doing, I usually just talk to the ones having trouble with behavior. If I need to 
see a parent, I’m going to call them in because I need to get their student back on track. I would 
love to be able to call into the parent and tell them hey why don’t you come in so I can tell you 
how great your kid is doing, I mean you always add a positive in, I mean you never start with a 
negative, but really more the challenges, but we really should turn it around but due to time 
constraints. 

 
AF: What do you do in the beginning of the year to elicit parent involvement and even meet the 

parents? 
 
TC: We have an open house and so we encourage all the parents to come in at that open house and 

we have fall festival and that’s where I actually meet a lot of the parents and I’ll have an 
opportunity to say hi yeah I’m your child’s teacher and we talk there. We’ve had a pretty good 
turnout, well probably almost half of my class turned out for open house.  

 
AF: Could you say that you know what the parent’s expectations are for their child? 
 
TC: They vary. I have parents who are very supportive and I have parents who will tell their children 

you know your responsibility is to be a good student because you need to get an education. And I 
have other parents who don’t have qualms about taking their child to Mexico or Cuba for a week 
and when I call them to say they really need to be in school because we can’t educate them if 
they’re not here, they’re like yeah whatever, flights are cheaper. 

 
AF: It’s not important to them? 
 
TC: Yeah, it’s not, and it makes it more difficult to get them on track because you’re not getting that 

other half of the support you need. 
 
AF: How do you incorporate the cultural backgrounds and experiences of your students? 
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TC: I try to get them to talk about their lives whenever we can and talk about their lives and celebrate 

the fact that we are all different, especially where religion is concerned because you’ve got 
people who are Jehovah’s Witnesses, Catholic, Christian, and they do get confused when they 
see kids that won’t stand up and say the pledge. We give those kids that don’t say the pledge a 
chance to explain why they don’t, tell us, let’s learn. And then from there we pull a lot of like 
holidays in and you know what do you celebrate in your country. My family is from Spain so I talk 
about what I do and what it was like growing up in New York as an Italian-American there. And so 
we try to celebrate diverse cultures anytime we can because I had three girls come up to me and 
ask can we have lunch with you, and they want to learn to say hello in as many languages as 
possible and the poster is hanging right back there. Every time we read something that has to do 
with, well ReadingStreets is very culturally diverse in that well where the Hispanic is concerned 
because they do pull in folk tales from other areas and the kids do get a kick when they hear 
Spanish words in the literature. And we talk about well where does that come from and there was 
a story on Mexico and how many people come from here well I do, well I come from Cuba, ok 
what’s different between Mexico and Cuba. I guess any chance we get. 

 
AF: You mentioned Hispanic culture, are there any others that you see within the reading curriculum 

that you see? 
 
TC: They did have a Haitian story but I don’t see as much Haitian material as I would like so I find 

myself pulling in supplementary material. And even you know even Caucasian literature as well 
just to get a smatter of everything because I’ve noticed that it’s very Hispanic centered which is 
fine but then I almost feel like what about the other cultures. And if I was Haitian-Creole I might 
get annoyed that I never get to see my culture in there and I’m always reading about Hispanic 
culture of if I was White-American, Caucasian, why is there nothing of my culture in the readings. 
So I wonder almost if we’re turning the tide too much and worrying about the Hispanics but what 
about the other cultures? But everybody that’s involved. 

 
AF: So when do you incorporate other texts? How would you pull that into your lessons or other 

activities? 
 
TC: I might do it as a supplemental activity. I might do it in guided reading. I have a poem of the 

month so I pull it into the poem of the month, well this poem is from such and such or where do 
you think this poem is from, can you write a poem like this one, why is it different. Because we 
are so locked into the curriculum that we have to lose, we have to get creative as to how and 
when you’re going to pull these things in.  

AF: When it comes to classroom management, do you find the need to be culturally sensitive and/or 
are you? 

 
TC: Absolutely. I think everybody needs to be held to the same expectations as far as it being a high 

expectation but for example I would go really with calling parents, actually I learned this, I had a 
really bad experience my first year of teaching, I was teaching music and I taught the emotionally 
handicapped kids and you know this kid was super violent and I had to call the kid because of 
what he did and the parents were Haitian and the mom actually came to the school with a big 
Afro comb and made him stand with his hand palm up and slapped him until, I stopped it, I mean I 
was horrified and that was as a first year teacher and I was like whoa and the classroom teacher 
was there and the aide was there, and they were like that is to be expected because they are 
Haitian and I was like you should have told me and I would’ve never ever called that parent, I 
would have found another way around it.  So having that brusque of an introduction of cultural 
diversity, I’m very careful when I call the parents, to try to find out everything I can about them 
because the issue or the reason to call the parent is not the punish the child but it is to correct the 
behavior that is incorrect in the most constructive way. I find with my Haitian children that if I call 
their parents, they’re not sitting down very good the next day. So I’m not usually calling those 
parents. I find other ways, even the threat of calling the parents, gets them on track sadly enough. 
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AF: Based on that and then you’re previous experience with the teacher and the aide saying that’s to 
be expected from Haitian culture, is that…do you feel that way? 

 
TC: I don’t. I think that you can’t generalize. I think that every family is different. I guess because I am 

Italian-American being from New York, again I’m generalizing, but the experience I had, oh you’re 
Italian-American, all you do is eat spaghetti and you’re greasy, you’re this, you’re that. No, you 
have to differentiate within that culture. But again, if I need to generalize I would say yeah I am 
careful, but that’s why I get to know the parents and get to know the kids, before I make any value 
judgments about anybody.  

 
AF: When we’re talking about meeting the needs of diverse learners, how do you um come to know  

what the students need and how they’re diverse in terms of academics, social, behavior? 
 
TC: Ok, those are three very different things. I do a lot of Kagan. I’m like ms. Kagan, a lot of 

cooperative grouping because they need to learn social skills and that’s across the board, not just 
with this population, so that’s where I would get their social interaction and where I need to 
diversify. Who’s working with whom, who needs more help, prompts to be able to know how to 
answer and ask a question. With academics, all your touch points, your exit cards, benchmark 
tests of course, their homework that they’re turning in. And you asked me about one more? 

 
AF: Behavior. 
 
TC: Behavior, you see that right away and then you just adapt. If they need to move their seat. I have 

a child who’s hyperactivity and he cannot sit down and I don’t expect him to sit down, again do I 
have a high expectation for him to learn, yes, but do I expect him to sit down in a chair like I can, 
no, so I accommodate him. He’s allowed to stand when he works or I get him a squishy ball, I 
have a little apple squishy ball. Um, so I guess that’s how I would diversify for them.  

 
AF: Do you know how many students in your class are on free and reduced lunch? 
 
TC: I have everybody except one. So out of 22 kids, 21. 
 
AF: What affects do you see from the poverty that is in this area? 
 
TC: It depends. You’ve actually got ranges within the poverty level, I’ve got a kid that I bring clothes in 

for because a little girl she had one shirt to get her through the week. You can see the ones who 
come in with the holes in their clothes and then you’ve got other kids who come in very well 
dressed, have their iphones, or an ipad or a tablet, so they ya know have things that I don’t have, 
you have to kinda just look and you can tell the ones that are not primmed properly or their whole 
affect is different or the look on their face, you can just see..you can just tell, after this long of 
being in it, you just know the kids that are the needy ones, who are always hungry. 

 
AF: How many students in your class would you say don’t have their basic needs met in terms of the 

shelter, the consistency at home, the food, the clothing? 
 
TC: Probably with my, I have a really needy class this year, probably 65-70 percent. As far, and more, 

it’s more, even more than a food issue, it’s an emotional issue, and then I might even go higher, 
they don’t have that support of just the supporting adult, and I don’t think it’s that the parents don’t 
want to, I think it’s that their reality is that they can’t. Their reality is just that they can’t, they can’t, 
because they’re working. They work two jobs or they’re gone. It’s not, I don’t think it’s an issue of, 
well at least I don’t think with these parents that I’ve seen, that oh I just don’t care about my kid. 
That was last year for me. I had quite a few. Whoops, I had a kid, but the emotional side is a 
biggy. But as far as food goes, about 65%. They’re always asking me about their snack, ya know 
when are we getting our snack?. And I do bring in food for them. I have food here. That’s how I 
motivate them a lot of times, with food, as crazy as that is. I’ll give them cereal in the morning, I 
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know that they need their cereal. I mean I could choose a sticker but I know they need cereal or 
animal crackers so I can kinda meet their needs.  

 
AF: What would you say to a teacher who said these parents don’t care? 
 
TC: After I took a deep breath and swallowed the rude things that I’d like to say? No, I think that I 

would tell the teacher that they need to get to know the population, and I’d ask them probably 
how many parents have your spoken to about the kids? Where are you getting your information? 
Can you give me some statistics to back up your information? Um, then depending on what that 
answer is and then based on the question that you just asked me I’m going to assume that this is 
just a teacher who surmises because the population we have, oh those parents don’t care…then I 
would have an earful to say because they do care and you need to take into consideration that 
not everyone can put food on the table for their family and you see I worked in Honduras so you 
see people are not driven to leave their own country because it’s a great place to live and they 
have two cars and the house and the whole deal, they would’ve stayed there, so you have to look 
at why did they come here and then what did they have to do in order to survive and then from 
there you might be able to formulate an opinion on these parents. They’re coming from so many 
different gamuts and so many different scenarios, you couldn’t even generalize. 

 
AF: What’s the make-up in terms of race, ethnicity, nationality, culture in your class? 
 
TC: I have probably about 85 percent Hispanic students and the rest Haitian Creole. 
 
AF: Do you have African-American students? 
 
TC: No. They’re Haitian. 
 
AF: Would you tell me about your race and cultural identity? 
 
TC: White, Italian-American. 
 
AF: Thank you very much for your participation in this interview. Is there anything else you would like 

to add?  
 
TC: No. 
(End audio record.) 
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APPENDIX K 
INDIVIDUAL STUDENT INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT (CASE D) 

Names have not been used to protect the identity of participants. (AF = Abigail Fuller, interviewer; ES = 
Elementary Student, Case D). 
 
AF: I am a doctoral student at the University of Florida conducting research on students’ perceptions 

of their teachers’ culturally responsive teaching practices. Perceptions are thoughts, opinions, 
ideas and the way you see things in your life all around you. Culture is your customs, traditions, 
what you believe and value and the experiences you and your family have and celebrate in life. I 
would like to find out what you think about these two things and how they affect you in school. 
The purpose of this study is to explore what you think about your learning experience. The results 
of the study may help teachers and school principals better understand your experiences and 
your “voice” will help them to plan great opportunities for you. Participants’ names will not be used 
in any of the report. This interview may last approximately 15-30 minutes and it will be recorded 
to insure the accuracy of participant responses. You are encouraged to speak openly and freely. 
There’s no right or wrong answer. Do you have any questions? 

 
ES:  No. 
 
AF:  Ok, let’s get started. What does your teacher expect you to be able to learn and do in school? 
 
ES: She expects us to use many descriptive words in our writing and wow words. 
 
AF: What else? What’s her goal for you? 
 
ES: Her goal for us is to do very well in school and get good grades and do very well in life and have 

a good career. 
 
AF: How do you know that? 
 
ES: Because she always says it and always because she’s always pushing us to do our best. 
 
AF: How does she push you to do your best? 
 
ES: She challenges us with things that may be a little harder but she teaches it to us so we’re better 

than the other 4
th
 graders. 

 
AF: Do you like to be challenged? 
 
ES: Yes, because I feel like it makes us more smarter and it makes us feel that she really does trust 

us. 
 
AF: What makes a great teacher in your opinion? 
 
ES: In my opinion, a great teacher would be a teacher who celebrates success of her kids and … 
 
AF: What else? 
 
ES: That she always give us anything that we need for success and she’s always trying to come up 

with new ways to keep us on track but also have fun as well. 
 
AF: Neat. So what ways does she celebrate your success? 
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ES: We have homework hero. We have if you do three weeks of homework in a row without stopping 
then you get a homework pass and for five weeks in a row you tell her something you like, 
normally on the weekends, and she buys you something that you asked her for. 

 
AF: When do you feel successful in school? 
 
ES: When …. 
 
AF: When do you feel like you’ve done your best or met your goal? 
 
ES: When she , each time when we come in the morning, she would always write it down on the 

board so that everyone can see it and then she’d say it isn’t impossible to achieve your goal.  
 
AF: Does your teacher have the same expectation for all students in the class? 
 
ES: Yes, the majority of the goals, but some goals are more personal because some of us aren’t 

better readers so if that person is embarrassed she will keep it a secret. 
 
AF: I see. Does she have high expectations for all the kids? Does she think all kids can learn and do 

their best? 
 
ES: Yes. 
 
AF: How do you know? 
 
ES: She pushes us and she’s always putting up anything that will help us. 
 
AF: What else does she do? How do you know that she believes everyone can accomplish their 

goals? 
 
ES: Um, if a person is very good at something and there is another person that isn’t good at that 

subject, then she will always ask that student to help the other student because she always thinks 
the kids will explain it better. 

 
AF: Tell me about your culture. 
 
ES: My culture is Cuba, and we don’t really have many traditions, but she does let us express our 

culture and if we have traditions she does let us express that to everybody else because she 
wants us to come together just like a family and accept everybody because she wants us to be 
prepared for life and how life is. 

 
AF: How is life? What is life like? 
 
ES: People are always going to be different. You never know who you are going to run into. You 

always want to be prepared because if you say something mean or bad or something, you don’t 
want to hurt their feelings or say something about their culture. Like if they’re embarrassed. 

 
AF: Interesting. Has your teacher ever spoken with your parents? 
 
ES:  No. 
 
AF: Would you like your parent to have a conference with your teacher? 
 
ES: I guess so. 
 
AF: Yeah? Why would you like that? 
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ES: Because my parents really want me to succeed in school, and even if I have a cold or something 

they help me to get through the cold so that I can come back to school cuz they put education 
first with me and they always want to know how I’m doing in school. 

 
AF: Do you think you would do better or worse if your teacher and your parent had a meeting and 

talked about you? 
 
ES: I think I would work better because my parents would know stuff that I don’t even know about my 

grades and so they can like talk to me about it and they could also help me to learn about it. 
 
AF: Those are all the questions I have for now. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
ES: No. 
 
AF: Thank you. 
 
(End audio record.) 
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APPENDIX L 
STUDENT FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT (CASE D) 

Names have not been used to protect the identity of participants. (AF = Abigail Fuller, interviewer; S1 = 
first student, S2= second student, S3= third student, Case D). 

 
AF: When I interviewed you individually you guys told me that you think your teacher is fun, can you 

tell me why you think your teacher is fun? What kinds of things does she do? 
 
S1: She does homework heroes where if we have homework three weeks in a row or five weeks in a 

row she’ll go out and buy something for us. 
 
AF: What kinds of things does she buy you? 
 
S1: Sometimes treats, clothes, something that you’d like, nail polish, Justin Bieber, One Direction. 
 
AF: What else makes her fun? 
 
S2: She, she um, we have a prize box and when your birthday comes she lets you pick out the prize 

box or in the morning, if you’re the only one doing things, she lets you pick table points or pick 
something out the prize box. 

 
AF: When it comes to reading, math, science, writing, how does she make learning fun? 
 
S2: In science she makes it fun because she like gives us treats for experiments and like in science 

sometimes when we’re doing something that includes a lot of things, instead of letting just one 
person do it, she gives us all jobs. And if there’s only one thing we use for it, she lets us take 
turns. 

 
AF: You mean materials? 
 
S2: Yes.  
 
AF: Ok. Alright, well also when I interviewed you individually yesterday you all told me about your 

culture and you all have a different culture. Thank you for sharing that. Does your teacher know 
about your culture?  

 
S1: Yes. 
 
S3: Yes. 
 
AF: How does she find that out? 
 
S2: She asks questions to learn about us, like what do we do in Cuba. Like she might ask us what did 

we do on a long break, or over Christmas break, where did we go and things that we shared. So 
that’s how she knows. 

 
AF: How else does she find out about your culture? 
 
S1: When we’re reading a book and it has to do with culture. She’ll always ask if that has to do with 

somebody’s culture and we have this map next to our reading table and we take a pin and she’ll 
mark it down so everybody can know all the cultures we’re reading about. 

 
AF: I saw that by the reading table. Anything else? How does she get to know your culture? 
 



 

126 

S3: In social studies. 
 
AF: How does she get to know your culture? 
 
S3: Cuz in social studies, when it comes to social studies, everybody raises their hands to talk about 

culture and she lets us. 
 
AF: Would you like your teacher to know more about your culture? 
 
S3: Yes. 
 
S1: Yes. 
 
S2: Yes. 
 
AF: How do you think she can learn more about your culture? 
 
S2: Um, I think maybe like having more games on culture so other kids can learn about other 

cultures. 
 
AF: How else? 
 
S3: She can know more about my culture, like whenever on the walls, we could have different types 

of languages on it. We can make a poster. Anytime like now we read a book in Spanish, she 
wants the kids that speak Spanish to teach her Spanish words. Yeah, and it’s kinda fun b/c we 
get to learn different languages. 

 
AF: Do you like to talk about your culture with other people or keep it to yourself? 
 
S2: I kinda like to keep it to myself. I kinda like to share it sometimes. I like to share it b/c I also want 

to know about different cultures that just aren’t my culture. 
 
AF: Is your culture special to you? 
 
S2: Yes. 
 
S1: Yes. 
 
S3: Yes.  
 
AF: Why? 
 
S3: My culture is special to me because my whole country was born there and so that’s basically 

kinda like home to me. My culture is most important to me I love it b/c I get to speak the 
languages but sometimes what I say they don’t understand but sometimes I have to speak it but 
my dad teaches me and my grandma. 

 
AF: Any other reasons? 
 
S1: My place is special to me because if I was only American, I’m already in America and I wouldn’t 

be able to go to differnent places and all that. Puerto Rico is special to me b/c that’s where I’d like 
to be. It’s more comfortable. 

 
AF: Why? 
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S1: Because my family, all of them speak Spanish. All of them speak it and they’re teaching me it. 
And it’s special because that’s the language I should speak. 

 
AF: So why is it more comfortable for you? 
 
S1: All of my family is still there. 
 
AF: Do you go and visit? 
 
S1: Um, only when it’s long breaks, like summer, or spring break, or Thanksgiving or winter break. 
 
AF: What do you guys want your teacher, your friends, even your Principal to know about your 

culture? 
 
S1: To explore new languages, and learn about other people. I want my principal to know about me 

that I also mixed with Spanish b/c they don’t know that. 
 
AF: What do they know? 
 
S1: I think they know I’m from Miami and some of my family is from PR and I think that’s all they know 

about me. 
 
AF: What culture does your teacher focus on or show in the classroom? 
 
S3: Mostly she focus on English and Indian cultures because in the book it’s mostly about Indian 

culture. When it comes to our culture, she doesn’t just focus on one main culture, she focuses on 
all of the cultures, and compare and contrast them. 

 
AF: Anything else she does to include everybody’s cultures? 
 
S3: No. 
 
AF: Do you think your teacher thinks your culture is important? 
 
S3: Yes. 
 
S2: Yes. 
 
S1: Yes. 
 
AF: Why do you think that? 
 
S1: Sometimes because she’s like you guys are so lucky that you’re this or that. I wanna go there 

sometime. because when she was in college, she didn’t get to do a lot. The way she like show us 
about our cultures like show us she care about what we do, if we wanna go to college, about our 
cultures, what languages we speak, she’s probably interested. 

 
AF: What do you think? 
 
S2: She’s always telling us to learn many languages b/c the better we are with languages, the more 

jobs we’re going to get in life. 
 
AF: Now I want you to tell me a little bit more about your teacher. When I tell you, I want you to shout 

out one word to me that describes your teacher. Ready. Go.  
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S1, S2, S3: Nice, supportive, cool, awesome, kind, loud, care for another, very smart, has a squeaky 
voice, funny sometimes, she cares, she’s sometimes when she gets angry she’s not so nice, ok, 
creepy b/c sometimes she stares at us with her eyes wide open, fast-talking, organized. 

 
AF: You guys mentioned today and in your other interviews, that she cared for you. That she showed 

concern, that she wanted to make sure you’re ok. Can you think of a time when she cared for you 
and can you tell me about it? 

 
S3: She cared b/c when I went into the bathroom to throw up she cared and she send me to the 

nurse so she really cared. 
 
AF: Thank you. Some other examples? 
 
S2: When, if you were in the National Honor Society, which I am and you had a big event coming up 

it’s super exciting, she’ll not go home, she’ll stay here and she’ll go to that event and see you 
either perform or whatever it is. 

 
AF: How do you know she cares about you with that? 
 
S2: Because one time when we were doing a ceremony here for the NHS, she was sitting right next 

to me here with my mom and my brother and so they were all talking and she said that she’s 
always going to be there to support us all and that she wasn’t going to let us go until fifth grade. I 
think she supports us b/c one time when we were on a field trip at the c’mon museum my friend 
she has braces and her tooth started bleeding and she didn’t just let her go to bathroom, she 
went with her and like she helped her with the tooth. 

 
AF: Any other examples of how you guys know she cares about you? 
 
S3: She sometimes when we’re like stuck on a word, not when we get stuck on a word, if we get hurt 

or something she’ll be there or she’ll write us a note for the nurse. She don’t just let us sit there. 
 
AF: Ok. Any other examples? 
 
S1: Yeah. If someone bullies us or something she goes speaks with their teacher or the office or 

something. If you need just at least one pencil, she’ll go across the hallway to get you the pencil. 
 
AF: So when I asked you guys yesterday about parent conferences, you guys said your parents 

haven’t come in for parent conferences? 
 
S3: But mine spoke over the phone. 
 
AF: What about open house or meet the teacher? 
 
S2: Mine were here for that. 
 
S3: No. 
 
AF: What about student-led conferences? 
 
S3: My aunt came but not my mom b/c my mom works. My mom can’t make it b/c she works. 
 
AF: So when I interviewed you last time, you all said that you would like for your parents to come in or 

talk on the phone. Why is that important that you want your parent and your teacher to have kind 
of a relationship of involvement? 
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S1: So she can communicate with them if they’re doing good, bad, or if they got in trouble or if they’re 
doing awesome. 

 
AF: So how does that help you? 
 
S3: So my parents can, well she sends this certificates home and the parents be so glad and we get 

to hang them up and things. That’s how we get to communicate and like over the phone. 
 
AF: So why else do you think it is important for your parents and your teachers to be involved? 
 
S2: So that my parents can know how I’m doing in school and if I need help on anything and if the 

teacher doesn’t have time or something or she has an emergency and she can’t come to school 
my parents will know what I’m doing and they can help me.  

 
AF: Why do you think it’s important for your parents and your teacher to talk? 
 
S2: I think it’s important for them to talk b/c if something’s going on in school and it’s really bad they 

need to know. 
 
AF: Do you think kids do better or worse or the same when their parents talk to the teacher? 
 
S3: I agree with her because if she don’t talk then some things might be going on and she hasn’t 

talked to her in a while.  
 
AF: That the parent doesn’t know? 
 
S3: Yeah. 
 
AF: And what do you think? 
   
S1: I think they do better b/c if the kid is doing something bad then they won’t tell their mom and they 

do better if the teacher calls their mom. 
 
AF: Why do they do better? 
 
S1: Because your parents are probably going to sit down and tell you not to do this and study and say 

like you have to do better and if not they’re grounded. So that would just encourage kids that they 
have to do better in school. 

 
AF: So yesterday you guys said that your teacher had a high expectation for you and thinks you can 

do your best. How do you know that? 
 
S3: I know that because she always like gives us quizzes that might be closer, similar to the FCAT or 

the benchmark. 
 
AF: But how do you know? 
 
S3: Because she try very hard to teach us and things and if we don’t listen, she tries very hard for us 

to pass all our tests. 
 
AF: But how do you know that she knows you can pass it? 
 
S2: She knows that we can pass it b/c even if we are a little lower, she’s pushing us and pushing us. 

If we’re reading at a level N and we need to be at a Q by the end of the year, she’s gonna start to 
pushing us and pushing us till we get it. Yeah, reach our goal. 
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AF: Ok, is there anything else you all would like to tell me? 
 
S1: No. 
 
S2: Huh-uh. 
 
(End audio record.) 
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