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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 “…students need a school culture that makes it inevitable that all students receive a socially just 

and excellent education. So do teachers” Oakes and Lipton (1999, p.326). 

 

The quote above speaks to the heart of this study: supporting teachers in their knowledge 

and practice so that they can better enhance the learning of their students. An excellent education 

does not happen by chance, but by knowledgeable, reflective, and socially just educators offering 

a meaningful and relevant curriculum. 

With the onset of No Child Left Behind (NCLB, PL 107-110, 2001) policy and the cur-

ricular mandates associated with increasing student achievement in reading and math, an “excel-

lent education” began to be defined by policy makers and publishing firms, rather than teachers’ 

own perspectives and beliefs. As an elementary teacher, I witnessed colleagues abandoning what 

they believed about teaching and learning due to the curricular mandates of NCLB, state level 

assessments and the pressures to achieve Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). The beliefs and ideas 

of many of the teachers I worked with were shaped through expectations of the school district 

and administrators, which in turn dictated teaching practices (Flint, et al., 2011). Embracing the 

intent of the law—to increase student achievement and accountability—left little room for teach-

ers to question the outcome or the consequences of such a law. Therefore, what has been shown 

to drive a teacher’s decision making in the classroom is not always rooted in their own belief 

systems about teaching and learning, but heavily influenced by political rhetoric and ideologies 

about systematic instruction and test scores as the indicator of knowledge. 
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 In this study, I seek to support teachers as they consider how implementing culturally rel-

evant pedagogy (CRP) during literacy instruction may provide their students a more socially just 

education. By engaging in a professional learning space, teachers will be able to discuss, ques-

tion, and interact with ideas around culturally relevant pedagogy that will allow them to 

strengthen their beliefs about teaching and learning and implement practices aligned with their 

beliefs.    

Definition of Terms 

African-American/Black: People of African descent born in America.  

Beliefs: A "set of conceptual representations which signify to its holder a reality or given 

state of affairs of sufficient validity, truth and/or trustworthiness to warrant reliance upon it as a 

guide to personal thought and action" (Harvey, 1986, p. 660). 

Conceptual Understandings: Knowledge about a topic. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy: A theoretical and pedagogical framework that empow-

ers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to im-

part knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Culturally relevant pedagogy involves fostering academic 

achievement, cultural competence, and a sociopolitical consciousness in students.  

Culturally Relevant Teaching: The praxis of culturally relevant pedagogy.  

Deficit Beliefs: Negative beliefs about students and their families that attribute lack of 

academic success to race and/ or socioeconomic level. 

Marginalized Students:  Students who are silenced or perceived as powerless during the 

educational process based on factors such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, religion, 

sexual orientation, etc. 
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On-going, Teacher-Centered Professional Development: Professional development 

that is developed and designed to meet participating teachers’ needs. Teachers have input in the 

topics discussed and actively engage in the learning process. The facilitator provides additional 

support for teachers as they reflect on their teaching practices. 

Pedagogical Understandings: Knowledge of instructional methods. 

Students of Color: Non-white student population that has been marginalized by main-

stream education. In this study the terms African American, Black, and students of color are used 

interchangeably.  

Teacher Decision Making: Teachers are empowered to make choices based on their 

pedagogical knowledge, beliefs, and what’s best for their students’ against competing courses of 

action.  

Urban School Setting: Schools that have one or more of the following characteristics: 

(a) in a highly populated area, (b) have large numbers of culturally, linguistically and racially di-

verse students. (c) is located in a low socioeconomic neighborhood, and (d) performs poorly on 

state mandated tests and other measures of academic achievement. 

Statement of the Problem 

In 1970, social activist, Boggs stated, “…it is the black community that the present edu-

cational system has most decisively failed” (Boggs, 2011, p.38). More than 40 years later, 

Boggs’ assessment of the public education system and its impact on the African American com-

munity and schooling still holds true. King (2005) asserts that there is a “crisis of Black educa-

tion in the United States” (p.11), referring to educational problems that continue to plague Afri-

can Americans. For example, African American students continue to be tracked into lower cur-

riculum programs, over-represented in special education, under-represented in gifted and talented 
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classes, and have higher rates of suspensions, expulsions, truancy, and dropout rates (King, 

2005). Attributing these problems to inherent deficiencies in African Americans are cultural defi-

cit theories, constructed during the 1960s, that attest that family background negatively impacts 

the education of African Americans (Ladson-Billings, 2006). In addition, culturally deficit theo-

ries have neglected the societal and educational policies and systemic inequalities that have cre-

ated “very different educational realities” (Darling-Hammond, 2005, p. 201) for the rich and the 

poor, the White and the non-White. The historic and social contexts that are rooted in the above 

quote by Grace Lee Boggs’ continue to be relevant within educational contexts of today (Lad-

son-Billings, 2006).  Anderson (2004) and others (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Murrell, 2007) ar-

gue that the disparity in educational achievements between Blacks and Whites is not a depiction 

of African Americans’ lack of intellectual capabilities but is due to under-resourced classrooms, 

insufficient number of qualified teachers, large classroom sizes, and scripted, mandated curricu-

lum. Many scholars argue that African American students receive a watered-down curriculum 

and are expected to perform poorly; ultimately being underserved by the educational system 

(Ladson-Billings, 2006; Milner, 2009; Murrell, 2007).  

Students of various cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds are not usually represented in 

the curriculum, materials, and assessments found in most public education classrooms. Rather, 

the values, perspectives, and beliefs of the White, middle class, heavily influenced by a Eurocen-

tric perspective (Lewis, Sullivan, & Bybee, 2006) are prevalent throughout the system. Such a 

perspective marginalizes and discounts the resources and understandings of diverse students. To 

further contextualize the focus of this study, I examine the impact of federal educational policy 

on literacy development and the linguistic and cultural challenges faced by students of diverse 

backgrounds in relation to mainstream education practices.  
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Impact of Federal Policy on Teaching and Learning  

Since the 1960s, the federal government has implemented programs and provided addi-

tional funding to states in order to improve the academic achievement of children living in pov-

erty.  For example, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) was enacted at 

the “height of the Civil Rights movement as a part of America’s ‘War on Poverty’” (Hewitt, 

2011, p.169) to expand educational opportunity for low-income students and students of color. 

The goal of ESEA was to legislate the promise of Brown vs. Board of Education (Hewitt, 2011), 

which was to provide equitable education for all students and to specifically support the literacy 

development of students of color and those from low-income families. As a result, Title I pro-

grams were developed, to serve many low-income and rural schools.  Then and now, Title I 

funds are distributed to schools based on the percentage of low-income students that are enrolled. 

Since its initial enactment, ESEA has been reauthorized with each presidential administration 

and many other federal programs have been implemented. The most recent educational reforms 

to be implemented under ESEA are No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (PL 107-110, 2001) and Race 

to the Top (H.R. 1532, 2011). Earlier federal legislation required assessment to show the value 

added by instruction, but with NCLB, more frequent assessments were required and a series of 

mandated “corrective actions” were to be applied to schools that failed to achieve consistently 

improve academic performance (Allington, 2006, p.3). Race to the Top has in many ways ex-

tended the requirements of NCLB, continuing to focus on test scores as measures of student 

achievement and teacher accountability. It also introduced a national curriculum, the Common 

Core State Standards (CCSC, 2012). States are not required to adopt these standards; however, 

45 states have now implemented the standards because of the grant money that is awarded by 
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adopting them into the state curriculum (Burns, 2012). Common Core standards also include cri-

teria for what students must know at each grade level to be “college- and career-ready” (Tenam-

Zemach & Flynn, 2010-2011). Many teachers view the Common Core State Standards as one 

more mechanism for narrowing the curriculum, which results in decreasing teacher autonomy 

and discounting the education of the whole child (Wessling, 2013). While many may argue that 

the intent of ESEA and corresponding reform efforts are quite honorable, the NAACP Legal De-

fense and Educational Fund, along with other organizations critique the implementation of ESEA 

because of the mismanagement of funds and the difficulties in evaluating the effectiveness of the 

different programs (Hewitt, 2011).    

Positioning of diverse students. When President Johnson signed ESEA into law, his 

hope was that ESEA would "bridge the gap between helplessness and hope for more than 5 mil-

lion educationally deprived children" (Hewitt, 2011, p. 172). As late as the 2000s this hope has 

not materialized. Educational reforms continue to categorize students of color and low-income 

students as deficient.  NCLB (2001) stated that the government would provide incentives, includ-

ing “financial incentives, to principals who have a record of improving the academic achieve-

ment of all students, but particularly students from economically disadvantaged families, stu-

dents from racial and ethnic minority groups, and students with disabilities” (p. 208). For the 

Race To the Top program, the U.S. Department of Education (2009) defines high-need students 

as “students at risk of educational failure or otherwise in need of special assistance and support, 

such as students who are living in poverty, who attend high-minority schools ……who have dis-

abilities, or who are English language learners” (p. 12). These statements group students of di-

verse racial and cultural backgrounds with students who are learning to speak English and stu-

dents who are identified as having special needs. Students of color are then positioned as needing 
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additional supports to learn because their racial and class backgrounds limit their ability to suc-

ceed academically. This line of thinking is reminiscent of the very cultural deficit models that 

dominated the early and mid-1900’s. And as a result, policies and practices, rooted in deficit per-

spectives, guide the decision making of districts, schools, and teachers in relation to teaching and 

learning and limits what is expected of diverse students.   

Prescriptive curriculum and teacher autonomy. Murrell (2007) attests that attempts 

are made to fix the symptoms of structural inequity, such as the disparity in test scores and drop-

out rates, but that nothing is being done to address the root causes. Policy makers have yet to 

acknowledge the historic, social, and racial barriers that have inhibited the educational advance-

ment of people of color for centuries and continue to view diverse populations as inherently defi-

cient. For example, schools that qualify for Title I funds due to the low socioeconomic level of 

their students, and by not achieving the minimum in test scores, are mandated to use prescriptive 

reading curricular and test preparation materials. This increased control of federal mandates has 

“generated a new form of discrimination” (Breault & Allen, 2008, p. 5) by narrowing the curric-

ulum with prescriptive reading programs and increasing the emphasis on test scores while failing 

to address the racial, cultural, and gender biases in curriculum and assessments that perpetuate 

the test score gap (Willis & Harris, 2000). The policies that have been put in place by the federal 

government to increase the literacy of poor and minority students have actually worsened them 

by decreasing the autonomy of teachers.  Such curricula discount the knowledge and expertise of 

teachers and the understandings and practices of children that are embedded in engagements in 

their homes and cultural communities (Purcell-Gates, 2011).  
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The overwhelming effects of NCLB and subsequent legislation of Race to the Top and 

Common Core State Standards, not only impact how teachers view students but also how teach-

ers understand the reading process. A narrow or biased view of reading can be harmful as teacher 

expertise has been found to be the single most important measurable cause of increased student 

learning (Ferguson, 1991) and at the same time, mandated reading programs can significantly 

shape how teachers conceptualize reading instruction (Flint et al., 2011). Willis and Harris 

(2000) support this claim by advancing that “reading has been politicized to support the status 

quo and to deny access to nonmainstream groups” (p. 57).  Although teachers may not believe 

that implementing systematic reading instruction is the best way to teach their students, they of-

ten have no choice if their school district or administrators dictate teaching practices.  As federal 

policy introduces instructional mandates, teachers are required to attend training sessions and 

workshops on how to implement instruction for at-risk students under the law.  Dudley-Marling 

& Paugh (2004) contend that when teachers are under pressure to prepare students to make profi-

cient scores on standardized tests, direct test preparation is substituted for literacy instruction, re-

sulting in these tests becoming the entire curriculum. This results in a lack of teacher instruc-

tional autonomy and critical decision-making.    

A major issue with reading policy, instruction, and high-stakes testing is that it is a cycli-

cal and systemic problem. Educational reform was passed to increase the achievement of low 

performing schools by prescribing scripted curriculum and taking away teacher autonomy and 

expertise. However, curriculum that does not allow for teachers to make adjustments based on 

students’ needs and abilities nor allows for diverse cultural understandings will continue to im-

pede the learning and development of students. Therefore, regardless of the educational policy 

passed to improve education, if it does not require culturally relevant teaching, the cycle of low 
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achievement for students of color will continue. Murrell (2007) maintains that the same polices 

which are legislated to support students of color actually further marginalize them.  

Impact of cultural and linguistic differences on literacy learning 

 With the implementation of more scripted and mandated curriculum that position the 

teaching of reading as a one-size fits all approach, teachers’ capacity to build on students’ liter-

acy experiences and knowledge as a foundation for teaching has been negated. Even more, the 

cultural and linguistic differences between teachers and students also create a barrier to building 

on students’ literacy experiences.  The U.S. student population is becoming more diverse, with 

an increasing number of students of color and those from low-socioeconomic families (Villejas 

& Irvine, 2010). This results in more diverse linguistic and communicative styles that the pre-

dominately White, female, and middle-class teaching population will have to encounter (Morrell, 

2010).  Students whose literacy practices are supported and built upon at school, are certainly 

validated as competent students, thus, cultivating a positive attitude about school and learn-

ing.  However, mainstream classroom environments that perpetuate white, middle-class, male 

norms and values (Ntiri, 2009) are not structured to support the literacy of diverse learners and 

can have a negative effect.  

Au (1998) argues that the linguistic and cultural differences that differ from mainstream 

beliefs of schooling can lead to subpar learning environments and education. For example, Gay 

(2002) explains that mainstream education has more of a passive-receptive style of communi-

cating. This style of communicating is very uniform and instructive where the teacher is actively 

speaking, and the students are expected to listen quietly. She continues by stating that diverse 

students use more of an active-participatory style where everyone is actively engaged.  The dif-
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ferent styles can cause communication problems for both the teachers and students. Diverse stu-

dents may be positioned as behavior problems and a silence can develop between teachers and 

students.  Heath (1989) states that literacy engagements such as, “sharing knowledge and skills 

from multiple sources, building collaborative activities from and with written materials, and 

switching roles and trading expertise and skills in reading, writing, and speaking” (p. 371) are at 

the heart of being literate. However, she acknowledged that schools rarely offer time for practice 

or reward students in these open-ended literacy activities, especially students that do not exhibit 

high literacy skills based on standardized test scores. When students do not get an opportunity to 

use existing language skills as a bridge to academic reading and writing, learning interactions are 

fewer because of the disconnect between home and school interactions.   

Students who do not speak Standard English, but some variation such as African Ameri-

can Vernacular English (AAVE), also called Ebonics, are generally viewed as being deficit lan-

guage users and at-risk readers (Delpit, 2006).  Negative views of students based on their lan-

guage use can cause them to develop a poor self-concept and exhibit negative attitudes toward 

school and learning (Delpit, 2006). Misconceptions of students’ language development and lack 

of understanding of how to support or utilize the diverse vernaculars and languages of students 

are common challenges that teachers face. These linguistic differences are reflected in reading or 

literacy behaviors that students bring into the classroom.  

The linguistic and cultural differences that students bring to the classroom often result in 

negative interactions and assumptions about students’ academic abilities. Some teachers believe 

that students whose literacy practices are not congruent with the literacy practices of the school 

will have difficulty learning (Purcell-Gates, 2011).  Secondly, teachers are unsure of how to ef-

fectively capitalize on all of the diverse literacies that students bring in the classroom (Purcell, 



11 

 

 

 

Gates, 2011). Finally, once they become aware of the different literacies and understand how to 

build upon them, it is difficult to implement these practices within a high-stakes testing school 

environment.  

Purpose of Study  

The purpose of this formative experiment is to support teachers’ conceptual and pedagog-

ical understandings of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 

2001; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). This study also seeks to understand how gaining conceptual and 

pedagogical understandings of CRP impact shifts in teachers’ beliefs and instructional practices. 

There are many factors that impact a teacher’s ability to implement CRP. For example, some 

teachers may have freedom to implement the instruction that they choose but have limited re-

sources.  A teacher in another classroom setting may be confined to instructional mandates but 

have a plethora of materials. A formative design will be used to document teachers’ changing 

conceptual and pedagogical understandings as they engage in professional development on is-

sues related to CRP and literacy development. The research questions that guide this study are:  

1) What shifts do teachers make in their conceptual and pedagogical understandings 

around CRP when engaged in professional development activities?  

2) What factors enhance or inhibit teachers’ ability to implement CRP during liter-

acy instruction?  

3) How do teachers navigate contextual constraints to implement their beliefs in 

  relation to CRP? 

The methodology used in this study, formative experiment, is utilized to work toward 

bridging the gap between theory and practice as well as understanding what factors enhance or 
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inhibit an intervention. Formative experiment is an educational research approach that is de-

signed to help researchers and teachers better understand how teachers can more successfully 

navigate those contextual factors. Therefore, the focus of this study will not be specifically on 

culturally relevant pedagogy, but on the shifts of teachers’ theoretical and practical understand-

ings of CRP and how the nature of formative experiment, as a methodical approach, allows for 

an understanding of how to best support teachers in understanding and implementing CRP.  

Significance of this Study 

This study is significant because culturally relevant, meaningful learning is not a reality 

for most students of color. Although volumes of educational research have been written about 

how to develop successful students, Lazar et al., (2012) declare there is an intellectual genocide 

of many students who are racially and culturally diverse.  They ask the important question, “How 

is it possible that America’s public schools are failing so many students?” (p. 2).  These scholars 

deem that teachers must identify and offset injustices such as the misalignment of curriculum and 

instruction with what students actually need to learn.  Milner (2009) argues that it is critical for 

teachers of African American students to be well educated.  Therefore, this study works toward 

addressing a very critical educational problem in that it supports teachers in learning about cul-

turally relevant pedagogy as a theoretical and pedagogical tool.   

Theoretical Framework 

The lines of inquiry that guide my study are sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1934/1986; 

Wertsch 1991) and critical theory (Freire, 1970).  Within critical theory, critical race theory (Del-

gado & Stefanic, 2012; Taylor, 2009) and critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2003) further 

substantiate this study. These theoretical frames shape my understanding of culture and learning 
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within a historical, social, and racial context.  In this formative experiment, as the teachers of Af-

rican American students learn more about culturally relevant pedagogy and how to implement it 

within a Eurocentric-mainstream curriculum, the overarching goal is to shift their beliefs and 

teaching practices to better support the literacy development of their students. Sociocultural the-

ory grounds my understanding of how people develop understandings based on their experiences 

in the world.  People’s understandings and knowledge can change as they have experiences 

within different social contexts.  Both sociocultural theory and critical theory acknowledge how 

culture and history impact peoples’ understanding. Critical race theory and critical pedagogy are 

a means through which teachers make meaning as they interact with each other and students in 

the context of race and in the ways they make decisions about their instruction and its impact on 

the world.  These theoretical frameworks emphasize the concept that knowledge can be socially 

constructed as well as create change, which is the goal of my study. 

Sociocultural Theory 

Sociocultural theory, based heavily on the work of Vygotsky (1934/1986), ascertains that 

learning and language development are embedded in experiences, dialogue, and social interac-

tions with others and cannot be separated from a social context. For example, in order to make 

sense of new concepts, a person grounds his or her thoughts in concrete experiences of the social 

world. The way a person understands and thinks about a concept changes as he or she gains more 

experiences. These experiences determine the way people understand.  Vygotsky’s (1934/1986) 

theory of language development emphasizes that the primary function of speech is social contact 

and that the social and cultural nature of development is dependent on a child’s interaction with 

adults. The nature of social interactions allows children to observe and participate in the lan-
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guage and culture of those that are around them. Vygotsky deems that communication is a pre-

cursor before a child can mentally organize thought and that higher mental functions cannot be 

developed without actually engaging in speech acts.  Vygotsky’s (1934/1986) conception of the 

“zone of proximal development” explains this idea. The zone of proximal development is the ac-

tual level of development a child is at with the scaffolding and guidance of an adult or peer. Es-

sentially, whatever a child can do with assistance today, he or she can do by herself tomorrow. 

Zone of proximal development asserts that learning is not development, but learning sets devel-

opmental processes in motion, which would be impossible apart from learning. Therefore com-

munication in social interactions sets in motion language development, making language devel-

opment a social process. The child is using speech to construct his knowledge, demonstrating 

that language is central in mediating development. Wertsch (1991) attests that “action is medi-

ated and cannot be separated from the milieu in which it is carried out” (p. 18). For my study, 

this means that context, discourse, and relationships are essential to learning. It provides guid-

ance for the learning processes that the teachers will participate in as they engage in professional 

learning, but also the types of learning engagements that the teachers will provide for their stu-

dents within a culturally relevant context. It also guides how I will approach data analysis as 

Wertsch (1991) acknowledges that the main goal for a sociocultural approach is that the analysis 

be linked in some way with specific cultural, historical, or institutional factors. 

Bloome and Bailey (1992) hold that through discourse, actions, and experiences members 

of a community or group construct, over time sets of practices or patterned ways of seeing, per-

ceiving, and believing. In regards to this study, the sociocultural theory exemplifies that there are 

multiple ways of knowing, understanding, and doing.  In relation to CRP, a teacher must be cog-

nizant of the cultural markers such as beliefs, values, and norms, in order to encourage children’s 
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development of language and so they can be competent members of their language and their 

community (Purcell-Gates, 2011). This concept is thoroughly represented within one of cultur-

ally relevant pedagogy’s principle that teachers foster the cultural competence of students. Cul-

tural competence acknowledges that culture and the social context of learning as something that 

is not separated from the learning process (Vygotsky, 1934/1986). Therefore, a culturally compe-

tent teacher seeks out the social and cultural knowledge and experiences that students already 

have and make connections to classroom instruction.   

Halliday (2008) states that learning is a social and cultural phenomenon and all construc-

tion of meaning is a social process. New (2003) defined culture as “a composite of norms, social 

relationships, material conditions, and a language with which to negotiate these features.” As a 

child uses language to negotiate these features, literacy development is taking place. An under-

standing of the sociocultural construction of literacy is important because people identify them-

selves and their language within their culture (Delpit, 2006). Although the common conception 

of literacy development is the acquisition of a series of discrete skills, a sociocultural view of lit-

eracy argues that literacy learning cannot be abstracted from the cultural practices in which it is 

nested (Razfar and Gutierrez, 2003).   

Literacy as a social practice. “Sociocultural perspectives on literacy and learning high-

light the important relationships between language, culture, and development” (Razfar & 

Gutierrez, 2003). Meaningful literacy instruction within a culturally relevant framework is at the 

helm of what is needed to place students of color in a position to achieve at high levels.  Social 

languages, the way culture and identity are reflected in speech (Gee, 2001), must be valued in 

school and used as springboard to further develop reading and writing.  However, the traditional 
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view of literacy in school and society is what Street (1985) calls an “autonomous” model of liter-

acy and differs from the social languages that most students identify with in social interactions. 

The autonomous model views literacy as technical and a set of decontextualized skills to be 

learned and practice, void of any social or economic influences. Literacy is viewed as something 

that you have or don’t have and to be illiterate is to be deficient (Perry, 2012). Street’s “ideologi-

cal” view of literacy maintains that literacy is set of practices grounded in social and cultural 

contexts. Therefore, there is no one way to describe literacy since notions of literacy are always 

ideological as they are rooted in particular understandings and experiences. This view of literacy 

as a social practice is the main premise of the theoretical perspective, New Literacy Studies. 

Within this field of thought, Barton and Hamilton (2000) outlined six propositions about the na-

ture of literacy recognizing that literacy as fluid and changing within different social settings.  It 

recognizes that as language is used so it is learned and developed.  The beliefs and actions of 

those around socialize us into our understanding about ourselves and the world.  The proposi-

tions are as follow:   

a) Literacy is best understood as a set of social practices; these can be inferred from 

events which  are mediated by written texts  

b) There are different literacies associated with different domains of life  

c) Literacy practices are patterned by social institutions and power relationships, and 

some literacies become more dominant, visible and influential than others  

d) Literacy practices are purposeful and embedded in broader social goals and cul-

tural practices  

e) Literacy is historically situated  
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f) Literacy practices change, and new ones are frequently acquired through pro-

cesses of informal learning and sense making (Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p. 8) 

This concept of literacy is one that includes efforts to understand children’s cultures, in-

cluding what counts as knowledge in their homes and neighborhoods (New, 2003). It values the 

literacy experiences and knowledge that students bring to school and validates students as suc-

cessful literate participants in the classroom. Literacy instruction within a culturally relevant 

framework mirrors this sociocultural view of literacy and substantiates Gee’s (2008) claim that 

almost all children, including poor children have impressive language abilities, large vocabular-

ies, complex grammar, and deep understandings of experiences and stories. In relation to this 

study, the goal is to for teachers to negotiate and share meanings about texts and the classroom 

community with the students, based on the language abilities that Gee suggests children automat-

ically bring into the learning environment. Therefore it is essential to support teachers in under-

standing how language and sociocultural factors can support cognitive styles and the develop-

ment of students who are viewed through an autonomous lens as deficient based on their literacy 

skills.  

Critical Theory 

  Critical theory examines the impact of power relations in society; disapproving the way 

society privileges certain groups over others. These power relations can be based on race, ethnic-

ity, socioeconomic level, sexual orientation (Giroux, 2003) and can also be maintained and re-

produced through the educational system (Apple, 1992, McLaren, 2003). Therefore, for this 

study, critical theory provides a lens for examining power structures and working toward trans-

formation of inequities in for students of color in education.      
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Karl Marx, the father of critical theory, suggested that hegemonic ideology is linked to 

the economic base of society and the wealthy, those who own the means of production, and  have 

the power to effect the line of consciousness of the people in that society (Crotty, 1998)  result-

ing in “interactions of privilege and oppression” (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011).  Critical the-

orists argue that those who have been privileged in society and education are the rich, the White, 

and the male, resulting in the oppression and marginalization of the poor, the non-White, and the 

female (Gage, 1989). Since critical theory is emancipatory and transformative, critical theorists 

believe that the oppressed can transform themselves and the inequalities that that impact them 

through knowledge and action.    

Knowledge and action as a means of social change are prevalent in Freire’s (1970) con-

cepts of praxis and conscientization.  Praxis is when people commit to education that leads to ac-

tion and reflection and conscientization is the act of understanding your reality and then acting 

upon it make a change. In Brazil, Freire used dialogue and the teaching of reading to help his stu-

dents overcome oppression. He states that “The ‘dialogical man’ is critical and knows that...it is 

in the power of humans to create and transform” (Freire, 1970, p.91). Developing a critical con-

sciousness life and society prompts one to take actions toward transformation and is significant 

to this study as teachers learn about key tenets of CRP, engage in critical reflection, and support 

their students in doing the same.   

Freire’s (1970) notions of “banking” apply to today’s educational system, which views 

students as empty vessels that need to have knowledge deposited into them. This kind of 

knowledge often reproduces the status quo and values one set of knowledge (usually from Euro-

centric, middle class point of view). While there are a variety of races and cultures in our 
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schools, mainstream knowledge is what is most validated in the educational system. Critical the-

ory disrupts the notion that one type of knowledge is more valuable than the other. When diverse 

students are not represented in the texts and materials are offered in school they may wonder 

“Where are the books and languages that reflect me?” (Nieto, 2009) causing them to further dis-

engage from school. Murrell (2007) offers that liberal policies are not created to work toward 

eradicating the mismatch between home and school literacy practices of diverse learners, and ed-

ucational reform continues to create policies that marginalize diverse students.  

In our society there is a status quo, an existing structure that exists, that critical theorists seek to 

challenge.  Privileged groups have great interest in supporting the status quo to protect the ad-

vantage that they have in society (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2002). However, disrupting main-

stream ways of thinking, is vital to disrupting inequities that reproduce oppression such as the 

“pull yourself up by the boot straps mentality” and the notion that Standard English is superior to 

other variations of English such as African American Vernacular English.  For this study, critical 

theory lays a foundation for issues of inequity, social reproduction, and multiple perspectives to 

be addressed in further detailed within the frameworks of critical race theory and critical peda-

gogy.  The issues addressed in this section will be situated in the context of race and schooling in 

the following sections. 

Critical race theory. Shelly-Brown & Cooper (2011) posits that “race must be consid-

ered in how culturally relevant pedagogy is enacted,” (p.70) therefore, critical race theory is es-

sential in providing a theoretical frame for this study. Critical race theory (CRT) comes from a 

long tradition of resistance to the unequal and unjust distribution of power and resources perpetu-

ated by the legal system (Taylor, 2009) and CRT seeks to transform the power relationships 

among race and racism (Delgado and Stefancic, 2012). CRT is rooted in the following ideals 
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which support the inquiry of this study; (a) racism is a normal part of our society, (b) interest 

convergence advances the idea that racism advances the interest of the White elite and the work-

ing class Anglo people, therefore society sees little need to work toward eradicating racism and 

the status quo, (c) the notion that race and races are not objective or inherent but historically and 

socially constructed, (d) liberalism actually prevents true equality between races (e) storytelling 

is a technique that can counter dominant ideologies (Delgado and Setfancic, 2012, Ladson-

Billings, Shelley Cooper, 2011). CRT emerged from Critical Legal Studies, a movement that 

sought to combat subtle racism that occurs in courts and challenged the notion that law is neutral 

and that every legal case has a single correct answer (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, Ladson-

Billings, 2009).   

CRT in education materialized as Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued for a critical 

lens to better understand issues of race in regards to school discipline and hierarchy, tracking, af-

firmative action, high stakes testing, controversies over curriculum and history, and alternative 

and charter schools. These notions of CRT in relation to culturally relevant pedagogy, teacher 

beliefs, instructional practices emphasize that mainstream education and curriculum is in fact a 

reproduction of race and racism in our society (Gay, 2002; Morrell, 2007; Yasso, Villalpando, 

Delgado-Bernal, & Solórzano, 2001), and often reproduced in schools.  For example, Morrell 

(2007) refers to pedagogies of access and dissent where diverse students are taught skills that dif-

fer from their everyday culture, but the skills are necessary for them to succeed in society.  How-

ever, they are also supported in developing a powerful language to critique those same systems 

that they are asked to navigate. Morrell’s stance on pedagogies of access and dissent is powerful 

when it comes to helping students to think more critically about negative ideologies that they 
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may believe themselves, and empower them to refute those theories and gain a more critical con-

sciousness about society and challenge the status quo. 

In their work on critical race theory in Chicana/o education, Yasso et al. (2001) glean 

from the LatCrit Primer (2000) in their working definition of critical race theory in education 

which they believe is to: 

….develop a theoretical, conceptual, methodological, and pedagogical strategy that ac-

counts for the role of race and racism in U.S. education and works toward the elimination 

of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating other forms of subordination such as gen-

der, class, and sexual orientation (p.90). 

Although LatCrit focuses specifically on Chicano students, this framework also includes all stu-

dents of color, however, what is significant, is its goal is to bridge theoretical concepts with prac-

tice and teaching, and the community (LatCrit Primer, 2000). Critical race theory enables teach-

ers and students to have a more critical approach towards learning that empowers them to ques-

tion and challenge structures that marginalize people of color, as well as acknowledge and value 

students’ racial and cultural ways of knowing and being. 

For this study, CRT will allow me to understand more deeply how the inequalities rooted 

in race and class influence teachers’ beliefs and their instructional practices. This will reveal the 

necessity for literacy instruction to be framed in CRP and for the development of teacher devel-

opment practices that will help teachers negotiate mandated curriculum that has marginalized di-

verse students.  

Critical pedagogy. Culturally relevant pedagogy aims to not only bridge home and 

school cultures, but also enables teachers and students to “see the contradictions and the inequi-

ties” (Ladson-Billings, 1992, p.328) of the educational system and the larger society. Ladson 
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Billings (2009) states that curriculum is a white supremacist master script, a perpetuation of race 

and racism within the classroom.  Gay (2002) argues that formal curriculum, which holds the 

values and norms for mainstream education, avoids issues that are usually deemed as controver-

sial such as racism, historical atrocities, and hegemony.  Therefore, critical pedagogy is an essen-

tial theory to frame this study.  Developing students’ critical consciousness is one of the main 

tenets in Ladson-Billings’ conceptualization of culturally relevant pedagogy.  She suggests that it 

is imperative to support students in developing a broader sociopolitical consciousness that allows 

them to critique “cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that produces and maintain so-

cial inequities.  If school is about preparing students for active citizenship, what better citizen-

ship tool than the ability to critically analyze society?” (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, p.162).  

  Critical pedagogy is an approach that questions and seeks to transform oppressive struc-

tures of schooling and instruction. It rests on the assumption that education is used to promote a 

capitalistic society and challenges forms of oppression such as racism and sexism that pervade 

the educational system and society (McLaren, 2010). For some students, there experience in 

school is a true reflection of democracy providing opportunities and upward mobility. For others, 

curricula and teaching is a form of social control and imparts cultural dangers (Apple, 1992).  

Culturally relevant pedagogy acknowledges the disparities in the different schooling experiences 

and provides a guide to create opportunities for all students.  

Culturally relevant pedagogy differs vastly from Freire’s (1970) notion of the banking 

concept that is typical of many schools today.  Instead of teachers disseminating knowledge that 

has one truth, culturally relevant teachers value multiple perspectives and co-construct 

knowledge with students.  This form of teaching values multiple ways of thinking and validates 
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the cultural resources and knowledge that they bring to the classroom.  This is contrary to the tra-

ditional models of teaching that operates in deficit view when students present non-mainstream 

ways of thinking. 

According to Giroux (2003) critical pedagogy is a radical pedagogy which points to the 

connections between conception and practice, and it honors students’ experiences by connecting 

what goes on in classrooms to their everyday lives. Giroux (2003) states that educators should 

reject forms of schooling that marginalize students and should adopt a radical pedagogy that not 

only emphasizes issues of curriculum and classroom practices but also resist social and institu-

tional restraints and challenge dominant teaching practices and other forms of oppression. He 

suggests that issues related to gender, class, race, and sexual orientation should be resources for 

learning instead of being a punishment, failure, or barrier to learning (Giroux, 2003).  Culturally 

relevant pedagogy is a critical pedagogy that enables teachers and students to be critical beings 

who make decisions about teaching based on their understandings of the historical, social, and 

economic factors that have marginalized people of color for centuries. It enables transformation 

through meaningful, critical thinking and discussions, as it critiques inequities in school and so-

ciety.  

Conclusion 

Teachers’ beliefs about the students that they teach impact the types of learning engage-

ments and relationships that are constructed in classrooms. The negative perceptions of African 

Americans and other students of color that are constructed in society have been detrimental to 

the educational advancement of marginalized groups. Although there are successful teachers and 

schools of African Americans, the percentage of African Americans graduating from high 

school, college, and benefiting from the educational system remains low; and at the same time, 
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the number of African American students who are tracked in lower ability programs, represented 

in special education programs, and dropping out of school remains high. Research has shown 

that teachers are an extremely important factor in a child’s educational achievements (Darling-

Hammond, 2005).  Therefore, in facilitating professional learning that focuses on CRP, this 

study offers teachers the opportunity to examine their beliefs and make deeper connections be-

tween their conceptual and pedagogical understandings as a way to support the academic 

achievement of their students. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The role that teachers play in the academic achievement of all students is critical, espe-

cially for African Americans. According to Irvine (2009), African American students are more 

teacher-dependent than kids of other races, and therefore the teacher can strongly influence a 

child’s self-concept and attitude towards school (Irvine, 2009).  Research highlights the im-

portance of recruiting more teachers of color to support the educational needs of the growing di-

versity in schools.  Villegas & Irvine (2010) and Milner (2012) agree that it is beneficial for stu-

dents of color to have teachers who share a common history. Teachers of color, specifically Afri-

can American teachers, serve as role models for all students; improve the academic outcomes 

and school experiences of students of color, have high expectations for students, they empathize 

with their students, they do not pity them (Milner, 2012; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). For example, 

Milner (2012) states, “Indeed, Black teachers often have a commitment to and a deep under-

standing of Black students and their situations and needs because both historically and presently 

these teachers experience and understand the world in ways similar to their students” (p.32). 

Roseboro and Ross (2009) agree that Black women educators have an ethic of care rooted in 

“historical, social, spiritual, and political situatedness” (p.21) and are the foundation for libera-

tory education. 

However, there is a substantial cultural gap growing between Black students and Black 

educators (Paris, 2012). In addition to race, researchers have also explored the influence of class 

due to the growing population of middle class teachers serving students from low-income homes. 

Wilson (1978) suggested that the importance of race for Blacks was declining and contended that 
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class was growing in significance. Nieto (2000), states that the behavior and experiences of mid-

dle-class parents of any race or ethnic group, may differ from those of low-income parents.  

Therefore, middle-class, Black teachers who teach low-income Black students may not be cultur-

ally relevant if they have deficit views of their students based on class.  One’s understandings 

and perspectives of social class can impact beliefs about students’ abilities, and ultimately impact 

practice.  Another factor that negatively impacts the culturally relevant teaching of African 

American teachers, as mentioned in the previous chapter, is the role of policy on curriculum. 

Wynter-Hoyte (2014) corroborates this point from her examination of church and school literacy 

practices among Black, middle-class children. She uncovered that teachers in her study (Black 

women) placed more value on aligning their instruction with mandates of mainstream education, 

standardized curriculum maps and high-stakes testing while neglecting to support the cultural 

and linguistic needs of their Black students. These scholars and studies suggest that as socioeco-

nomic distance grows between Black teachers and Black students, learning about cultural rele-

vant pedagogy is needed for all teachers. Therefore, understanding teacher beliefs and studying 

practices that support shifts in teachers’ beliefs in relation to teaching African American students 

is of great importance. 

 Kagan (1992) suggests that beliefs “may be the clearest measure of a teacher’s profes-

sional growth” (p. 85), making this proposed study critical to the development of teachers and 

the academic achievement of diverse students. The literature included in this review, draws from 

both sociocultural and critical lenses and is grounded in the assumptions that (a) teachers beliefs’ 

and understandings are socially constructed, (b) multicultural education is essential for building 
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on and expanding student’s intellectual and language resources, and (c) critical reflection on pro-

fessional development and learning opportunities is integral for developing the critical con-

sciousness of teachers and students and promoting educational access to all students.  

This literature review begins with a general overview of teacher beliefs to provide an un-

derstanding of how beliefs are constructed and how they impact instructional practice. Next, I 

extend the section on beliefs into a summary of multicultural education and culturally relevant 

pedagogy. This section discusses an overview of seminal studies that depict how students’ cul-

tural resources are vital for literacy development. Culturally relevant pedagogy is thoroughly re-

viewed and established as a belief system not simply a set of instructional strategies. The final 

section focuses on literature in reference to professional development practices that aid teachers 

in gaining knowledge and examining their beliefs to produce shifts in their understandings and 

practices.  The literature selected provides an understanding of the work that has been conducted 

in teacher beliefs, culturally relevant pedagogy, and professional development as well as the re-

search that needs to be done to support teachers in applying theoretical constructs into practice.  

Teacher Beliefs 

Research on teacher beliefs is important to the understandings of teacher actions and de-

cision-making inside and outside the classroom.  Teachers make decisions about classroom in-

struction in relation to the beliefs that they have about teaching and learning (Harste, 1977). A 

teacher’s instructional plan, classroom management style, and professional development activi-

ties are examples of practices that are influenced by teachers’ beliefs about teaching and the edu-

cational process as a whole. The research on beliefs is vast, and can be complicated due to the 

varying definitions and understandings of beliefs and belief structures that are presented in the 

literature (Pajares, 1992).   
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The discussion on teacher beliefs often includes understandings of teacher attitudes and 

knowledge, further obscuring the construct. Some researchers have described attitude as having 

an affective component and describe beliefs as cognitive actions (Richardson, 1996), labeling at-

titude and beliefs as separate constructs.  However, others, such as Eisenhart, Shrum, Harding, 

and Cuthbert, (1988) included a component of attitude into their definition of beliefs stating that 

a “belief is a way to describe a relationship between a task, an action, event, or another person 

and an attitude of a person toward it” (p.103). Similarly, with studying teacher knowledge, some 

researchers differentiate between beliefs and knowledge by viewing knowledge as having a 

“truth condition” (Richardson, 1996), requiring a group consensus to validate the theory (Green, 

1971; Nespor, 1987), but beliefs do not require a truth factor. Nespor (1987) describes belief sys-

tems as being more inflexible and less dynamic than knowledge systems, while others have ra-

tionalized that knowledge, like beliefs are subjective and use the terms interchangeably (Rich-

ards, 1996).   

Shulman (1986) established three dimensions of general knowledge involved in the pro-

cess of teaching: subject matter content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and general 

pedagogical knowledge. Connelly and Clandinin (1988) added personal practical knowledge to 

these dimensions which they explain is found in “teacher’s past experience, in the teacher’s pre-

sent mind and body, and in the future plans and actions” (p.25) and in the teacher’s practice.  

Personal practical knowledge is a way of examining the past and the intentions of the future, to 

make decisions about the present situation (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988), thus integrating both 

knowledge and beliefs. They found in an earlier study of knowledge and beliefs that “it was dif-

ficult to pinpoint where knowledge ended and belief began” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1987) and 

the two were basically different terms meaning same thing.   Likewise, in his review of research 
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on teacher beliefs, Pajares (1992) found that “knowledge and beliefs are inextricably inter-

twined,” (p. 325) but the nature of beliefs makes them a filter through which new knowledge is 

learned. Therefore, people construct new knowledge based on beliefs they already possess. Simi-

larly, in her work on teacher beliefs, Kavanagh (2010) reasons that beliefs, attitudes, identity, 

and context intersect, influence, and shape classroom practice. Therefore, for the purpose of this 

study the term beliefs will encompass teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, and values from which 

teachers make decisions in the classroom.   

Sources of teacher beliefs 

From a sociocultural perspective, a person’s beliefs are constructed within experiences 

and interactions with others and most theorists agree that beliefs are created through a process of 

enculturation and social construction (Pajares, 1992).  Through observation and participation 

with others in their families and communities, people construct beliefs about the world.  In re-

gards to language and discourse, Gee (2001) calls these beliefs cultural models, which are 

“taken-for-granted schemata, storylines, theories, images, representations” (p.720) that people 

within the same Discourse groups share. Gee uses a capital D to describe Discourse which is a 

social language that involves more than just language, but includes ways of “talking, listening, 

writing, reading, acting, interacting, believing, valuing, and feeling” (Gee, 2008, p. 124),  as op-

posed to discourse, that begins with a lowercase d, which he defines as language use. Therefore, 

within Discourse groups, cultural models are developed and beliefs are constructed. Gee (2008) 

gives the example of how the middle-class and working-class have different beliefs about child 

development. These cultural models about child rearing provide for each group value-laden con-

structs of what is normal and natural as well as what counts as inappropriate. 
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  Teachers have different experiences in school as students learning to read and as pre-ser-

vice teachers learning to teach reading.  These different experiences and participation in different 

peer groups, impact their beliefs about reading paradigms, causing them to have varying beliefs 

about the most appropriate way of teaching reading. In a review of the literature on learning to 

teach, Richardson (1996) found three categories that influence the development of beliefs and 

knowledge about teaching based on people’s experience: personal experience, experience with 

schooling and instruction, and experience with formal knowledge.   

Personal understandings derive partly from the first category, personal experience, and 

are rooted in socioeconomic status, gender, geographic location, and religious upbringing which 

effect an individual’s beliefs, thus affecting their learning to teach and teaching (Richardson, 

1996). Clark (1988) acknowledges that teachers’ theories about teaching are “generalizations 

drawn from personal experience, beliefs, values, biases, and prejudices" (p. 6).  For example, 

Bullough and Knowles (1991) believed that one of the teachers in their study who initially 

viewed teaching as nurturing, constructed that belief from many years of being a parent prior to 

becoming a teacher.  The second category, experiences that people have with schooling and in-

struction is what Lortie (1975) calls the apprenticeship of observation. The theory of the appren-

ticeship of observation explains how a person’s experience with schooling, shapes their beliefs 

about the nature of teaching, teachers, and students and is responsible for how most people con-

struct understandings and beliefs about teaching. Experience with formal knowledge, the third 

category, is when students gain knowledge about “school subjects, outside readings, television, 

religion classes, and so forth” (Richardson, 1996, p.104).  Teacher educational programs provide 

formal knowledge about subject matter, conceptions of subject matter and how students learn it, 

and pedagogical knowledge. Although teachers gain formal knowledge about what it is to be a 
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teacher and how to teach, they still have assumptions about learning and make decisions about 

instruction in light of theoretical knowledge (Kuborska, 2011).   

According to Green (1971) people can have beliefs or belief systems that are contradic-

tory to each other. or that people hold on to beliefs even when they are no longer an accurate re-

flection of reality and do not change even when it makes sense for them to do so.  Green suggests 

that beliefs must be reflected upon and examined to bring about consistency and an accurate por-

trayal of reality. Teachers are more responsive to new understandings and strategies that relate to 

their existing beliefs and practices (Kuzborska, 2011).  The research on sources of teachers’ be-

liefs supports the idea that the development of beliefs and knowledge is an amalgamation of vari-

ous factors and experiences, with experiences being a major influence.  Therefore, in supporting 

teachers in implementing their beliefs in practice, special attention must be paid to the experi-

ences that teachers are provided in learning new knowledge and ways the new knowledge is con-

nected to previous experiences.  

Impact of Teacher Beliefs on Literacy Development and Practices 

Examining existing beliefs and classroom practices of teachers is important for research-

ers to understand what impacts this important relationship. So far, the research on how teachers 

enact their beliefs in the classroom has come up inconclusive. A variety of explanations about 

how teachers’ beliefs impact their practices have been illustrated in the literature (Deford, 1981; 

Harste, 1977; Powers, Zippay, & Butler, 2006). Researchers found that teachers who have strong 

theoretical conceptions are more likely to teach in relation to their beliefs.   Harste (1977) de-

scribed the findings of his research on the theoretical nature of teaching, supporting the conclu-

sion that "despite atheoretical statements, teachers are theoretical in their instructional approach 

to reading" (p. 32). He found that teachers’ instructional decisions when teaching reading were 
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aligned with a theoretical orientation, such as phonics or whole language, even if the teachers did 

not realize it.  Likewise, Deford (1985) found a strong relationship between teachers’ theoretical 

orientations and implementation. On the other hand, after a 3-year study of teachers' instructional 

decisions, Duffy (1981) concluded that teachers' theoretically based conceptions are not related 

to their teaching of reading practices. Teacher instruction can be stifled and not reflective of their 

beliefs if they lack resources and support from colleagues and administrators (Esposito & Swain, 

2009).  Also, if teacher’s lack theoretical backing concerning what they believe is best for stu-

dents, it is difficult for them to fully implement their beliefs in practice.  

In Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, and Lloyd’s, (1991) study about how teachers’ beliefs 

about reading comprehension are reflected in their teaching practices they found that although 

majority of the teachers in the study implemented instructional practices that were aligned with 

most of their beliefs, they also found some areas where there were mismatches. The mismatches 

that they found in their study were instances when teachers were trying to use a practice, such as 

activating background knowledge, but their attempts were weak and ineffective. These instruc-

tional practices were related to beliefs that teachers had in which they did not express a solid un-

derstanding of during interviews.  Also, when teachers’ ideas began to shift in regards to differ-

ent ways of teaching comprehension, they often did not know the practices that would allow 

them to act upon those beliefs. Richardson et al. (1991) concluded a lack of relationship between 

beliefs and practices may reflect that the teacher is going through a change process. 

In their study of four reading teachers, Powers, et al. (2006) found that what teachers be-

lieved about instruction and assessment were not always consistent with the practices in their 

classrooms.  In surveys where teachers responded to questions about what they believed about 

reading instruction, their instructional practices did not fully align with their responses on the 
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survey. They also found that instructional frameworks that teachers were most comfortable with 

influenced their instruction regardless of new instructional strategies they learned.  The partici-

pants in this study were in a Master’s program and were required to work in the university’s lit-

eracy clinic where they learned new literacy strategies, but they continued to implement the liter-

acy framework that they had been accustomed to using in their classrooms.  Some of the teachers 

also felt that they had little control of their instructional practices due to district mandates. One 

of the teacher’s practices aligned with her beliefs on the survey, but she failed to implement new 

literacy strategies she learned at the literacy clinic because they were outside of the scope of the 

literacy framework that she was accustomed to using with her students. 

The implications from Kusborska’s (2011) study of foreign language teachers revealed 

that teachers’ beliefs did not “translate directly into classroom instruction or curriculum design”. 

The teachers’ instructional practices were guided by instructional frameworks which may have 

originated from the methodological approaches that were in use when they were learning or be-

gan teaching the foreign language.  It seemed to the researchers that the foreign language teach-

ers did little reevaluating or modification of instructional practices through the course of their 

teaching experience resulting in the gap between their theories and practices. Although the teach-

ers may have believed recent and progressive practices were more effective, they had little sup-

port and practice in reflecting on their practices to bridge what they believed with their daily in-

structional practices. 

However, teachers in Borg’s (2011) study were supported in thinking more deeply about 

their beliefs and how they related to their practices. Borg (2011) examined the impact of an 

eight-week in-service teacher education program in the UK on the beliefs of six English lan-

guage teachers.  The results of this study showed that the teacher education program did impact 
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the teachers’ beliefs. Data was collected about the teachers’ beliefs by means of semi-structured 

interviews, coursework and tutor feedback. Findings showed that the in-service program sup-

ported three out of six teachers’ awareness of their beliefs and consequently, they were able to 

articulate significant points that outlined their instructional practices. The other three teachers 

showed shifts in beliefs about strategies and activities that they believed to be useful during in-

struction.  

These studies on teacher beliefs and practices provide insight into the development of be-

liefs and reasons as to why beliefs may or may not be implemented into instructional practice.  

Teachers’ understandings of themselves, their students, and content are key to their implementa-

tion of instruction. These were qualitative studies which compared teachers’ stated beliefs with 

what the researchers observed as actual classroom practices.  My study is important because it is 

a formative experiment, where professional development will be implemented as an intervention 

to support shifts in teacher beliefs.  

The implication of the research on pedagogy and praxis is that in-service teachers need to 

be better supported in gaining theoretical understandings and pedagogical practices. This study 

seeks to document shifts in teachers’ beliefs by implementing an intervention using formative 

experiment as a methodological approach.  The intervention is the focal point of any formative 

experiment with the goal of the intervention to positively transform instruction and facilitate the 

pedagogical goal.  One of the affordances of formative experiment is that the intervention can be 

adapted to meet the pedagogical goal, which is different from other studies that implement some 

type of teacher professional learning and adaptions cannot be made to learning process as a way 

to facilitate shifts. Such as in Borg’s (2011) study where the teachers did become more aware in 

their beliefs and made some shifts, the data also showed that the in-service could have engaged 
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Figure 6: Bridgette’s Shifts in Beliefs as Related to CRP. 

 

 Monica’s shifts. At the beginning of the study, Monica believed that her students were 

not motivated to learn and did not do well in school because their parents had not instilled in 

them the importance of education. She felt that she had to work twice as hard to educate students 

because parents did not do their job. During the four-day professional development session, 

Monica expressed that she believed the “pull yourself up by the bootstrap” theory and meritoc-

racy was valid, but would not work for her students. She indicated that all of them do not come 

to school on an equal footing ready to learn.   

 Monica attributed her students’ lack of academic success to having parents who did not 

care about their child’s education. She believed that if she dedicated time and energy to teaching 

the standards and preparing her students for the standardized tests, then she did her part. If the 
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students did not succeed academically, there was nothing else she could do. Research on attribu-

tion theories reveals that teachers’ perceptions of students impact practice (Raths, 2001). For ex-

ample, a teacher may attribute lack of parental support, students peer group, or community to a 

student who is failing as opposed to attributing it to the teaching. Therefore, adequate teaching 

and learning cannot take place because the lack of achievement is attributed to something that 

may not be the primary cause (Raths, 2001). Monica attributed her students’ educational difficul-

ties to their parents. 

 After the professional development, Monica’s goal for CRP was to implement the Daily 5 

reading structure to offer her students choice in reading materials so that reading instruction 

would become relevant and individualized. However, lack of time and adherence to the curricu-

lum pacing chart caused Monica to struggle with implementing the Daily 5. She had difficulties 

with her ideal implementation of CRP because she saw it more as interrupting the teaching of the 

standards as opposed to enhancing the students learning the standards: 

 I know time is a constraint when it comes to culturally relevant pedagogy. Its time in 

planning too, because I do not put the time into it as I should to intentionally think of cul-

turally relevant plans. It’s easier to pull the textbook and say read this and then you know 

that standard is covered. Now I don’t mind doing things that directly connect to what I 

am teaching, but it takes more time to plan for that too (Teacher Debrief Session, October 

10, 2013). 

 In an effort to bridge CRP with standards, Monica began having more critical conversa-

tions with students on Social Studies concepts that were interesting and that they could connect 

to.  When she began to look for multiple texts to increase students’ reading in Social Studies, she 

began to notice bias in the curriculum and wanted to open these kinds of conversations up with 
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her 4th grade students. Examining curriculum and assignments for bias allows the teachers to in-

tentionally bring in multiple perspectives and reconstruct discussions around topics that are more 

critical and inclusive (Kesler, 2011). During Monica’s last interview, she referenced the discus-

sions during our four-day professional development and debriefs about using topics that the stu-

dents are learning about in class, saying, “I empathize with my students now that I have a more 

understanding of like how history effects their backgrounds and experience. So it is important to 

have these critical conversations with them” (Final Interview, January 23, 2014) 

 This shift from Monica shows that she began to see the need of the CRP as she searched 

for meaningful Social Studies texts, but found omissions and one-sided perspectives as predomi-

nate resources. According to Ladson-Billings (2009), critical race theory views this as a White 

Supremacist master script rooted in mainstream curriculum. This indicates that stories of African 

Americans are muted in curriculum, especially when they challenge white dominate culture. 

Monica began to involve her students in more critical conversations as she became aware of how 

historical contexts situated them and their families within the educational system and society.  

These shifts in practices were rooted in shifts in understandings.  

 In her final interview, Monica discussed one student’s improvement in math relating to 

increased academic support from her grandparents. She revealed, 

I had a student last year in 3rd grade and in math I would say she struggled, she was 

probably a C student but end up with a B average because she did her work, but was a C 

student as far as ability. She never learned her multiplication facts. We would have multi-

plication facts competitions and she could never get finished in the allotted amount of 

time. So, I had her again this year and her grandfather came in to get help with a particu-

lar math assignment. I told him she would continue to struggle if she didn’t learn her 
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facts, this was like at the beginning of the school year. After about a month, her grade 

was boosting and I realized she had learned her facts. I made her my story, my testimony 

and I let her tell the students her story and how easy math has been since she learned her 

facts. Her confidence has gone up and this really makes me happy. I can’t take credit, this 

is all on her and her family. I appreciate that because someone said something to her to 

make he learn. (Final Interview, January 23, 2014). 

Monica was excited about this experience she had with her student and the child’s grandparents.  

This experience confirms her initial beliefs that this kind of parental support is necessary for stu-

dent achievement. She views students and families who exemplify this sort of hard work in a 

positive manner, but may be inclined to view families who do not more negatively. However, her 

beliefs have shifted, as she also believes that having critical conversations with her students in-

creases their engagement in school and brings attention to inequities in society so that “their fight 

will be all the bit more” (Final Interview, January 23, 2014). Like Bridgette, Monica has shifted 

in areas where she sees a direct impact on students’ engagement and motivation.  Also like 

Bridgette, her shifts in beliefs and practices do not reflect a starting and ending point, but repre-

sent a progression toward a more culturally relevant beliefs and practices (see Figure 7).   
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Figure 7: Monica’s Shifts in Beliefs as Related to CRP 

 

Complex Process 

 This study asks, “What shifts do teachers make in their conceptual understandings and 

pedagogical practices around CRP?” The goal for the study was to promote shifts in teachers’ 

conceptual and pedagogical understandings.  Rokeach (1968) explains that changing beliefs is a 

sizable challenge, because many ingrained beliefs are resistant to change. This was evident 

throughout the study, as shifts in teachers’ beliefs and practices were complex and messy. Char-

acteristics of effective professional development were implemented in the study but the change 

process looked different for the two focal teachers. This evidence contradicts research on teacher 

development which advocates for a linear learning and change process (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). 

Some research insists that change in belief leads to change in practice, which leads to change in 

students (Desimone, 2009). In others, change in practice leads to change in students, which leads 

to change in beliefs (Guskey, 1986, 2002). However, there is a necessity for research on teacher 
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development to examine teacher learning and change as a more multifaceted system rather than a 

linear process (Opfer and Pedder 2011). For both Bridgette and Monica, their experiences also 

seemed to shape their beliefs. They witnessed positive results in the classroom with culturally 

relevant practices, but lingering and ongoing interactions with parents encouraged beliefs that 

conflicted with cultural relevancy.  

 Change in a linear process does not take into account other factors that are occurring that 

disrupt or confirm shifting. The teachers’ professional growth and instructional decision making 

was not only limited to the needs of their students, but extended to who they were as people, 

their personal experiences, and beliefs. The teachers were diverse in their years of teaching expe-

rience, testing pressures, and levels of accountability. These factors all attributed to what they 

took away from the professional development.  

 One important shift in teachers’ beliefs was an understanding that students bring to the 

classroom a range of experiences and knowledge that can be used as a catalyst for curriculum 

and learning.  All of the teachers saw their students’ experiences and language in more positive 

ways. Bridgette valued individual students’ experiences, whereas Monica empathized with chil-

dren’s family lives and backgrounds, which led her to discuss sociopolitical factors with stu-

dents. 

  Although the teachers did experience positive shifts in beliefs and practices, the focal 

teachers did not experience full shifts in some of their deficit beliefs about families and student 

achievement.  This may not be viewed as progress, but as stated earlier, ingrained beliefs can be 

difficult to change and for changes in practice to reflect beliefs that are in flux reveals the dy-

namics of the teachers’ learning and practice processes.  Beliefs and practices inform each other 

as they are developed and practiced. Teachers may not exhibit grand shifts in beliefs, but micro 
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shifts as their experiences continue to shape their beliefs. These small shifts in beliefs may vacil-

late back and forth, or move at a steady progression, but awareness of beliefs and their need to 

shift to better teach students is necessary.  Furthermore, these small shifts that the teachers expe-

rienced in their beliefs and practice during this study, are likely to continue to shape their beliefs 

and practices for years to come.  

Implications 

 Much of the literature on culturally relevant pedagogy notes the difficulties that teachers 

have when implementing CRP even though they are knowledgeable and passionate about it (Es-

posito & Swain, 2009; May, 2011; Rozansky, 2010). The findings of this study reveals some of 

those difficulties, but a close examination of shifts in teachers’ beliefs and practices in study also 

uncovers integral elements of the learning and implementation process of CRP. This research is 

important because provides insight for how to further support teachers in this process.  The im-

plications for this study provide insight for practitioners, teacher educators, and policy makers.   

Implications for Practitioners 

 This study provides insight on factors that may inhibit or enhance teachers’ implementa-

tion of CRP. The revelation of the participants’ shifting process is important for teachers to better 

understand that learning about and implementing culturally relevant pedagogy is a complex pro-

cess and cannot be implemented without being thoughtful and intentional. The hope, however, is 

that it does not seem like a daunting process, but one that can be inhibited and enhanced by vari-

ous factors and that teachers can learn from those.  During the study, teachers faced issues with 

time, testing, standards, lack of support, and lack of content knowledge. These are things that 

many teachers deal with in some way.  However, a detailed description of how each teacher be-
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came more intentional in their implementation of CRP can be inspiring to other teachers. Teach-

ers who are interested in culturally relevant pedagogy must consider actions and activities that 

support implementing CRP in meaningful ways. Based on the findings and discussion from this 

study, teachers should (1) develop communities of practice and work with colleagues that have 

similar goals for learning; (2) spend time reading, discussing and reflecting on the theoretical 

tenets of  CRP; and (3) and continuously support each other during their processes.  

Implications for Teacher Educators 

  Professional learning for teachers should be differentiated, especially for theoretical and 

practical concepts such as culturally relevantly pedagogy.  It should be differentiated in the sense 

that as information is taught, teachers should have the opportunity to discuss and reflect upon it 

so that it makes sense for them.  Theory or strategies should not be presented as a fixed set of 

knowledge that cannot be adapted or modified to fit teachers’ frame of reference and the context 

of the school and their students.  Due to teachers’ experiences and previous knowledge, teachers’ 

understanding and implementation of CRP and literacy instruction will differ. These differences 

contribute to the complex nature of the change process. Just as a one-size-fits-all approach does 

not meet the learning needs for all students, neither does it meet the needs for all teachers.  It 

does not provide follow-up or continuous support or account for a school’s contextual issues, or 

the differences in teachers’ experiences and knowledge (Robb, 2000).  

 For all of the teachers in the study, culturally relevant pedagogy was implemented differ-

ently.  In the cases of the two focal teachers, Bridgette used culturally relevant texts to the sup-

port the writing development of her kindergarten students, while Monica use sociopolitical topics 

to engage her students more in Social Studies texts. As long as teachers’ beliefs align with the 
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tenets of CRP, the implementation may differ but the goals are the same. Therefore, critical ele-

ments that support a change in practices and beliefs such as theoretical knowledge, critical self-

reflection, collaboration, and longevity should all be included in professional development in a 

way that meets the needs and monitors the progress of teachers’ understandings and implementa-

tion of professional development. 

 Teacher educators should also consider the difficulties in learning about and implement-

ing CRP, since it does not align with the norms of traditional schooling (Darling-Hammond, 

2005).  First as teachers begin to learn about and implement CRP, there may be inconsistencies 

in their beliefs and practices.  This does not reflect a teacher’s lack of desire or willingness, but 

one who is working through the messy constructs of a critical pedagogy.  Continuous profes-

sional support can provide teachers with insight, ideas, and strategies to carry on with culturally 

relevant practices. The continuous support can be in the form of follow-up and feedback from a 

teacher educator, instructional coach, or a mentor or from collaborative format with peers.  

Bridgette and Monica could have benefited from additional in-class support and more teacher de-

briefing sessions as some of their beliefs were still shifting.  Commitment to a school that in-

cludes longevity is necessary to support the culturally relevant beliefs and practices of teachers.   

Implications for Policy 

 The implications of this study for federal policy include the need to develop curriculum 

standards that are culturally relevant. Educational legislation over the past decade has intended to 

improve academic achievement, primarily for low-income and students of color in public educa-

tion.  However, to little or no avail as Ntiri (2009) notes that the political discourse around liter-

acy standards has yet to develop into reforms that improve the literacy develop of students of 

color. Research studies reveal that teachers who are culturally relevant are particularly successful 
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in increasing the sense of self and academic achievement of students.  Although the Common 

Core National Standards include standards that encourage the understanding of multiple perspec-

tives, more still needs to be done in teacher development and standard implementation that sup-

port teachers in aligning standards with multicultural and culturally relevant resources.   

Limitations and Delimitations 

A significant limitation of this study is attributed to standardized testing that was con-

ducted in Phillips County Schools from October 7 – October 25, 2013. The school administered 

the Cognitive Abilities Test and the Iowa Test of Basic Skills during this time.  Although the fo-

cal teachers that I was observing were not testing grades, heightened security measures around 

testing restricted visitors from being in the school during testing hours.  For three weeks, I was 

unable to gather any observational data. The teachers later reported in informal conversations or 

interviews what types of culturally relevant activities they were doing during that time, but I had 

not data to determine what kinds of modifications could be made to teacher support or for the 

teachers’ implementation of CRP. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

   This study is significant because it provides deeper understandings of the ways teachers 

learn about and implement CRP.  This study captures the enhancing and inhibiting factors of im-

plementing CRP and the shifts in teachers’ beliefs and practices during a limited time over the 

course of one school semester.  The length of the study was adequate for describing the initial 

shifts and how the teachers were supported in working toward meeting their goals for imple-

menting CRP, but a study that examines shifts over an entire school year would reveal more in-

formation about teachers’ shifting process. The researchers would have more time to document 

teachers’ beliefs and develop more modifications to support teachers with conflicting beliefs. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Semi-Structured Interviews with Teachers 

 

Initial Interview 

 

1. Can you tell me about yourself? 

 

2. Can you tell me about your teaching experiences? How many years have you been teach-

ing? What grades have you taught? 

 

3. Can you tell me about your students? 

 

4. What do you know about your students’ home and community experiences? 

 

5. What are your students’ attitudes like in school? What are their attitudes towards read-

ing? Writing? Other subjects? 

 

6. How do you motivate your students towards reading? Writing? Other subjects? Can you 

give me an example of this? 

 

7. What do you believe about the students’ you teach and their abilities to learn? How does 

your belief impact your teaching?   

 

8. What do you know about culturally relevant pedagogy? 

 

9. In what ways are your instructional practices related to Common Core ELA standards 

culturally relevant? 

 

10. Do you believe that culturally relevant teaching practices can make a difference in the 

achievement of African American students?  

 

11. What is your definition of literacy? 

 

12. What literacy goals do you have for your students? 

 

13. What types of literacy activities do you like to implement in the classroom? 

 

14. Which literacy activities do your students seem to enjoy the most? 

 

15. What would you like to learn about literacy instruction? 

 

16. How have you been supported in learning how to implement Common Core ELA stand-

ards? District wide? Building level? 
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17. What do you think of the professional development experiences that you have          expe-

rienced so far at this school? 

 

18. What types of professional development opportunities would you most like to have in 

your school? What topics interest you? 

 

19. How do you presently seek out ways to improve your teaching? 

 

20. What kinds of topics would you like to discuss and learn about during professional devel-

opment focused on culturally relevant pedagogy and improving the achievement of Afri-

can-American students? Why? 

 

21. How have the new Common Core ELA standards impacted your instruction of African-

American students? 

 

Post PD Interview 

1.  What social class would best describe your family? Do you feel that you teach 

students who resemble you from a socioeconomic standpoint? How do relate to these 

students who may be similar to/dissimilar from you? 

 

2. Talk about your early academic experiences with reading. Do you think that this has im-

pacted your teaching? 

 

3. What have you learned as a result of your participation in the professional development 

focused on culturally relevant pedagogy? 

 

4. Have you had  other professional development classes have you had on culturally rele-

vant topics? 

 

5. How has this professional development informed your teaching practice? 

 

6. Have your views about your students shifted in any way? 

 

7. Has your understanding of yourself as a teacher shifted in any way? 

 

8. Do you think workshops like these are important for teachers of African American stu-

dents? Explain  

 

9. What are your recommendations for improving staff development conducted at the 

school and district levels? 

 

10. Describe my role during the professional development. 
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11. Describe your role during the professional development 

 

12. Do you feel that the professional development focused on the interests, needs, and exper-

tise of the teacher and students?  What difference did that make in the learning process? 

 

13. How did your participation in the professional development inform your views about 

yourself as a learner? 

 

14. Do you have any concluding thoughts or comments? 

 

Final Interview 
 

1. What aspects of the overall research project do you consider most beneficial? Why? 

 

2. How do you feel about integrating culturally relevant pedagogy into your classroom in-

struction? 

 

3. How would you share techniques and strategies that you have learned with your col-

leagues? 

 

4. What would you like for other educators to know about teaching African-American stu-

dents? 

 

5. What would you like for other educators to know about on-going, teacher-centered pro-

fessional development? 

 

6. What would you like for other educators to know about professional development fo-

cused on culturally relevant pedagogy? 

 

7. What do you feel is most important in teaching Common Core ELA students in culturally 

relevant curriculum manner? 

 

8. What support would you put in place for teachers in order to implement your ideas effec-

tively? 

 

9. What should teachers of African-American students know about their learning, home life, 

language, etc. that would result in positive student outcomes? 

 

10. Do you believe that a discrepancy exists between what you want to teach and how you 

are able to teach? What do you do to close the gap? 

 

11. When I observed your classroom, I saw…(activities observed during the research period). 

Tell me about how you feel about yourself as a teacher when your students respond this 

way. 

 

12. Do you have any concluding thoughts or comments? 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Power Point for 4-Day Professional Development 
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