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Introduction
Classroom environments shape children’s attitudes toward learning 
as well as their learning behaviors (Lewis & Kim, 2008). In schools 
located in poor communities—as in all schools—interpersonal 
relationships are important in creating a successful learning 
environment. Classroom experiences can affect how students 
connect with their school and how they establish a sense of 
belonging. Students who have supportive and caring relationships 
with classroom teachers are more likely to be satisfied with school 
(Baker, 1999).

Social connection and  
learning environments
In the study of small groups and classroom settings, social cohesion 
is a fundamental concept. Social cohesion affects the quality of a 
classroom (O’Connor, Fish, & Yasik, 2004; Katriel & Nesher, 1986) 
by affecting individual learning experiences (Glover & Law, 2004), 
collaborative learning (Levine & Shapiro, 2000), achievement of 
group goals (Lott & Lott, 1965), unity of purpose (Hagan, 2000), 
and student motivation (Bollen & Hoyle, 1990). A sense of belonging 
and connection is an aspect of social cohesion (Mudrack, 1989) 
that affects the productivity of African American children in the 
classroom (Booker, 2006; Ford, 2005). Classrooms in which children 
have a strong sense of belonging and connection are associated 
with high student motivation (Osterman, 2000). Similarly, students 
with teachers who are supportive, warm, and encouraging are more 
likely to be successful (Booker, 2006).

Social cohesion is the consequence of cognitive, affective, moral, 
and structural ties that promote common connections between 
members of a group. Such ties structure the cohesion of groups 
(Moody & White, 2003; Mudrack, 1989) by facilitating productive 
connections between group members. Social cohesion as a broad 
social theory is consistent with the historically important cultural 
value of “communalism” within African American communities 
(Hurley, Boykin, & Allen, 2005) and also with the notion of 
collaborative learning (Boykin, et. al, 2006; Allen & Boykin, 1992; 
Boykin, 1986; Tyler, Boykin, Boelter, & Dillihunt, 2005; Watkins, 
2002). Classroom practices that foster social cohesion and solidarity 
among African American children are likely similar to social and 
cultural practices experienced by children in their homes and 
communities.

Culturally responsive teaching
A broad consensus exists among educators and education 
researchers that the culture of African American children plays 
a role in their learning experiences (Boykin, et al., 2006; Ford 
et al., 2000; Foster & Peele, 1999; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 
1994, 2006; Scherff, 2005; Wlodskowski & Ginsburg, 1995). This 
means that teachers and others who work with African American 
students can better understand and more effectively teach and lead 
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those students when they have direct knowledge of the children’s 
everyday cultural experiences (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Having such 
knowledge, teachers can develop approaches to teaching African 
American children that are in harmony with the students’ day-to-day 
lives (Foster, Lewis, & Onafowora, 2003; Gay, 2000).

Culturally responsive approaches to teaching require that teachers 
understand and appreciate their students’ various cultures and 
communities, understand the need for multicultural instructional 
content, and understand the need to generate classroom 
interactions that promote a sense of belonging and connection. 
While there is no single agreed-upon approach for accomplishing 
these goals, Scherff (2005) has identified four practices that he 
believes are essential in culturally responsive teaching: inclusion, 
development of positive attitudes, enhancing meaning, and 
engendering competence. These four are consistent with what 
other scholars have suggested. Scherff, for instance, suggests 
that students develop positive school attitudes when they are 
given meaningful and substantive choices in the classroom, when 
teachers base curriculum content partly on the students’ interests 
and experiences, and when students are allowed to discuss things in 
their own vernacular. He believes that students will develop a sense 
of competence if teachers connect student assessment to real- 
world frames of reference, if they allow students to express what 
they have learned in multiple ways, and if they support students as 
students evaluate their own performance.

Inclusive and cooperative  
learning environments
A core characteristic of culturally responsive teaching is what Scherff 
(2005) calls inclusion. For teaching African American students 
this means creating a collaborative and cooperative learning 
environment in which what is being taught connects with students’ 
experiences and in which students are treated equitably. A number 
of scholars have identified cooperative and communal learning 
experiences as particularly appropriate for African American children 
(Boykin, et. al, 2006; Allen & Boykin, 1992; Boykin, 1986; Tyler, 
Boykin, Boelter, & Dillihunt, 2005; Watkins, 2002). Classroom 
settings that promote communal rather than individualistic learning 
appear to enhance African American student effort (Dill & Boykin, 
2000) and performance (Allen & Boykin, 1992; Dill & Boykin, 2000).

Other studies support these findings and suggest that African 
American children not only do better in cooperative classroom 
settings, but prefer such learning situations (Boykin & Bailey, 2000; 
Wilson-Jones & Caston, 2004). Yet Boykin et al. (2006) show that 
the teachers of African American children are often likely to promote 
individualistic and competitive values in their classrooms, resulting 
in a mismatch between the individualistic classroom culture and the 
collaborative culture of the students. There is a growing consensus 
that culturally responsive classrooms are beneficial to African 
American children, and there is growing evidence linking cooperative 
and communal classroom settings to positive learning experiences 

Four practices that are 
essential in culturally 
responsive teaching: 
inclusion, development 
of positive attitudes, 
enhancing meaning, 
and engendering 
competence.



University of Wisconsin-Extension  5  

for African American students. But we still have much to learn about 
the specific instructional practices and classroom characteristics that 
promote learning for such students.

Our study pursues this question of appropriate instructional 
techniques and classroom conditions that support success by 
examining the teacher practices and student experiences in two 
after-school pedagogical laboratories run by two teachers with 
demonstrated success in effectively teaching low-income African 
American elementary students. In our study we observed the 
changes in the students resulting from their experience with these 
two teachers—changes in their participation, in their behavior 
(Foster, 2004; Foster, Lewis & Onafowora, 2003), and in their overall 
academic performance (Foster, Lewis, & Onafowora, 2005). We 
found that the teachers used a wide array of strategies to engage 
children in learning and to support positive behavior. In this paper, 
we focus primarily on the underlying principles that we believe 
created the conditions for the successful use of these various 
teaching strategies.

Learning from good teachers
The students, the settings and the teachers
This study was part of the “Learning through Teaching in an After-
School Pedagogical Laboratory” research project, a project that 
Michèle Foster (2004) developed to link two master teachers in 
urban elementary schools with teachers who wanted to improve 
their effectiveness with urban children from low-income families. 
The master teachers were nominated by the African American 
community.

Thirty-two students participated in the two labs during the first 
year of the study. Four students dropped out or failed to complete 
a post-test interview, leaving 28 students who fully participated. 
Sixteen were from Marcus Elementary School1 and 12 were from 
Kennedy Elementary School. Most participants were referred by 
their regular classroom teachers. Some were deemed in need of 
academic enrichment, some were struggling academically, some had 
behavior problems. All were given parental permission to participate. 
The following table shows student participation by grade, gender, 
and school. Approximately 80 percent of the students from Marcus 
Elementary and about two-thirds of the students from Kennedy were 
African American.2

  Learning through Teaching in an After-School 
Pedagogical Laboratory

Schools Marcus Kennedy Subtotal Total

Grade 1st/2nd 10 4 14
28

3rd/4th 6 8 14

Subtotal 16 12

Gender Male 6 6 12
28

Female 10 6 16
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The classes met after school three days a week, two hours each 
day, for 16 to 20 weeks. The master teachers were required to 
incorporate basic skills but each developed her own curriculum. In 
addition to the master teachers, 9 to 15 less experienced teachers 
participated as observers at each site, hoping to learn how to 
improve their teaching of urban African American children. Most 
of the teacher observers were African American or white. They 
attended once a week in cohorts of 3 to 5 to observe how the lead 
teacher worked with the children. After each class session the 
observers met with the lead teacher to discuss their observations, 
and these discussions centered on learning new strategies and 
identifying how to create the conditions for successful teaching in 
their own classrooms. Each of these discussions was facilitated by 
a graduate student researcher and each discussion was audiotaped 
and transcribed.

We used video recordings of the first three weeks as the primary 
source of data for the present analysis, for it was within the 
first three weeks of the program that participating teachers first 
reported unexpected positive changes in the social and academic 
behavior of the students (some of whom they taught in their regular 
classrooms). We also focused on the beginning circle to develop our 
coding scheme. Lead teachers at both sites used opening circle time 
to work with children as a group, providing us the best opportunity 
to observe whole-class dynamics. Both lead teachers used the 
circle time in the first weeks of their respective programs to learn 
about their students, set expectations, and provide students with 
opportunities to practice and develop the skills needed to fulfill 
expectations.

Five characteristics of classrooms that  
engage African American children
Through analysis of the videotapes of class sessions we sought 
to identify specific characteristics of the classrooms that fostered 
positive behaviors. Initially, we identified three broad classroom 
characteristics that did this: dispositions, opportunity structures, 
and discipline and authority. Each member of the research team 
applied codes for these three characteristics to the video data from 
the first three weeks, and then we repeated the coding process as a 
group. Through consensus we identified five specific practices of the 
master teachers that appeared to foster and support engagement 
and learning.

1. Developing a sense of “we-ness”—that is, developing shared 
interests and a sense of connection among the children.

2. Supporting the children and providing opportunity for all children 
to participate and develop skills.

3. Supporting positive classroom identities through teacher-student 
interactions.
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4. Incorporating children’s ideas, interests, and experiences into 
the curriculum.

5. Creating an environment in which children maintained their 
integrity and felt comfortable.

Finally, we identified vignettes from the video data that provided 
clear examples of each of these five practices.

Practices that encourage developing a sense 
of “we-ness”
Both teachers in our study used discursive practices that signaled 
“we-ness” (Lewis & Kim, 2008; Mudrack, 1989; Rivers & Scanzoni, 
1997), reinforcing a sense of connectedness, shared identity, and 
common purpose among the children. For example, during the very 
first week of the after-school program at Marcus Elementary, Mrs. 
Harris was deciding what she wanted children to do as she tried to 
allocate time for activities.

Mrs. Harris: I was going to have you make another picture 
(looking at the clock), but I’m not sure if we’re in the mood to 
make another picture.

Some children shouted that they wanted to draw another picture 
while others shouted out “no.” Mrs. Harris paused for a moment, 
and then replied.

Mrs. Harris: Wait a minute, wait a minute. We don’t decide 
things by saying the same thing over and over . . . we decide by 
saying “Teacher may we vote,” and we vote on that.

Mrs. Harris used the children’s disruptive behavior and enthusiasm 
to emphasize the values and practices she wanted the children to 
adopt. In this case the value was restraint and the practice was 
voting. She did not say “I want you to decide things by voting,” 
which would have signaled that this was a condition for the children 
that did not necessarily apply to her. Instead, she included herself, 
indirectly signaling not only that she was a member of the class, but 
that she too was subject to the rules and consequences of voting.

Mrs. Harris reinforced “we-ness” by establishing a practice (voting) 
through which children could actively participate in determining 
collective activities. As she established voting as a process by 
which the class makes a decision she maintained an authoritative 
presence, but it was an authoritative presence counterbalanced by 
the children’s active participation.

At the Kennedy Elementary site we found a very similar pattern of 
reinforcing “we-ness” with concrete practices. The following example 
involved an African American boy who presented challenging 
behaviors for the other children and the teacher. During the second 
week of the after-school program a child had just finished reading a 
story to the class whereupon the teacher and the class applauded. 
The teacher began to comment on the reading when there was 
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sudden loud laughter from a few children because a boy (Marquis) 
had tipped his chair over backwards.

Ms. Jordan: Oh excuse me, excuse me. First of all we don’t do 
that. Marquis could’ve gotten hurt.

Tiana: Are you OK, Marquis?

Ms. Jordan: Thank you, Tiana. That was an excellent example. 
Thank you, that’s exactly what we need to do.

Armand, another African American boy whom the children and 
teacher found challenging because he was frequently disruptive, 
said in a taunting tone, “I’ve never done that [tipped over] before.” 
The teacher intervened.

Ms. Jordan: Excuse me, Armand, if you’re not with us you can 
go back out [of the classroom] until you get yourself together, 
we don’t need it in here, honestly.

Armand: Whatever.

The teacher ignored Armand’s response and once again thanked 
Tiana for having expressed concern for the boy who fell over 
backwards.

Ms. Jordan: Again, thanks for the good example, Tiana. That’s 
exactly what we should’ve done. If somebody falls, we want to 
make sure that the person is not hurt, so we are not going to 
laugh, we’re going to make sure he’s not hurt and if we can, 
help him get up. Are you OK, Marquis?

Marquis replied that he was OK.

Ms. Jordan: Good. Thank you.

Both teachers reinforced the idea of “we-ness” and connection 
through concrete practices with children individually and as a 
group, encouraging children to interact with one another. In the 
above case, the teacher conveyed and supported “we-ness” in 
her discourse (e.g., we want to make sure; what we should have 
done; etc.) and reinforced it by getting the children to respond 
collectively to the situation. Rather than chastise the boy for 
falling or the children for laughing, she used the situation as an 
opportunity for children to practice behaviors that could help them 
develop and sustain connectedness. Ms. Jordan focused on the 
children’s response to what happened and their failure to consider 
the welfare of the child who took the tumble. When another boy 
tried to participate in a way that could have been divisive or used to 
his advantage, she interrupted him and reasserted the core values 
of solidarity and care (i.e., active concern for the wellbeing of other 
children).
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Practices supporting opportunities for all 
children to participate and practice skills
The second characteristic we identified in our analysis is what we 
call “the democratization of support and opportunity.” Starting with 
low-stakes activities like setting up the room at the beginning of the 
program, the teachers provided all children with opportunities to 
develop and to demonstrate competence in various ways.

For instance, during the first week of the Kennedy Elementary 
program, the teacher asked children to leave the notebooks she had 
given them in the after-school lab, rather than take them home. 
However, after one of the children questioned her request, she 
changed her mind.

Ms. Jordan: Does everyone have a backpack that you can keep 
your notebook in?

(Many children shouted out something about having backpacks.)

Ms. Jordan: Then it would be better for you to keep them. 
You’re all responsible and I keep forgetting that I’m not working 
with kindergarten. So with kindergarten I have to always make 
sure that they keep up with things, but you all are responsible. 
I’m sure I’m not going to have any problem. You can take your 
notebook home, taking it with you putting it in your backpack. 
And make sure you bring it back every time you come because I 
have one for everybody.

Each teacher set clear expectations and consistently provided 
the children with meaningful opportunities to develop the skills, 
attitudes, and behaviors necessary to succeed in meeting those 
expectations. Although the behaviors and social practices expected 
of the children were nonnegotiable, the teachers demonstrated 
flexibility in their words and actions as they presented those 
expectations and offered opportunities for fulfilling them.

During the second week of the Kennedy Elementary program, two of 
the boys had a mild conflict and one of them slightly hurt the other.

Ms. Jordan: The more important thing is that you hurt 
somebody. For example, this is a good example, Armand 
did something to Marquis, and Marquis came to tell me, and 
what I’m always concerned is that you try to solve your own 
problems. I’m not going to be here all the time, your mother is 
not going to be here all the time, your particular teacher is not 
going to be here all the time, so you know how to solve your 
problem. Somebody does something wrong to you, what should 
you say to the person?

Armand: I said sorry.

Ms. Jordan: Right, you did, you did the correct thing. But 
Marquis should’ve done what? He should’ve done what to you, 
Armand?
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Armand: He should’ve said sorry to me.

Ms. Jordan: No, no. You’re the one injured him. What was the 
first thing Marquis should’ve said?

Kaya (another child): That’s OK?

Ms. Jordan: Oh no, he’s injured. He’s been hurt. So you’re not 
going to say OK. (Armand laughs at that response.) First of all, 
Armand, we’re going to listen to people who respond. Kaya gave 
a legitimate answer, so we’re listening to her and respecting 
what she says. But I’m saying that in this incident, I want them 
to get to the point that Marquis lets you know that you injured 
him.

When another child failed to understand the teacher’s point, she 
asked Marquis and Armand to come to the front of the class and act 
out what happened. The teacher gave the other children a chance 
to respond to the question of what Marquis should have said to 
Armand.

Marquis: You bumped into me.

Ms. Jordan: Then Armand, what are you going to say?

Armand: I’m sorry.

Ms. Jordan: See how easy that was? You need to learn how 
to confront each other and do it in a gentle way, be patient. 
Remember the story Subira, Subira? Give the person the benefit 
of the doubt, and have them apologize.

In each of these examples, Ms. Jordan conveyed a positive 
assessment of the children’s abilities to resolve interpersonal 
conflict, and she reinforced this view through her actions and her 
explicitly positive view of the children as a group. By providing a 
supported opportunity for children to collectively solve a problem, 
she conveyed a belief in the children’s ability to resolve interpersonal 
conflict in positive and constructive ways. She also provided them 
with an opportunity to develop respectful relationships, and she 
reinforced the importance of everyone’s contribution by interrupting 
Armand when he made light of Kayla’s response. Kayla’s response is 
named as “legitimate,” and deserving the respect of the class. Not 
only did Ms. Jordan provide opportunity and guidance to develop 
interpersonal skills, she connected her efforts to the curriculum 
(the story Subira, Subira), reinforcing the lesson by showing its 
relevance in class.

Practices supporting positive  
classroom identities
Classroom teaching is a highly public activity. Children have an 
opportunity to view most of what occurs in a classroom, whether the 
teacher is interacting with the class as a whole or with an individual 
child. Teachers’ interactions with children have implications for how 
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children view each other and the kinds of identities children develop 
in the classroom (Wortham, 2004).

The teachers in our study tended to use the public nature of 
teacher-student interactions to promote positive views of the 
children and to manage their classroom behaviors. For example, 
during the first day of class, during circle time, the teacher at 
Marcus Elementary asked the children, “Who likes school?” A 
majority of the children raised their hands, exclaiming that they 
liked school. However, one boy said, “No.” A girl seated next to him 
jumped off her chair, pointed at him, and said, “He’s the only person 
don’t like school!” The teacher paused for a few moments, and 
then posed a question to the boy in a tone that conveyed genuine 
curiosity.

Mrs. Harris: You don’t? Do you like it sometimes?

Boy: No, never.

Mrs. Harris: Never?

(She paused another few moments, and then addressed  
the girl.)

Mrs. Harris: You know what? He may not like school, but he is 
here and while he is here he may enjoy some things.

She then moved on to the next child. During the interaction, she 
had not isolated the boy, contradicted his position, or attempted 
to change his mind; she also had not allowed the other children 
to treat the boy as inferior. She modeled acceptance of the boy 
and created a safe space for him to participate in the classroom, 
recognizing him as a class member with some autonomy.

In the next example, Mrs. Harris promotes a positive view of an 
African American boy with a reputation for getting into trouble. Early 
in the program, Mrs. Harris told the class that she was going to 
need helpers, then asked Anthony—an African American boy with, 
unknown to her at the time, a negative reputation in the school—to 
get her red bag, which she had left in the hallway outside the room. 
As Anthony got up to retrieve the bag, other children interrupted 
him. Seeing this, the teacher stopped what she was doing and 
gave her full attention to the situation, saying, “Let him do it. Look, 
he’s in charge of his body.” The way in which she said this was as 
important as what she said. Her tone conveyed surprise at the other 
children’s intervention, as if his ability to self-regulate was self-
evident and unquestionable.

Being in charge of one’s own body was one of this teacher’s core 
values and themes and something she stressed with the children 
during the first week or two of the program as she established 
expectations for the children. Significantly, she used a boy who 
other children perceived as untrustworthy to publicly demonstrate 
her belief and confidence in the children’s ability to self-regulate. 
By not bringing undue attention to his actions, she conveyed that 
his good behavior was normal and expected. After she made her 
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point, she went back to her preparations, reinforcing her message 
that Anthony could manage his body without her attention. When he 
handed her the red bag, she engaged him and the class with mild 
humor, reinforcing the positive view of the boy, then quickly moved 
on to the next activity.

Mrs. Harris was able to promote positive views of Anthony, even 
when he presented challenging behaviors. For example, one day 
while the children were in the middle of their daily self-reports 
of how well they had self-regulated during the day, she came to 
Anthony, who motioned to her with his hands, rather than offering 
a verbal answer. She told him that she did not know what the 
motioning of his hands meant.

Anthony: Kinda. (He begins to pound his chair with his fists.)

Mrs. Harris: Kinda? What does kinda mean?

Anthony: I don’t know. (He continues to pound the chair.)

Another child was apparently about to answer for Anthony, but 
the teacher stopped the child, saying, “I want Anthony to tell me.” 
Then she went over to Anthony and moved each of his hands from 
the chair seat. He shifted his position on the chair but remained 
seated, looking defiant. She modeled for him how he should have 
responded. He shrugged his shoulders. The teacher asked, “You 
want me to ask other people?” She asked the class, and one of his 
classmates volunteered that Anthony had talked back to a teacher 
during the regular school day.

Mrs. Harris: Talkin’ back? That’s worse than talkin’—sit up in 
your chair. (Anthony does not respond.) Sit up in your chair, I’m 
not kidding. You were talking back to your teacher? (She turns 
to the other child.) What did he say?

The other child told the teacher that Anthony had yelled at the 
classroom teacher.

Mrs. Harris, (incredulously): Nooo! You didn’t, yell at your . . . ? 
Nooo! I don’t want to believe that. Is that true? I don’t want to 
hear that again. I mean it. (Without hesitation or lingering on 
the topic, she moves on to the next child.)

Mrs. Harris’ interaction with Anthony gave the other children an 
implicitly positive message about Anthony, despite the conflict. 
Rather than anger, she expressed surprise and disappointment 
about his behavior from earlier in the day. Moreover, she did not 
belabor her point, but implicitly reinforced her belief that he can 
regulate his behavior, despite this setback. She clearly reminded 
him of what she expected of him and, indirectly, what he is capable 
of, and then she moved on without further discussion, possibly 
reducing the likelihood of other children reverting to their habit of 
focusing too much on Anthony’s misbehavior.
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Practices incorporating children’s ideas,  
interests, and experiences
Activities in each after-school program provided children with many 
opportunities to act in autonomous and independent ways. In 
addition to encouraging children’s agency, each teacher created a 
classroom that became an “artifact,” or expression, of the children’s 
lives (Eisenberg, 2003; Lewis & Kim, 2008). By this we mean that 
the teachers incorporated children’s knowledge, interests, and 
experiences into their teaching curriculum in a way that reflected 
and validated the lives and interests of the children.

One way Mrs. Harris accomplished this was through her “Why 
are we here?” activity. Although she had a curriculum plan, she 
introduced it by eliciting the children’s interests through this activity. 
As each child shared what he or she wanted to learn, the teacher 
wrote it down on the board, giving the children a role in shaping the 
agenda of the class. By the time every child had participated, the 
list included all of the core curriculum subjects that Mrs. Harris had 
planned to teach, almost all of which had come directly from the 
children without prompting, but simply by inviting them to share 
what they hoped to experience in the after-school program.

This practice accomplished at least three things. First, the curriculum 
became something the children could identify with one way or the 
other because they all had contributed to it. Second, the children 
also had the opportunity to see each other through their individual 
interests and contributions to the curriculum, reinforcing positive 
identities. Finally, children could see that they had shared academic 
interests, further reinforcing academic identities and making the 
classroom a site for positive connections between the students.

The one time the children did not come up with curriculum content 
that the teacher planned to teach them, she found a way to 
introduce the subject and connect it to the children’s interests. Thus, 
several minutes into the exercise, she explained to the children that 
something was missing from their list. After a few guesses, a child 
provided the correct response.

Child: To do science?

Mrs. Harris: Oooh, you better know it. (With excitement, she 
turns to the group.) Who likes science in here? (Several children 
respond enthusiastically with raised hands.) Oh, you do? I’m 
glad I brought something today that’s for science.

With that, two little girls looked at each other with excitement and 
exclaimed “Ooooh.” As the children calmed down, she asked the 
student who had suggested science to guide her as she wrote “To 
do science” on the board. The teacher asked the child, “How would 
you say this?” She then repeated the child’s words to the class as a 
whole. She spoke in a slow and deliberate fashion, almost savoring 
the words “To-do-science.”

Here, Mrs. Harris shared in the students’ excitement of learning 
in the same way that she positioned herself as a member of 
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the community who shared the children’s interests. Sharing an 
enthusiasm for learning was a part of the layered sense of solidarity 
Mrs. Harris structured and supported through her connections with 
children, and the connections she encouraged between children. 
By eliciting curriculum themes from the students and by showing 
excitement about their interests, she created the opportunity for 
the two girls to affectively connect their shared interest in and 
excitement about science by looking at each other excitedly and 
exclaiming.

The teachers in our study also drew upon the interests, experiences, 
and knowledge of children within the context of specific lessons. For 
example, during the second week at the Kennedy Elementary site, 
Ms. Jordan had the children sit down on the floor in circle.

Ms. Jordan: Thank you. I think some of us are ready and some 
of us aren’t, so we’re going to give everybody a chance to calm 
ourselves and remember where we are.

Child: We’re going to have a talk time?

Ms. Jordan: We’re going to have a talk time, that’s a good 
way to put it. Now, these are the ground rules. Some people 
are following them and some people aren’t. And I don’t want to 
have to keep stopping for those people that don’t want to. Now, 
it’s important that we started with a book called Subira, Subira 
because that’s the tone of the class that I want to establish. I 
want to make sure that we are patient with each other, we give 
each other opportunity to talk, we give each other opportunity 
to express ourselves. But evidently there’s something on some 
people’s minds that they haven’t been able to share so we’re 
going to stop right here and we’re going to be able to talk about 
it. We don’t need to do a lesson, we don’t need to dissect the 
flowers, we don’t need to talk about Subira, Subira until we get 
this situation straight, because some people need some extra 
attention so I want to give them this time to raise it to tell us 
what’s bothering them.

Armand: It’s my birthday. But none of you like me here so . . . 
and that Kala said “f” my mom because she didn’t come with a 
birthday cake. (A couple of children talk among themselves in 
response to what Armand said.)

Ms. Jordan: We’re talking one person at a time. (The children 
quiet down.) Armand has a legitimate concern. Number one, it’s 
his birthday and he wants us to celebrate and recognize it. It’s 
same thing with me. When you have a birthday, don’t you want 
people to recognize your birthday? (Several children say “yeah” 
in soft voices.) Yes, it makes you feel good because the day 
of your birth is a special event, so why don’t we stop and sing 
happy birthday to Armand and then we can go on, but there’s 
another issue that he raised we need to get back to, too. But 
first, let’s deal with [the fact that] Armand has a need. We’re his 
friends, we’re his classmates, I’m his teacher for this particular 
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time of the day, and we want to make sure that his needs are 
met, so let’s sing happy birthday to him and make sure that he 
feels good about it.

The children began singing “Happy Birthday to You” in a manner 
that the teacher considered dull and lifeless. She commented that 
it sounded like a “funeral version” of the song and encouraged the 
children to put more emotion into their singing. She then suggested 
that they sing a version of the song written by the African American 
songwriter Stevie Wonder, tapping into the everyday culture of the 
children, who then began singing more joyfully.

In this brief example, we see Ms. Jordan encouraging children to 
connect and identify with each other in at least two important ways. 
First, Ms. Jordan reminds the children that they are connected to 
Armand as his “friends” and “classmates.” Second, she reinforces 
the ethic of care (Collins, 2000) and concern for one another 
as a core value, applying this value to a child who has behavior 
problems. Despite those problems, the children have a responsibility 
to “make sure his needs are met.” Her message is that Armand is 
deserving of their support and positive attention.

Practices maintaining children’s integrity 
and comfort
Integrity was an important quality of the two classrooms that we 
studied—both in the sense of maintaining consistency between 
words and actions, and in the sense of creating space where 
students could be in their comfort zone. Parker Palmer has written 
that the integrity of teachers has to do with bringing not only their 
gifts and strengths to the classroom, but also their “shadows and 
limits, [their] wounds and fears” (Palmer, 1998, p. 13). Meier (2002) 
suggests that learning “happens fastest when novices trust the 
setting so much that they aren’t afraid to take risks, make mistakes, 
or do something dumb” (p. 18). In our view, the integrity of the 
teachers in our study, and their willingness to create classroom 
environments in which children could maintain their own integrity, 
played a key role in getting children to engage and take risks.

Each teacher embodied characteristics African American children 
report wanting in their teachers, including being helpful and treating 
children with respect, and seeking to improve their teaching 
methods (see Lewis & Kim, 2008). They made the classroom a 
place that supported the integrity of the children, a place where 
the children could be comfortable, feel respected, and take risks. 
The teachers in this study not only encouraged and supported 
the students’ strengths and potential, but signaled it was safe for 
children to bring their limitations into the classroom. They invited 
the students to be whole people—to express their strengths and 
their challenges in the classroom. The teachers promoted this sense 
of integrity by modeling it. They provided children with meaningful 
opportunities to use their gifts in the classroom, and they invited 
children to acknowledge and overcome social and academic 
challenges.



16  Solidarity in Community: Supportive Learning Environments for African American Students

Both teachers used routine activities to model integrity in the 
early weeks of the after-school program. One message that the 
teachers communicated was that they sometimes made mistakes 
and that they might need the assistance of the children to correct 
them. During the first week of the Marcus Elementary program, 
for example, Mrs. Harris wrote the students’ names on the board, 
before she knew them well.

Mrs. Harris: Would you please make sure that I spell your 
name correctly because if I start spelling it wrong this time I will 
spell it wrong next time I write it. I think it is your job to tell me. 
OK?

In addition to acknowledging that they might sometimes make 
mistakes and need the assistance of the children, both teachers in 
our study conveyed to children that they as teachers also needed 
to cultivate patience in order to allow children time to develop 
skills. For example, Ms. Jordan emphasized that they would all have 
to learn how to work together and be patient with one another. 
They were all capable of making mistakes, and so they had to be 
respectful of one another.

A couple of weeks into the after-school program, Ms. Jordan 
provided a clear example of teacher integrity when she found 
herself frustrated by the chronic misbehavior of a third-grade boy. 
She lost her patience with the boy and sent him out of the room for 
“acting obnoxious” and interfering with the work of the classroom. 
Ms. Jordan later asked the boy to return to the classroom, and, 
before the entire class, apologized to him for sending him out of the 
classroom. She apologized because, as she said to the class, what 
the boy needed from her was “to know that [she] loved him.” She 
then acknowledged to every child individually and by name that she 
needed to be patient with each child. She acknowledged to the class 
that she needed to be especially patient with this boy and another 
third-grade boy who challenged her patience. She then asked the 
boy she had removed from the classroom to accept her apology 
(which he did). Finally, she gave him options for dealing with her 
impatience, saying that he could either leave the situation or “step 
forward” and remind her to be patient.

This example is instructive on a number of levels. First, through 
modeling, the teacher reinforced the norms she had expressed 
earlier, namely, that when working together we need patience and 
that sometimes we experience emotions and need patience to 
control them. She acknowledged that she had made a mistake in 
her relationship with one of the children, explaining that rather than 
express frustration she needed to express love. The public nature 
of her admission served as a model for all the children, but it also 
served to create a positive view of the boy with whom she had been 
impatient. Second, she made clear that, rather than being merely 
“obnoxious,” his behavior was about his need for love and a caring 
relationship with her and others. Third, she created a positive image 
of the boy by publicly treating him as worthy of her apology and her 
love. She could have apologized privately, but she did it publicly, 
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serving as a model for all of the children, potentially raising the 
boy’s standing in the eyes of the other children. At the very least, 
she may have helped check any negative perceptions of the boy that 
the children may have harbored. Fourth, she may have helped the 
boy view himself in a more positive light.

Finally, the teacher gave the boy (and thus the class) suggestions 
for how to handle her impatience—they could either remove 
themselves from her presence or “step forward.” This shifted 
the focus from the boy’s disruptive behavior to her inappropriate 
response. She did not give up her authority. She was apologetic 
but not deferential; she identified with the children without trying 
to be one of them. She was able to give the boy a more positive 
public and personal identity in the class, while giving the entire 
class a positive message about their abilities. In doing so, she raised 
expectations for how children would behave and take control of 
their behavior in the classroom. This occurred within the context of 
her emphasis on “having a good heart.” At one point, she reminded 
the children, “It takes a lot of patience to work with people who’ve 
lost their good heart.” Later, she developed a chant building on the 
“good heart, good mind” theme, a chant that she used to facilitate 
classroom transitions or to get the children’s attention when they 
were not listening.

Balancing individual differences and 
social connectedness
Many studies of solidarity emphasize that shared sentiments toward 
a group by its members are evidence of group cohesion (Mizruchi, 
1992). This subjective understanding of group cohesion includes 
having a sense of “connectedness,” and experiencing a sense of 
“we-ness” that prevails over individual differences between group 
members (Mudrack, 1989). This notion of solidarity is consistent 
with particular aspects of African American communalism as 
identified by Hurley et al (2005), including “placing the concerns of 
the group first,” and “making group membership central to one’s 
self-identity” (p. 516).

Encouraging connections between the children while fostering 
autonomous behavior characterized teacher practices throughout 
both after-school programs—especially at the beginning of the 
programs when the teachers established expectations and provided 
children with opportunities to develop the social and self-regulation 
skills necessary for success. The teachers nurtured individual 
differences within the context of social and group relationships 
and norms. We saw this clearly in the ways the teachers cultivated 
“we-ness.” For example, after Marquise’s accident, when Armand 
boasted that he had never tipped over in his chair, Ms. Jordan 
challenged him to choose to conform his behavior to the needs of 
his classmates, or leave, asserting authoritatively, “If you’re not with 
us you can go back out until you get yourself together….”

Consistent with the independence each teacher encouraged, Ms. 
Jordan challenged Armand’s boastful assertion (which effectively 
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treated Marquis as “other” and “lesser than”), but she gave him 
the opportunity to act independently. She did not compel him to 
conform, nor did she force him to withdraw from the group. She 
gave him the opportunity to conform to an important cultural value 
she nurtured in the group, namely, independence that is constrained 
by accountability to the group (Collins, 2000, p. 265-266). He 
could also have chosen to withdraw from the group. Although she 
offered bounded and limited choices (e.g., he could not continue to 
boast and marginalize Marquis), the choice was real, not symbolic. 
The choices that she provided him held him accountable while 
preserving his individual autonomy and the values necessary for 
group solidarity. If he stayed, he had to modify his behavior and at 
least stop engaging in behavior that was harmful to the group. If 
he withdrew, this would have sent the message that children must 
not marginalize one another, and must choose to cultivate caring 
attitudes and behaviors toward others in the group.

We found this balance between individual autonomy and group 
needs in a number of other examples. When Mrs. Harris challenged 
Anthony to report on his self-regulation, she simultaneously 
required him to be accountable to her and to the group—because 
how each individual child performed during the regular school day 
was of concern to the class as a whole. The teachers often cultivated 
solidarity by treating most situations as if all children could learn 
from whatever someone else was doing. Children were encouraged 
to identify with one another and see each other as having something 
positive to offer the class. By cultivating a sense of connection 
through a shared positive identity, despite differences in ability, the 
teachers disrupted the tendency for social and academic hierarchies 
to be created in their classes.

In the example of the first-grade boy in Mrs. Harris’s class, the boy 
who did not like school, we find a similar theme, though in a very 
different context. Mrs. Harris asserted the child’s right to hold his 
minority opinion and at the same time she signaled that he was still 
a part of the group: “He may not like school but he is here and while 
he is here he may enjoy some things.” This example suggests that 
group cohesion in her classroom does not prevail over individual 
differences, as Mudrack (1989) states, but is a balance between 
individual differences and connectedness, on the one hand, and 
preservation of the children’s autonomy and integrity on the other.

Moody and White (2003) remind us that cohesion requires both 
structure and relationship and that structure “simultaneously 
defines a group property characterizing collectivity, a positional 
property that situates subgroups relative to each other in a 
population, and individual membership properties” (p. 105). As 
we have already noted, affective cohesion and affiliation are often 
difficult to clearly define and measure. However, relationships 
are observable, and, according to Moody and White, the forces 
“that hold the group together are the observed relations among 
members, and cohesion is an emergent property of the relational 
pattern” (Moody & White, 2003, p. 106). Thus, cohesion develops 
as members form relationships, and it strengthens with the increase 

She gave him the 
opportunity to conform 
to an important cultural 
value she nurtured in 
the group, namely, 
independence that 
is constrained by 
accountability to the 
group.



University of Wisconsin-Extension  19  

in the “independent ways that group members are linked” (Moody 
& White, 2003, p. 106). Group cohesion that largely depends on 
the connections that a group leader (e.g., teacher) creates and 
maintains with individual members is not as strong as group 
cohesion also sustained by strong connections among group 
members, independent of the leader. The more that members of a 
group have connections that are independent of a group leader, the 
stronger (and probably the more resilient) is the group’s cohesion 
(Moody & White, 2003).

Although many of the interactions in the first weeks of the lab 
remained strongly tied to the teachers’ leadership and initiative, 
the practices of these two teachers promoted social behaviors 
and skills in children that supported interdependent connections 
between the students. Through teacher practices that nurtured 
“we-ness,” that provided children with support and opportunity, that 
supported positive classroom identities, that incorporated children’s 
knowledge and experiences into the curriculum, and that created 
classroom integrity, the teachers in this study provided structured 
opportunities for the students in the classroom to develop an 
affinity for the group, and a sense of membership in it. They further 
connected children to one another by holding them accountable to 
each other and by having the class collectively solve problems that 
involved one or two students. Nearly everything that occurred in the 
class had implications for the class as a whole.

The teachers in this study provided opportunities, guidance, 
and lesson content that helped children to develop patience and 
concern for one another, to resolve conflicts or disagreements 
without the teacher’s help, and to accept group members with 
opinions or beliefs different from their own or from the opinions 
and beliefs of the majority. The teachers emphasized autonomous 
and independent behavior in ways that balanced independence 
with group participation and group needs. As we noted earlier, 
this balance is consistent with cultural values and practices within 
many African American communities. The teachers employed a 
number of techniques that allowed children to negotiate their 
individual identities relative to other members of the group and 
relative to the group as a whole, balancing autonomy and individual 
differences with group membership and identity. Finally, the skills 
and dispositions fostered in these two after-school settings not 
only prepared children for productive classroom behaviors but—
potentially—prepared them for life outside of the classroom. As Ms. 
Jordan reminded her class during one problem-solving episode, “I’m 
not going to be here all the time, your mother is not going to be 
here all the time, your particular teacher is not going to be here all 
the time, so you know how to solve your problem(s).”

Transformational education
Michèle Foster (2004) asserts “the achievement of urban children 
depends on the teacher’s ability to develop and maintain productive 
relationships with pupils” that help students develop “the motivation 
to persist in the face of initial difficulties and acquire a repertoire of 
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strategies essential for later learning” (p. 406). The two teachers 
in this study provided students with multiple rich opportunities to 
develop attitudes, skills, and behaviors that fostered social cohesion 
by balancing individual needs and differences with group purposes 
and goals. These two after-school settings provided support and 
opportunity for children to develop their ability to respond to each 
other respectfully and with concern, while holding each other 
accountable for behaviors that might affect the group’s ability to 
work well. The teachers provided constant support and opportunities 
for children to develop positive identities, to view each other in 
positive ways, and to develop a positive identification with the class 
and, by extension, with the school. Finally, the teachers provided 
support and opportunity for children to act independently, both as 
individuals and in groups, so they could reproduce key behaviors 
and skills necessary for the productivity and wellbeing of each child 
and of the whole group without the teacher’s direct involvement. 
Although we have some evidence that these classroom practices 
enhanced student learning and higher achievement (Foster, Lewis,  
& Onafowora, 2003; 2005), more research is needed in this area.

For African American children, as for all children, learning occurs 
against a backdrop of relationships with family, friends, teachers, 
and community members, as well as relationships with institutions 
such as the home, school, church, and community center. It is 
within the context of these relationships that African American 
children either find support for learning or encounter barriers to 
learning.

In general, education research on African American children 
addresses their achievement by focusing on discrete, fragmentary, 
and mostly technical aspects of their learning experiences. We 
believe that our findings point to the importance of what Palmer 
(1998) describes as “integrity” and “a hidden wholeness” of 
individuals (Palmer, 2003). That is why we believe research is 
needed that examines the social ecology of learning for African 
American children—interdisciplinary research that helps us develop 
a more comprehensive understanding of the social contexts, 
processes, and relationships that support the integrity and 
wholeness of African American children at school. Such a research 
agenda might one day contribute to transformational education 
reform that empowers school systems and communities to address 
the underlying causes of school failure, including economic policies 
and income inequality (Anyon, 2005; Ravitch, 2010). Such research 
might at the same time promote fulfilling school experiences for 
both African American children and their teachers.
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