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January 15, 2023 
 
Hi Friends of the Academy, 
 
Welcome to the first issue of Volume 14 of Critical Questions in Education. I think you will find 
the manuscripts in this issue quite compelling. 
 
Volume 14 begins with a discussion of what Sonja Varbelow and William Yaworsky believe is a 
current and dangerous epistemological crisis that continues to give rise to equally dangerous con-
spiracy theories. The main culprit: social media. Varbelow and Yaworsky are followed by two 
studies examining school leaders. The first is a study conducted on the question, to what degree 
and then how do school superintendents rely on their religious faith to deal with work stress? Susan 
E. Wilson, a retired superintendent herself, presents the findings of this critical study. Denise D. 
Cunningham, Sascha Mowrey, and Sarah Jean Baker follow Wilson by focusing on school princi-
pals. The focus of their study is on examining principal perceptions of early childhood education—
and, early childhood education remains a focal point of the teacher shortage as well as a workforce 
issue. 
 
Volume 14, Issue 1 closes with two manuscripts focused on race, ethnicity, and language. Nicole 
L. Lorenzetti and Helen Johnson report their findings on the relationship between the implicit 
racial attitudes of teachers and how those attitudes can play out in a classroom. Finally, Timothy 
Monreal and Christoph Stutts present the results of a comparative case study of two Latinx critical 
social studies teachers working in the Southeastern United States. The unique experiences of these 
two teachers is intriguing indeed. 
 
Before I let you get to your reading, just a reminder that the Academy will be in sunny San Diego 
at the end of February—a perfect place to exchange important ideas and at a perfect time to be in 
San Diego for sure. Information about this gathering and all things “Academy” can be found at 
academyforeducationalstudies.org. 
 
Happy reading.  
 
PAX, 

 
Eric C. Sheffield, Editor 
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Abstract  

 
This article explores the causes of the epistemological crisis that gave rise to conspiracy 
theories which culminated in large swathes of the U.S. population refusing to accept the 
outcome of a democratic election. An epistemological crisis is defined by a blurring of facts 
and falsehoods to the degree that blatant and obvious propaganda holds sway over large 
segments of the population, resulting in truth decay. We provide an analysis of the propa-
ganda themes collected and identified by the Computational Propaganda Project from 
April through July of 2020 that demonstrate their prevalence in American social media 
platforms. We then show how education may limit propaganda’s deleterious effects. We 
approach our research in an interdisciplinary way from the fields of education and cultural 
anthropology and so contribute an angle to the current conversations about education in 
a democratic society that has not been the primary focus of educational thought.  

  
Keywords: epistemology, propaganda, education, democracy 

 
 
This article explores the causes of the epistemological crisis that gave rise to conspiracy theories 
which culminated in large swathes of the U.S. population refusing to accept the outcome of a 
democratic election. An epistemological crisis is defined by a blurring of facts and falsehoods to 
the degree that blatant and obvious propaganda holds sway over large segments of the population, 
resulting in truth decay. It is reflected in a corrosively divided society in which groups view other 
groups with alarming levels of hostility. This phenomenon gives rise to two basic questions for 
educators: 1. How did we get to a point where propaganda is more influential than science and 
objective facts? 2. What is our role in making sure that this country has the educated citizenry that 
is arguably a fundamental prerequisite for a multicultural democracy? The purpose of this paper is 
to illuminate the role education can play in counteracting the effects of widespread and systematic 
propaganda on society and democracy. 

We define propaganda as deliberately false or misleading information designed to further 
the interests of its sponsors. This propaganda is so successful that it is able to create intense and 
destructive social divisions, controversy, and cultural warfare in arenas such as health care and 
democratic governance itself. We provide an analysis of the propaganda themes collected and 
identified by the Computational Propaganda Project (CPP) (Programme on Democracy and Policy, 
2020) from April through July of 2020 as an example for how the pandemic is used as a divisive 
political tool. The CPP compares and contrasts the influence of junk news websites and better 
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vetted sources of information. It defines junk news websites as those containing at least three of 
the following five properties: (1) lack of professional standards, (2) use of emotionally-driven lan-
guage, (3) reliance on false information and conspiracy theories, (4) high bias/hyper-partisanship, 
and (5) counterfeiting techniques. The themes are dissected using the same procedures used by 
U.S. Army psychological operations (PSYOP) troops when they evaluate foreign propaganda. We 
augment this by “retro-engineering” the target audience analysis likely undertaken by state-spon-
sored propagandists, again basing our methodology on known U.S. Army PSYOP practices. 

We position our thinking about education in our own lived experiences in that both authors 
taught our first classes in the 1990s and currently serve as faculty members in teacher education 
and anthropology at public U.S. universities. Our understanding of propaganda is likewise based 
on our life experiences. The lead author grew up in socialist East Germany, a society notably 
stripped of press and academic freedoms, an environment of almost continuous propaganda. The 
second author served as an enlisted soldier in the U.S. Army’s 1st Psychological Operations Bat-
talion (Airborne) conducting armed propaganda, target analysis, propaganda development, and 
strategic studies directed at audiences in 1980s Latin America. Much of this work involved finding 
the vulnerabilities, whether emotional, financial, or other, in target audiences and individuals that 
could render them susceptible to sophisticated propaganda specifically designed to alter their be-
havior in a manner that furthered U.S. objectives. Hence, between us, we have considerable expe-
rience in the roles of propagandized, propagandist, and educator.  

The article begins by outlining the problem, which is the epistemological crisis caused by 
the widespread, systematic deployment of propaganda. We then provide data to show how propa-
ganda is used by powerful interest groups and how this affects democracy. We conclude with 
insights into how education may limit propaganda’s deleterious effects. This way, we hope to 
contribute an angle to the current conversations about education in a democratic society that has 
not been the primary focus of educational thought. 
 

Constructionism and Characteristics of an Epistemological Crisis 
 

If we do not have the capacity to distinguish what’s true 
from what’s false, then by definition the marketplace of ideas 

doesn’t work. And by definition our democracy doesn’t work. We 
are entering into an epistemological crisis. 

(Obama, B. in Lerer, 2020) 
 
Constructionist Epistemology 
 
 In simplest terms, epistemology is the branch of philosophy that explores how we know, 
what is real, what is truth. Our lead author’s perspectives are firmly grounded in constructionism; 
our second author subscribes to Popperian critical rationalism when considering scientific meth-
odology and to constructive empiricism when evaluating the aim of science.1 As education is fo-
cused on individual human beings schooled in a state educational complex, constructionism, which 

 
1. We attribute the stark differences in our approaches to epistemology and ontology to our fundamentally differ-

ent upbringing. The lead author grew up in a classless society. While there were no hegemonic relationships, a com-
mon joke was that some people were “equaler” (the comparative of this adjective exists in neither language and is 
meant to highlight the absurdity of the concept of equal-ness under the circumstances). “Equaler” were, expectedly, 
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is situated in the interpretivist paradigm, has a prominent role in our analysis. This does not fit 
neatly into the realism/anti-realism spectrum above and is often rejected by scientists as a hard-
core type of anti-realism. We want to point out that realism and constructionism are not compara-
ble because their foci are fundamentally different: While realism is aimed at knowing external 
phenomena objectively, constructionism is focused on the meaning of these phenomena for indi-
vidual human beings. This does not give anyone the liberty to discard the laws of physics or accept 
blatantly false propaganda as truths. A constructionist approach explores why people might fall 
victim to these techniques so as to understand how to prevent them from doing so, which is the 
purpose of our paper.  

Constructionism focuses on the idea that people construct their own meanings (Crotty, 
2004). In this view, ontology and epistemology are closely intertwined since the former is ap-
proached as “the way one understands the nature of a person’s reality based on multiple social 
interactions” (Crotty, 2004, p. 43). People create their reality when they interact with other people. 
These interactions take place in social situations. The way human beings make sense of their ex-
periences evolves from these interactions and situations. 
 The basis for one’s meaning-making process is the way human beings interpret their inter-
actions with others. Crotty (2004) claimed that “all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality 
as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between 
human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” 
(p. 43 f.). Therefore, meaning is neither objective, since it does not exist outside the human mind, 
nor subjective because it is not created by the mind and then superimposed upon an outside reality. 
People construct meaning as they engage with the world and make sense of it. Crotty’s claims give 
rise to the question of whether there is a reality as such, e.g., one truth, or if reality is the result of 
individual perception and therefore existent in multiple truths. The natural and the social sciences 
approach this question from different vantage points: The former are nomothetic (concerned with 
laws and consistencies) whereas the latter are ideographic (concerned with the individual case) 
(Crotty, 2004).  
 If reality is approached ideographically, one might wonder if accepting propagandistic 
messages might just be one way of meaning-making. This is a fallacy, though, because propaganda 
designs messages with the goal to confuse or mislead a targeted audience. For example, a common 
propaganda technique is gaslighting. If I turned off the stove, and you turned it back on accusing 
me of having forgotten to turn it off, your intended goal is probably to make me doubt myself and 
my reality. This is not constructionism because what you present as reality is based on a premedi-
tated lie with the intent to mislead and confuse me. What prevents me from a personal epistemo-
logical crisis is to think critically about what transpired, that is by looking at other possible expla-
nations for why the stove is on. In doing so I design theories to test the data while the theory you 
offered is designed to fit the data.  

 
those with more power, whereas power came from connections rather than from financial wealth. One was the con-
nection to the governing SED (Socialist Unity Party of Germany), whose membership made commodities like a tele-
phone possible. The other connection was through West German relatives who had access to “exotic” produce like 
bananas and oranges. Amidst the silencing of any thought not directly supportive of the socialist system, our lead 
author approaches questions about truth and reality from the perspective of what things mean rather than what they 
are. 

 By contrast, our second author grew up in Canada and Utah as the son of a successful physician. Safely 
settled in the upper middle class, the concept of meritocracy worked effectively during his upbringing. His father’s 
training in the medical sciences served as a primer, a role model for prioritizing rationalism.  
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 While questioning what seems obvious at first glance is the way to prevent me from insan-
ity, it is cumbersome and can easily turn into a slippery slope. If people do not question messages 
and their sources, they become “excellent sheep” (Deresiewicz, 2014) making decisions based 
solely on long-held assumptions. If they question reality ad nauseum, they slide into conspiratorial 
thinking. The purpose of questioning should be to design theories that are empirically adequate. It 
is precisely this kind of complex thinking that must be taught in schools so it becomes a habit as 
we will show in the third section of this paper. 
 
Characteristics of an Epistemological Crisis 
 

If reality and truth become indiscernible from falsehoods not only in the unobservable, but 
in the observable, we are confronted with an epistemological crisis not unlike a person who is ill 
with schizophrenia, but on a mass scale. This has potentially profound effects on human relation-
ships and on how society functions as a whole.  

Four major trends of truth decay have made this dangerous decline in our ability to distin-
guish fact from falsehood possible: increasing disagreement about facts, a blurring of the line be-
tween opinion and fact, the resulting increasing influence of propaganda over fact, and a decline 
in trust in formerly respected sources of facts (Rand, 2021). We note that formally respected 
sources are not accepted uncritically; they undergo the same vetting as other sources. Yet we do 
recognize the difference between sources that seek the best explanations versus sources that seek 
advantage for the sponsors of propaganda. 
 The first two trends are exemplified in wording like “alternative facts” (Sinderbrand, 
2019), introduced by Kellyanne Conway, counselor to President Trump in 2017. The “alternative 
facts” pertained to the size of the former President’s inaugural crowd, which his supporters exag-
gerated without any convincing evidence. The wording makes us wonder what an alternative to a 
fact might be.     
 The resulting influence of opinion over fact is a direct consequence of a change in the 
information system (Peters, 2017). Previously dominant information filters, e.g., investigative 
journalism, are replaced by social media, specifically Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, as trust-
worthy sources. This is made possible because information from those sources is easily integrated 
into our narrative of the world since we choose who we “follow.” We fall into common propaganda 
techniques like card stacking and confirmation bias. The former is the process of focusing only on 
one side of an argument, leaving out any other; the latter is a search for or interpretation of infor-
mation so it fits neatly into existing beliefs. In short, information is used to strengthen the walls of 
our echo chambers.  
 Another reason social media is consumed more readily than complex, investigative articles 
or analyses is because they deliver information in short, easily-digestible soundbites, which then 
reciprocate themselves. This is an example for the bandwagon effect of propaganda. The resulting 
influence on our relationships is a strengthening of perceived or selected group identity, which 
contributes to a fragmented society. Facts do not matter; group identity does. Identity angst is 
inflamed by not knowing the Other, and fears for one’s own narrative, which forms the basis for 
one’s identity, grow as it might be replaced with the Other’s narrative. As the world seemingly 
exists in dichotomies, knowing is reduced to anti-intellectual conformism. This is exacerbated by 
the incivility that characterizes the discourse on social media. Observing and experiencing inflam-
matory rhetoric daily, publicly, and without consequences makes it commonplace and normative. 
The lack of human relationship between sender and receiver erodes their need to be respectful. 
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People who are inclined to less civil behavior are encouraged, especially when it is modeled by 
influential people such as politicians. It is a slippery slope from “It’s ok to act like that, I guess …” 
to “If I act like that, I will be paid attention to.” Similarly, their behavior can be kept in check if 
civil discourse is modeled by those they respect.   
 

Interest Groups and Democracy 
 

In this section we explore the effects of people’s increasing access and susceptibility to 
propaganda. Specifically, we look at the connections among wealth, power, and the implications 
of economic inequity for democracy and education. 

Undergirding our understanding of propaganda is our recognition that its practitioners seek 
out emotional vulnerabilities in the target audience. They then determine which of these vulnera-
bilities are most susceptible to the propaganda tools we have on hand. To illustrate how propa-
ganda is designed, the second author recalls serving in a joint U.S.-Peruvian Armed Forces unit in 
1988 that was tasked with analyzing Shining Path guerrilla movement pre-militant members/re-
cruits for their vulnerabilities and susceptibilities. The final conclusions of the PSYOP task force 
are listed below:   

 
Table1: Shining Path Pre-Militant Members/Recruits Vulnerability and Susceptibility Analysis 

 
Vulnerabilities Susceptibility 

Fears for their family’s safety Highly susceptible 
Personal safety Highly susceptible 

Dire economic circumstances Highly susceptible 
Lack of resources Moderately susceptible 

Religious orientation Moderately susceptible 
Response to authorities Moderately susceptible 

Political isolation Low susceptibility 
Peasant xenophobia Low susceptibility 

 
Based on this analysis, the task force recommended the development of messages that 

played on the fears for family safety, personal safety, and economic hardship. Meanwhile, other 
members of the task force analyzed the following target audiences for vulnerabilities and suscep-
tibilities: priests, teachers, members of the Peruvian Armed Forces, inner city youth, and college 
students. One can see that target audiences were systematically identified, evaluated, and then 
worked on.   
 Turning to contemporary problems within democratic nations, we see that the perpetuation 
of current power and wealth structures is counter-productive to a healthy democracy. DuBois 
(1903) argued that as long as there is wide-spread poverty, democracy cannot exist. Various social 
choice theorists have pointed to the troubling relationship between democratic rule and extreme 
economic inequality, reflected in the famous line often  attributed to Louis Brandeis that “we may 
have democracy, or we may have wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have 
both” (Dilliard 1992, p. 42). Similarly, Vilfredo Pareto (1984) saw our democratic norms and in-
stitutions as masks that placed a dignified cover over the inequitable reality of oligarchy. Most 
famously of all, sociologist Robert Michels (1911) coined the phrase “Iron Law of Oligarchy” to 
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describe the tendency of social institutions to drift into authoritarianism. These pessimistic assess-
ments warrant reflection on how they pertain to contemporary American democracy.   

To begin, corroboration of Brandeis’ and Pareto’s concerns can be found in the research 
results of political scientists Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page (2014). Their study of 1,179 U.S. 
government decisions revealed that “elites and organized groups representing business interests 
have substantial impact on U.S. government policy, while average citizens and mass-based interest 
groups have little or no independent influence,” (Martin Gilens & Benjamin Page, 2014, p.1). 
Further research by the political scientist Lee Drutman (2015, 2017) also illuminates the distortions 
to democracy introduced by corporations.  Drutman’s (2015) grim assessment is that “corporations 
have achieved a pervasive position that is unprecedented in American political history” (p. 1).  
Drutman (2017) notes that campaign finance reform is necessary but not forthcoming. Meanwhile, 
corporations may use their resources and media access to not only shape the messages that the 
general public receives, but to shape the underlying culture itself. The resulting intellectual chaos 
renders the U.S. public more vulnerable to believing scapegoats are the root of their problems 
rather than identifying the actual interest groups that are blocking their advancement. Propaganda 
consists of dishonest signals designed to benefit the sender at the expense of the receiver. In other 
words, the information conveyed is duplicitous and biased in favor of the sponsors. To illustrate 
this more vividly, we now turn to a case study on how propaganda came to dominate the discussion 
of important political issues facing the United States in 2020, including the response to the coro-
navirus pandemic.  

 
A Point in Case: The Coronavirus Pandemic, Racial Divisions, and Propaganda 
 

To illustrate the pervasive reach of propaganda and its effects on health care during the 
pandemic, we draw on the Computational Propaganda Project (CPP). The CPP is a study under-
taken by the Programme on Propaganda and Technology, which is a multidisciplinary research 
and teaching department at Oxford University. Its purpose is the study of the social science of the 
Internet (Programme on Democracy and Technology, 2022). The CPP tracks 142 junk health news 
websites and 21 state-backed outlets that routinely publish misleading information—propa-
ganda—about coronavirus. It then evaluates how successful these propaganda venues are in terms 
of distributing their content on social media and compare their success to that of four credible 
sources (British Broadcasting Corporation, Guardian, New York Times, Washington Post). The 
researchers have generated data that is startling. For example, during the week of July 23-29, 2020, 
the 142 junk news websites (propaganda) consistently reached a greater number of receivers than 
did the four mainstream (educational) news sites. The 21 state-sponsored propaganda sites like-
wise had more success in reaching social media than did the mainstream news in question. Hun-
dreds of millions of social media accounts were reached by these propagandistic outlets. Table 2 
lists the themes identified by the CPP during the time frames indicated. Note that in the “Theme” 
column, we use the wording originally deployed by the CPP.  

 
Table 2: Computational Propaganda Project Data April – July 2020 

 
Time Frame Theme 
July 23 - 29 The supposed efficacy of hydroxychloroquine as a treatment for Covid-19. 
July 16 - 22 Sowing distrust in US state health officials. 
July 9 - 15 Discrediting other news sources on coronavirus; prison release for coronavirus. 
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July 1 - 7 Misleading reports of the epidemic status of coronavirus; recent increases in vi-
olence in Chicago. 

June 24 - 30 Implicit criticism of BLM; continued narrative that coronavirus is not as danger-
ous as portrayed; fueling distrust in public health experts; politicize health news 
and information by attacking democracies as corrupt and incompetent. 

June 22 - 28 Double standards at BLM on social distancing; victimization of conservatism in 
the US; politics of representation of President Trump’s rally in Tulsa; continuing 
narratives that coronavirus is not as dangerous as portrayed. 

June 15 Undermining trust in public health officials; advanced false claims about 
Trump’s success in managing unemployment and economic recovery in the US. 

June 8 Co-opted George Floyd for existing narratives. 
June 1 Social distancing as attacks on religious freedom. 
May 26 Undermining democratic consent to lockdown. 
May 18 Misinformation on German intelligence report alleging WHO withholding info 

on Chinese request; attacks on Democrats over HEROES Act. 
May 11 Insinuations of virus origin in Wuhan lab; attacks on non-US citizen residents 

through criticism of Democrats. 
May 4 Hospitals exaggerate coronavirus cases and deaths; claims that Trump did not 

suggest direct disinfectant injections or defenses of that suggestion. 
April 27 Focus on “authoritarian” measures being instituted by elected governors across 

the US and attacks on Democrats; accusing WHO of incompetence, false infor-
mation, Chinese bias; supporting Trump’s withdrawal from WHO. 

 
Overall, the themes seem tailor-made to create distrust in health officials and foment eth-

nic/racial divisions. There are several sponsors, both foreign and domestic, that benefit from these 
conflicts. The interesting point is that domestic sponsors of propaganda seek to unify their tribal 
political elements (even if the misinformation regarding vaccines kills some of them) while using 
propaganda that disunites the wider American public. For example, if attempting to mobilize and 
unify a category of people (e.g., individuals who have a trait in common such as geographical 
location, ethnicity, social class, or gender identity), target audience analysis would reveal fault 
lines and fissures among groups. Tensions surrounding the Black Lives Matters movement and the 
ineffective governmental response to coronavirus could be leveraged to galvanize ethnic constitu-
encies. The vulnerability—fear for safety—would be identified as something highly exploitable. 
In other words, target audiences would be highly susceptible to propagandistic messages that 
played on these fears. The themes would be massaged into more specific messages, such as the 
ones identified by the CPP in the time frames listed above. Simultaneously, media, intensity, and 
timing would be identified and calibrated. Impact indicators, such as an increase in ethnic violence 
or polling data that demonstrated decreased confidence in health officials, would be closely mon-
itored.   

While it is common knowledge that domestic politicians benefit by pitting lower class eth-
nics—Whites, Blacks, Hispanics and Asians, for example—against one another rather than foster-
ing conditions that would create multi-racial working-class coalitions capable of challenging elite 
interests, the degree to which Wall Street also puts out propaganda in the way of diversions, en-
tertainment spectacles that distract, is somewhat understated. Given the interests and resources 
available to these entities, it is no surprise that a bewildering flood of propaganda permeates the 
current social milieu.  
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Yet as alluded to, the same divisive rhetoric that divides the wider population simultane-
ously unifies the resulting political blocs into reliable echo chambers. Witness the number of Re-
publicans who believe President Trump had the election stolen from him; the number of conspiracy 
theorists who believe nanobots are in the vaccines to track our movements or alter our behavior. 
The January 6 insurrection would not have occurred without the systematic, deliberate deployment 
of propaganda, and the sponsors were able to incite a mob to storm the capital and almost over-
throw our democratic system of government. Q-Anon, the anti-vaccine propaganda, the Big Lie 
concerning the election have all given domestic constituencies sources of identity and meaning,  
 These findings give rise to the question whether education can play any role in minimizing 
people’s susceptibility to disinformation. Propaganda is most effective if it uses receivers’ emo-
tions to sway their opinions to a predetermined outcome. At its worst, it turns people into zealots 
whose main priority is to strengthen the foundations of their ideologies. This is often accomplished 
by selecting or interpreting information in ways that fit neatly into their existing beliefs. As edu-
cators, we are asking ourselves what our role is in counteracting these dangerous effects of a con-
tinuous and possibly growing propagandistic tidal wave. 
 

Education and Democracy 
 
America is the first real experiment in building a  

large multi-ethnic, multicultural democracy. 
(Obama, B. in Goldberg, 2020) 

 
Recently implemented limitations on freedom of speech and thought in schools such as 

those regarding the teaching of Critical Race Theory and current events (TX H.B. 3979, 2021) 
impinge on the ability of educators to generate critical discussion on important issues. For exam-
ple, TX H.B. 3979 requires teachers to “explore current issues from diverse and contending per-
spectives without giving deference to any one perspective,” (TX H.B. 3979, 2021, h-1 [2]). This 
neutral approach is a potentially treacherous path that can quickly lead to conclusions like “there 
were very fine people on both sides” (PolitiFact & President, 2019), which was President Trump’s 
response to the violent events in Charlottesville in 2017, during which a protester was killed by a 
white supremacist.  

We see a wide variety of stances and theories—Critical Race Theory, the teaching of evo-
lution, evolutionary psychology, reflexivity, just to name a few—that contribute to the intellectual 
turmoil, the academic freedom, necessary for sustained critical growth. Academic freedom and the 
ability to criticize all theories is paramount because a fundamental requirement of what it means 
to be an educated person is one’s willingness and ability to re-examine axiomatic assumptions, 
habitually and rationally. A good explanation can survive criticism (e.g., all current COVID vac-
cines in the US have survived rigorous Phase 1, Phase 2, and Phase 3 clinical trials). We let our 
mistaken theories die in our place. So, our constructed meanings, while each a valid representation 
of our internal states, then go through the familiar filter of criticism, including experimental testing 
when appropriate. It is hard to overcome our emotional predispositions, our feelings of commit-
ment to the cause, our sense of confirmation bias. And while one should be as impartial as possible 
regarding evaluation of the evidence and arguments, one cannot be neutral in regards to aims, 
values, and commitments. If we fail in the latter task, we, perhaps unwittingly, become little dif-
ferent from the propagandists we seek to criticize. A case in point is Alan Sokal’s (1996) article 
Transgressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity, 
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which put forth the dubious thesis that recent developments in quantum gravity had profoundly 
progressive political implications and supported this thesis with convoluted, ridiculous arguments. 
The author wrote it purely as satire. The manuscript was accepted by the editors at Social Text and 
published, presumably because it appealed to their emotions and political predilections, and not 
because the article made any sense. 
 
The Role of Higher Education 
 

Schools and institutions of higher learning are thought to be crucibles where students learn 
to navigate complex social relationships. Yet we have reached a point where a culture of safety-
ism is culminating in a silencing of cognitive diversity (Haidt, 2016). For decades now, students 
have been shielded from “offensive” views, which are those that can cause emotional or intellec-
tual discomfort because there exist many facets of any phenomenon, including views directly op-
posed to one’s own. There is a lack of distinction between conversations on the one hand and 
discussions and debates on the other, which is why the former rarely happen and quickly turn into 
the latter. The Latin root of conversation is con-versare, which means “to turn or dwell with.” This 
makes much sense as the main component of conversation is to listen rather than to express oneself, 
and to do so with an open heart to imagine the Other’s lived experiences. In contrast, discuss is 
derived from dis-cutere, which means to strike apart. At the crux of this misconception is how we 
think of, use, and teach knowledge: Do we think of it as discoverable facts that we can utilize to 
underscore existing understandings, or do we think of it as unstable and ever-changing? Huebner 
(1979/2008) reminds us that the purpose of every idea and theory is to serve as a stepping stone to 
a more complex understanding of a phenomenon. Hence, knowledge must be understood “as a 
source of criticism and imagination, not as a prescription,” (p. 301). If critical thinking is not taught 
and practiced habitually, the reductionist characteristics of propagandist thinking can seem entic-
ing because of their simplicity. The table below sums up 10 differences between critical thinking 
and propaganda. 

 
Table 3: Critical Thinking vs. Propaganda (Garrison, K., personal conversation October 20, 2021) 

 
Critical Thinking Propaganda 

Reality is complex. Reality is simple. 
Uses "doubt" as a tool. Uses "emotion" as a tool. 
Seeks to disprove an idea. Seeks to persuade. 
Disproof is used to refine a theory. “Proof” is used to confirm a theory. 
I know nothing. “We” know everything. 
Knowledge is imperfect and transient. Perfect truth is available. 
Seeks out dissonance. Seeks out consonance. 
Thinking is "open." Thinking is "closed." 

A citizenry that is to advance a democratic society must be educated to think critically. 
This seems to become an ever-growing challenge if education itself is used as a propaganda tool 
for the purpose to influence potential voters as is the case with TX H.B. 3979. This curtailing of 
academic freedom reminds us of just how far states can and do go so as to inhibit discussion on 
any issues inconvenient to those in power. Propaganda may be about disinformation, but it often 
works in tandem with censorship.  
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The world we inhabit consists of diverse knowledges, and all knowledge, as well as all 
teaching, is not hermetically sealed from the political; perhaps it is inherently political. This notion 
brings about several dilemmas for educators. Out of fear to sway students in one direction or an-
other, many teachers opt out of engaging with students in difficult conversations and remain neu-
tral. The degree of an educator’s neutrality is determined by their positionality, which depends on 
their location, contextual factors, prior experiences, and the perceived importance of powerful 
stakeholders (Kello, K., & Wagner, W., 2017). It is probably generally good common sense for k-
12 teachers to worry about repercussions from parents and administrators, especially in states 
where talking about “widely debated and currently controversial issues of public policy and social 
affairs” (TX H.B. 3979, 2021, h-1 [1]) has now become a danger to their professional existence. 
However, the legislature does not dictate that educators must not make students uncomfortable; 
rather, it states that we cannot tell students that they “ought” to feel uncomfortable (TX H.B. 3979, 
2021, h-1 (6) [7]). But this fact does not prevent teachers who do engage in critical conversations 
from being bullied or persecuted by those who misunderstand the legislature and deem these con-
versations un-American.   

There are several problems with teacher neutrality. One, it is these very moments of dis-
quietude that are the foundation for a person’s cognitive-emotional evolution (Dewey, 1934; 
Greene, 1988). Perhaps more importantly, teacher neutrality implies the baseline assumption that 
students are unable to deal with multiple perspectives. This might become a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy if students are never given the chance to learn that one perspective does not necessarily negate 
another and how to engage with people whose views are different from their own. The danger here 
lies in the fact that the avoidance of disquietude and critical conversations about reality might 
result in the shrinking of a critical citizenry, which is essential for a participatory democracy. In 
East Germany, it resulted in successfully silencing criticality altogether, which led to the continu-
ation of an authoritarian regime for 50 years. 

Further, teacher neutrality assumes the absence of dominant and dominated cultures and 
belies the fact that not everybody can express themselves equally. For example, students who at-
tend schools in low socio-economic neighborhoods, who are often children of color, are inade-
quately prepared to express themselves. Nieto (2013) documents how double segregation (segre-
gation by race and by socio-economic status) and the racialization of ability are reflected in dimin-
ished teacher expectations. One of our responsibilities as educators is to democratize knowledge 
instead of “including” the lived experiences of people of color in the grand narrative. To democ-
ratize knowledge means to avoid information asymmetry, to avoid circumstances where elites have 
monopoly or privileged access to education, and where the results of knowledge are used to pri-
marily benefit those elites because under such circumstances a revolution in thought much in the 
way Thomas Kuhn (1962) imagined is likely not possible. To democratize knowledge means to 
question the origins of facts presented as truths and whether knowledge is used to advance existing 
narratives or make them more complex. As teaching is the process of creating knowledges, the 
focus need not be on the different perspectives of facts but on their meaning, which is their con-
textualization, communicated through all our lived experiences.  

Finally, silencing leads to conspiratorial thinking because apparently there is something 
that needs to be kept quiet (Keeley, 1999). And in lieu of difficult conversations in classrooms, 
students resort back to social media for information, which is a prime resource for conspiracy 
theories and propaganda as its fundamental MO is to appeal to emotion. The result is epistemo-
logical relativism where everything goes, and our rights to our own beliefs is mistaken for rights 
to our own facts. Barnum (2021) cites four studies that reflect how content on Mexican-American 
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studies and Black history and culture reduced ninth grade drop-out rates and improved test scores 
and GPAs. While these studies are limited by their small participation sizes, they show that engag-
ing students in difficult conversation like those about race and identity could possibly have a direct 
impact on their overall engagement and academic achievement.  

Absolute neutrality is likely impossible, and as we argue, dangerous. Both authors, having 
lived in authoritarian countries (East Germany, Noriega’s Panama), are unabashedly partisan in 
support of democracy over dictatorships. Education requires intellectual honesty and impartial as-
sessment of evidence. We would argue that our goals, values, and commitments to human rights 
and freedom should be our compass. Much like a COVID-19 vaccine researcher is committed to 
eradicating the disease, as educators, we can be partial in our goals, values, and commitments yet 
seek to be impartial in our evaluation of the evidence. Modeling such complex approach to our 
reality is an essential component of teaching and learning critical thinking in the classroom. 
 

Conclusion 
 

As educators, we asked ourselves how we got to a point where propaganda is more influ-
ential than science and objective facts and what our role is in making sure that this country has the 
educated citizenry that is arguably a fundamental prerequisite for a multicultural democracy. We 
have shown how economic inequality and the political powers of groups which are driven by busi-
ness interests have influenced anti-critical tendencies in educational practices. We delineated the 
resulting dangers to democracy and the challenges educators face when engaging in complex con-
versations about social reality. We argued that it is exactly these conversations and the emotional 
disquietude they bring about that are at the essence of how we need to prepare the next generation 
so it can participate meaningfully in a democratic society and contribute to its evolution.  

Our point is that in order to prepare a generation for the undoubtedly increasing epistemo-
logical pitfalls presented by technologically ever more advanced propaganda techniques, educa-
tion cannot aim for avoidance or conformity. Rather, an urgent goal of education is to enable stu-
dents to understand the origins and the evolution of their own worldviews so they are capable and 
courageous to make conscious choices about their approaches to social reality. A prerequisite for 
this is to engage students in critical conversations on current and historic issues free from fear of 
social or political persecution so they are confident to question political decisions and the agendas 
of those who make them. They must be enabled to do so objectively, rather than emotionally, and 
habitually. This is how education contributes to creating a citizenry that actively part-takes in a 
multi-cultural democratic society. 

Propaganda and conspiracy theories will always exist. The goal is not to eradicate them or 
their proponents but to learn how to share a time and space with each other to overcome individual, 
communal, and societal divisions. To enable a citizenry willing and capable of doing this is the 
charge and the potential of education.  
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Abstract 

 
Public school superintendents face wide-ranging pressures and would benefit from im-
proved understanding of ways to manage stress. This quantitative study used the theoreti-
cal framework of Transformational Leadership to investigate whether the presence or ab-
sence of faith practices resulted in better stress management for superintendents, and 
whether the presence or absence of faith practices correlated with other demographic fac-
tors. No statistically significant associations were observed between degree of religious 
practice and degree of stress management for overall scores or for combinations of demo-
graphic characteristics. This study generally supported findings from related research 
which showed that many superintendents engage in religious practices; however, little ev-
idence supported the efficacy of those practices on stress management. More research is 
needed to better identify which, if any, stress management strategies are of value for su-
perintendents. 

 
Keywords: superintendent, stress, religion, transformational leadership 

 
 

“I don’t know how people do this job without God.” This was not the first time I had heard these 
words from a fellow superintendent of schools. In fact, I had made the same statement on many 
occasions over the course of my administrative career. I regularly rely on my faith in God, daily 
Bible reading and prayer, inspirational words and music, and other spiritual practices to guide my 
thoughts, decision-making, and interactions with others. In stressful times I often pray for direc-
tion, wisdom, peace, and strength. These faith practices help me cope with the stressors related to 
my job as superintendent, and it appears that I am not alone. 

In September 2018, a dinner conversation with five superintendents turned to personal re-
ligious beliefs and impact on private lives and work. One man read the Bible every morning to 
start his day on a positive note. A woman identified herself as a “lapsed Catholic” and reported 
that, despite maintaining spiritual beliefs, she had given up on organized religion due to scandals 
in the church. A third individual was reared as a Methodist and converted to Catholicism when she 

 
1. This study was originally completed as part of the author’s dissertation, completed through Aurora University. 

I am deeply grateful to Jessica Heybach, Jack Barshinger, and Craig Wilson for their insightful comments and support 
throughout the dissertation process. Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Susan E. Wilson, 
1231 Edinburgh Drive, Quincy, IL 62305. Email: susanwilson817@gmail.com. 
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married, but no longer engaged in any formal or personal religious practices. The fourth superin-
tendent attended church services but did not fully engage in faith practices. The last person quietly 
remarked that she did not know how anyone could do this job without God. 

The following day, at the 2018 annual conference for the Illinois Association of School 
Administrators, a superintendent and his university advisor presented the results of his dissertation 
research regarding stress in the superintendency (Ehrman & Wolff, 2019). The quantitative study 
that formed the basis of the presentation (Ehrman, 2018) revealed significant stress for superinten-
dents, with highest levels of stress for superintendents in their mid-40s, women superintendents, 
and superintendents of larger school systems.  

For the previous two years the Illinois Association of Christian Administrators (IACA) had 
met at statewide educator conferences. Part of a multi-state organization, IACA was established in 
2014 “to provide a network of Christ-like support and spiritual growth for school leaders” (IACA, 
2019, para. 1).  The growing membership of the group suggested interest in spiritual support among 
school leaders throughout the state. 

Jeff Dillon, Superintendent of Wilder School District in Wilder, Ohio, was featured in the 
December 2018 issue of School Administrator, a publication of the American Association of 
School Administrators (Riede, 2018). The topic was innovation and the article entitled “Personal-
izing His Ministry Work in School.” Dillon, who had left his work as a pastor to enter public 
education, said “I really feel that it was a call to ministry, but ministry is different to different 
people” (p. 55). The School Administrator article stood out because it mentioned the sense of call-
ing or ministry that some superintendents report experiencing (Zaharris et al., 2017).  

Religion and its impact on K-12 public education have rarely been discussed—religion has 
not been disparaged or promoted, but often simply ignored or overlooked. Yet for many educators 
and educational leaders, religion has played a central role in who they are, and why and how they 
do their work.  

The dinner conversation with my colleagues, presentation on stress in the superintendency, 
and observations of growing conversations regarding the role of religious beliefs in the lives of 
superintendents, led me to question whether the presence or absence of personal religious beliefs 
affected the ability of superintendents to manage stress related to their job, and how the presence 
or absence of religious beliefs affected the job performance of superintendents. 

The purpose of this quantitative correlational study was to investigate whether the presence 
or absence of religious beliefs and faith practices resulted in better stress management for public 
school superintendents. The following research questions were examined: 

 
1. Did superintendents who engage in faith practices manage stress more effectively?  
2. Did the presence or absence of religious beliefs and faith practices correlate with other 

demographic factors, including superintendent’s gender, age, race, years as a superin-
tendent, superintendent’s years in current position, district’s level of funding adequacy, 
type of school district (rural, non-rural, unit, high school, or elementary), number of 
students enrolled in PreK through 12th grade, and percentage of schools achieving 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) designations of commendable or exemplary? 
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Literature Review 
 

Spirituality and Leadership 
 
 Leadership theorists and researchers, and popular leadership authors have frequently writ-
ten about benefits of spiritual guidance or character-related attributes for high-level leaders (Bass 
& Riggio, 2010; Blanchard, 2003; Cash & Gray, 2000; Covey, 2004; Frisdiantara & Sahertian, 
2012; Fry, 2003; Greenleaf, 2008; Houston & Sokolow, 2006; Jones & Sheffield, 2009; Thomp-
son, 2005a; Thompson, 2005b). “Servant leadership,” “spiritual leadership,” and “transformational 
leadership” have been examples of approaches that reportedly resulted in greater employee satis-
faction, stronger customer relationships, and long-term stability of organizations. Except for 
Covey (2004), which was based on extensive quantitative and qualitative study of high performing 
companies and matched firms which did not meet the same standard, nearly all of these publica-
tions have been in the form of essays, empirical arguments, and theoretical proposals. 
 Professional standards for educational leaders are infused with value-laden expectations 
(NPBEA, 2015). Williams & Hatch (2012) conducted a mixed methods study of Pennsylvania 
superintendents and found evidence that leaders who engaged in religious practices had a positive 
impact on school culture. Kiel (2015) and Posner et al. (1985) examined datasets for corporation 
performance for 84 and 1498 companies, respectively, and further conducted interviews with peo-
ple within organizations. They found that leaders who engaged in religious practices created a 
strong corporate ethical identity and positive financial performance for the organization. 
 
Servant Leadership, Spiritual Leadership, and Transformational Leadership Theories 
 

The concept of servant leadership was first introduced by Robert K. Greenleaf in an essay 
entitled The Servant as Leader (1970). Servant leadership was said to begin with the desire to serve 
first, followed by the aspiration to lead. The first priority of the servant leader was to ensure that 
the needs of other people are served first, and that those who were served grew in all aspects of 
their lives so that they would be more likely to become servant-leaders.  

L.W. Fry  (2003) proposed a model of spiritual leadership that embedded vision, altruistic 
love, hope, and faith in practice to create a sense of meaning purpose and holistic integration in 
the workplace. The qualities of servant leadership could be found within the spiritual leader.  

The focus on working for the greater good of the organization fit within Transformational 
Leadership (TL) Theory, which espoused and built on the qualities of servant and spiritual leader-
ship (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Burns 1978). James MacGregor Burns (1978) viewed leadership as 
either transactional or transformational. Transactional leaders relied on values such as responsibil-
ity, fairness ,and honesty to facilitate social exchange to motivate followers to achieve desired 
goals. Examples included offering financial incentives for productivity or offering a job for a cam-
paign contribution. Power and position were used to obtain results and specific outcomes. Alter-
natively, transformational leaders inspired and empowered followers to achieve goals that were 
mutually beneficial for the follower, leader, and organization. TL was based on moral commit-
ments, integrity, and altruism, and values such as liberty, equality, justice, and respect. Under TL, 
both leaders and followers lifted each other up to higher levels of functioning.  

Bernard Bass and Bruce Avolio (1994) expanded the concept of TL by defining its char-
acteristics and situating it within the Full Range of Leadership (FRL) model. Within TL, the char-
acteristic of Idealized Influence referred to transformational leaders as role models who engaged 
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in behaviors that were ethical, trustworthy, altruistic, and admirable. Followers’ needs were put 
ahead of their own. Behavior was consistent with the leader’s own values and those of the organ-
ization. The characteristics of Inspirational Motivation described leaders who were visionary, op-
timistic, enthusiastic, and inspired followers to do great things. The characteristic of Intellectual 
Stimulation described a leader’s efforts to challenge followers to learn, grow, challenge assump-
tions, and approach problems from new perspectives. Leaders did not criticize mistakes, but in-
stead encouraged others to generate solutions. The characteristic of Individualized Consideration 
described a leader who supported followers in achieving their personal goals. Leaders served as 
mentors and coaches for followers and provided them with learning opportunities. 

Bass (1998) coined the terms authentic and pseudo-transformational to distinguish between 
ethical and unethical leaders who used principles of TL. Authentic TL was said to be motivated 
by altruism, integrity, and genuine interest in the well-being and development of followers. 
Pseudo-TL leaders were said to use the approach for their own personal gain and selfish ends. 
They were motivated by greed, power, anger, and deception. Bass and Steidlmeier (1999) identi-
fied the “three pillars” of ethics in leadership: “(1) the moral character of the leader; (2) the ethical 
legitimacy of the values embedded in the leaders vision; and (3) the morality of the processes of 
social ethical choice and action that leaders and followers engage in and collectively pursue” (p. 
181). 

Transformational leaders have been said to inspire their followers to greater morality and 
motivation by serving as  role models, inspiring and motivating by communicating a vision for the 
organization, showing genuine concern for the needs and development of followers, and challeng-
ing followers to greater creativity and accomplishment through Idealized Influence, Inspirational 
Motivation, Individualized Consideration, and Intellectual Stimulation (Bass, 1998; Bass & Rig-
gio, 2010; Cansoy, 2019; Chi et al., 2011; Fadhilah Abdul et al., 2018; Tse et al., 2018; Yuan-
Duen & Chen-Tsung, 2019). TL espoused the principles within servant leadership and spiritual 
leadership, including the importance of spiritual habits and practices that support leader efficacy 
in all types of organizations, including public schools. (Crossman, 2003, 2016; Frisdiantara & 
Sahertian, 2012; L. Fry & Cohen, 2009; Houston & Sokolow, 2006, 2008; K.P, Rodrigus L.R, 
K.P.V, & Pai, 2019; Riaz & Normore, 2008; Zaharris et al., 2017). 

 
Definitions of Religion and Spiritual Practices 
 

Durkheim (2001) held that religion made meaningful connections between our own sub-
jectivities and the externalities which may threaten us. Crossman (2003) defined religion as a 
“public and institutionalized process based on sacred texts, rituals and practices” and spirituality 
as “unsystematized, individually interpreted, private experience” (p. 504). Thompson (2005a) 
identified the following spiritual practices or disciplines: prayer, meditation, scripture reading, at-
tending religious services, listening to inspirational music, journal-writing, and seeking solitude. 
Through persistent and consistent exercise, engaging in spiritual practices was said to develop 
spiritual qualities such as “faith, patience, intuition, humility, expectancy, inspiration, [and] com-
passion” which led to “stability and clarity” in stressful leadership situations (para. 3). 

Thompson (2005b, p. 5) defined spirituality as “a state of mind or consciousness that ena-
bles one to perceive deeper levels of experience, meaning, values and purpose than can be per-
ceived from a strictly materialistic vantage point” and spiritual leadership as “leading from those 
deeper levels” (p. 62). This state of mind could have possibly come from a specific religious tra-
dition, may have been unrelated to organized religion, or even non-religious in nature. Thompson 
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emphasized that in public education, one should not attempt to promote or proselytize specific 
religious beliefs, but that did not require hiding or denial of one’s spiritual identity. L. W. Fry 
(2003) similarly defined spirituality as transcending denominational doctrine and practice, to lead 
from deeper levels through purposeful actions.  

Stephen Sokolow & Paul Houston (2008) defined “spiritual” as a way of “thinking, being, 
and doing that are life-sustaining and life-enhancing both for individuals and organizations” (p. 
14). They did not use the term in a religious way but saw spiritual principles as “habits of mind 
and soul that can act as guideposts for…leadership” (Sokolow & Houston, 2008, p. 14). The habits 
included setting personal intentions that were aligned with inner values, focusing attention on the 
right things for the right reasons, using one’s own unique gifts and talents for the benefit of others 
and developing the gifts and talents of others, expressing gratitude, growing through reflection, 
cultivating a holistic perspective, being open to receive and provide truth, love, and compassion, 
and to trust and be trusted.  

Mindel and Vaughan (1978) viewed religious participation as potentially occurring in dif-
ferent ways. Active participation in organized religion was characterized by attending religious 
services or contributing money to religious activities. Other people might not have actively partic-
ipated in organized religious services but considered themselves religiously involved because they 
participated in nonorganizational religious activities, such as listening to religious services or mu-
sic on radio and television, praying alone or with family, Bible reading, and meditation. 

 
Public Schools and Religion 
 

Public schools in the United States have historically avoided the topic of religion and the 
role it played in the efficacy of school leaders (Jones & Sheffield, 2009). Increasingly, researchers 
have investigated the role of spiritual practices within educational leadership and its impact on 
school districts (Arnold & Brooks, 2013; Marshall, 2014; Pijanowski, 2017; Riaz & Normore, 
2008; Striepe, Clarke, & O'Donoghue, 2014; Zaharris et al., 2017). Zaharris et al. (2017) found 
that principals and assistant principals who demonstrated spiritually based core values also dis-
played the practices of exemplary leadership. Little information has been available on the possible 
relationship between the presence or absence of spiritual practices among district leaders and the 
efficacy of school superintendents.  

 
Role of Superintendent, Stressors, and Impact 
 

School superintendents play key roles in establishing the direction of their districts and 
implementing initiatives that support vision and goals (Forner et al., 2012; Waters & Marzano, 
2007). The pressures of many competing constituencies and interests create unique stressors upon 
superintendents (Blumberg & Blumberg, 1985; Ehrman & Wolff, 2019; Glass, 2003; Glass & 
Franceschini, 2007; Hawk & Martin, 2011; Richardson 1998, Tienken & Domenech, 2021). Those 
pressures may negatively impact superintendents’ behavior, judgment, performance, and longevity 
(Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Barling & Cloutier, 2017).  

More than half of superintendents have been in their current position for five years or less 
(McCord & Finnan, 2019, p. 13). Superintendent tenure was positively correlated with student 
achievement – with evidence of impact as early as year 2 of a superintendent’s employment, and 
correlated to long-term stability of the district through development of a shared vision for the dis-
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trict and goals for instruction, monitoring goals for achievement and instruction, identifying re-
sources to support instructional goals, and providing staff with the necessary training to implement 
initiatives (Waters & Marzano, 2007, p. 10). 

Previous studies have found evidence that school leaders used religious practices such as 
meditation, prayer, and solitude to cope with difficult times (Carleton et al., 2018; Kohn, 2008; 
Metzger, 2006). Zaharris et al. (2017) found in a qualitative study of eight building level adminis-
trators that school leaders who engaged in religious practices were deeply committed to their work 
but were less satisfied with life. Zaharris (2017) postulated that these school leaders lacked balance 
between personal and professional demands, which was stressful.  

Few quantitative studies regarding relationships between religious practices and stress 
management or leadership efficacy are available for school district leaders. Research in these areas 
has more usually employed qualitative methodologies and focused on school building level lead-
ership. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
Religious beliefs and faith practices have been shown to aid in management of stress for 

high-level executives and have been related to practices which included elements of TL, including 
moral commitment, integrity, and altruism, and values such as liberty, equality, justice, and respect 
(Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Carleton, Barling, & Trivisonno, 2018). TL encompasses and builds 
upon the principles of servant leadership and spiritual leadership. This quantitative study used the 
theoretical framework of TL to investigate whether the presence or absence of religious beliefs 
and faith practices resulted in better stress management for public school superintendents.  

 
Methodology 

 
Superintendents from Illinois were invited to take a structured survey that included demo-

graphic questions and selected items from the Baylor Religion Survey (BRS) to answer the re-
search questions. Simple and multiple regression was used for statistical analysis of questions re-
garding religious beliefs/practices and stress management.  

 
Sample 
 

The survey was sent to all 882 public school superintendents in Illinois and 143 responded 
with at least one answer. One hundred and seventeen superintendents substantially completed the 
survey and were included in the analysis, yielding a response rate of 13.3 percent. Superintendents 
were considered to have substantially completed the survey if they responded with most of the 
demographic information and completed the subscales for the BRS. Respondents with incomplete 
demographic information were analyzed when possible.  

Participants were typically male (74.4%), married (91.5%), with an average age of 50.79 
years, had served as a superintendent for an average of 9.19 years, and in their current position for 
6.29 years. All but one participant identified race as white. One male respondent identified race as 
Asian. Table 1 summarizes demographic information for study participants.  
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Table 1: Participant Characteristics 
 

Characteristic Participants 
(N = 117) 

Gender  
  Male 87 (74.4%) 
  Female 30 (25.6%) 
Age  
  M (SD) 50.8 (7.0) 
Race  
  White 116 (99.1%) 
  Asian 1 (0.9%) 
Marital status  
  Divorced-not currently married 7 (6.0%) 
  Married 107 (91.5%) 
  Single-never married 2 (1.7%) 
  Widowed-not currently married 1 (0.9%) 
Years as superintendenta  
   M (SD) 9.2 (5.6) 
Years in current positionb  
   M (SD) 6.3 (4.4) 

aN = 115. 
bN = 116. 
 

Most respondents served rural (65%) or suburban districts (32.5%), with 54.7% of those 
districts classified as unit, 35.9% as elementary, and 9.4% as high school districts. Districts ranged 
in size from 1-25 schools, with total enrollments ranging from 54 to 13,308 students, a median of 
908 students. Of those districts, 32.5% were categorized as Tier 1 for state funding purposes, or at 
the lowest percentage of funding adequacy, 40.2% Tier 2, 12% Tier 3, and 15.4% at Tier 4, or the 
highest percentage of funding adequacy. On average, 85% of schools within the districts served 
by the respondents received ESSA designations of commendable or exemplary. Table 2 summa-
rizes descriptive information for the school districts represented in the study. 
 

Table 2: Corresponding Participant District Characteristics 
 

Characteristic Participant districts 
(N = 117) 

Level of funding adequacy  
  Tier 1 (lowest) 38 (32.5%) 
  Tier 2 47 (40.2%) 
  Tier 3 14 (12.0%) 
  Tier 4 18 (15.4%) 
Type of school district  
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Characteristic 
Participant districts 
(N = 117) 

  Rural 76 (65.0%) 
  Non-rural 41 (35.0%) 
    Urban 2 (1.7%) 
    Suburban 38 (32.5%) 
    University town 1 (0.9%) 
  Elementary 42 (35.9%) 
  High school 11 (9.4%) 
  Unit 64 (54.7%) 
District enrollment including PreKa  
  Mdn (IQR) 908 (1156) 
% of schools rated commendable or exemplaryb  
  < 80% 27 (22.8%) 
  ≥ 80% 88 (77.2%) 

aN = 113. 
bN = 114. 
 

Definition of Survey Variables 
 

Degree of Religious Belief/Practices 
 

Religious practices include belief in God or a higher power, attendance at religious services 
at a place of worship, prayer, reading sacred books, and meditation. Sixteen questions from the 
BRS were included in the survey to assess religious practices. For each question, participants were 
assigned a score of 0, 1, or 2 depending on the degree of professed belief or practice. For example, 
one question stated, “How often do you turn to your religion or your spiritual beliefs to help you 
deal with your daily problems?” Response options included “Never,” “Rarely,” “Sometimes,” “Of-
ten,” and “Always”. Those that responded “Never” were assigned 0 points for this question, those 
that responded “Rarely” or “Sometimes” were assigned 1 point, and those that responded “Often” 
or “Always” were assigned 2 points. The values were added together to obtain a final score for 
Religious Practices between 0 and 32. Table 3 summarizes the point assignments for the specific 
scoring for each question. The survey questions are included in Appendix B. 
 

Table 3: BRS Religious Practice/Belief Questions and Scoring for Specific Responses 
 

 Response score 
Religious practice 
question 

 
0 

 
1 

 
2 

How religious do you 
consider yourself? 

Not Slightly, Moderately Very 

How spiritual do you 
consider yourself? 

Not Slightly, Moderately Very 
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How often attend reli-
gious services? 

Never, less than once a 
year 

Once or twice a year, 
several times a year, 
once a month 

2-3 times a month, 
once a week, twice a 
week or more 

How often do you 
pray? 

Never, certain occa-
sions 

Once a week or less, 
few times a week 

Once a day, two or 
more times a day 

How often do you read 
sacred books? 

Never, less than once a 
year, once or twice a 
year 

Several times a year, 
once a month, 2-3 
times a month, once a 
week 

Several times a week 

How often do you 
meditate? 

Never, certain occa-
sions 

Once a week or less, 
few times a week 

Once a day, two or 
more times a day 

Personal beliefs about 
God 

Don’t know, do not 
believe, have no opin-
ion 

Some doubts, some-
times believe, higher 
power 

No doubt God exists 

God seems impersonal 
to me 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

God seems to have lit-
tle or no interest in my 
personal problems 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

God knows when I 
need support 

Strongly disagree, dis-
agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

God is generally re-
sponsive to me 

Strongly disagree, dis-
agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

I decide what to do 
without relying on 
God 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

When good or bad 
things happen, I see it 
as part of God’s plan 

Strongly disagree, dis-
agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

God has decided what 
my life will be 

Strongly disagree, dis-
agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

I depend on God for 
help and guidance 

Strongly disagree, dis-
agree 

Agree Strongly agree 

How often do you turn 
to your religion or 
spiritual beliefs to deal 
with daily problems? 

Never, rarely Sometimes Often, always 

 
Religious Practices and BRS 
 

The BRS is a national survey of religious beliefs, values, and behaviors that has been ad-
ministered in 2005, 2007, 2010, 2013, 2017, and 2021. Some of the questions on the BRS were 
outside of the scope of this investigation. With permission from the BRS authors, the BRS was 
modified for this research by selecting only those questions that directly related to evaluating the 
religious beliefs and religious practices, and lifestyle behaviors, feelings, and health related to 
stress levels of study participants. Appendix B displays communications with Baylor University 
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regarding permission to use the BRS as part of this study, the questions asked on the full BRS, 
which questions were omitted from the modified form used for the present study and the actual 
survey questions used for this study. 

 
Degree of Stress Management and Baylor Religion Survey 
 

Stress may involve multiple aspects of an individual’s life, including relationships, health, 
lifestyle choices, and emotional well-being. Thirty-seven relationship, lifestyle, and physical and 
emotional health questions from the BRS were administered to participants to assess stress man-
agement. Each response was assigned a score of 0, 1, or 2 depending on degree of professed stress 
management. For example, one question asked, “In general, would you say your health is: Excel-
lent, Very good, Good, Fair, or Poor?” Individuals who responded “Fair” or “Poor” were assigned 
0 points, those that responded “Good” were assigned 1 point, and those that responded “Very 
good” were assigned 2 points. The values were added together to obtain a final score for Stress 
Management between 0 and 74. Table 4 summarizes the point assignments for the specific scoring 
for each question.  

 
Table 4: BRS Stress Management Questions and Scoring for Specific Responses 

 
 Response score 
Stress management 
questions 

 
0 

 
1 

 
2 

Trust people Little, none Some A lot 
Health Fair, poor Good Very good 
Happy with your life Not too happy Pretty happy Very happy 
Trouble falling asleep Most of the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 
Felt rested in the morn-
ing 

Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most of the time 

Physical health condi-
tions that limit activity 

Yes  No 

Take medication for 
anxiety 

Yes  No 

In past week:    
a. Bothered by 

things that don’t 
usually bother 
me 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

b. Could not shake 
off the blues 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

c. Felt I was as 
good as other 
people 

Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most or all the time 

d. Had trouble 
keeping my 
mind on what I 
was doing 

Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

e. Felt depressed Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 
f. Felt too tired to 

do things 
Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 
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 Response score 
Stress management 
questions 

 
0 

 
1 

 
2 

g. Felt happy Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most or all the time 
h. Enjoyed life Hardly ever, never Some of the time Most or all the time 
i. Felt sad Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 
j. Felt people dis-

liked me 
Most or all the time Some of the time Hardly ever, never 

Extent to which you 
agree/disagree: 

   

a. Looking for 
something that 
makes my life 
feel meaningful 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree, undecided Strongly disagree 

b. Have a good 
sense of what 
makes my life 
meaningful 

Strongly disagree, disa-
gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

c. I have satisfy-
ing life purpose 

Strongly disagree, disa-
gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

d. My life has no 
clear purpose 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree, undecided Strongly disagree 

How close do you feel to 
the following? 

   

a. Your family Not very, not at all Somewhat, undecided Very 
b. Your friends Not very, not at all Somewhat, undecided Very 
c. Neighbors Not very, not at all Somewhat, undecided Very 

Did any of these things 
occur in the past year? 
What was its effect on 
you? 

   

a. Had a child Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

b. Got married Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

c. Divorced/Sepa-
rated 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

d. Death of loved 
one 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

e. Lost a job Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

f. Long-term ill-
ness or injury 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 
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 Response score 
Stress management 
questions 

 
0 

 
1 

 
2 

g. Moved Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

h. House fore-
closed 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

i. Crisis of faith Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

j. Failed at some-
thing important 
to me 

Happened, very stressful Happened, somewhat 
stressful 

Did not happen, hap-
pened and not at all 
stressful 

Rate agree or disagree 
with following: 

   

a. I bounce back 
quickly after 
hard times 

Strongly disagree, disa-
gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

b. Does not take 
me long to re-
cover from 
stressful event 

Strongly disagree, disa-
gree 

Agree, undecided Strongly agree 

c. Have a hard 
time making it 
through stress-
ful event 

Strongly agree, agree Disagree, undecided Strongly disagree 

 
Demographic Questions 
 

Participants were asked to report the following personal characteristics: gender, age, race, 
total years of experience in current position, and total years of experience as superintendent. Since 
only one participant identified as non-white, the analysis of the factor of race could not be mean-
ingfully run and was removed from the study.  

Participants reported the following characteristics for the districts where currently em-
ployed: current level of funding adequacy used for calculating district state-aid payments within 
the state’s evidence-based funding system; district type as urban, suburban, rural, or university 
town; district type as elementary, high school, or unit; number of students currently enrolled in 
prekindergarten through 12th grade; and percentage of schools within their district that achieved 
ESSA designations of commendable or exemplary. A high number of respondents identified their 
school district as rural. Post-hoc analysis was conducted for categories of rural and non-rural. The 
non-rural category was comprised of participants from suburban, urban, and university town dis-
tricts. 
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Data Management and Statistical Analysis 
 

Simple and multiple linear regression were used to evaluate associations between degree 
of religious practice and degree of stress management by superintendents. Effect sizes were as-
sessed using partial correlations, rp. All statistical tests were performed at the .05 significance 
level. Confidence intervals were calculated to represent a .95 coverage probability. Planned anal-
yses by research question are summarized in Table 5. 

 
Table 5: Research Questions and Analyses 

 
Research Questions Variables Planned Analysis 
1. Is there a statistically significant as-
sociation between the degree of reli-
gious practice and superintendent 
leadership style?  

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores  

Multivariate regression with a 
predictor for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice 

1a. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by gender? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, gender  
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, gender, 
and the corresponding inter-
action 

1b. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by age? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, age 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, age, and 
the corresponding interaction 

1c. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by race? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, race 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, race, 
and the corresponding inter-
action 

1d. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by years of experience as a 
superintendent? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, years of 
experience as a superin-
tendent 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, years of 
experience, and the corre-
sponding interaction 

1e. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by years of experience in 
current position? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, years of 
experience in current po-
sition 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, years of 
experience in current posi-
tion, and the corresponding 
interaction 

1f. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by the school district’s 
level of funding adequacy within the 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, level of 
funding adequacy 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, level of 
funding adequacy, and the 
corresponding interaction 
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state’s evidence-based funding sys-
tem? 
1g. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by type of school district? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, type of 
school district 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, type of 
school district, and the corre-
sponding interaction 

1h. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by student enrollment in 
Pre-K through 12th grade? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, enroll-
ment  
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, student 
enrollment, and the corre-
sponding interaction 

1i. Is the observed association be-
tween the degree of religious practice 
and superintendent leadership style 
moderated by the percentage of 
schools in the district achieving ESSA 
designations of commendable or ex-
emplary? 

IV: Degree of religious 
belief/practice, percent 
ESSA commendable/ 
exemplary 
DV: MLQ subscale 
scores 

Multivariate regression with 
predictors for degree of reli-
gious belief/practice, percent 
ESSA commendable/exem-
plary, and the corresponding 
interaction 

Note. DV = Dependent Variable. IV = Independent Variable. 
 

Assumptions 
 

This study assumed that questions selected from the BRS were sufficiently robust to meas-
ure religious beliefs and practices and provided lifestyle and health information related to stress 
management as reported by superintendents. This study further assumed that the volunteer sample 
was representative of the general population of superintendents, and that superintendents who par-
ticipated in the study accurately responded to the survey questions. 

 
Limitations 

 
Results may not be representative of superintendents throughout the state of Illinois as the 

study sample was 99% Caucasian and heavily weighted toward rural school systems. Items from 
BRS were used to assess stress and religious practice. BRS is not validated for this purpose, so 
results should be viewed with caution. It is possible that potential participants who were religious 
were more likely to take the survey once they saw the topic, which may have impacted results.  

A multiple regression quantitative study may provide correlation information, but it cannot 
prove causation. The survey was conducted during the 1st few months of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which resulted in statewide closing of schools from mid-March 2020 to the end of that school year. 
These changes, along with related changes in the larger society, significantly increased pressures 
and workload on school leaders and may have affected the responses to the survey for this study. 

 
Delimitations 

 
This study was limited to superintendents within one Midwestern state and focused on self-

reported religious beliefs and practices, relationship, lifestyle, and physical and emotional health. 



28                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

Many additional factors could and should be studied, but scope was limited to key factors of inter-
est to keep the survey at a manageable length for participants. Quantitative methods were chosen 
to fill a gap in the literature, specifically the limited quantitative research related to the questions 
addressed in this study.  

 
Discussion of Findings: Stress Management and Religious Practice 

 
Religious practice scores averaged 61% of 30 possible points (M = 18.35).  Stress/health scores 
averaged 81% of 74 possible points (M = 59.66).  To answer the first research question, the asso-
ciation between degree of religious practice and degree of stress management was evaluated using 
simple and multiple linear regression (see Table 6).  
 

Table 6: Overall Association Between Degree of Stress Management and Degree of Religious 
Practice and Corresponding Interactions with Participant and District Characteristics 

 

Characteristic 
Intercept  Slope 

rp 
 
p B 95% CI  B 95% CI 

Overall 57.55 [53.98, 61.11]  0.12 [-0.06, 0.29]  .193 
Gender       .057 
  Male 56.49 [52.40, 60.58]  0.21 [0.01, 0.41] .19  
  Female 60.72 [53,88, 67.55]  -0.17 [-0.51, 0.17] -.09  
Age       .373 
Years as superintendent       .180 
Years in current position       .299 
Level of funding ade-
quacy 

      .348 

Type of school district         
  Rural/non-rural       .746 
  Elementary/high 

school/unit 
      .777 

PreK-12th grade enroll-
ment 

      .952 

% ESSA commendable / 
exemplary schools 

       
.667 

Note. Values of p in participant and district characteristic rows correspond to tests of interaction between the degree 
of religious practice and the given characteristic. 
 

No statistically significant overall associations were observed between degree of religious 
practice and degree of stress management. Further, no statistically significant interaction with de-
gree of religious practice was observed for any of the participant or district characteristics. Alt-
hough not statistically significant, some degree of differentiation in the association between the 
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degrees of religious practice and stress management was observed based on gender (p = .057). In 
particular, male superintendents who professed a higher degree of religious practice also demon-
strated a greater tendency toward stress management. Conversely, female superintendents exhib-
ited little to no association between religious practice and stress management. 
 

Optional Open-Ended Question 
 

The survey included an optional question that allowed superintendents to share any 
thoughts, comments, or anecdotes related to the topic so that related examples could bring life to 
the statistical analysis. Written comments on this item were categorized using content analysis. 
Twenty participants provided a response to this item pertaining to the research topic. Nine com-
ments (all male: four from rural, and five from unit districts) stated that a relationship with God 
was important to the work of a superintendent. One (male, rural, unit district) found purpose in 
Christ. Two (one male, one female: both rural unit districts,) said God gives people tools for more 
effective living. Three believe in a higher power and agreed that good conduct, prayer, love, and 
positive thoughts were important (two males, one female, three elementary districts: two non-rural 
and one rural). Two people gave examples of answers to prayer (one male, one female: one rural 
district and one unit district,). Three said that the COVID-19 pandemic affected their responses 
(two males, one female: two elementary districts, one unit district, two rural and one non-rural).  
 

Discussion of Findings: Stress Management for School Leaders 
 

One goal of this study was to identify potential supports for school leaders to manage stress. 
Previous studies found evidence that school leaders used religious practices such as meditation, 
prayer, and solitude to cope with difficult times (Carleton et al., 2018; Kohn, 2008; Metzger, 2006). 
Zaharris et al. (2017) found that school leaders who engaged in religious practices were deeply 
committed to their work but were less satisfied with life, possibly lacking balance between per-
sonal and professional demands.   

The present study agreed in large measure with these previous studies by finding that some 
superintendents engage in religious practices in an effort to manage the demands of their work, 
but no significant statistical association was found to validate the effectiveness of this approach. 
These outcomes suggested possible hypotheses for further study. One hypothesis is that religious 
practices do not have an impact on school leaders’ ability to do their job or manage stress. It is 
merely a placebo effect or coping mechanism but makes no difference in outcomes or performance. 
A second hypothesis is that religious individuals view their roles as spiritual callings and feel the 
responsibilities of their position more keenly, thus creating more stress for themselves than non-
religious individuals. Religious individuals engage in spiritual practices to manage this stress and 
continue with their work more effectively than if they did not engage in spiritual practices. More 
study is needed to identify ways for superintendents to effectively manage stress. 
 

Implications for Practice 
 

School boards, professional organizations, and individual superintendents should consider 
placing greater emphasis on managing superintendent stress. The superintendency is highly stress-
ful (Blumberg & Blumberg, 1985; Ehrman & Wolff, 2019; Glass, 2003; Glass & Franceschini, 
2007; Hawk & Martin, 2011; Richardson, 1998) and those job pressures may negatively impact 
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the behavior, judgment, performance, and longevity of those who hold those positions (Glass & 
Franceschini, 2007; Barling & Cloutier, 2017). To that end, it is important that we continue to 
explore the topic and identify effective methods that individuals can employ in their own lives, 
and ways for colleagues, professional associations, and school boards to support superintendents.  

 
Implications for Future Research 

 
Superintendents experience significant levels of stress in their work and need effective 

methods to manage that stress. Future studies should explore specific mechanisms used by super-
intendents to manage stress, such as specific religious practices, exercise, sleep, medication, alco-
hol, counseling, professional or other group involvement, and hobbies, and compare with stress 
levels of superintendents to determine which, if any, are effective. This would be a useful study 
for educational leaders and leaders in other fields. Future research should use validated tests for 
stress and religious practices to assess these constructs and their relationship, if any. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Public school superintendents face significant stressors from wide-ranging pressures and 

would benefit from improved understanding of ways to manage stress and effective ways to lead 
schools in stressful times. This study generally supported findings from related research that 
showed many superintendents engage in religious practices. However, little evidence supports the 
efficacy of those practices on stress management. More research is needed to better identify which, 
if any, stress management strategies have value for superintendents. 

It is this researcher’s hope that school boards, professional organizations, and individual 
superintendents place greater emphasis on managing stress. The job pressures of the superintend-
ency may negatively impact the behavior, judgment, performance, and longevity of those who hold 
those positions (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Bartling & Cloutier, 2017). To that end, it is im-
portant that we continue to explore the topic and work to identify effective methods that individuals 
can employ in their own lives, and also ways for colleagues, professional organizations, and school 
boards to support superintendents in their vital work. 
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APPENDIX 
SURVEY DOCUMENTS 

 

Baylor Religion Survey Documents 

Communications with Baylor University regarding permission to use the Baylor Religion Survey 

(BRS) as part of this study. Questions from the BRS, Wave 5 are published at https://www.bay-

lor.edu/baylorreligionsurvey/doc.php/289167.pdf. This research study used the following se-

lected questions from the BRS: 3-5, 12-14, 17, 20, 24, 33, 37-38, 40-43, 48, 51, 65, 70, and 71. 

Results from the BRS are available at http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descrip-

tions/BRS5.asp 
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Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire Documents 
 
Permission to use the MLQ (5x-Short) as part of this study, and sample questions asked on the 
MLQ (5x-Short) 
 

 
 



36                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 

 
 
 
 



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
37 

 
Survey Questions 



38                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 

  



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
39 

 

  



40                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 

  



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
41 

 

  



42                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 

  



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
43 

 



44                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

   



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
45 



46                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
47 

 



48                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
49 

 



50                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
51 

 



52                                                                          Wilson —Correlations between Religious Practices 
 

 



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
53 



  

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Elementary School Principals’ Perceptions Regarding  
Early Childhood Education 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
  

                        Denise D. Cunningham, Sascha Mowrey, & Sarah Jean Baker 
Missouri State University 

 
 

Abstract  
 

Elementary principals are increasingly responsible for the supervision, support, and eval-
uation of early childhood teachers and young children. Previous research demonstrated 
that principals may prefer to hire elementary-certified rather than early childhood-certi-
fied teachers and that principals without early childhood preparation may not advocate 
for developmentally appropriate practices. This study examines elementary principals’ 
preparation for and perceptions of early childhood education, including their knowledge 
of child development and hiring preferences. We use state certification data to understand 
principals’ preparation and survey data to explore principals’ perceptions and practices.  
Findings indicate that few principals hold early childhood certification while most super-
vise early childhood teachers and young children. Principals also indicated a lack of com-
mitment to the PreK-3 continuum. Along with previous literature, our findings suggest that 
principal preparation requirements should be revised to ensure that all who support and 
evaluate early childhood teachers and young children receive relevant coursework and 
experiences.  

 
Keywords: principals, preparation, early childhood education, perceptions, elementary 
 

 
Introduction 

 
Strong leadership is vital for any organization, including our schools.  School principals affect 
both teacher and student performance.  While teachers influence the children in their classroom, 
principals impact all the students in the school building. In fact, a principal’s leadership is only 
second to teaching for impact on children’s learning outcomes (Mead, 2011).  Therefore, it is im-
perative that schools have effective and knowledgeable principals, and those principals hire the 
most qualified teachers to maximize student achievement.    

Twenty years ago, the federal government in the United States set a goal that all children 
would enter school ready to learn (Goals 2000: Educate Americans Act of 2000).  Accordingly, 
the U.S. federal government and many individual states are investing in early childhood education 
(ECE) programs (birth - third grade), especially for children at risk for school failure. There is a 
consensus that high-quality early childhood programs are vital for cognitive, social, and academic 
outcomes (Barnett, 2011; Calder, 2014), make a significant impact on long-term health and well-
being (Phillips and Meloy, 2012), and aid in the development of citizenship, and relationship-
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building, (Douglas, 2018).  Studies show that achievement gaps appear early in a child’s life and 
widen over the years a child is in school (PreKindergarten-3rd Grade National Work Group, 
2013).  Attending high-quality PreKindergarten (PreK) programs for one- or two years at ages 3 
and 4 will reduce the gap by about one-third (Reynolds, et. al., 2017).  Although this reduction is 
impressive, it is apparent we must look beyond one or two years of PreK for answers to our edu-
cational shortfalls.   
   A national discussion in the United States has been underway regarding the disconnect in 
early childhood between the birth-to-age-five sector and kindergarten to third grade.  The PreK-
3rd movement intends to create a continuum of learning (Ritchie and Gutmann, 2014) that con-
centrates on quality services for children and families along that continuum.  This intervention 
includes a focus on bridging the disparities between the ECE field and the K-12 school system 
(Howard, 2008). The PreK-3 continuum builds on the notion that achievement gaps reflect frag-
mented services and inconsistent quality from grade to grade and accounts for a “fade-out” effect 
(Guernsey et al., 2014).  This means even if a child receives a high-quality PreK experience, the 
effects begin to fade out or converge without appropriate curriculum and high-quality teaching in 
kindergarten through third grade. Typically, school district transition policies focus on supporting 
children moving from PreK to kindergarten and kindergarten to elementary school.  Research sug-
gests that without successful transitions from a high-quality early childhood system to a high-
quality elementary system, the academic and social gains that a child makes in the early years may 
not transfer to future long-term success (Howard, 2008). Principals who understand ECE could 
provide support for seamless transition through the continuum as the instructional leaders of their 
school (Hallissey, 2017). 

The current study examines principals’ preparation for and experiences in early childhood 
education. Given the focus on preschool/prekindergarten of previous studies, the current study 
examines the full spectrum of ECE in public schools, following the PreK-3 continuum.   

     
Literature Review 

 
Principals’ Background and Preparation 
 

The National Governors Association acknowledged that two of the most important criteria 
for student success are principal leadership and high-quality instruction in PreK-3 in the United 
States (Szekely, 2013).  Over the past two decades, the number of preschool/pre-kindergarten 
classrooms housed in elementary schools has increased exponentially.  In 2000, there were about 
776,000 prekindergarten students enrolled in elementary school, whereas, in the fall of 2020, 1.5 
million prekindergarten children were projected to be enrolled (National Center for Educational 
Statistics, 2020).  This puts 3- and 4-year olds under the supervision and leadership of elementary 
school principals across the country.   Research finds that about one-fourth of school leaders have 
an early childhood background (Abel et al., 2016).  Many principals likely do not have any training 
and only limited experiences with early childhood classrooms (Mead, 2011). It is estimated that 
only one out of five principals in the United States believe they are well-trained in early childhood 
(Bouffard, 2018).  Principals may not understand nor have been exposed to developmentally ap-
propriate practices (DAP) or constructivist teaching approaches.  They may hold beliefs that early 
childhood teacher preparation is less rigorous than elementary (ELEM) preparation (Abers-Biddle, 
2014). Principals may be more likely to hire ELEM-certified teachers for the primary grades be-
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cause their own preparation aligns more closely with ELEM than ECE (Abel et al., 2016).  Princi-
pals often have only a rudimentary understanding of what teachers should know about child de-
velopment to support cognitive and social-emotional development, let alone whether they are us-
ing appropriate practices in their classrooms. For these reasons, many principals believe they need 
more training in ECE curriculum, developmental milestones, appropriate behavioral expectations, 
and disciplinary practices, and providing pedagogical support to ECE teachers (Shue et al., 2010).  
Without an understanding of ECE, principals’ explicit leadership decisions may conflict with DAP 
(Hallissey, 2017).  For example, school decisions to restrict play (both inside and outside), utiliza-
tion of extrinsic rewards, and elimination of the arts are diametrically opposite of ECE beliefs and 
foundational research of DAP (Copple and Bredekamp, 2008). These decisions may have a nega-
tive impact on children’s learning and development including opportunities for building self-reg-
ulation.   

Despite the research, the vast majority of educational leadership programs, state licensure 
exams, or certification requirements across the United States do not mandate knowledge of ECE 
(Brown et al., 2014).   The background and experiences of principals vary greatly and often include 
fields such as elementary education, secondary education content areas, art, or music   (Abel et al., 
2016).  
 
Principals’ Staffing Preferences 
 
  Teacher certification requirements and the issuance of teaching certificates (or licenses) 
for grade levels or content areas are set by each state. “Grade-level overlap” occurs when certifi-
cation is shared for one or more grade levels (Fowler, 2017).  When focusing on the grades in-
cluded in the PreK-3 continuum, two certification areas overlap – early childhood education and 
elementary education. When states addressed the need for special licensure for teachers of young 
children by creating the ECE certification area, most did not reconfigure the ELEM certification 
area – causing grade-level overlap.  During the 1970s – 1990s, grade-level overlap steadily in-
creased (Fowler, 2017).  In the state where the current study was conducted, as in many other 
states, ECE certification covers birth through third grade and ELEM encompasses grades first - 
sixth, overlapping three grades (first, second, and third).  
 Elementary school principals should be concerned about grade-level overlap because there 
are major differences between the histories, beliefs, and practices between ECE and ELEM teach-
ers.  The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) provides guidelines 
for DAP for teaching children from birth through age eight (Bredekamp, 1987; Copple and 
Bredekamp, 2008).  Beyond the use of DAP, and perhaps more relevant for today’s principals, 
ECE certification impacts student outcomes.  Teachers who use developmentally appropriate 
teaching strategies were associated with positive student outcomes in first and second grades as 
well as higher achievement test scores (Huffman and Spears, 2000).  Hooper (2018) found a pos-
itive, significant effect on kindergarten achievement in reading and mathematics when their teach-
ers were ECE-certified.   

Many principals, however, do not value the differences between certification areas (Engel, 
2013).  Rather, principals tend to look at a mix of personal and professional qualities when making 
hiring or staffing decisions, with the expectation that all teachers, regardless of certification area, 
will know the content, teach it, and motivate students to learn (Harris et al., 2010).  Studies on 
principal hiring decisions have also indicated that teachers are hired if they have more subject-area 
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experience, justifying that an ELEM teacher can be moved across a larger grade span than an ECE 
teacher (Albers-Biddle, 2013).  

In Florida, elementary principals stated they did not know the differences between ECE 
and ELEM and that the certification area was irrelevant (Albers-Biddle, 2014).  However, they 
tended to hire teachers that held ELEM certification over ECE because they could move ELEM 
teachers around to a wider range of grade levels.  Also in this study, principals indicated they 
believed specialized knowledge was needed for primary teachers but they did not know what these 
practices looked like or how they were different.  Finally, although all principals in the Florida 
study stated they knew about DAP, probing questions revealed principals had little understanding 
of the foundations of ECE or appropriate practices (Albers-Biddle, 2014).  This would suggest that 
teachers who are most qualified for the early primary grades may not be the teachers principals 
prefer to hire. 

 
Principals’ Perceptions of Early Childhood   
 
 Considering their hiring preferences, one might question principals’ perceptions about 
ECE.  Several studies have examined principals’ perceptions about preschool, prekindergarten, or 
early childhood leadership.  One study examined Nebraska’s school administrators’ (both princi-
pals and superintendents) perceptions of preschool education (Florendo, 2012).  This study posed 
questions to administrators around four categories – Research about PreK, Perceptions of PreK, 
Curriculum, and Resources.  Administrators ranked their knowledge of Curriculum as the highest 
category and Resources for early childhood as the lowest.   
 Several years later, Williams (2015) studied Alabama principals’ perceptions of the bene-
fits of prekindergarten.  This study used the Florendo (2012) Likert-scaled questions and intro-
duced demographic variables that were used to examine principals’ responses. These variables 
included gender, race, years of experience, education level, school classification, school enroll-
ment, and free/reduced lunch.  Williams found, similar to Florendo (2012), that principals 
believed themselves knowledgeable about early childhood curriculum.  Identification of letters and 
numbers, learning to write one’s name, expanding vocabulary, and learning social and emotional 
skills were identified as being of high importance to principals for PreK children.  Additionally, 
demographic variables of race, years of experience, educational level, school classification, school 
enrollment, and free/reduced lunch rate, and Title 1/Non-Title 1 revealed statistically significant 
relationships with principals' perceived benefits of prekindergarten (Williams, 2015).    
 The National Principals’ Survey on Early Childhood Instructional Leadership (Abel et al., 
2016) reported data from 321 principals from across the United States.  The vast majority of 
schools from the survey were identified as PreK – 8th grade while about 15% were providing PreK 
only.  About 24% of the principals held ECE certification and about 62% had reported having 
experience teaching early childhood or elementary education (Abel et al., 2016).  According to the 
national survey results, principals believe they have knowledge of and strong relationships with 
federally funded PreK programs in their community.  An examination of the importance of class-
room activities (e.g., learning areas, children interacting, dramatic play, independent seatwork, 
whole group instruction, letter recognition, and technology use) in PreK, kindergarten, and first 
grade suggest that children using learning areas and children interacting were deemed nearly 
equally important across the three grade levels while the use of dramatic play was seen the least 
important in first grade compared to all activities.  Independent seatwork was identified as least 
important in PreK and most important in first grade. Whole group instruction was nearly equally 
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important in kindergarten and first grade and not very important in PreK.  Letter recognition was 
most important in kindergarten, slightly less important in first grade, and least important in PreK.     
 The national survey also investigated the instructional leadership roles and responsibilities 
of principals. Nearly 80% of principals identified creating collegiality (81%), completing formal 
evaluations (80%), and observing and providing feedback and support (77%) as the most fre-
quently identified responsibilities.  Under 40% of surveyed principals believed their roles should 
include establishing a data system (37%), aligning curriculum to the Prek-3 continuum (34%), and 
ensuring that appropriate child assessment was occurring (28%).   
 

Purpose of the Study 
 

Too many elementary principals lack the early childhood knowledge and instructional lead-
ership skills to ensure consistent, seamless instruction every year from prekindergarten through 
third grade and rarely do principal preparation programs close this gap in their knowledge.  Thus, 
we must ask, “Are young children receiving the fundamental early childhood education that is 
developmentally appropriate and will lead to lasting outcomes?”  It seems important to describe 
the instructional leadership and teacher support that is present in our schools to identify what re-
sources and opportunities are needed to assist principals in their development as leaders presiding 
over preschool through third-grade children. 

 
Research Questions 

 
The research for this study is framed around the following questions:   
 
1. To what extent do elementary principals hold early childhood certification and to what 

extent do they supervise teachers and/or classrooms in the early childhood grades?  
2. What characteristics are important to principals when hiring a teacher for kindergarten 

and for third grade?  
3. What are principals’ beliefs about early childhood vs. elementary teachers in the pri-

mary grades (first, second, and third grades)?  
4. What are elementary principals’ perceptions about local early childhood programs and 

their knowledge of early childhood education?   
5. Is there a significant difference between principals’ perceptions of the benefits of early 

childhood education when grouped according to gender, ethnicity, qualifications, num-
ber of certifications, and years of experience?  
 

Method 
 

This study was an investigation of elementary school principals in one Midwestern state. 
The researchers used state administrative data and individually administered online surveys to as-
sess principals’ qualifications for, and perceptions of, early childhood education.  
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Measures  
 
State Administrative Data 
 

We collected state certification information about the approximately 1500 elementary prin-
cipals serving in the 2015-2016, 2016-2017, and 2017-2018 school years in one Midwestern state. 
All elementary principals must hold an appropriate administrative (principal) certification, but in 
this state, there are no requirements for the subject areas or grade levels of prior teaching certifi-
cates. Everyone's record was reviewed for non-administrative certifications. For the purposes of 
this study, the researchers indicated if an individual had an Elementary Education (ELEM) certif-
icate (grades first - sixth), an Early Childhood Education (ECE) certificate (Birth - grade three), 
an Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) certificate (Birth - grade three), or none of the 
above.   
 
Principal Survey  
 
To access principals’ perceptions, all elementary principals in the same Midwestern state were 
surveyed in the Fall of 2019.  All principals were emailed a link to an electronic survey. This 
survey was adapted from Williams’ (2015) study of the perceptions of central Alabama elementary 
principals on the benefits of pre-kindergarten programs and The National Principals Survey on 
Early Childhood Instructional Leadership (Abel et al., 2016). The survey used in the current study 
included demographic questions about the principal and their school as well as questions about 
their hiring practices for teachers in pre-kindergarten/kindergarten, and the early primary grades 
(first through third). The final section of the survey asked about principals’ perceptions of im-
portant practices and experiences in early childhood classrooms in their school.   
 
Analyses  
 

To address research question one, the team reported descriptive statistics about the per-
centage of current elementary principals across the state who hold an ECE or ECSE certificate. 
These percentages were compared to the percentage of principals who hold an ELEM certificate 
and those who do not hold an ECE, ECSE, or ELEM credential. Also, survey data were used to 
indicate what percentage of current principals supervise teachers/classrooms in the early childhood 
grades (particularly Pre-k - grade three), and what grade levels they consider to be part of their 
“early childhood program.”  

To explore research question two, descriptive statistics were reported regarding principals’ 
hiring practices for pre-kindergarten/kindergarten teachers in contrast to their hiring practices for 
first through third grade teachers. These questions included the degree and certification preferences 
for the different grade levels.   

For research question three, principals’ perceptions about the most important characteris-
tics for teachers in Kindergarten and teachers in 3rd grade were explored. Descriptive statistics 
about the percentage of principals who reported that a characteristic was important for each grade 
level were also included. Additional details about the percentage of principals reporting that a 
characteristic was important in one grade and not another were added.   

To address research question four, principals’ responses to rating scale items on the per-
ceptions survey were used. These items included two questions related to local practices (ECE 



60                                  Cunningham, Mowrey, & Baker—Elementary School Principals’ Perceptions 

recruitment for  K-3 classrooms and professional development for preschool teachers) and four 
items related to the principals’ knowledge (early brain development, positive long term ECE im-
pact studies, cost-benefit compared to later programs, and academic benefits of high-quality ECE 
program). Finally, principals’ responses about the importance of four types of skills in pre-kinder-
garten were studied.  

To examine the fifth research question, the principal survey respondents were first de-
scribed by individual and school characteristics. Then those characteristics were used to group 
principals to explore differences in their perceptions of the benefits of early childhood education. 
Analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted to explore group differences in principal per-
ceptions as reported in research question four.  
 

Results 
 

Principals’ Responsibilities and Certifications  
 

To better understand principals’ responsibilities for supervising early childhood teachers 
and classrooms, the researchers first examined the proportion of surveyed principals who reported 
supervising early childhood grades in their building. Out of 150 survey respondents, 66.7% re-
ported having a pre-kindergarten class in their building, while more than 80% reported having 
kindergarten (86.7%), first grade (84.7%), second grade (82.7%), and third grade (80.7%) classes. 
However, when asked about which grade levels were included in their early childhood program, 
principals were most clear about the youngest grades: 88.7% included pre-kindergarten and 63.3% 
included kindergarten. However, these percentages dropped sharply thereafter.  With each year 
increase, fewer and fewer principals included the grade level in their early childhood (32.0% in-
cluded first grade, 13.3% included second grade, and only 5.3 % included third grade.)     

Next, principals’ background and training in early childhood were examined by assessing 
all elementary principals’ teaching certifications. In the most recent year, 2017-2018, only 19.8% 
of principals held an ECE certificate and 1.8% held an ECSE certificate. In comparison, 71.3% 
held an ELEM certificate. Interestingly, more than 25% of elementary school principals in the 
2017-2018 school year had never held an ECE, ECSE, or ELEM certificate. Many of these prin-
cipals held only K-12 certificates in specialized areas such as art or a foreign language or moved 
to the elementary setting after having worked in middle or high schools.   

To follow up, the certifications of principals in the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 school years 
were analyzed. While many of these principals were still serving in the 2017-2018 year, looking 
at the data over time allows us to examine the trends. As shown in Table 1, the percentages of 
principals with ECE, ECSE, and ELEM certificates have remained very stable over those three 
school years.  
 

Table 1: Elementary Principals’ Certificates 
 

School Year n ELEM ECE ECSE Other Only 
2017-18 1579 71.3 19.8 1.8 25.9 
2016-17 1556 70.4 19.1 1.5 27.2 
2015-16 1525 71.7 17.9 1.6 26.1 
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 Principals’ Hiring Preferences  
 

When it comes to hiring teachers, principals’ identified preferences for the qualifications 
of teachers they hired into early childhood positions. The researchers asked principals about their 
preferences for hiring pre-kindergarten and kindergarten teachers and their preferences for first, 
second, and third grade teachers. These preferences are important because of the differences in 
certification requirements. Teachers must hold an ECE certificate to teach in pre-kindergarten or 
kindergarten. For first, second, and third grades, teachers can be hired with an ECE or ELEM 
certificate (or both).   

On the survey, principals reported that hiring pre-kindergarten and kindergarten teachers 
with a degree in early childhood education (62.7%) were most important. In comparison, 26.7% 
reported that teacher certification in early childhood education (which licensed teachers can test 
into as well) was their most important criterion, and 10.7% reported other criteria were most im-
portant in their hiring. 

When asked about hiring teachers for the grades that can have either certification (first 
second, or third), principals reported a preference for ELEM certification overall (48%). About a 
quarter of principals (24.7%) chose ECE certification as the most important, and another quarter 
(27.3%) reported no preference in certification when hiring for these grades.   

In a seemingly contradictory finding, principals reported that given two equally experi-
enced and qualified teachers for a first-grade position, overall, they would be much more likely to 
hire an ECE certified teacher (65.3%) than an ELEM certified one (34.7%).   
  
Preferred Teacher Characteristics  
 

Principals were also asked about characteristics or practices that were important to them in 
kindergarten teachers and third grade teachers. There were ten practices that principals were asked 
to report on related to teachers’ instruction: following a district curriculum, willingness to differ-
entiate, maintain a quiet room, maintaining control, providing projects, centers, and play, provid-
ing concrete relevant learning materials, designing valid tests, providing opportunities for cooper-
ative work, managing reading groups, whole group, and seat work, and integrating the curricu-
lum.    

Two characteristics were rated by most principals to be important for teachers in both kin-
dergarten and third grade classrooms (see Table 2). Both of the characteristics were related to how 
teachers teach and work with their young students. Most important was the willingness to differ-
entiate instruction based on a child’s developmental level. The second most important was the 
teacher providing opportunities for cooperative work in small informal groups. 
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Table 2: Percentage of Principals Reporting a Characteristic as Important to  
Hiring Across Grade Levels 

 

 
The two least selected characteristics were also the same across grade levels.  Maintaining 

a quiet room was the least selected criterion, with only 8.7% of principals designating it as im-
portant in kindergarten and 18.7% designating it in third grade. The ability to design valid tests 
was also not frequently selected as important. It is interesting to note that for both criteria, princi-
pals saw them as more important for third grade teachers to be able to do than for kindergarten 
teachers.    

Overall, there was only one case in which principals reported a characteristic as important 
for kindergarten teachers more often than for third grade teachers. More than 85% of principals 
said that it was important for kindergarten teachers to provide instruction consisting of projects, 
learning centers, and play-based learning. Only 62.7% of principals reported that this was im-
portant for third grade teachers. The overall ratings for importance of criteria were higher for 3rd 
grade almost across the board, perhaps indicating that there are other, untapped criteria principals 
find important in hiring kindergarten teachers. 
 
 
 
 

 Kindergarten 3rd Grade 
Ability to follow a district curric-
ulum 

49.3 70.0 

Willingness to differentiate in-
struction based on a child’s de-
velopmental level 

96.7 96.7 

Maintains a quiet room where 
children work on their own or 
with a teacher-led small group 

8.7 18.7 

Maintains classroom control 81.3 86.7 
Provides instruction consisting 
of projects, learning centers, and 
play-based learning 

85.3 62.7 

Provides learning materials that 
are concrete and relevant to chil-
dren’s life 

74.7 82.0 

Ability to design valid tests 14.0 36.7 
Provides opportunities for coop-
erative work in small, informal 
groups 

87.3 89.3 

Management of reading groups, 
whole group activities and seat 
work 

56.7 82.7 

Ability to integrate the curricu-
lum 

76.0 82.7 
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Local Practices and ECE Knowledge  
 

To explore principals’ perceptions about local practices, their own ECE knowledge, and 
program priorities for pre-kindergarten survey respondents’ ratings were analyzed. Table 3 illus-
trates the principals’ responses. Across all items, the mean principal ratings indicate “some” sup-
portive local practices, “some” early childhood education knowledge, and “some” to “a lot” of 
importance for early skills in the pre-kindergarten classroom. However, on all but two items, some 
principals indicated no supportive practices, no ECE knowledge, and that skills were not important 
in pre-kindergarten. The two items every principal reported to be at least “a little” important were 
communication, talking, and vocabulary expansion, and social and emotional skills in pre-kinder-
garten.  
 

Table 3: Elementary Principals’ Perceptions 
 

 All Respondents 
 Range Mean SD 
Local Practices    
    K-3 ECE Recruitment 1-4 3.11 .89 
    Preschool PD Opportunities 1-4 2.72 .90 

Knowledge    
     Early Brain Development 1-4 3.01 .79 

    Positive Impact Studies 1-4 2.91 .93 

     Benefit over Later Intervention  1-4 3.07 .86 
    Academic Achievement  1-4 3.29 .73 
Importance in Pre-K    
     Letter/Number ID 1-4 3.25 .73 
     Name Writing 1-4 3.17 .70 
     Communication/Vocabulary 2-4 3.84 .40 
     School Routines 1-4 3.29 .77 
     Social and Emotional Skills 2-4 3.89 .35 

 
 Differences in Principals’ Perceptions of ECE  
 

To compare principals’ perceptions of early childhood by their personal or school charac-
teristics, the researchers first had to identify the characteristics of the principal respondents to the 
survey. They are primarily white (91.3%) and female (72%) and work largely in small (50% less 
than 300 students), rural (64%), Title 1 schools (83.3%). The economic diversity in their schools 
is varied, and the principals represent a range of certifications, degrees, and years of experience as 
principals (see Table 4). This group is more likely to hold an ECE (30.7%) or ECSE certificate 
(2.7%) than elementary certification. However, it is worth noting that a larger percentage of the 
principals held Middle School certifications than held the two early childhood certificates com-
bined. 
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Table 4: Characteristics of Principal Survey Respondents 
 

Characteristic  Percent of Respondents 

Education  

     Masters  22.0 

     Education Specialist 29.3 

     Doctorate 27.3 

     Other 1.3 

Years of Principal Experience  

     Under 3 21.3 

      3-5 20.7 

      6-10 25.3 

     11-15 16.7 

     16-20 6.7 

     20+ 9.3 

Certifications  

     Early Childhood Education 30.7 

     Early Childhood Special Education 2.7 

     Elementary Education 82.7 

     Middle School 34.7 

     Secondary  28.0 

      Other 28.7 
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Group mean comparisons indicated that principals’ perceptions did vary some by sub-
group. Female respondents reported statistically higher levels of knowledge on all four of the ECE 
knowledge questions: early brain research, long term impact studies, pre-k intervention and aca-
demic achievement effects than their male counterparts (see Table 5). In contrast, male principals 
reported that letter and number ID was significantly more important in pre-kindergarten. Respond-
ents were also grouped into two groups by their previous early childhood training: those that 
have/had an Early Childhood Education certificate and those that did not. Once again, statistically 
significant differences were found between the two groups on the four knowledge questions and 
the importance of letter and number identification in pre-kindergarten (as seen in Table 5). ECE 
certified principals were significantly more likely to have knowledge of early brain development 
research positive impact studies pre-k intervention and academic achievement effects than their 
peers without ECE certification. In contrast, non-ECE certified principals were significantly more 
likely to value letter and number identification in pre-kindergarten than their ECE certified peers. 
Knowledge patterns mostly held by gender and ECE certification indicate are parallel, such that 
all groups except ECE certified principals had more knowledge of early intervention and academic 
achievement effects than they do of early brain research and positive impact studies. ECE princi-
pals also had strong knowledge of early brain research.  
 

Table 5: Principals’ Perceptions by Gender and ECE Certification [Mean (SD)] 
 

 Female 
(n=108) 

Male  
(n=42) 

ECE Certi-
fied 

Non-ECE 
Certified 

Local Practices     
    K-3 ECE Recruitment 3.19 (.90) 2.90 (.82) 3.11 (1.00) 3.12 (.84) 
    Preschool PD Opportunities 2.73 (.92) 2.69 (.84) 2.76 (.87) 2.70 (.91) 

Knowledge     
    Early Brain Development 3.18 (.72)** 2.60 (.83) 3.48 (.63) ** 2.81 (.71)  

    Positive Impact Studies 3.06 (.90)** 2.50 (.89) 3.26 (.86) ** 2.75 (.92)  

    Benefit over Later Intervention  3.22 (.81)** 2.69 (.87) 3.35 (.71) ** 2.95 (.90)  
    Academic Achievement  3.41 (.68)** 2.98 (.75 3.52 (.59) ** 3.18 (.76)  
Importance in Pre-K     
     Letter/Number ID 3.16 (.73) 3.48 (.71)** 2.98 (.75) 3.37 (.90)** 
     Name Writing 3.11(.67) 3.31 (.75) 3.00 (.73) 3.24 (.68) 
     Communication/Vocabulary 3.88 (.35) 3.74 (.50) 3.89 (.32) 3.82 (.44) 
     School Routines 3.26 (.78) 3.36 (.76) 3.24 (.82) 3.31 (.75) 
     Social and Emotional Skills 3.92 (.34) 3.83 (.38) 3.93 (.25) 3.88 (.39) 
     

 
 Comparisons by racial group were not meaningful because of the overall racial homoge-
neity of the principal respondents.  The small group size for all non-white racial groups’ means 
that is difficult to know if this difference is significant or to which group to ascribe the differences.  

Across principal reported items, the only statistically significant difference in groups di-
vided by years of experience was in their knowledge of early brain development research (see 
Table 6). Principals with more than 20 years of experience reported significantly more than those 
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with 3-15 years of experience.  Though slightly lower, those with less than 3 years and with 16-20 
years of experience were not statistically different from their most experienced peers. In this case, 
it seems that those with highest and lowest levels of experience may have received the most 
knowledge of early childhood development and effects, perhaps indicating a period in the recent 
past when this knowledge was seen as less important or relevant to principals in elementary school 
settings. 
 

Table 6: Principals’ Perceptions by Experience [Mean (SD)] 
 

 < 3 years  
(n=32) 

3-5 years 
(n=31) 

6-10 
years 
(n=38) 

11-15 
years 
(n=25) 

16-20 years 
(n=10) 

20+ years 
(n=14) 

Local Practices       
    K-3 ECE Recruitment 3.25 (.84) 3.13 (.85) 2.92 

(1.05) 
3.24 (.78) 3.00 (.94) 3.14 (.77) 

    Preschool PD Opportunities 2.53 (.88) 2.87 (.89) 2.58 
(.92) 

2.72 (.89) 3.50(.71) 2.64 (.84) 

Knowledge       
     Early Brain Development 3.06 (.76) 2.87 (.85) 2.84 

(.82) 
2.84 (.75) 3.50 (.53) 3.64 

(.50)** 
    Positive Impact Studies 2.88(.84) 2.87 (.96) 2.79 

(.94) 
2.76 (.97) 3.30 (.48) 3.36 (.93) 

     Benefit over Later Interven-
tion  

3.06 (.76) 3.00 (.93) 2.95 
(.87) 

2.92 
(1.00) 

3.40 (.70) 3.64 (.50) 

    Academic Achievement  3.25 (.72) 3.10 (.79) 3.18 
(.77) 

3.40 (.71) 3.50 (.53) 3.71 (.47) 

Importance in Pre-K       
     Letter/Number ID 3.44 (.67) 3.29 (.78) 3.13 

(.78) 
3.04 (.68) 3.30 (.48) 3.36 (.84) 

     Name Writing 3.22 (.66) 3.13 (.76) 3.16 
(.82) 

3.04 (.54) 3.20 (.63) 3.36 (.63) 

     Communication/Vocabu-
lary 

3.81 (.47) 3.84 (.37) 3.84 
(.44) 

3.72 (.46) 4.00 (.00) 4.00 (.00) 

     School Routines 3.38 (.71) 3.32 (.83) 3.21 
(.91) 

2.96 (.68) 3.60 (.52) 3.57 (.51) 

     Social and Emotional Skills 3.88 (.42) 3.90(.30) 3.84 
(.44) 

3.96 (.20) 4.00(0.00) 3.86 (.36) 

 
Finally, when respondents were grouped by their highest level of education, the only sta-

tistical difference across groups was in their reports of the availability of professional development 
for preschool teachers. A significant difference was identified with master’s degree holders report-
ing the lowest levels of professional development and Education Specialists reporting the highest 
levels (see Table 7). Overall, levels of professional development were seen to be low across all 
principal respondents. For the other criteria. The variability across principals in their understanding 
seemed to be unrelated to their highest education level. 
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Table 7: Principals’ Reports by Education Level [Mean (SD)] 
 

 Masters 
(n==33) 

Education Spe-
cialist (n=74) 

Doctorate 
(n=41) 

Other Educa-
tion 
(n=2) 

Local Practices     
    K-3 ECE Recruitment 3.12 (.86) 3.11 (.84) 3.15 (.96) 2.50 (2.12) 
    Preschool PD Opportunities 2.39(.86) 2.93 (.88)* 2.61 (.89) 2.50 (.71) 

Knowledge     
     Early Brain Development 3.09 (.91) 2.92 (74) 3.10(.80) 3.50(.71) 

    Positive Impact Studies 3.00 (1.03) 2.72 (.85) 3.15 (.94) 3.50 (.71) 

     Benefit over Later Intervention  3.06 (.83) 2.95 (.87) 3.29 (.84) 3.50 (.71) 
    Academic Achievement  3.18 (.73) 3.24 (.72) 3.44 (.74) 3.50 (.71) 
Importance in Pre-K     
     Letter/Number ID 3.21 (.70) 3.27 (.73) 3.29 (.72) 2.00 (1.41) 
     Name Writing 3.06 (.70) 3.23 (.65) 3.20 (.72) 2.00(1.41) 
     Communication/Vocabulary 3.88 (.33) 3.80 (.44) 3.88 (.33) 4.00 (.00) 
     School Routines 3.36 (.74) 3.28 (.73) 3.27 (.81) 2.50 (2.12) 
     Social and Emotional Skills 3.94 (.24) 3.88 (.40) 2.88 (.33) 4.00(.00) 

 
Discussion 

 
This study explored principals’ preparation for their leadership role in elementary schools, 

as well as their current responsibilities and perceptions regarding early childhood education. Over-
all, few principals had training or experience in early childhood education, though many supervise 
pre-kindergarten through third grade classrooms. Differences in knowledge about early childhood 
and practices emerged by subgroups, with female, very experienced, and early childhood certified 
principals demonstrating stronger knowledge of ECE.  

Our research indicates some differences from the research of Abel et al.  (2016) regarding 
certification backgrounds of principals.  They found about one-fourth of principals nationally hold 
ECE certification.  A review of our state data for principals indicates that about one-fifth of prin-
cipals in our state hold an ECE certificate.  In contrast, our survey respondents identified that more 
than one-third were ECE certified.  We believe this discrepancy, in part, can be attributed to the 
fact that principals with an ECE background were more responsive to the survey than ELEM -
certified principals because the survey dealt with early childhood topics.  It is unclear why there 
are fewer ECE-certified principals in the state than the national average.         

The results of this study indicate that ECE certification matters.  Principals with ECE cer-
tification are more knowledgeable about development in early childhood, and about DAP.  Many 
elementary education programs (and secondary education and certification programs for K-12 sub-
jects like art and music) require few, if any, child development courses. Without this knowledge, 
leaders will not understand why early childhood education is different from upper elementary ed-
ucation and may impose developmentally inappropriate practices in pre-kindergarten, kindergar-
ten, and first through third grade classrooms. Given that nearly all elementary principals oversee 
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most of the grades within the PreK-3rd continuum, an increase in the percentage of principals with 
a background in ECE and child development is needed.  
 The data also indicate that principals did not distinguish their values for teachers of kin-
dergarten and third grade. The most and least important characteristics for teachers were the same. 
This may be related to the literature, which indicates that principals do not differentiate between 
early childhood and elementary certification (Engel, 2013) and the overall search for a mix of 
professional and personal qualities is most important. The study results indicate that nearly two-
thirds of principals thought ECE certification was important for teachers of pre-kindergarten and 
kindergarten.  However, principals’ hiring preferences are less defined for the overlap grades of 
first, second, and third grade with nearly half of the surveyed principals stating they preferred an 
ELEM-certified teacher and nearly 28% indicating they had no preference of certification area.  
Perhaps these results are related to the research of Harris et al. (2010) who found that principals 
believe all teachers know their content and how to teach it.  It could also indicate indifference to 
the focus on preparation related to child development needed for teachers through at least the third 
grade.  

Although principals support and evaluate teachers in the early childhood grade levels, the 
findings from this study corroborate previous literature that suggests principals do not get adequate 
coursework or training in their leadership preparation programs to serve as instructional leaders 
for ECE classrooms (Shue et al., 2010). Previous research suggests only 20% of principals feel 
they were adequately trained for supervising ECE (Bouffard, 2018).  Similarly, in the current 
study, principals felt, overall, that they had only “some” knowledge about ECE.  It is not surprising 
that this was the result when there was such a large percentage of principals with middle school 
backgrounds that participated in the study.     

Finally, the current study suggests there is not a commitment to a PreK-3 continuum within 
the study state.  The findings clearly outlined principals’ identification of pre-kindergarten and 
kindergarten as “early childhood”. As for the overlap grades of first, second and third, our research 
clearly indicated that few principals believe the overlap grades are part of the ECE program.  Prin-
cipals showed resistance to the PreK-3 continuum even though a large percentage of the respond-
ents indicated they were ECE-certified.  The findings from this study indicate that special attention 
should be given to the overlap grades in this state to reduce the fade-out effect after moving beyond 
kindergarten. 
 

Implications 
 

 It is clear from this study and previous literature that school leaders and early childhood 
educations should advocate for more ECE knowledge and experience for principal candidates. As 
the number of preschool programs in public schools grows in the United States, it will be increas-
ingly important that building leaders can support early childhood teachers and students in high-
quality, developmentally appropriate instruction.  
 In addition, the study results suggest that a move to separate grade bands might make prep-
aration and hiring more straightforward for principals and ensure that children receive high-qual-
ity, developmentally appropriate instruction across the early childhood span. Choosing to com-
pletely separate the grade bands into distinct early childhood (birth or preschool to grade three) 
and elementary (grades fourth - eighth) ranges, like has been done in the state of Pennsylvania, is 
more likely to mean that teachers with knowledge of early childhood and DAP will be leading 
instruction for young children. 
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Future Research 
 
 Additional examination of principals’ preparation for serving as instructional leaders in 
ECE is needed. For example, a policy analysis of states’ requirements of principal preparation for 
elementary schools and an analysis of the alignment with early childhood program funding and 
site location may point to a possible source of disconnect between preparation and practice for 
principals.  This could indicate a possible direction for future change.  
 A larger-scale study of elementary principals’ perceptions of early childhood education 
and their local practices is also in order. By conducting a nationally representative study, percep-
tions and practices could be explored and connected to the structures and policies in place 
statewide, including ECE and Elementary certification availability, overlap grades, and principals' 
preparation requirements.  
 

Conclusion 
 

 Strong leadership in elementary schools requires that leaders be prepared to serve as in-
structional leaders to all of the ages and grade levels that they supervise. This preparation for early 
childhood education (through third grade) includes an understanding of child development and 
developmentally appropriate practices for teaching young children.   Current certification struc-
tures across the United States mean that elementary principals are most likely to hold elementary 
education certification, which often does not include any child development coursework. How-
ever, most elementary principals supervise multiple early childhood grade levels. Principals’ 
knowledge and perceptions of childhood education are related to their own experience and educa-
tion. Thus, specific opportunities in leadership preparation for learning about and preparing to 
appropriately support and develop early childhood educators are desperately needed.   
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Abstract   
 

This study seeks to examine the connection between teacher implicit racial attitudes and 
how teachers label classroom behavioral disruptions. Grounding the research in attribu-
tion theory, which humans use in order to make sense of others’ behavior through beliefs 
about locus of causality, stability, and controllability, the current study examined whether 
there was a correlation between the racial bias section of the Implicit Associations Test 
(IAT) and differences in attributions of Black and white teacher education students to ex-
plain challenging behaviors in the classroom. Specifically, this study sought to determine 
if teacher education students who scored higher on the IAT would assign higher levels of 
internal causality and controllability for Black students than White students. Seventeen 
undergraduate and graduate teacher education students from an urban university with an 
average age 27.4 years participated in this study. The findings of this study are inconclu-
sive as there were several limitations to this pilot study; however, they also indicate that 
there may be greater statistical power with a larger sample. 

 
Keywords: classroom, behavior, implicit bias, race, teacher 
 
 
This study seeks to examine the connection between teacher implicit racial attitudes and how 
teachers label classroom behavioral disruptions. There is a wealth of both theory-based and em-
pirical research on implicit racial biases as well as on how labeling classroom behavior impacts 
student outcomes in the classroom (e.g., Gregory et al., 2016; Little & Welsh, 2019; Riddle & 
Sinclair, 2019; Skiba et al., 2011; Weiner, 2012; Warikoo et al., 2016). However, there is a lack 
of empirical evidence regarding the mechanisms through which these implicit attitudes may affect 
what happens in the classroom. Scant research exists pairing this social psychological concept with 
educational research on how these attitudes may shape teacher reaction to classroom behavior 
(Warikoo et al., 2016). Previous research on teacher attitudes toward classroom behavior has fo-
cused on explicit attitudes, as implicit attitudes are hard to measure since they are outside of the 
realm of consciousness. However, these implicit attitudes may hold the key to a new way of un-
derstanding teacher-student relations. This study seeks to extend our understanding of how teacher 
attitudes affect teacher-student relationships by examining the relationship between teachers’ im-
plicit racial attitudes and the labels they attach to disruptive behavioral challenges in the classroom.  

 
1. Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Nicole L. Lorenzetti, Department of Educational 

Psychology, The Graduate Center, CUNY, 365 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10016. Email: nlo-
renzetti@gradcenter.cuny.edu 
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With presumably little knowledge of how students’ culture may affect their learning, such 
as how family structure affects attitudes toward school or how cultural communication patterns 
affect classroom participation, teachers may deal with student behavioral challenges in the class-
room through a deficit-oriented paradigm, using their implicit knowledge stereotype beliefs to 
guide their decisions (Amatea et al., 2012; Little & Welsh, 2019; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015; 
Riddle & Sinclair, 2019). For example, this connection can be seen through student characteristics 
that teachers attribute to both students’ success and failure to in the classroom, which can inform 
how teachers both label and direct student behavior in the classroom (Baldwin et al., 2007; Little 
& Welsh, 2019; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015; Riddle & Sinclair, 2019). These labels and direc-
tions are guided by implicit belief systems and attitudes, which exist in unconscious thought. They 
drive behavior without conscious awareness of the person holding them; these then drive explicit 
behavior (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015; van den Bergh et al., 2010). However, in teachers, these 
attitudes can be revealed in the perceptions of students’ abilities, labeling of classroom behavior, 
and responses to that behavior. 
 

Attribution Theory 
 

The crux of attribution theory is that humans seek to make meaning out of information they 
receive verbally or visually from others, and they do that by way of attributing factors to others’ 
behavior in order to make sense of it. That understanding then prompts action from the attributor 
and allows for prediction of future behavior (Hunter & Barker, 1987; Weiner, 2000). Weiner 
(2000) distinguishes between an intrapersonal theory of attribution, which is the attempt to under-
stand oneself and the environment to explain causes of personal outcomes and drive future per-
sonal behavior, and an interpersonal theory of attribution, in which one seeks to understand the 
causes of others’ behavior and environment in order to explain those actions and outcomes of the 
other. He states: “This social environment includes peers, teachers, and parents who experience 
happiness and sadness given the performance of others, who express anger and sympathy, and who 
reward, punish, help, or neglect” (Weiner, 2000, p. 23). The focus of the current study will be on 
the interpersonal theory of attribution, specifically in a classroom situation, where teachers seek 
to understand why students succeed or fail (Weiner, 1979).  
 The key to attribution theory is that causation is in the eye of the beholder; humans perceive 
causes for both themselves and others regardless of what the reality is (Hunter & Barker, 1987). 
This means that in interpersonal attribution there may be a difference in perception of causes be-
tween the actor and the observer, leading to a conflict between teacher and student in the classroom 
(Hunter & Barker, 1987).  

Attribution theory focuses on three dimensions: locus of causality, stability, and controlla-
bility. Locus of causality is where the action begins, either internal or external to the person 
(Weiner, 1979; Weiner, 1985; Weiner, 2000; Weiner, 2007; Weiner, 2012). Stability is whether or 
not a cause can change; actors ask themselves whether or not what they can expect in the future is 
the same as what happened in the past (Hunter & Barker, 1987; Weiner, 2000). Stability comes in 
two dimensions: stable and unstable. Stable causes remain consistent over time, whereas unstable 
causes may or may not be present at any given time. Controllability refers to whether or not a 
person can willfully direct the cause of an event (Weiner, 1979; Weiner, 1985; Weiner, 2000; 
Weiner, 2007; Weiner, 2012). Controllability is also seen as moral responsibility, meaning that 
“individuals ‘ought’ to try hard, and they tend to be rewarded or punished to the extent that they 
exercise this responsibility” (Graham, 1988, p. 12).  



74                                                                            Lorenzetti & Johnson—The Relationship Between 

If a teacher views a student as being in control of his or her behavior and a negative event 
occurs, the teacher may view the student as actively responsible for the event (controllable) as 
opposed to a passive object of the event (uncontrollable) (Beckman, 1970; Graham, 1988; Hunter 
& Barker, 1987; Weiner, 2000). An example of a controllable characteristic is effort; an example 
of an uncontrollable one is ability (Weiner, 1979; Weiner, 1985; Weiner, 2000).  

The teacher’s reaction to the student’s behavior is then a result of attribution based on these 
three dimensions, which may result in one of two ways. If the teacher views the student as respon-
sible for the event (internal locus of causality or belief in controllability), the teacher is likely to 
respond to the student with anger, which often leads to punishment. This is in contrast to a teacher 
responding with sympathy to the student if the student is viewed as having either an external locus 
of causality or as lacking controllability, which may lead toward prosocial feedback such as offers 
of help (Graham, 1988; Hunter & Barker, 1987; Weiner, 2000; Weiner, 2007).  

Causality beliefs, according to attribution theory, explain current emotional states as well 
as future behavior (Weiner, 2000; Weiner, 2007; Weiner, 2012). Research has shown that teachers’ 
views of student behavior, such as academic and behavioral attributions, affect how they treat 
students in the classroom (Little & Welsh, 2019; Riddle & Sinclair, 2019). Teachers’ application 
of interpersonal attributions to students’ behaviors affects students’ intrapersonal theories of at-
tribution (Beckman, 1970; Hunter & Barker, 1987). For example, if a teacher becomes angry at a 
student for failing a test because the teacher views the student as having high ability (an uncon-
trollable, internal, and stable trait), this may communicate to the student that he or she is respon-
sible for the failure due to low effort, and it is a personal failure which may induce in the student 
either guilt or learned helplessness (Graham, 1988; Weiner, 2000). Weiner (2007) explains, “Emo-
tions are social phenomena…and have social consequences. Sympathy promoting giving help and 
anger increasing aggressive actions are two emotions that play essential roles in social motivation” 
(p. 76). 
 This information shapes students’ intrapersonal attribution belief system (Graham, 1988). 
For example, if a teacher expresses sympathy toward a student because he or she believes the cause 
of a student’s behavior is uncontrollable, the teacher may be sending a cue to a student not just 
that the teacher believes the behavior is uncontrollable, but also that he or she actually doesn’t 
have the ability to control his or her behavior (Graham, 1988; Beckman, 1970; Weiner, 2012). 
This then shifts the intrapersonal belief system through social transmission. It is vital that teachers 
be aware of their interpersonal attributions and the effect they have on classroom emotions and 
student intrapersonal attributions. Graham (1988) found evidence that children are better able to 
predict future success when they attribute causes to stable internal traits, and that students expect 
more blame from teachers when they view a cause as controllable.  

Beckman (1970) sought to replicate previous findings that teachers tend to attribute student 
successes to teachers’ abilities and attribute student failures to the student’s abilities. She found 
evidence among her 56 pre-service teacher education students to support her hypothesis. Specifi-
cally, she found that when presented with two students, one who consistently did well and one 
who initially failed but either improved or didn’t over time, that teachers attributed successes to 
their own teaching abilities and failures to the student’s lack of ability (Beckman, 1970). How 
teachers attribute academic success and failure in the classroom may then have an impact on how 
teachers treat behavioral issues in the classroom; if teachers already attribute academic failure to 
personal factors, could they also be attributing behavioral issues to personal factors, specifically 
implicit racial attitudes, as well?  
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Racial Attitudes and Attribution Theory 
 

 Causal attributions can ultimately lead to negative attitudes toward individuals in a group, 
such as the members of a particular race. Race matters in the classroom, whether it’s examining it 
directly, understanding it in terms of social and educational structures, or through the push for 
multicultural education (Carter & Goodwin, 1994). Researchers have found that teachers often 
treat children of color differently in the classroom, particularly through exhibiting negative atti-
tudes and low expectations toward those students. These attitudes are communicated both verbally 
and nonverbally, as well as through increased discipline, which may in turn have a negative effect 
on both short- and long-term educational outcomes (Balfanz et al., 2015; Bates & Glick, 2013; 
Carter & Goodwin, 1994; Frankenberg, 2012; Little & Welsh, 2019).  These negative attitudes 
may be a direct function of interpersonal attributions teachers have toward student outcomes.  

Research has consistently shown that teachers hold lower standards for African American 
students both academically and behaviorally, and they are prone to give unfavorable ratings to 
African American students’ behavior, personality, and motivation measures (Chang & Demyan, 
2007; Chang & Sue, 2003; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). Research has also shown that teachers’ 
views of student behavior affect how they treat students in the classroom (Chang & Demyan, 2007; 
Chang & Sue, 2003; Little & Welsh, 2019). While some of this may be due to the sociohistorical 
failure of African American students in the school system, some may also be due to both implicit 
and explicit bias (Little & Welsh, 2019).  
 Chang & Sue (2003) sought to determine if teachers’ labeling of student behavior varied 
stereotypically by race. The researchers asked 193 teachers (83% female, 74.1% Caucasian) to 
respond to vignettes and found a statistically significant effect in teachers’ labeling African Amer-
ican students as predominantly acting out in behaviors that they attributed to a lack of controlla-
bility (Chang & Sue, 2003). The researchers also found a significant main effect in race when they 
examined behavior attribution for locus of causality, stability, and controllability (Chang & Sue, 
2003). When Chang and Sue (2003) asked teachers what they thought the primary cause of the 
child’s behavior was, 40.9% said personality factors, which by Weiner’s (1979) definition are in-
ternal, unstable, controllable factors when viewed through the lens of attribution theory.  

Teachers may assume that their judgments aren’t biased, but they may still harbor negative 
racial views at the implicit/unconscious level. This is as opposed to views held at the explicit level, 
which are attitudes activated after the person has time to think through actions and rationalize them 
(Glock & Krolak-Schwerdt, 2014). Explicit and implicit attitudes are both a direct function of 
beliefs and they both drive behavior. Research suggests that teachers’ implicit racial attitudes have 
an effect on how they work with their students in the classroom, as their attributions of students’ 
behavior may in turn affect the teachers’ behavior toward their students. These attributions may 
be affected by implicit attitudes, but this may also be a bidirectional relationship where implicit 
attitudes also affect attributions. Ultimately, these implicit attitudes affect both verbal and nonver-
bal behavior of teachers toward students, which in turn may lead to negative educational outcomes 
such as removal from the classroom.  

Attitudes, both explicit and implicit, are cognitive functions that affect choices, resulting 
in specific behaviors (Fishbein, 1966; Yang & Montgomery, 2013). Regarding race, these attitudes 
may influence behavior that sends messages about how they feel toward their students and what 
they expect out of their students regarding classroom behavior, educational outcomes, and educa-
tional attainment. How teachers view students, positively or negatively, potentially has an effect 
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on student performance on subject tests (Dee, 2005). Dee (2005) used data from the National Ed-
ucational Longitudinal Study (beginning in 1988, known as NELS:88) with nationally representa-
tive 8th grade students to examine demographically similar and disparate teacher/student relation-
ships and how this affected student outcomes, specifically seeking to find if students who were 
assigned to a teacher of similar racial background, that they received better subjective evaluations 
of classroom behavior and overall academic performance scores than students who were assigned 
to a teacher of a different race. Additionally, Dee (2005) found that when there was a racial mis-
match between teacher and student, the chance that the student was labeled as disruptive was 1.36 
times larger than a racial match; this outcome was mirrored in odds done on teachers labeling 
students as inattentive and on perceived levels of homework completion (Dee, 2005). The re-
searcher then found that when teachers viewed students negatively as measured by students’ class 
disruption, inattentiveness, and lack of homework completion, students performed significantly 
lower on their subject-specific tests (Dee, 2005).  
 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 
 

The current study builds on findings indicating that implicit racial attitudes affect behavior.  
More specifically, we posit that teachers’ implicit racial attitudes influence their perceptions and 
responses to students’ behavior and address the research question: How are teacher education stu-
dents’ implicit racial attitude scores on an implicit bias test related to perceptions about student 
behavioral challenges in the classroom? This study hypothesizes that teacher education students 
who score higher on the racial bias implicit bias test will attribute internal causality and controlla-
bility to explain challenging behaviors in the classroom more frequently for Black students than 
for white students.   
 

Method 
 

Participants 
 

The study population comprised 17 teacher education students enrolled in classes at a pub-
lic university. Participants were undergraduate (n=9) and graduate (n=8) teacher education stu-
dents from an urban university, and they ranged in age from 20 to 58 (average age 27.4 years). 
There was a mix of preservice teacher candidates (n=14) and in-service teachers (n=3) seeking 
continuing education as required by the state. Participants were recruited online through social 
media platforms and email with the goal of a snowball sampling procedure; a total of 43 partici-
pants were recruited and filled out some portion of the study, but only 17 completed all three 
measures discussed below. Table 1 displays the characteristics of the sample.  
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Table 1: Characteristics of the Sample 
 

Characteristic (n = 17) 
Average Age in years 27.4  
Gender  

Male 2 
Female 15 

School Level  
Undergraduate 9 
Graduate 8 

Average time completed in program in semesters 3.4  
Teaching status  

Preservice 14 
In-service  3 

 
Measures 
 
Implicit Associations Test 
 

The Implicit Associations Test (IAT), originally created by Greenwald, McGhee, and 
Schwartz (1998), examines associations between a pair of dichotomous descriptor words and a 
construct. The IAT measures implicit attitudes by pairing the descriptor and the construct, and then 
measuring the speed of response. The faster a participant responds in milliseconds, the stronger 
the participant’s association between the pair of adjective-items (Glock, Kneer, & Kovacs, 2013; 
Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998; van den Bergh, Denessen, Hornstra, Voeten, & Holland, 
2010). For example, the IAT might examine the relation between the dichotomous adjective pair 
positive/negative and race (e.g., white or Black). Participants go through a set of trials categorizing 
a mixture of the sets (e.g., Black and positive; white and positive; Black and negative; white and 
negative) using keyboard keys for their responses (Greenwald, McGhee, and Schwartz, 1998). 
While the intended target population of this assessment is general, meaning it can be used to assess 
implicit associations in many contexts with a wide variety of subjects, for this study’s purposes 
the intended focus will be on teacher education students’ attitudes toward race.  

The computer keys used are the “E” and the “I” keys, and each represents one of the two 
dichotomous variables. For example, if the variables were “good” and “bad,” the “E” key would 
represent “good” and the “I” key would represent “bad.” The IAT measures response latencies in 
milliseconds, which is why the test is administered on a computer (Glock et al., 2013; Greenwald 
et al., 1998; Greenwald et al., 2009; van den Bergh et al., 2010). Greenwald et al. (1998) estab-
lished the validity of the IAT through three studies: first, validity across positive and negative 
attitudes; next, validity across attitudes on ethnicity; and finally, validity across attitudes on race. 
Additionally, Greenwald et al. (2009) went further by focusing on the predictive validity of the 
IAT and found an average validity effect size of r = .274, which is a moderate size, for the predic-
tion of three measures contained across the studies: behavioral, judgmental, and physiological 
(Greenwald et al., 2009).  
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In the present study the racial bias IAT was given to participants in an online format using 
open-source materials. It consisted of two practice trials (one for race and one for positive/negative 
words) followed by two trials of pairing African American with positive words and Caucasian 
with negative words. One more practice trial followed with a combination of race and words, and 
two more trials ensued pairing Caucasian with positive words and African American with negative 
words.  
 
Vignettes 
 

Two set of vignettes were varied on dimensions of race and gender, yielding combinations 
of four vignettes: one Black male, one white male, one Black female, and one white female. Each 
participant received one set of four vignettes, one from each category, allowing each participant 
to evaluate a vignette with one Black male, one white male, one Black female, and one white 
female. Each vignette described a student (race and gender specified) misbehaving in the class-
room, and a short series of questions followed asking participants to rate the student’s behavior on 
the three dimensions of attribution theory: locus of causality, stability, and controllability.  

There were also questions asking the participants which actions they were most likely to 
do in this situation (respond to the behavior in the classroom or refer the child to the school psy-
chologist) and least likely to do in the situation (remove the student from the classroom or ignore 
the behavior). 

The vignettes were developed by the principal investigator (PI) using models from previous 
research. The classroom misbehaviors were selected based on common classroom behavior chal-
lenges such as tardiness, talkativeness, and moodiness. Each vignette was three sentences long and 
included the student information (age, sex, race), the classroom misbehavior, the severity of the 
behavior, and whether this problem was chronic or discrete. These vignettes were piloted with 
teachers currently in the field to assess clarity in reading and clarity in answering the feedback 
questions as well as to assess the validity of the vignettes.  
 
Demographic and Teaching Experiences Questionnaire 
 

Demographic information was collected on participants’ ages, ethnicities, the number of 
semesters completed in the education program, and other background information. Teaching ex-
periences, including the number of fieldwork hours and student teaching hours completed to date 
and whether the participants currently held a teaching certificate, were collected from participants 
as well, including number of fieldwork hours and student teaching hours completed.  
 
Procedure 
 

After receiving approval from the IRB, the PI reached out to her network of teacher edu-
cators and former students through email and Facebook. The recruitment email was forwarded to 
the students of teacher educators at local urban universities, and the link to the study was in the 
body of the email. In this way, the surveys remained anonymous from anyone forwarding the 
recruiting email as the sender would have no way of knowing which students chose to answer the 
survey and who chose to either ignore the email or delete it upon reading it. Due to the nature of 
email forwarding, the PI also had no way of knowing the identity of the participants. In addition 
to email, the link to the battery of surveys was posted in the PI’s Facebook group of approximately 
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60 former students which she runs to keep former students abreast of current research. She also 
asked former students to share the post, and there was an anticipated snowballing of recruitment. 
Due to the members of the group being former students as opposed to current students, there was 
no incentive or disincentive for students to participate.  

First, participants opted in to the surveys by clicking on the link in either their email or in 
their social media feed. This took participants to a Survey Monkey page where they were presented 
with the consent form. The participants selected the appropriate button based on whether or not 
they consented (“I consent,” or “I do not consent”). If consent was agreed upon, participants were 
taken to a page that contained the link to the IAT and asked the participants to return to the page 
when they completed the IAT. Upon returning, participants were asked to approximate the time 
they completed the IAT in order to match data points. The participants were then presented with a 
series of four vignettes that describe a student (including sex, age, and race) and a problem behav-
ior. Each vignette was followed by a set of questions asking about the attributional dimensions of 
causality, stability, and controllability.  

Finally, the participants completed a demographic and teaching experiences survey which 
immediately followed the vignette questions on Survey Monkey. Participants completed the short 
survey that asked questions about their age, year in school, race, and teaching/fieldwork experi-
ence. 

The tasks were ordered in this way to avoid priming of conscious racial bias or prevention 
of bias by providing the demographic questionnaire before the IAT. The total test time was 25 
minutes.  
 

Results 
 

Analysis began with finding a quantitative representation of the IAT using effect sizes. 
Practice trials were thrown out (trials 0, 1, and 4), and the remaining trials were combined to create 
two groups: trials 2 and 3, which grouped African American photos with positive words and Cau-
casian photos with negative words; and trials 5 and 6, which grouped Caucasian photos with pos-
itive words and African American photos with negative words. Effect sizes were calculated as 
Cohen’s d for each participant between the reaction times of these two groups using Stata. A higher 
effect size represents a greater bias against African American protagonists. Effect sizes of this 
sample ranged from -0.6139 to 0.9698.  

Difference scores between presented student races in the vignette questions were calcu-
lated, and they were then used in a multiple regression using Cohen’s d as the regressor on the 
differences between Black and white students in identical classroom situations presented to the 
participants. The regression was not statistically significant, F(7, 26)=1.51, p=0.29.  

Means and standard errors for the specific attribution dimensions (causality, stability, and 
controllability) asked about in the vignettes are presented in Table 2. They are broken down by 
race and gender. Analyses are broken down by gender since the vignettes varied by gender.  
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Table 2: Means and Standard Errors of Vignette Responses to Attribution Dimensions 
 

            White            Black 

 Attribution 
Dimension Male Female Male Female 

How much do you think this be-
havior originates from the char-
acter of the student? 

Causality 3.12 
(0.27) 

3.47 
(0.23) 

3.13 
(0.26) 

2.81 
(0.26) 

How much do you think the en-
vironment contributes to this be-
havior? 

Causality 3.18 
(0.32) 

3.18 
(0.30) 

3.31 
(0.34) 

3.31 
(0.27) 

How much is this behavior a 
part of the child’s nature? Causality 3.12 

(0.23) 
3.29 
(0.31) 

3.00 
(0.26) 

2.56 
(0.30) 

How much does this behavior 
indicate a reaction to the situa-
tion s/he is in? 

Stability 4.12 
(0.23) 

3.29 
(0.33) 

2.94 
(0.30) 

3.18 
(0.39) 

Do you believe this student can 
deliberately change this behav-
ior?  

Controllabil-
ity 

4.12 
(0.23) 

3.82 
(0.30) 

3.88 
(0.27) 

4.00 
(0.30) 

Note. Mean (SE).  
 

Responses to the vignette questions asking participants what they would be most likely and 
least likely to do in the situation were dummy coded, with responses that entailed keeping the child 
in the classroom classified by 0 and those removing the child from the classroom classified as 1. 
The means and standard errors are presented in Table 3.  
 

Table 3: Means and Standard Errors of Classroom vs. Outside Intervention 
 

             White              Black 

 Male Female Male Female 

Which of the following would you 
MOST likely choose to do? 0.18 (0.10) 0.29 (0.11) 0.13 (0.09) 0.19 (0.10) 

Which of the following would you 
LEAST likely choose to do? 0.71 (0.11) 0.59 (0.12) 0.69 (0.12) 0.75 (0.11) 

Note. Mean (SE).  
 

Paired sample t-tests run comparing matched gender categories did not find any statistically 
significant differences, although two results were found to be just above the significance threshold 
at the p<0.05 level: the belief that the behavior is a part of the child’s nature (causality) in females, 
t=1.83, p=0.09, and the belief in what the participant thought they were least likely to do (keep the 
student in the classroom versus remove the child from the classroom) in females, t=-1.85, p=0.08. 
One reason these results may be worth noting is that, due to a small sample in this study, statistical 
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power was low, and further examination with a larger sample size may see these dimensions reach 
significance at the p<0.05 level. These results can be found in Table 4.  

 
Table 4: Paired Sample t-tests Results by Dimension 

 
      Male       Female 

 Attribution 
Dimension t(16) P 95% CI  t(16) p 95% CI  

How much do you think this 
behavior originates from the 
character of the student? 

Causality -0.32 0.75 [-0.89, 
0.65] 0.68 0.51 [-0.63, 

1.22] 

How much do you think the en-
vironment contributes to this 
behavior? 

Causality -0.57 0.58 [-0.84, 
0.49] 0.00 1.0 [-0.45, 

0.45] 

How much is this behavior a 
part of the child’s nature? Causality 0.32 0.75 [-0.35, 

0.47] 1.83 0.09 [-0.09, 
1.27] 

How much does this behavior 
indicate a reaction to the situa-
tion s/he is in? 

Stability 0.22 0.83 [-0.50, 
0.62] 0.44 0.67 [-0.45, 

0.69] 

Do you believe this student can 
deliberately change this behav-
ior?  

Controll-
ability 1.33 0.21 [-0.25, 

1.07] -0.77 0.46 [-0.67, 
0.31] 

Which of the following would 
you MOST likely choose to do? -- 0.00 1.0 [-0.35, 

0.35] 1.46 0.16 [-0.05, 
0.29] 

Which of the following would 
you LEAST likely choose to 
do? 

-- 0.57 0.58 [-0.16, 
0.28] -1.85 0.08 [-0.38, 

0.03] 

Note. CI = confidence interval.  
 

A multiple regression using effect size as the regressor did not find any statistically signif-
icant effects of effect size on the attribution dimensions as measured by vignette questions for 
either white students, F(14, 2)=.017, p=0.9848, or Black students, F(14, 1)=0.68, p=0.7545. Pear-
son correlations found a moderate, positive correlation between age and IAT effect size, r=0.3225, 
and a moderate, negative correlation between sex and IAT effect size, r=-0.2987. 

Pearson correlations for race and IAT effect size were performed to explore a potential 
relationship between participant race and implicit bias, and the analyses showed a moderately 
strong and positive relationship for white participants, r=0.4238, and a moderate and negative re-
lationship for Hispanic participants, r=-0.2758. Black participants also showed a moderate rela-
tionship, r=-0.2435; however, no statements can be made about a correlation with only one data 
point for this category. Table 5 displays the Pearson correlations between IAT effect size and self-
described race of participants.  
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Table 5: Pearson Correlations between Participants’ Cohen’s d and Participant Race. 
 

 N Pearson’s r 
White 8 0.4238 
Black 1 -0.2435 
Hispanic 4 -0.2758 
Asian 4 -0.0879 

       Note. No participants identified as Native American. 
 

Discussion 
 

The current study examined whether there was a relationship between the racial bias sec-
tion of the Implicit Associations Test and differences in the attributions of Black and white teacher 
education students to explain challenging behaviors in the classroom. Specifically, this study 
sought to determine if teacher education students who scored higher on the IAT would use higher 
levels of internal causality and controllability for Black students than white students. The findings 
of this study are inconclusive as there were several limitations to this pilot study, as discussed in 
the limitations section. However, several points in the findings of note lead the researchers to sug-
gest that more research in this area is needed, as well as improvements in the measures used.   

Regarding the research question itself, there was no statistically significant finding in this 
pilot study that supported the hypothesis, which was that teacher education students who score 
higher on the racial bias IAT will attribute internal causality and controllability to explain chal-
lenging behaviors in the classroom more frequently for Black students than for white students. 
That is, the findings did not indicate a significant relationship between teacher education students’ 
implicit racial attitudes as measured on the IAT and their attributions of behavior as measured by 
the vignette responses. However, given the small sample size, one reason for this may be low 
statistical power; therefore, the larger study should seek more participants to increase power. 
 Interesting findings that may lead to new research directions in the larger study include 
examining further the teacher feeling toward a student (i.e., anger or sympathy) based on the in-
terpersonal attribution of behavior (Graham, 1988; Hunter & Barker, 1987; Weiner, 2000). For 
example, when asked what they would be most likely to do, respond to the behavior in the class-
room or refer the child to the school psychologist, more participants said that they would be more 
likely to work to correct the behavior in the classroom as opposed to refer the child to the school 
psychologist. Additionally, when asked what they would be least likely to do, participants re-
sponded that they would be least likely to remove the student from the classroom as opposed to 
ignore the behavior. While comparisons on participant race were not statistically significant for 
these categories, meaning that the race of the participant did not significantly influence their incli-
nation to remove the child from the classroom, comparison of the female students by race ap-
proached significance on both measures. This may warrant further investigation.  

Another interesting point of note is the correlation of IAT score and two factors that were 
not hypothesized about: age and sex. Both were moderate correlations. The age correlation was 
positive, meaning that as participants increased in age, their IAT scores went up as well, indicating 
that there may be a connection between older teachers and racial bias. The sex correlation was 
negative, meaning that women were more likely to score higher on the IAT then men. Again, this 
may be another avenue worth exploring in the larger study.  

Finally, an additional point that should be examined further is the correlation between IAT 
score and participant race. While not within the scope of this pilot due to sample size not being 
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sufficient enough to support analysis, further analyses should use a statistical model that examines 
the relationship between IAT score, classroom behavior labeling, and participant race.  
 
Limitations 
 

There are several limitations to this study. First, this study contained a small sample size 
as it was intended to be a pilot study to determine if the measures would be feasible on a larger 
scale. Several measures will be taken to increase the sample size in the larger study, and the goal 
is to, at minimum, quadruple the sample pool to more adequately explore the relationship between 
teachers’ implicit racial attitudes and their labeling of and responses to disruptive student behavior. 
Also, given the focus of the study, more steps will be taken to obtain a better racial distribution of 
participants in the larger study.  

Additionally, in the vignette questions that represented teachers’ attributions of behavior, 
only one question each represented stability and controllability, whereas causality was represented 
in three questions. Moving forward, one question should be removed from the causality dimension 
and one additional question each should be added to the remaining two dimensions.  

One issue that needs to be addressed regarding logistics is the high number of non-com-
pleters. The IAT was presented first in the surveys, which required the participants to leave Survey 
Monkey and perform the test on an outside website. In addition to this, the IAT was not able to be 
completed on a smart phone or a tablet, so several surveys were opened and abandoned when 
participants realized they couldn’t complete the initial test. Twenty-six participants either did not 
return to the Survey Monkey page to complete the additional two surveys or opened the survey 
and could not complete the IAT, leaving many data points unusable. In the larger study, this should 
be remedied, perhaps by including the IAT as the final survey to alleviate at least the participants 
who did not return to the survey.  

Another important limitation that must be addressed in the larger study is a potential prac-
tice effect in the IAT. The open-source test that was used in this study did not vary its’ trials in any 
way, so all participants were presented with the same order of trials every time. Additionally, the 
way the trials were structured may have lent itself to a practice effect, leading the last two trials to 
show faster rates of response time than the previous trials. This can be mitigated in the future by 
varying the five trials following the initial two practice trials.  
 
Practical Significance 
 

Beyond the null findings, this research presents some points of practical significance for 
several stakeholders, including teachers, schools, and teacher preparation programs. For teachers, 
the finding that there were differences in the intersection of race and gender in females regarding 
attributional beliefs (specifically causality of behavior) and hypothetical decision making around 
classroom misbehavior indicates that the TES in this study may not be aware of the racialized 
gender beliefs that they hold, whether they are implicit or explicit. The willingness to remove 
Black females from the classroom for misbehavior aligns with Weiner’s (2000) assertion that in-
terpersonal attribution that deems the student responsible for their behavior through an internal 
locus of causality will ultimately lead the teacher to anger on the part of the teacher. This then 
leads to removal from the classroom, which is removal of access to learning, social connection, 
and the denial of a care-based relationship with teachers. It could be argued, then, that implicit 
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beliefs about racialized and gendered behavior are then reinforced through this cycle of interper-
sonal attribution of responsibility and exclusionary discipline.  

For schools, the removal of students from the classroom for reasons deemed necessary by 
the classroom teacher means that the original point of referral starts in the classroom. This leaves 
teachers responsible for making interpersonal attributions of behavior that lead to the removal of 
students from the classroom; it is at this point of contact that the initial decision of how to label 
classroom behavior begins. School administration has the responsibility to prepare teachers to 
work within the bounds they provide, which includes providing teachers with support for chal-
lenges they face in the classroom through professional development, observation and feedback, 
and school-wide programs. As this line of research continues to develop and show similar effects 
of implicit bias as the underlying mechanism of exclusionary discipline decisions on the part of 
teachers, schools have a responsibility to address this as part of their school-wide culture.  

Finally, teacher preparation programs are the initial point of contact with teachers before 
they move into the classroom with students. Additionally, administrators are often, and hopefully, 
teachers first, and have gone through teacher preparation programs themselves as their first step in 
their training. Closely examining how teacher preparation programs specifically address implicit 
bias in their teachers through sustained and explicit pedagogical practices is a crucial first step in 
developing equitable disciplinary policies across the country. Teacher education students should 
move through a teacher preparation program that actively addresses interpersonal attributions of 
behavior, and how those result in emotions toward students including but not limited to anger and 
sympathy. At a minimum, addressing these attitudes during clinical experiences will allow stu-
dents to see how their closely-held beliefs impact how they view their students and ultimately work 
with them in the classroom.  
 
Future Directions 
 

This study has potential to increase statistical power if scaled up to accommodate more 
participants. Additionally, expanded hypotheses should be developed and evaluated regarding par-
ticipants’ age, sex, amount of time in a teacher preparation program, and current level of teacher 
preparation (i.e., preservice or in-service status). There is a need for this research, as the connection 
between implicit racial attitudes and classroom effects is sparse at best.  
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Abstract 

 
This comparative case study examines the experiences of two Latinx teachers in the South-
eastern United States who navigate critical social studies without substantive support in 
their schools. Their school spaces and experiences are myriad and overlapping, but gen-
erally the teachers describe being outside the traditional social studies curriculum, the 
color evasive, progressive project of U.S. schooling, and the dominant racial-ethnic cate-
gories of the U.S. South. Similar to Colomer’s (2019) articulation of the double-bind ex-
perienced more generally by Latinx teachers in the South, we found the two teachers nav-
igated contexts that were made more meaningful and more hostile because of their pres-
ence and praxis. We name this type of double bind unique to Latinx Social Studies teachers 
in the South as the ambiguity of (non)belonging. We aim to center the efforts of these two 
teachers and highlight the ambiguities of (non)belonging that simultaneously fuel and flat-
ten their drive to continue as critical social studies teachers in the U.S South.  

 
Keywords: Teacher Representatio;, Teacher Identity; Critical Social Studies; New Latinx                                

South; Belonging  
 
 

Introduction 
 
Using a comparative case study approach, this paper examines the personal and professional lives 
of two Latinx1 high school social studies teachers in the United States Southeast (SE) who share a 
commitment to a socially-just, anti-racist praxis. We examine how the two teachers navigate a 
more critical approach to the social studies within broadly unsupportive spaces. These spaces are 
myriad and overlapping, but generally the teachers describe being outside the traditional social 
studies curriculum, the color evasive, progressive project of U.S. schooling, and the dominant ra-
cial-ethnic categories of the U.S. South. We aim to center the efforts of these two teachers who 
struggle for a reimagined social studies across understudied positional geographies (Latinx SS 

 
1. We use Latinx as an inclusive term that represents a spectrum of gender identity rather than the masculine/fem-

inine binary of Latina/o. The term “Hispanic” is an official identification category promoted by the U.S. government 
for people from Spanish speaking countries. Hispanic is still a norm for government statistics, therefore, when refer-
encing government, and other statistical, data we keep reference terminology as it often corresponds to survey meth-
odology (i.e. Latinx is not a U.S. Census category). 
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teacher in the SE), and highlight the ambiguities of (non)belonging that simultaneously fuel and 
flatten their drive to continue as critical social studies teachers in the SE. This ambiguity of 
(non)belonging speaks to the necessities, limitations, and complexities of viewing teaching, and to 
a degree, themselves through a framework of resistance. Such an understanding is crucial in hon-
oring the political, emotional, and pedagogical labor of resistance, while also highlighting (and not 
romanticizing) the same political, emotional, and pedagogical toll such work takes. This carries 
importance for both the quality and teaching of social studies and also the retention of (critical) 
teachers of color. Furthermore, this investigation is significant not only as it speaks to three bur-
geoning lines of academic inquiry—teacher representation (Boser, 2014; Childs, 2019; Villegas 
& Irvine, 2010;), critical social studies (Brown & Brown, 2015; Mills, 1997; Rodríguez & Swal-
well, 2021; Patel, 2017; Sabzalian, 2019; VanSledright, 2008), and  El Sur Latinx (Monreal & 
Tirado, 2022, Guerrero, 2017; Jones, 2019)—but also because there is a dearth of research about 
the intersection of this triad.  
 The article proceeds in the following manner. First, we briefly situate the two teachers’ 
contexts by drawing from the academic literature in the above-mentioned triad. This literature 
gives us a starting point to think through what these teachers do when they look around and find 
themselves largely alone as teachers of color, as critical teachers, and as Latinx in the SE. Next, 
we share the theoretical frame of the double-bind that speaks to the challenges of being in relative 
positions of power within culturally subtractive and racializing contexts. We then outline our de-
velopment and methodology of the comparative case study before sharing the findings that center 
one major theme – the ambiguity of (non)belonging – and three sub-themes. Finally, we close the 
article with a brief discussion and conclusion centered around teaching critical social studies in El 
Sur Latinx.  
 

Literature Review 
 

We draw upon three strands of literature to situate the context of our study. First, we draw 
upon extant literature on teacher representation both nationally and in the U.S. South to evidence 
the necessity and numerical paucity of Latinx teachers. Second, we outline the contours of (edu-
cation in) El Sur Latinx to communicate how Latinx teachers intertwine with the sociopolitical 
shifts that result from changing demographics. Third, we share literature on critical social studies 
writ large to show how Latinx teachers fit (themselves) into such teaching. The idea is that the 
three strands entangle, intersect, and overlap with one another to create the microgeographies of 
teacher experiences that we aim to sketch in this paper.  
 
Teacher Representation   
 
 Policymakers, researchers, and other stakeholders agree that there is severe underrepresen-
tation of teachers of color in the teacher workforce and that such underrepresentation hinders that 
academic success of students (Boser, 2014; Carver-Thomas, 2018; Childs, 2019; Tosolt, 2019; 
U.S. Department of Education, 2016; Villegas & Irvine, 2010; Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). The gen-
eral belief is that an increase in teachers of color will help provide role models for students, facil-
itate culturally relevant instruction, create links between home and school, and decrease racially 
unjust outcomes tied to things like suspension rates and tracking (Grissom et al., 2017; Villegas & 
Irvine, 2010). However, while approximately 27% of public school students identify as Hispanic, 
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only 9% of public school teachers identify as Hispanic (de Brey et al., 2019; National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2021).  

The teacher workforce in the U.S. South is similarly not representative of the growing 
Latinx population of the region as most states in the U.S. South have a Hispanic teaching force of 
between 1-4%. Although the number of Latinx teachers continues to grow nationwide, this may 
not necessarily be the case for some Southern states. For example, from 2001 to 2013, the percent-
age of Black or Latinx teachers in North Carolina declined slightly from 15.61% to 14.95%, while 
the share of Black or Latinx students rose from 33.63% to 39.35% (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). Simi-
larly, in South Carolina, Hispanic teachers consistently hover at around 1-2% of the state’s teach-
ers.  
 Looking at social studies teachers more specifically, the above trends appear to be more 
widespread. Research suggests that secondary social studies teachers are the least diverse group of 
the four traditional single subjects (social studies, English language arts, math, natural sciences; 
Busey & Waters, 2016; Hansen et al., 2018). According to Hansen et al. (2018) social studies 
teachers are 84% white and are the only group that is majority male (58%). Although we were 
unable to find state level data for social studies teachers in the U.S. South, Monreal and McCorkle 
(2021) cite National Center for Education Statistic data that shows 8.3% of Social Studies teachers 
across the South identify as Latinx. As this statistic includes states with larger Latinx populations 
(Texas and Florida), our own anecdotal data and experiences as teacher practitioners and teacher 
educators in North and South Carolina reveal a much smaller percentage in individual Southern 
states. For example, in South Carolina a large share of “Hispanic” teachers are “international teach-
ers” that face visa restrictions and limited length of stay (Reed, 2017; Self & Dulaney, 2018). 
Monreal (2020) estimates that on the lowest end about 20% of all Latinx teachers in South Carolina 
are or were formally international teachers recruited through private companies, specialized pro-
grams, and cultural exchange (J-1) visas.2 The vast majority are hired to teach Spanish followed 
by Math (Self & Dulaney, 2018). As a result, Latinx teachers in the South are funneled into certain 
subject areas through explicit policy mechanisms (international teacher hiring) as well as the im-
plicit, racializing consequences of such, like how all Latinx teachers are assumed to be interna-
tional and/or Spanish teachers (see Monreal, 2020). In short, Latinx teachers are underrepresented 
across the United States and within the social studies teacher profession. We now turn to how the 
issue of teacher representation intersects with the context of El Sur Latinx.  
 
El Sur Latinx 
 
 In this section, we outline how the changing demographics of the U.S. South, what scholars 
call El Sur Latinx (Monreal & Tirado, 2022), entangles with social studies teachers and class-
rooms. El Sur Latinx is a shorthand descriptor for the complex sociopolitical, cultural, and spatial 
impacts resulting from the rapid growth of Latinx communities across places in the “Deep South” 
that have traditionally viewed race/racialization within a Black/white binary. More conceptually, 
Monreal and Tirado (2022), describe using El Sur Latinx to make space for the analysis of rela-
tively sudden demographic shifts paired with a corresponding reality that such growth is not en-
tirely “new” (see Guerrero, 2017; Weise, 2015). It is necessary to acknowledge the burgeoning 

 
2. Strikingly, almost 7% of all teachers in South Carolina are hired as international teachers from abroad. In some 

districts more than a quarter of all teachers come from another country (Self & Dulaney, 2018). 
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Latinx population of the South,3 while also steadfastly asserting that the U.S. South is not periph-
eral to Latinx studies; after all Georgia and North Carolina both count over a million Latinx resi-
dents (U.S. Census, 2021). Yet, racialized rhetoric of Latinx criminality, newness, threat, and for-
eignness (Arriaga, 2017; Rodriguez & Monreal, 2017) intersects with and (re)produces local anti-
Latinx policies across the South that limit access to higher education, transportation, housing, em-
ployment, and public services (Arriaga & Rodriguez, 2021; McCorkle & Cian, 2018; Odem, 2009; 
Rodriguez, 2020).4 For example, in South Carolina, House Bill 4400, signed into law June 4, 2008, 
bars undocumented students from public higher education in addition to receiving state-based 
merit scholarships and financial aid.  

Such policy discourse impacts how teachers think (and teach) about Latinx communities 
and students. Nascent research shows that even well meaning (social studies) teachers may repro-
duce, in insidious ways, the erroneous views about Latinx students and communities that drive 
such policies (Rodriguez et al., 2020; McCorkle et al., 2018; Rodriguez & McCorkle, 2020). For 
example, teachers receive limited instruction of immigration policy in pre-service programs and 
thus may have little knowledge to challenge false narratives regarding the (im)possibilities of ob-
taining citizenship, legal entry, or government benefits (Rodriguez & McCorkle, 2020). Social 
studies curricular materials in southern states do little to problematize false immigration narratives 
and can act to bolster these narratives when curricular materials use open controversy to equivocate 
“both sides” of issues like immigrants/immigration policy, the unassimilable nature of certain 
groups, and an isomorphic Latino problem (Monreal & McCorkle, 2020; see also Hess, 2018). 
Even as social studies constitutes an ideal opportunity and space (Monreal, 2019b) to engage crit-
ical discussion of global contemporary events such as Latinx migration, there is little to suggest 
Latinx students see themselves represented in the curriculum or the teachers teaching it (Busey & 
Russell III, 2016). In fact, Conner (2021) describes a climate of social studies curricular exclusion 
for Latinx in the U.S. South. While a Latinx teacher in itself cannot and will not change this, more 
research is necessary to understand how being placed alone in the center of such a nexus impacts 
educator experience. We rely on critical social studies literature more generally to provide addi-
tional context on such praxis.  
 
Critical Social Studies and the Latinx Experience 
 

Social studies, as an organizing principle gathering civic, social, economic, and history 
education together, is bound to the state. Teachers who question and critique dominant understand-
ings of these forces don’t just take on the discipline, they take on an array of institutions and beliefs 
tied to narrow visions of American progress and national belonging (DeLeon, 2010; Epstein, 2009; 
Loewen, 2007). Critical social studies (broadly defined) counters and aims to disrupt the traditional 
assimilative, nationalist, and white supremacist foundations of both the discipline and the nation-
state (Alridge, 2006; Brown & Brown, 2015;  Mills, 1997; Rodríguez & Swalwell, 2021; Patel, 
2017; Sabzalian, 2019; VanSledright, 2008). 

Because social studies is (often) coupled to the exclusive project of U.S. statecraft, we 
assert that countering that project necessitates leaning on critical approaches from within the field 

 
3. As another example, from 2000-2010 South Carolina had a 148% increase in its Latinx population (Ennis et 

al, 2011) and from 2010-2020 it increased another 49.7% (U.S. Census, 2021). 
4 As one county commissioner in North Carolina stated of local policy, the goal is to “make Beaufort County the 
toughest place in the country for illegal immigrants” (Collins, 2008). 
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of social studies, but also from theorists in the fields that inform social studies. These critiques 
reflect critical theory that deconstructs normative concepts of nationhood, citizenship, and belong-
ing. For example, DeLeon’s (2010) call from within social studies for “epistemological sabotage” 
to reject “liberal notions of multiculturalism and civic engagement” (p.2) mirrors Mignolo’s (1992) 
de-colonizing rejection of Western hubris through “epistemological disobedience” (p.3). Ngai 
(2004), a historian, writes of how the very idea of the “illegal alien” shapes-shifts to fit the will of 
the American state, consequently throwing the concept of citizenship into dispute. In doing so, she 
sets a course for how citizenship may be interrogated: 

[The] goal is to detach sovereignty from its master, then nation-state, from claims of tran-
scendence to critique them as products of history.” (Ngai, 2004, p.57) 

Similar critiques are then applied to critical social studies research and practice that interrogates 
both the objects that construct knowledge as well as the objects constructed by such knowledge. 
For example, Shear et al.’s (2015) comprehensive review of state standards revealed a negation of 
Indigenous lives through the erasure of their place in 20th and 21st century U.S. history. In Civics 
education, Sabzalian (2019) exposes how restrictive conceptions of nationhood and citizenship 
deny Indigenous sovereignty. Critical social studies researchers have deconstructed the evasions 
of master narrative in U.S. History to expose how a sanitized, progressive, white-centered ideal is 
reproduced through standards and texts (Alridge, 2006; Brown & Brown, 2015; King & Swartz, 
2014; Woodson, 2016; Woodson, 2017). Additionally, these narratives minimize or erase the ex-
periences of ethno-racial communities whose stories complicate a national racial project centered 
in whiteness.  

Deconstructing and confronting the problems of taken-for-granted social studies is partic-
ularly salient for exploring how the discipline fails to fully account for the Latinx experience. This 
confrontation is bolstered by work from the field’s constituent subjects as well as from social stud-
ies researchers. Almaguer (1994), a sociologist, chronicled a history of California that locates ter-
ritorial, economic, and social incursion at whiteness, opposing conventional history that positions 
Mexican, and subsequently Mexican Americans, as foreigners. From within social studies, Santi-
ago (2020) also takes on the Mexican American experience in the same region to expose how 
dominant frames force Latinx identity into a national progress narrative. Santiago’s (2020) re-
search demonstrates how the Supreme Court Case Mendez v. Westminster, a landmark case chal-
lenging the segregation of Mexican American students, homogenizes Latinx identity and folds the 
case into a broad narrative of state-sponsored integration rather than exploring the unique relation-
ship of Mexican Americans to U.S. racism.  

Alongside the reality of teacher representation and the complexities of El Sur Latinx, what 
emerges is that social studies as predominantly conceived is fundamentally ill-equipped to account 
for the complexity of the Latinx experience because of the enduring, exclusive project of nation-
building. Therefore, teachers navigating their Latinx identity within the context of schooling and 
the South too often face a curriculum that reflects their lived reality: minimization, simplification, 
erasure, and exclusion (Monreal, 2017, 2019a). 
 
Theoretical Frame: Of Double Binds 
 

Both teachers in our study work within school communities, departments, and faculties 
dominated by white colleagues whose gaze is upheld by conventional standards, textbooks, norms, 
and larger policy contexts. Even as Latinx teachers and their students have forged communities of 
support, knowledge, and political advocacy (Casanova & Camarota, 2019) to resist such dynamics, 
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alienation and isolation are still common (Monreal, 2021, 2022; Okraski & Madison, 2020). In 
fact, Latinx teachers in the South must sustain these long struggles largely alone vis-a-vis a white-
centric public school system (Guerra & Rodriguez, 2022). Colomer (2019), who is one of the few 
academic researchers to write about Latinx teachers in the U.S. South, describes the work of such 
educators as that of a double bind. Colomer (2014, 2019) explains this double bind as a Latinx 
teacher’s commitment to their Latinx community through translation/interpretation, advocacy, 
support, and social capital, while also being employed in a culturally subtractive context that sim-
ultaneously expects, but does not acknowledge, these efforts. Another way of articulating this dou-
ble bind comes from Monreal and Floyd (2021) who state that Latinx teachers in the South are 
expected to be a type of “cultural ambassador” for their white colleagues. This means that Latinx 
teachers are expected to perform a certain type of multicultural identity that emphasizes dress, 
food, and country of origin without discussion of race, politics, or anti-Latinx sentiment. Thus, 
teachers navigate the need to “inform” others about, and counter popular misperception about 
Latinx, within spaces that are not intent on “challenging underlying systems that produce racialized 
(educational) injustice” (Monreal & Floyd, 2021, p. 414).  

The above double bind of Latinx teachers in the South is complementary to one seen in 
social studies. The creation and development of social studies as an assimilative, nationalist project 
coincides with the same broader project in US schools and the nation overall (Alridge, 2006; 
DeLeon, 2010; Mills, 1997; Sabzalian, 2019). Both the historical and social science components 
of the social studies explicitly traffic in nation-building by way of training in white historical and 
civic traditions (Nelson, 2001; Ross & Vinson, 2011). These assumptions then impact the daily 
work of minoritized teachers who navigate “white social studies” (Chandler & Branscombe, 2017) 
as a set of norms that extends beyond standards and textbooks into school/department-level struc-
tures (Cuenca & Hawkman, 2019; Rodríguez, 2018; Vickery, 2017). Social studies educators 
whose identities, experiences, and self-image fall outside of a white, territorial image of belonging 
face another double bind: they seek to change a narrow, nationalist curriculum that fails to account 
for their experience while navigating broader professional norms and systems that ask them to 
suppress their whole selves as Latinx (Busey, 2017; Díaz & Deroo, 2020).  

In this article we center the teaching and life experiences of two Latinx teachers through 
this double-bind: a coinciding struggle against white social studies, white school spaces, and the 
reductive boundaries of Latinx racial construction in the South with positing a different vision of 
education generally and Social Studies more specifically. The teachers in this study are tested by 
the tenuous and evolving place of Latinx educators, an identity position not fully accommodated 
by this country’s strict boundaries of racial construction and their status as critical social studies 
teachers in a white-normed discipline. 
 

Method of Inquiry 
 

 Like much qualitative research, this project emerged both organically and systematically 
(Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017; Glesne, 2016; Lincoln et al., 2011). As we (Tim and Christoph) found 
ourselves continually in conversation with each other’s research findings and ideas at several con-
ferences, we believed that our previous projects, although different in design, spoke to central 
themes we both wrestled with. We share more about these previous projects below, but Christoph’s 
case study research with history teachers and Tim’s qualitative interview research with Latinx 
teachers in South Carolina spoke to a shared phenomenon of interest, how Latinx teachers in the 
Southeastern United States navigate critical social studies within broadly unsupportive spaces. In 



                                                                       Critical Questions in Education 14:1 Winter 2023  
 
93 

line with the aforementioned three strands of literature, this phenomenon of interest was not con-
fined to one context, but rather involved myriad sites and scales interacting with the daily praxis 
of such teachers. Thus, rather than bounding each of our studies as a priori, individual cases, we 
turned to a comparative case study approach (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017) that expanded the idea of 
the case to encompass and blend both of our “sites.” Considering a comparative case study (CCS) 
approach as an iterative heuristic to follow process and phenomenon, our CCS sought to better 
understand critical Latinx social studies teachers in the South; it traces the words and actions “of 
relevant actors—both human and non-human—to explore the historical and contemporary pro-
cesses that have produced a sense of shared place, purpose, or identity with regard to the central 
phenomenon” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017, p. 10, emphasis original). Hence, CCS is not “a formal 
recipe or set or rules,” but a method for highlighting the power of comparison when participants’ 
social lives are in conversation with each other because they encounter similar, yet distinct (social) 
geographies. Professionally, we both come to this work as former social studies teachers, grappling 
with our past experiences and our new position as outsiders to classroom and school spaces re-
sponding to evolving social, cultural, and political conditions. Additionally, Christoph, a white 
male, came to this work as an outsider to the Latinx experience, but intent on continuing to inspect 
and analyze the white-centered, nationalist systems under which Latinx teachers and students op-
erate.  

We went about constructing our comparative case study approach (Bartlett & Vavrus, 
2017) by first selecting one focus participant from each of our studies that best spoke to and/or 
about the articulated phenomena of interest. Our selection criteria focused on participants whose 
stories and relationship to teaching from within social studies was ill-defined by the white progres-
sive project of U.S. schooling, normative social studies teaching, and restrictive ethno-racial 
boundary making. More than quantity or sampling procedure, we went about selecting two partic-
ipants informed by the idea that this case – this comparison with each other, with and within their 
sites, and across and through their myriad scales – would open up a meaningful entry point into 
the dynamic processes that remake and reproduce the phenomena at hand. Because the restrictive 
projects of social studies and the nation naturally work in tandem to exclude and reduce, we believe 
it is imperative to take up the stories of teachers who navigate both challenges from their racialized 
positions as U.S. resident and teacher. We take up this challenge with teachers who themselves are 
navigating a personally complex story of ethnic, racial, and cultural belonging in their own com-
munities, lives that are not reflected within the master narratives of the United States (social stud-
ies). We now outline the blurry boundaries of this CCS by sharing our projects, the participants, 
and the shared data in greater detail.  
 Tim’s initial project was a social-spatial qualitative study of 25 K-12 Latinx teachers in 
South Carolina that used photovoice interviews, semi-structured interviews, school (social) media 
postings, and analytic memos to better understand teacher subjectivity (see Monreal 2020, 2021, 
2022). Belinda, the focus participant from this project, was a high school history and geography 
teacher that identifies as Afro-Latina. Using semi-structured interviews, focus group conversa-
tions, classroom observations, and the collection and analysis of classroom artifacts, Christoph’s 
initial project was a comparative case study of three high school social studies teachers at two 
different schools that explored their classroom approaches to white supremacy and racism within 
the unique context of their schools. Enrique, the other focus participant, was a high school US 
history and sociology teacher still working through his identity process. He expressed both a be-
longing in the Latinx community and the reading of him as white within that community as the 
son of Cuban immigrants. To construct our own case, we relied heavily on the two participants’ 
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interview data while also supplementing it with Tim’s analytic memos, Christoph’s focus group 
conversations and classroom observations, and both our previous’ publications (Monreal, 2020; 
Stutts, 2020) 

After combining the data to make the case, we engaged in individual analysis that consisted 
of reading and rereading the data. After multiple individual reads, we created our own sets of 
individual analytic memos to identify emergent and salient themes regarding the double-binds of 
critical Latinx social studies teachers in the U.S. South. We then used those individual analytics 
memos to be the starting point of two collaborative conversations via Zoom online meetings. As a 
result of these two conversations, one major theme – the ambiguity of (non)belonging – and three 
sub-themes (listed below) emerged as salient findings. The theme and subthemes, present to var-
ying degrees in each “site,” also connected across “sites,” creating both vertical and horizontal 
scale. With the (sub)themes in mind, we then returned to our individual cases to focus on where 
and how the (sub)themes emerged in the teacher’s voices. Therefore, what follows is a synthesis 
of prior analysis separately bolstered by the insight that the other’s case provided. We now move 
to share our findings in conversation with our conception of double-bind(s). 
 

Findings: Ambiguity and the Double-Bind of (Non)Belonging 
 

Our shared analysis of interview data along with our personal interactions with the two 
participants led to one major finding with three subthemes. Similar to Colomer’s (2019) articula-
tion of the double-bind experienced more generally by Latinx teachers in the South, we found the 
two teachers navigated contexts that were simultaneously made more meaningful and more hostile 
because of their presence and praxis. We name this type of double bind unique to Latinx Social 
Studies teachers in the South as the ambiguity of (non)belonging. We also nuance and challenge a 
strict binary view of the double bind because our participants expressed feelings of belonging and 
non-belonging and a praxis of compliance and resistance at the same time. In other words, their 
daily teaching lives were one of a hyper liminality that reinforced their purpose and passion while 
also making them question if teaching (social studies in the South) was a career they could main-
tain. The following three sub themes articulate the complexity of this double bind across and within 
different sites. 
 
Being Latinx in The U.S. South: Rejection and Care 
 

One of the ways our participants articulated their ambivalence of (non)belonging was 
through a direct naming of the problems and possibilities of being in and from the U.S. South. The 
constraints of teaching and living in the South were absolutely real, but also led to a daily commit-
ment to test these limitations. In other words, the educators navigate the complexities of  home; a 
context of hope and hostility that manifests in a constant entanglement between (non)belonging 
and in/exclusion. For Belinda and Enrique, the South in a larger sense, and their schools in a 
smaller sense, are sites of resistance layered within particular socio-geographic locations (Mon-
real, 2021). While they articulate that the necessity of resistance serves as personal motivation for 
their critical teaching, they simultaneously express a frustration in their relative “success.” For 
example, Enrique shared:   

 
I've lived in the South my whole life outside of a year in Venezuela…I have a personal, 
political commitment to the South. I feel like oftentimes when people in the South become 
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politicized they escape, and they go to all the usual suspect cities. They go to fucking New 
York, they go to San Francisco...you name it. I have critiques of certain aspects of the 
South, but I have a responsibility to stay and intervene. 
 

Enrique’s explicit use of “commitment,” speaks to the sense of responsibility that both teachers 
acknowledged was part and parcel of their position as critical individuals who are from, and chose 
to remain in, the South. These two teachers directly faced what it means to be from a place, to 
claim it, while also rejecting many of the social and cultural legacies that mark the region to out-
siders. They also recognize that their decision to stay is not easy, that their work may be better 
received and more efficacious elsewhere. Belinda too spoke of the ability to see her teaching in 
the South as part of long-term investment in the region: 
 

I was born downtown, and then I went to schools just outside Charleston...I’ve come across 
so many people who worked in other states...and I think it is really different because the 
South is very set in their ways and very traditional, and also very proud of their past so 
they constantly like push that Southern pride and heritage onto their kids. And sometimes 
it's great stuff that can be talked about and other times it's not...And I think that the South 
is very anti-immigration, anti-anything different... And that's why I'm trying to do my Mas-
ter’s in advocacy and social justice, so when my students grow up, they have already been 
exposed to differences and that they can be better because I don't know how reachable the 
old people are. I really don't know if they will ever change. So I think it starts with like 
these kids and as they grow up, hopefully the changes will be made. 
 

Like Enrique, Belinda sees the South as a site of intervention, a changing space marked with pos-
sibility and hope, but marred in the white supremacist tradition of Southern heritage and the per-
sistent racism of that heritage. Such a view is inherently tied to their lived experience as Latinx 
individuals growing up in the U.S. South. On a personal level, the participants had to make sense 
of their understanding of the U.S. South, a shifting place of Latinx identity and community, which 
often feels like an unchanging placeholder for the country’s white supremacist legacies and logics. 
In response to such a double bind, Belinda sees a tremendous amount of hope over these impending 
battles about the future of the “South” even as many Southerners are “unreachable.” As such, both 
of our participants display a conviction to stay in work that might not yield immediate results. 
Very much like their navigation of being Latinx in the South, the participants' ability to hold meas-
ured hope along with daily disappointment was a precondition to simply showing up every day. 
Next, we see how their approach to the South mirrors their approach to (teaching) social studies in 
their schools. 
 
Accepting and Resisting the Social Studies Curriculum 
 

These teachers hold a precarious place in the face of racist curriculum structures and “com-
mon-sense” social studies knowledge and their desire to center critical social studies. A central 
marker of their (non)belonging was an articulation of being forced to continually negotiate their 
ideological positions, teaching expectations, and Latinx identity against the day-to-day labor of 
pushing against normative white supremacist social studies. Our two participants articulated con-
flicted views of their personal efforts as social studies teachers to enact social justice pedagogies. 
They acknowledged the importance of teachers like them, while also hedging the effectiveness. 
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They also struggled with the idea that their work was both individually necessary, but that it should 
only be one part of more collective action. Enrique describes such thinking when reflecting on 
how effective conceptions of critical social studies may be in the U.S. South: 

 
At the end of the day I'm not trying to impose my ideology on either my students or my 
colleagues. I don't think that's particularly effective, number one. And two, ultimately it's 
more about, like active agents and critical thinkers and a more, kind of, collective subjec-
tivity- than, you know, the deep seated, individualism that exists both amongst students 
and teachers...part of that for me was, kind of a recognition of the limitations of educa-
tion...I'm not under any illusions that I'm waving a magic wand over these kids or I'm like, 
I'm changing lives on a daily basis or I'm changing the world through my classroom. I don't 
believe that…I think that there are some kids that maybe walk away with a more critical 
tools for understanding the world around them and themselves and, you know, ideally, I 
guess that's happening. I think it's a smaller fraction would like to admit but I'm okay with 
that. 
 

Enrique’s above quote points to a certain realism that some could read as overly pessimistic – an 
explicit understanding that his efforts make little headway within the intractability of a U.S. South 
continually (re)built on white supremacy. His belief that he is not “changing lives on a daily basis,” 
runs counter to normative ideas of teachers as “difference makers” and “change agents” (Lukacs 
& Galluzo, 2014). One might even say that Enrique’s quote negates the broader hope of using 
critical social studies to build a more just, inclusive, and antiracist democratic project. However, 
he simultaneously offers that some kids “maybe walk away with more critical tools for under-
standing the world around them;” a pragmatic view that situates the fight for social justice as slow, 
grassroots, and ultimately worthwhile work. Rather than interpreting Enrique’s words as defeatist 
or negative, we see Enrique's perspective on teaching as a strategy to persist through the double 
bind of doing necessary work in places and curricular spaces (Monreal, 2019b) that do not neces-
sarily welcome it. Such a stance is a way to sustain a type of critical hope that acknowledges 
struggle can be productive and does not necessarily equal despair. Belinda expressed a similar, 
pragmatic strategy of making short-term pedagogical concessions for the hope of small successes:  
 

For my [master’s] capstone right now, I'm doing my controversial topics in the social stud-
ies classroom, and what I found in my research is that teachers are literally scared that 
they're going to get fired...but I do it, I do it anyways. But I do it in a way that is not 
offensive and that's not pushy on the kid, but in a way so that I can provoke their thinking 
instead of pushing my opinion on them. Then I can ask them though how and why to ques-
tion something, like, you need to dig deeper. So I do it in that way, and I make them hear 
both sides of every issue so that they can form a valid opinion versus an opinion that's just 
based on mommy and daddy said this. Um, so that has kind of pushed me to be a teacher, 
but all the barriers of place on teachers has made me want to just do a little bit more than 
that... 
 

Belinda walks a path between provocation and equanimity as it concerns social studies instruction. 
She claims a willingness to risk her professional position, even using the prospect as motivation 
to “want to just do a little bit more.” Alongside that more radical stance, she centers normative 
aspects of a classroom (“both sides of every issue”... “you need to dig deeper”) that hedges outright 
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criticality. In fact, there is a risk of legitimizing and validating false and unjust narratives by grant-
ing them equal space in classroom discourse (Hess, 2018; Monreal & McCorkle, 2021). In this 
way, she pairs criticality with a belief in contemporary conceptions of social studies as preparation 
for both civil democratic engagement and as apprenticeship in the disciplinary processes within 
professional social studies fields (Crocco and Livingston, 2017; National Council for the Social 
Studies, 2013). As with Enrique, that is a pragmatic process of professional negotiation we honor 
as outsiders, particularly when the field of social studies itself continues to wrestle with the place 
of ethical and critical commitments for (classroom) processes of discussion and inquiry (Crowley 
& King, 2018; Krutka & Hlavacik, 2021). Moreover, broader socio-political conditions support a 
conception of what is appropriate or controversial based on a white-centered (local) establishment. 
This minimizes, among other things, Latinx experiences and knowledge and casts ideological and 
ethical commitments rooted in life experience as partisan laments (Busey & Dowie-Chin, 2021; 
Mirra & D.L.L., 2020; Serwer, 2019).  

Both Belinda and Enrique act from and through the oscillating dissonance between their 
personal stances about social studies and their place in the collective social studies project. When 
laid alongside their statements about identity, life experience, and their place in the South, it is a 
dissonance that appears to demand a qualitatively different personal praxis than white peers whose 
identities and experiences are more congruent with the normative conditions of both the South and 
schooling. However, we also acknowledge that their identity and their position of (non)belonging 
jeopardizes them and their commitments in a fundamentally different way than these same col-
leagues. Their place as both within and outside of their professional communities, and both outside 
of and from the South, puts them beyond the full protections that would buffer them from racist 
backlash or intentionally support any effort to lean further into justice commitments in their class-
rooms. Although this appears to make their work more personally meaningful, it begs to question 
its sustainability (see also Grooms et al., 2021).  
 
Finding Strength from Isolation: Turning School’s and Colleague’s Racism on its Head 
 

Although we implicitly state the relative isolation of our participants with the previous 
subthemes, we look at it more explicitly in this section. In particular, we highlight how our partic-
ipants found strength, motivation, and purpose from their racialized isolation in regional, school, 
and curricular spaces. The teachers turned their (non)belonging into a space of provocation, a strat-
egy of resistance to refuse and disrupt unjust relations. That is, they saw exclusion as a path to 
force new, and different, avenues of inclusion. Belinda explained this when discussing how she is 
not afraid to “pull the race card”: 

 
I’m really not scared at all...if I got fired for saying something about racism at school, like 
I feel like I would become famous. I'm like, please do it...I will sue this whole school. I 
think they’re kind of scared...they allow so much like racism at the school, and I think 
they are a little scared that we could, and for lack of better words, that we could quote pull 
the race card at any time because so much kind of messed up stuff that goes on…And I 
try and look at it as a strength. I try and turn it around and say like, “yeah, there’s not 
many of us [teachers of color] here, so you need to listen to what I'm saying.” 
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Belinda speaks clearly to an isolation based on both numerical quantity (“not many of us”) and 
qualitative experience (“they allow so much like racism at the school”). Interestingly, this isola-
tion, her position working in culturally subtractive and overtly racist school settings (i.e. the double 
bind), serves as a source of inspiration and empowerment. Navigating, and being witness to racist 
practices at the school enabled her to claim a strategic high ground when she was in direct conflict 
with the (white) institution. Enrique too leveraged his racialized subjectivity to express skepticism 
about the co-optation of racial and economic justice into a careerist, capitalist framework: 
 

I think a part of it was through seeing social justice and these things as a career op-
tion...You're being parachuted into other people's struggles, which is not to say that there's 
not room for solidarity…There is, and there's a need for that. But, part of my choice coming 
in here was like, I'm gonna organize as a worker in a workplace within education, and 
there's a lot of potential for struggle here. 
 

Enrique’s use of “struggle” is instructive and telling in that it points to work, or at least a stance 
toward work, that is neither popular nor easy. His idea of viewing teaching as also labor organizing 
places him outside of a neoliberal frame that views teachers as neutral, race-evasive technicians 
(Hara & Sherbine, 2018; Popkewitz, 1991). It also places him in direct confrontation with a white-
centered power system that views emerging discussions of diversity, equity, and inclusion as apo-
litical multicultural efforts rather than critical work aimed at social transformation and liberation. 
Similar to Belinda, Enrique’s view of teaching was one of necessary conflict - from reimagined 
power positions drawn out of isolation, rather than constant collegiality.  

On the other hand, this means of survival has troubling implications for Enrique, Belinda 
and other teachers (of color) who center their work in critical praxis. These strategies of coping 
and motivation have consequences; they undertake much of their resistance work alone, navigating 
curricular and instructional challenges apart from a prescribed community that would offer both 
emotional and material (e.g. worker protections) support. Furthermore, this implies that both the 
labor and the risk associated with confronting racist curriculum (as well as white schooling norms) 
are carried by teachers of color alone. Solitary undertakings alongside a justified ambivalence 
about progressive schooling projects makes resistance from within the classroom contingent, pre-
carious, and risky.  
 

Discussion and Concluding Thoughts 
 

 In tying together the three subthemes to articulate an overarching concept we call the  am-
biguity of (non)belonging for Latinx Social Studies teachers in the South, we evidence that these 
teachers navigate their relationship to/with place, knowledge, social studies, social justice, and 
belonging without a substantive number of colleagues in the same racialized position. They navi-
gate their relationship to the curriculum, to administrators, to master narratives, to systems of eval-
uation, in a constant liminal space. We offer that there is value in sitting with the complexity of 
these positions rather than compelling teachers and teacher educators to resolve them neatly in 
service of consensus about transforming schools. To conclude, and to extend both the practical 
and theoretical reach of double binds, we offer a number of our own provocations that tie back to 
teacher representation, critical social studies, and El Sur Latinx. 

First, circling back to the persistent challenge of establishing a more diverse social studies 
teacher workforce in a traditionally white and conservative field of social studies (Busey & Waters, 
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2016), how do we as teacher educators support Latinx teachers who currently take up this process 
alone or with few by their side? How do we support and maintain a diverse social studies teacher 
workforce by thinking deeply about the various double binds they operate? For empty platitudes 
about belonging fail to recognize that our participants drew strength and motivation from their 
(non)belonging. At the same time such (non)belonging was a barrier to long term professional 
sustenance and expanded career opportunities (see also recent work by Grooms et al. 2021). How 
do we dignify the individual resistance while acknowledging the need for collective reform efforts? 

Second, another major question for us as outsiders and teacher educators to classrooms like 
these is how we honor and learn from their pragmatic practitioner efforts to work for social justice 
and critical social studies and continue to push anti-oppressive, anti-racist, anti-colonial commit-
ments? We are neither seeking models of martyrdom, nor do we ask teachers at the outset to con-
cede aspects of the self, but we acknowledge that the lifelong means of coping in the face of a 
racist U.S. project extends into their lives as teachers. Therefore, a further research direction is to 
consider the pedagogical and curricular consequences of the strategies that result from Latinx 
teachers’ navigation and challenging of both their belonging and exclusion with their colleagues, 
the U.S. (South’s) racial project, and the social studies.  

Third, and similarly, what does it mean to simultaneously hold a reverence for the work of 
organizers, a stated commitment to ongoing worker solidarity from within the teaching profession, 
and a gnawing pessimism about the possibility for transformative change in classrooms? We offer 
that the ideological, intellectual, and professional navigation undertaken by Enrique and Belinda 
might on the surface depict a series of contradictions requiring resolution. This is particularly sa-
lient for Latinx teachers, who are often asked to reduce multi-layered identities to fit the “U.S. 
cultural imaginary” (Alcoff, 2009, p. 113) in service of socio-political projects across the ideolog-
ical spectrum. Resisting the urge to foreclose complex, even contradictory, positions is part of the 
process of hearing and seeing Latinx teachers. It does not, however, need to imply an erosion of 
collective resistance projects. As Alcoff (2009) writes, “The route to this expanded solidarity is 
neither transcendence nor false commonality, but accurate renditions of differences of experience 
(p.124).”  What we refuse is the drafting of Latinx teachers into a white multicultural, diversifica-
tion project while failing to acknowledge and understand the particular complexity of their position 
(Monreal & Floyd, 2021). 

Fourth, we offer that teachers working from within the plural nature of Latinidad while 
facing down the narrow configurations of Latinidad as constructed in the US ethno-racial project 
have a particular experience confronting the potent mix of triumphalism, prescriptive multicultur-
alism, and racist exclusion that undergirds schooling myths. These are teachers who live daily not 
just with the persistent exclusion of Latinx stories and experiences from schooling. They press on 
with the understanding that the often-contradictory ethno-racial project of the institution is funda-
mentally unfit to acknowledge and see their particular experiences. Enrique and Belinda offer a 
lesson in what it is like to simultaneously hold the aims of collective resistance projects and the 
fundamental failings of institutions together at once, to wander back and forth between resistance 
and compliance. These speak to a larger question of what it means for Latinx teachers to belong 
in El Sur Latinx. Our participants stressed that while their (non)belonging was accentuated by their 
racialization in the specific spaces in the South, it is important to note the larger (ethno)racial 
scripts, including exclusive boundaries of Latinidad that structure race relations in the United 
States (Gamez & Monreal, 2021). Enrique explained this when he told Christoph that he no longer 
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identified as a person of color within Latinidad because of the “anti-indigenous, anti-Black impli-
cations of that” as well as his racial positioning as a white person of Cuban descent. As he put it, 
“in the United States, Latino becomes racialized, whether we like it or not.” 

It is clear from our ongoing conversations with teachers that a consistent pattern remains: 
teachers at the classroom level are still left to interpret conflicting institutional directives, inade-
quate budgets, and ever-increasing demands on their time to hold the school together with labor 
beyond the scope of their contracts. The COVID pandemic has only further revealed the tenuous 
position of classroom-level educators (Reich & Mehta. 2021). We know these pressures on teach-
ers are by political design and that they will continue to feed a feeling of professional dissonance. 
Therefore, while we embrace a call for more Latinx teachers who will reflect the experiences of 
Latinx students and push against white-centered curriculum, instruction, and norms, we caution 
against any tendency to diversify the teacher workforce only to inequitably burden these teachers 
with the responsibility to resolve this dissonance (Flores, 2011; Kohli, 2018). That requires us as 
outsiders to see the historical and present ways that Latinx educators navigate the contradictory 
project of U.S. schooling as assets, but not opportunities to exploit their labor (Monreal & Floyd, 
2021). We have presented the cases of two teachers who, prior to the pandemic, indicated a con-
viction to stay in the work paired with a pragmatic pessimism about the project of U.S. schooling. 
As teacher educators, we now find ourselves enmeshed in a system of teacher credentialing that 
likewise places our hopes for teachers and institutional demands in conflict. We are called to ex-
tend our conversation with prospective teachers beyond their hopes and dreams for their practice 
into a discussion of what will sustain them and the students in the absence of an idealist future. 
That is a project that calls us to attend to the lives of both prospective and practicing teachers, not 
in service of a demand that they stay, but to more honestly sit with all of the space between com-
mitment and rejection. 
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