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ABSTRACT 

 
 This qualitative study was designed to investigate the practices, motivations, and 

mindsets of teachers creating academic success for underserved student populations, 

specifically students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds and students of 

color.  The study used Dr. Anthony Muhammad’s Mindset Framework as the theoretical 

framework and identified, using Muhammad’s mindset survey, specific teachers who 

possessed the liberation mindset and were demonstrating academic achievement with 

students based on value-added data.  The teachers were then interviewed by the 

researcher to further explore and reflect on their experiences, practices, and motivations 

in their classrooms that led to increased student achievement.  The teachers were also 

asked to reflect on what educational leaders do to foster an environment that grows the 

liberation mindset in teachers.  

 
 The findings of the study identified four specific practices that each of the 

teachers utilized or experienced in their classrooms.  The practices were the building of 

positive relationships, setting of high expectations, providing a structured learning 

environment, and intentionally choosing to be positive.  The study was also able to 

identify three specific motivations held by all the teachers which was their care for 

children, their excitement when they see student success, and their view of teaching as 

their calling or purpose in life.  Finally, the study was able to identify specific way in 

which educational leaders can foster the liberation mindset specifically through support 

of teachers, modeling for teachers and providing them opportunities to share with one 

another, providing mentoring opportunities, and making connections with parents.   



Texas Tech University, Joshua Wheeler, May 2019 
 

viii 

LIST OF TABLES 

 
2.1 Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices…………………………………………...19 

4.1 Teacher Mentions of Practices Related to Positive Student Relationships…………..45 

4.2 Teacher Mentions of Practices Related to High Expectations, Structured  
Environment and Being Positive……………………….…………………………....54 
 

4.3 Teacher Mentions of Motivations of Liberation Mindset Teachers…………………61 

4.4 Teacher Mentions of Practices of Educational Leaders to Foster Liberation  
Mindset………………………………………………………………………………65 

 



Texas Tech University, Joshua Wheeler, May 2019 
 

1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Background of the Study 

Since the turn of the century, schools across the nation have seen an increase in 

accountability standards from both the federal and state levels.  As our K-12 schools race 

to meet these ever-changing requirements, they are also seeing a rapid change in 

demographics represented in the classroom. According to Maxwell (2014), “(As of Fall 

2014) the overall number of Latino, African-American, and Asian students in K-12 

classrooms is expected to surpass the number of non-Hispanic whites” (p. 27).  Current 

trends indicate that, by 2043, a majority of students will be nonwhite and 50% of the 

under eighteen population will be comprised of students of color (Crouch, 2007; 

Maxwell, 2014; Tamayo-Lott, 1993). Along with this shift in demographics, schools are 

also experiencing an increase in the number of students who qualify for free and reduced 

lunch (Maxwell, 2014) or as the state of Texas defines them, economically disadvantaged 

students.  Many school districts across the nation have seen their numbers of students of 

color and from economically disadvantaged families increase, and the teachers in those 

schools have begun to face challenges of helping these students to find academic success 

(Howard, 2007).   

Schools in the state of Texas are no exception to these demographic changes 

happening across the nation.  Over the past several years, Texas schools have 

experienced an increase in the number of students that are classified as coming from 

economically disadvantaged households, and student demographics are continuing to 

grow in racial diversity, with Latinos comprising well over half of the 5.2 million 
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students in Texas in the 2014-2015 school year (Collier & Ura, 2015).  Due to these 

shifts, and the continually changing expectations put on students through changing 

passing standards on statewide assessments or changing graduation requirements, many 

schools across the state have been labeled “low performing” or “improvement required” 

by the Texas Education Agency (TEA).   

As a result of changing demographics, many teachers and schools are struggling 

to create academic success in culturally and linguistically diverse student populations, 

hence the reason African-American, Latino and economically disadvantaged students are 

often referred to as “at-risk”, though many think this is a term that creates deficit thinking 

about the students in the minds of educators and the students themselves (Valencia, 

2010).  Research has shown that the socioeconomic status of a student has a direct effect 

on student achievement (Caldas & Bankston, 1997; Tajalli & Opheim, 2004; Wolf, 1977) 

and it is clear that students who come from low socioeconomic homes and students from 

African-American and Latino backgrounds tend to perform significantly lower than their 

white or Asian counterparts on assessments in content areas such as mathematics and 

reading (NAEP, 2015).  This gap in academic achievement is often referred to as the 

“achievement gap”.  The Harvard Achievement Gap Initiative (AGI), led by Ronald 

Ferguson,) defines the achievement gap as: 

disparity in academic performance between groups of students. The achievement 
gap shows up in grades, standardized-test scores, course selection, dropout rates, 
and college-completion rates, among other success measures. It is most often used 
to describe the troubling performance gaps between African-American and 
Hispanic students, at the lower end of the performance scale, and their non-
Hispanic white peers, and the similar academic disparity between students from 
low-income families and those who are better off. (Editorial Projects in Education 
Research Center, 2011) 
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In contrast to the demographic shift of student populations across the nation, 

national statistics show that 84% of the nation’s current teaching population is White 

(Feistritzer, 2011).  Denbo, Grant, and Jackson (1994) offer that schools are challenged 

with providing equitable educational opportunities in the absence of faculty that is 

philosophically and pedagogically equipped to educate all students (p. 42).   Teachers 

working with students of color and students from low-income households often struggle 

to make connections, breakthrough to impact student academic achievement, which in the 

end, both teachers and students suffer as a result.  Many of the teachers represented in 

schools across the nation struggle to connect with and motivate students who come to 

them from a variety of cultural backgrounds.  This study attempts to capture the 

experiences, motivations, beliefs, and voices of teachers who truly believe students are 

capable of overcoming these large achievement gaps that are present.   

Statement of the Problem 

If, like many social scientists predict, our state continues to see dramatic changes 

in student populations over the next ten to twenty years, one would predict that schools 

will see the achievement gap in the state of Texas continue to grow larger.  As educators 

strive to close the achievement gap Muhammad (2015) suggests, “We have to examine 

our professional practice and mindsets and ask if our traditional practices and belief 

systems have been fair to all students” (pg. 3).  Despite the large number of teachers 

struggling to work with students from diverse backgrounds, many schools have a cadre of 

teachers who, although they find themselves working in challenging schools, are still able 

to reach culturally and linguistically diverse students and help them achieve academic 

success.  These special teachers defy odds, work through the situations they are in and 
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stand out among their peers because of the unlikely success they find with struggling 

students.   

The focus of this study is to identify what makes high performing teachers with 

struggling students, different than their peers that are working with the exact same 

students, in the exact same environment, and teaching the exact same curriculum.  Some 

would suggest that strong classroom management is the key to the success of these 

teachers, or that a solid foundation of content knowledge and pedagogy are the tools for 

reaching students who are typically unsuccessful academically.  Others may argue that 

using culturally relevant teaching methods and curriculum are the keys to breaking 

through to these students and closing their achievement gaps (Ferguson, 2002; Gay, 

2010; Johnson and Willis, 2013). In addition to these practices, many of these teachers 

understand how to connect with students through meaningful relationships, know how to 

set high expectations for all, and are able to motivate and inspire excellence in their 

students (Jensen, 2013).  While research has shown that all of these practices are 

important in working with students from diverse backgrounds, the fact is that not all 

educators implement these practices. Educators argue there is a knowing-doing gap; all 

teachers know the practices that must be utilized when working with students from varied 

backgrounds, but not all teachers do them (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000; Muhammad, 2015).  

The aim of this study is to identify the specific practices, motivations and beliefs 

(mindset) these successful teachers possess that make them distinct and successful with 

students.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study is to examine teachers 
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who possess the liberation mindset and the experiences, practices, and motivations 

driving these effective teachers who work with students of color and from economically 

disadvantaged homes. A phenomenological study “describes the meaning of several 

individuals and their lived experiences with a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 57).  

This study aims to discover first-hand what liberation mindset teachers experience with 

their students and in their classrooms to help increase academic achievement.  This is an 

experience that only a small percentage of teachers have experienced, hence the rational 

for a phenomenological focus.   

In addition to looking at the teachers, this study will also aim to examine the 

schools these teachers work in and what the educational leaders on each campus do to 

foster a culture that grows the liberation mindset and allows teachers to thrive.  It has 

long been argued that the individual teacher can have a large impact on the overall 

success of a student.  Marzano (2010) states, “Today it is considered common knowledge 

that a classroom teacher is probably the single most powerful influence on student 

achievement that is within control of the educational system" (p. 213).  Another study 

supporting this thought was done by Wright, Horn, & Sanders (1997) who concluded. 

that “teachers do make a difference” (p. 66) on student achievement.  The 

aforementioned researchers also suggested at the conclusion of their study that an area for 

further study would be to examine the characteristics of teachers who exhibited sustained 

success with students (Wright et al., 1997, p. 66).  By studying the characteristics and 

mindsets of successful teachers with diverse student populations, this researcher aims to 

pinpoint specific pedagogical practices, motivations, and mindsets of these teachers that 

could potentially be taught and modeled as best practices to other teachers who currently 
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work or will work with these student populations.  Through this study, the researcher also 

attempts to identify ways educational leaders can grow and foster a liberation mindset as 

practice to support teachers on their campuses.  

Research Questions 

 The following research questions will be used to guide and serve the purpose of 

this study to identify the practice and motivations of liberation mindset teachers and what 

educational leaders can do to foster an environment where this type of teacher thrives.   

1. What pedagogical practices do liberation mindset teachers use to create academic 

achievement in students of color and economically disadvantaged students? 

2. What motivations (intrinsic or extrinsic) drive teachers who possess the liberation 

mindset and how does it impact their ability to connect with their students? 

3. What practices do educational leaders implement to foster a culture of and grow 

the liberation mindset in teachers? 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework of this study is focused on teacher effectiveness, the 

use of culturally responsive teaching, school culture and the mindsets of teachers working 

with student of color and from economically disadvantaged homes.  Specifically, this 

study will use Anthony Muhammad’s work on school culture and mindset to frame this 

investigation.  Dr. Muhammad (2009) developed the Transforming School Culture (TSC) 

framework to arrange participants in a school into four categories: believers, tweeners, 

survivors and fundamentalists.  According to Muhammad (2015) these four categories of 

participants also possess one of three mindsets which can overlap with the culture 

categories: liberation mindset = believers, victim mindset = survivors, superiority 
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mindset = fundamentalists.  Participants falling into the “tweener” culture category, 

which are typically defined as new teachers, are still trying to identify their mindset and 

do not subscribe to one yet.  For this study the researcher will focus specifically on the 

liberation mindset and teachers who possess these beliefs.  The liberation mindset is 

described as “an unwavering commitment to a set of collective beliefs and actions rooted 

in the goal of achieving high levels of academic and social success for all students despite 

internal or external barriers” (Muhammad, 2015, p.94).  The liberation mindset is made 

up of three components: equality, responsibility, and advocacy.   This study will 

investigate these components in effective teachers working with students of color and 

from economically disadvantaged homes in hopes that the findings can be used to bring 

about meaningful change in closing the achievement gaps for these students.   

Significance of the Study 

  The aim of this study is to provide educational leaders a better understanding of 

practices and motivations associated with the liberation mindset of teachers, in order to 

cultivate and instill these mindsets in pre-service and existing teachers.  The goal of the 

study is also to provide potential findings that may guide principals and school leaders 

working to grow an asset-based culture of teaching in schools. The liberation mindset in 

schools, along with meaningful data on the practices and motivations of these teachers, 

can provide additional leadership and cultural tools to enact as educational leaders foster 

an environment where this thinking is prevalent.  It is clear that inequality exists in our 

school system, specifically along racial and economic lines. If educators, practitioners, 

policy makers, and researchers are going bring equality to all students and close the 

achievement gaps, teaching culturally and linguistically diverse populations in schools 
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must be adaptive, culturally responsive, and asset-based. By identifying what liberation 

mindset teachers successfully do in and out of the classroom and providing educational 

leaders a platform to grow the liberation mindset practices in other teachers, schools have 

the potential to have a profound impact on student achievement.  

 In addition, this study aims to serve as a reference to educational leaders as they 

look to hire teachers to work with diverse populations.  By understanding the specific 

characteristics and mindsets they should be looking for in teacher candidates, 

administrators can be better prepared in their interviewing of teachers, be proactive in the 

selection of teachers, and potentially recruit teachers that will work successfully and 

make a difference with the growing demographic of students in schools across the state 

and the nation.   

 The final goal of this study is to inform professors in teacher education 

preparation programs on the successful mindsets of teachers working with underserved 

students.  Shaull, in the foreword to Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2000) 

said: 

Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration 
of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about 
conformity or it becomes the “practice of freedom”, the means by which men and 
women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate 
in the transformation of their world. (p.34) 

With the knowledge from this study, educational leaders shaping the mindsets of future 

teachers will be able to have a significant impact on the success of not only those future 

teachers, but the students and schools they will serve. 
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Assumptions 

 An assumption of the researcher in this study is that teachers who will be 

interviewed will have met the criteria of being a multi-year level 5 value-added teacher 

for their district using the SAS Education Value-Added Assessment System (EVAAS®) 

methodology, will be truthful in their liberation mindset survey, and be found to possess a 

liberation mindset.  The researcher is making the assumption that all answers to interview 

questions will be truthful to the day-to-day teaching of the teacher.    

Definition of Terms 

 In this section the key terms and concepts of the study are defined to give the 

readers and the researcher a common understanding of the vocabulary.  All terms are 

referred to throughout the research study.   

Economically Disadvantaged Students. The percentage of economically 

disadvantaged students is the count of students that are eligible for free or reduced‐price 

lunch or other public assistance divided by the total number of students. Families and 

children meet this qualification if the family income is less than twice the federal poverty 

threshold.  The federal poverty threshold for a family of four with two children was 

$24,008 in 2014, $23,624 in 2013, and $23,283 in 2012. 

Achievement Gap. The disparity in academic performance between groups of 

students. The achievement gap shows up in grades, standardized-test scores, course 

selection, dropout rates, and college-completion rates, among other success measures. It 

is most often used to describe the troubling performance gaps between African-American 

and Hispanic students, at the lower end of the performance scale, and their non-Hispanic 

white peers, and the similar academic disparity between students from low-income 
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families and those who are better off. (Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 

2011) 

Mindset. For this study the work of Carol Dweck on growth and fixed mindset 

will be referenced when discussing the mindset of teachers, but it will be further defined 

by Anthony Muhammad’s definitions of mindset, specifically the liberation mindset.  By 

definition, teachers who possess the liberation mindset would also possess the growth 

mindset.  

Growth Mindset. This term refers to the belief that one can grow in intelligence 

or ability from the current level possessed.   

Fixed Mindset. This term refers to the belief that intelligence or ability is 

predetermined within one’s self and that it is near impossible to grow at something you 

do not naturally possess.  

Culturally Responsive Teaching. The term refers to the ways in which a teacher 

amends their curriculum or pedagogical practices to meet the needs or identify with the 

culture of the students they teach. 

Superiority Mindset. Those who have convinced themselves that they are 

superior to others hold this mindset, which guides them to maintain such perception. 

Victim Mindset. Those who enjoy the comforts of not being expected to do very 

much, and who enjoy the convenience of holding other people responsible for their 

current station in life hold this mindset. 

Liberation Mindset. Those who felt that their beliefs and actions can shape and 

change reality hold this mindset. 
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Believer. This is a teacher who believes that all students are capable of learning 

and that they have a direct impact on student success. 

Tweener. This is a teacher that is new to the school culture and trying to learn 

school culture norms and expectations. 

Survivor. This is a small group of teachers who are “burned out”, merely trying 

to survive from day to day mentally and emotionally. 

Fundamentalist. These are teachers who are not only opposed to change but 

organize to resist and thwart change initiatives.    

Knowing-Doing Gap. This term was originally coined in the business world.  In 

this research study, the term refers to the gap between a teacher’s knowledge what they 

should do to help students be academically successful, and the teacher actually doing 

those things to help the student attain success.   

Value-Added Data. Value-added analysis is a statistical method that helps 

educators measure the impact teachers make on a student's academic progress rates from 

year to year. 

Limitations of the Study 

 This study is limited by numerous factors including time and location.  The 

researcher will only have the opportunity to interview teachers and will not get the full 

picture of what goes on in that classroom.  The researcher will also only be looking at 

teachers working with students of color and/or students from economically disadvantaged 

homes in one medium sized town which might differ from the students represented in 

rural towns or schools in large cities.   
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Delimitations of the Study 

 Delimitations were used to narrow the scope of the study.  The first delimitation is 

that the study was focused only on schools and teachers in the west Texas area.  Another 

delimitation used was that teachers in this study must work with a student population that 

is comprised of either 55% or greater African-American or Latino, and/or 55% or greater 

economically disadvantaged according to the Texas Education Agency.  Teachers must 

also be successfully identified as having a significant impact on student achievement and 

possessing the liberation mindset.   

Chapter I Summary 

 Chapter one begins with the background of the study and through the statement of 

problem, purpose of the study, and the phenomenon that will be explored is introduced.  

Research questions are provided that will be used to guide the proposed study and aim to 

help describe what is happening in schools with teachers who embody a liberation 

mindset. The phenomenon is further framed by Muhammad’s theoretical framework 

which provides a lens for the study to collect the work of exceptional teachers in the 

field. This study attempts to add to the body of knowledge and significance in both the 

fields of teacher education and educational leadership.  Assumptions, terms, limitations 

and delimitations are also provided for additional parameters of the proposed study.  The 

next chapter of this study provides a review of the current literature which supports the 

platform for the study. In continuation a third chapter will describe the methodology used 

to explore the phenomenon that is introduced in chapter one.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LITERATURE 

 In studying the problem of why and how some teachers are able to create 

academic success in diverse student populations, there are many different aspects of the 

literature that must be reviewed.  The student population in question must be examined 

and the academic achievement gap experienced by many of these students must be 

investigated.  From here the significance a teacher can have on student achievement must 

be reviewed, and also the knowing-doing gap to find out why some teachers may not be 

having an impact on student achievement.  Following this, an examination of the 

culturally relevant teaching practices many of these effective teachers utilize can help 

find what motivating factors could be driving these successful teachers.  Finally, mindset 

will be investigated to see how it can be related to school culture and motivation of 

teachers, and how educational leaders can work to grow a successful culture. 

Changes in Demographics and Economic Status across the United States 

 In the United States K-12 schools are seeing a rapid change in demographics 

represented in the classroom.  According to Maxwell (2014), “(As of Fall 2014) the 

overall number of Latino, African-American, and Asian students in K-12 classrooms is 

expected to surpass the number of non-Hispanic whites” (p. 27).  If schools continue to 

see the same rate of change in student demographics then in 25 years a majority of 

students in American schools will be nonwhite and 50% of the under eighteen population 

will be comprised of students of color (Crouch, 2007; Maxwell, 2014; Tamayo-Lott, 

1993). Schools across the nation are also seeing a rapid rise in the percentage of students 

who come from economically disadvantaged homes (Maxwell, 2014) and border states 
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like Texas are seeing these demographic numbers change at an even more accelerated 

rate.  Demographics numbers in Texas are continuing to grow in racial diversity, with 

Latinos comprising well over half of the 5.2 million students in Texas in the 2014-2015 

school year (Collier & Ura, 2015).   

In contrast to the demographic shift, national statistics show that 84% of the 

nation’s current teaching population is White (Feistritzer, 2011).  Denbo, Grant, and 

Jackson (1994) offer that schools are challenged with providing equitable educational 

opportunities in the absence of faculty that is philosophically and pedagogically equipped 

to educate all students (p. 42).  With these increasing differences in culture and 

background between educator and student, and the continued academic struggle of 

students of color and from economically disadvantaged families in our current 

educational system, many educators have begun to think of these demographic shifts with 

deficit thinking (Valencia, 2010).  According to Valencia (2010) the deficit thinking 

model posits that “the student who fails in school does so because of his/her internal 

deficits or deficiencies.  Such deficits manifest, adherents allege, in limited intellectual 

abilities, linguistic shortcomings, lack of motivation to learn, and immoral behavior” (p. 

6-7).  

Achievement Gap 

Along with the emergence and understanding of deficit thinking and its negative 

impact on students, the reality of a growing racial and economic academic achievement 

gap has become very plain to see over the past few decades.  The Harvard Achievement 

Gap Initiative (AGI), led by Ronald Ferguson, defines the achievement gap as: 
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disparity in academic performance between groups of students. The achievement 
gap shows up in grades, standardized-test scores, course selection, dropout rates, 
and college-completion rates, among other success measures. It is most often used 
to describe the troubling performance gaps between African-American and 
Hispanic students, at the lower end of the performance scale, and their non-
Hispanic white peers, and the similar academic disparity between students from 
low-income families and those who are better off. (Editorial Projects in Education 
Research Center, 2011) 

A recent study done by Stanford and Harvard researchers in April 2016 (Reardon, 

Kalogrides, & Ho, 2016) showed that racial achievement gaps exist in almost every 

community in the United States that has a measurable African-American or Latino 

population.  2017 statistics from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 

state that “At grade 12, the White-Black achievement gap in reading was larger in 2015 

(30 points) than in 1992 (24 points), while the White-Hispanic reading achievement gap 

in 2015 (20 points) was not measurably different from the gap in 1992.” (Musu-Gilllette 

et. al, 2017, p. iv). This is the reality, despite efforts by numerous educators, politicians 

and policymakers to close the achievement gap.   

A decade ago Gloria Ladson-Billings spoke on this and urged educators to change 

their thinking from an achievement gap to an education debt (Ladson-Billings, 2007).  

She urged us to “look at the inherent fallacies of the achievement gap discourse and place 

students' academic struggles in the larger context of social failure including health, 

wealth, and funding gaps that impede their school success” (p. 316). In a speech that 

same year, Dr. Ladson-Billings charged her educations colleagues to tackle issue by 

saying,  

So, rather than focusing on telling people to catch up, we have to think about how 

we, all of us, will begin to pay down this mountain of debt that we have amassed 
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at the expense of entire groups of people and their subsequent generations. 

(Ladson-Billings, 2007) 

Dr. Anthony Muhammad suggests that though Americans claim love the concept of 

equality, evidence such as real-estate values, school funding and lack of closing the 

achievement gap argue otherwise.  He suggests that change will require a change in 

mindset and more specifically the liberation mindset (Muhammad, 2017) 

Importance of Teachers on Student Achievement 

 Though rapidly changing demographics and an ever-widening 

achievement gap for students of color and low socioeconomic status seem like an 

insurmountable problem, the solution to the problem is found in the classrooms of 

every school in America.  It has long been argued the individual teacher can have 

a large impact on the overall success of a student, even more that was originally 

thought to be possible (Sanders & Horn, 1994).  In addition to this discovery, 

Sanders and his colleagues, after looking at over 100,000 student’s achievement 

scores, came to the conclusion that: 

The most important factor affecting student learning is the teacher. In addition, 
the results show wide variation in effectiveness among teachers. The immediate 
and clear implication of this finding is that seemingly more can be done to 
improve education by improving the effectiveness of teachers than by any other 
single factor. Effective teachers appear to be effective with students of all 
achievement levels, regardless of the level of heterogeneity in their classrooms. If 
the teacher is ineffective, students under the teacher’s tutelage will show 
inadequate progress academically regardless of how similar or different they are 
regarding their academic achievement. (Wright et al., 1997, p. 63)  
 

Educational researcher John Hattie, in his 2008 synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses 

related to student achievement, found that teacher clarity had a significant impact on 

student achievement.  The desired effect size of meaningful educational practices that led 
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to student achievement was d = 0.40 and teacher clarity had an effect size of d = 0.72 

(Hattie, 2008, p. 126). 

Based on these findings and others it is imperative that we place extreme 

importance and focus on teacher effectiveness.  “Today it is considered common 

knowledge that a classroom teacher is probably the single most powerful influence on 

student achievement that is within control of the educational system" (Marzano, 2010, p. 

213). Marzano also concludes in a separate study that “individual teachers can have a 

profound influence on student learning even in schools that are relatively ineffective” 

(Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001, p. 3).  Based on these conclusions it seems clear 

that teachers are the key to increasing student academic success, but more study needs to 

be conducted specifically on effective teachers working with students of color and from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds and how their personal perceptions and value 

systems (mindsets) can have an effect on student learning outcomes (Zeichner & Gore, 

1989; Muhammad, 2015).   

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

 One pedagogical practice that has been proven to work with students from 

culturally diverse backgrounds is the use of culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 

practices.  CRT is a way of deliberately capitalizing on students’ individual and cultural 

differences to promote learning (Ladson-Billings, 2009). In her book The Dreamkeepers, 

Ladson-Billings suggested that educators who practice CRT utilize the following 

practices: communication of high expectations, active teaching methods, teacher as 

facilitator, inclusion of culturally and linguistically diverse students, cultural sensitivity, 

reshaping the curriculum or delivery of services, student-controlled discourse and small 
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group instruction (Ladson-Billings, 2009) Teaching practices that demonstrate respect 

and appreciation for culture and background experiences are also significant catalysts for 

academic learning (Scheurich, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Menchaca, 2001). 

Furthermore, research has shown that “improving students’ relationships with teachers 

has important, positive and long-lasting implications for both students’ academic and 

social development (Rimm-Kaufman and Sandilos, 2016).  These practices require that 

teachers possess certain capabilities, including the following:  

viewing cultural differences as assets; creating caring learning communities 
where individual differences and cultural diversity are valued; using cultural 
knowledge of ethnically diverse cultures, families, and communities to guide 
curriculum development, group dynamics, instructional strategies, and 
relationships with students. (Gay, 2010, p. 31) 
 

Expanding on Ladson-Billing’s (2009) and Gay’s (2010) definitions, Aceves and Orosco 

(2014) describe teachers who practice CRT this way,  

These teachers use this capital (i.e., personal experiences and interests) as the 
basis for instructional connections to facilitate student learning and development. 
Teachers who use CRT apply interactive, collaborative teaching methods, 
strategies, and ways of interacting that support students’ cultural, linguistic, and 
racial experiences and integrate the methods with evidence-based practices. (p.7-
8) 
 

Through their research on CRT of teachers Aceves and Orosco (2014) found 14 themes: 

we found six general CRT themes (i.e., instructional engagement; culture, 
language, and racial identity; multicultural awareness; high expectations; critical 
thinking; and social justice); four CRT practices (i.e., collaborative teaching, 
responsive feedback, modeling, and instructional scaffolding) that were 
considered emerging EBPs; two recommended teaching approaches (i.e., problem 
solving and child-centered instruction); and two instructional considerations (i.e., 
assessment and materials). (p.8)  
 

Table 2.1 summarizes the fourteen themes Aceves and Orosco (2014) found. 
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Table 2.1 
Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This researcher aims to see if there is a connection between a teacher possessing the 

liberation mindset and their utilization of culturally relevant teaching practices.  This 

researcher posits that this is one of the keys to the success of liberation mindset teachers 

with students of color and low socioeconomic backgrounds.   

Knowing – Doing Gap 

 One might wonder, if research shows the importance of effective teachers in the 

classroom, and specifically teachers who utilize culturally relevant teaching practices, 

creating student achievement, then why is the achievement gap not closed yet?  After all, 

the education field has had much of this research and knowledge for years.  Reeves 

(2006) says that, despite these advancements in research, we are still at an impasse. “One 

inescapable conclusion from school reform research, however, is that evidence alone is 

not enough. We must confront the knowing-doing gap” (Reeves, 2006, p. 90). The 

origination of the knowing-doing gap concept comes from the business world and two 

Relevant Themes of CRT Emerging Evidence-
Based CRT Practices 

Recommended CRT 
Approaches and 
Considerations 

Instructional Engagement Collaborative Teaching Problem-Solving 
Approach 

Culture, Language, and 
Racial Identity Responsive Feedback Child-Centered 

Instruction 

Multicultural Awareness Modeling Assessment 

High Expectations Instructional Scaffolding Materials 

Critical Thinking   

Social Justices   
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Stanford researchers named Jeffery Pfeffer and Robert Sutton (1999).  In essence the 

knowing-doing gap in business refers to a company know what they need to do to change 

and succeed but instead they never following through and do it.  In describing what 

causes the knowing-doing gap Pfeffer and Sutton (1999) say, “It can often be traced to a 

basic human propensity: the willingness to let talk substitute for action” (p.136).  They 

also refer to this as the small talk trap.  So instead of doing the work it takes to change, 

these companies talk to problem to death and no change ever happens. 

 Muhammad (2015) states that this same dilemma is present in the education world 

when it comes to educational equity (closing the achievement gap), and the difficulty that 

comes along with those changes.  We know there is a problem and change needs to 

happen, we even know many possible solutions to the problem.  DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, 

& Many (2006) suggested that one possible solution would be for schools to establish 

professional learning communities (PLC) where educators can establish a common 

vocabulary, confront their reality, and work toward solutions. Yet, often we are left still 

talking about the problem and no measurable action has taken place to correct the issue.  

This researcher posits that by identifying the practices and motivations of teacher who 

possess the liberation mindset, this will give usable information to educational leaders to 

put into action and change these culture/mindsets of our schools.   

Mindset 

 A quick search of the Merriam-Webster dictionary gives us a definition of 

mindset as "a person’s particular way of thinking or a person's attitude or set of opinions 

about something”. Mindset is a part of who a person is and what factors have influenced 

them in life.  According to Dweck (1999, 2006) there are two kinds of mindsets that exist 
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within people: fixed mindset and growth mindset.  A fixed mindset is one in which the 

individual believes that he or she possesses a certain amount of intellectual ability and it 

cannot be changed.  In contrast to this, a person who possesses a growth mindset believes 

that their intelligence can grow with effort and learning.  When applying this idea to the 

school setting, teachers with growth mindset believe that their students have the ability 

within themselves to increase their intellectual ability.  Student who possess growth 

mindset have been known to work harder and care more about their learning.  

 Extending off of Dweck’s work (2006) and the work done by Singleton and 

Linton (2014) that looks at passion, practice and persistence being three critical attitudes 

that stakeholders must have to help students close the achievement gap, Muhammad 

(2015) three new mindsets the contribute to closing the achievement gap.  He defines the 

mindsets as follows:  

1. Superiority mindset: Those who have convinced themselves that they are 
superior to others hold this mindset, which guides them to maintain such 
perception. 

2. Victim mindset: Those who enjoy the comforts of not being expected to do 
very much, and who enjoy the convenience of holding other people 
responsible for their current station in life hold this mindset.  

3. Liberation mindset: Those who felt that their beliefs and actions can shape and 
change reality hold this mindset. (p .53) 
 

Combining Muhammad’s (2015) definition and Dweck’s (2006) definition, people with a 

fixed mindset would fall under the superiority or victim mindset, and people with the 

growth mindset would fall under the liberation mindset.  It is important to note that these 

definitions do not simply refer to teachers only, but all stakeholders in the educational 

process, for example: teachers, students, staff, administrators (campus and district), 

parents, community members, etc.  Muhammad (2015) uses his Transforming School 
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Culture (TSC) framework (Muhammad, 2009) to show the connection between culture 

change and mindset.  Figure 1.1 below show the correlation between the TSC framework 

and the mindsets mentions above.  Muhammad suggests that educational leaders who can 

grow the liberation mindset in their teachers will be able to have a positive school culture 

that has a positive impact on academic success. He provides three case studies to show 

schools who are demonstrating the three components (equality, responsibility, and 

advocacy) of the liberation mindset and the positive impact they have had on students 

(Muhammad, 2015).  This researcher posits that even one teacher with a liberation 

mindset who may be an outlier among their co-workers, can have a significant impact on 

student achievement, and we can learn about the practices and motivation factors that 

cause a teacher to possess the liberation mindset 
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Figure 1.1. Transforming School Culture/Mindset Framework (Muhammad, 2009, 2015) 
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Chapter II Summary 

 In reviewing the literature presented it is clear that demographics across the nation 

are changing at a rapid rate, and that the backgrounds and home lives of the majority of 

students is different from what it was 20 years ago.  In addition to the changes in 

demographics, the literature reveals a correlation to students of color and from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds, and the ever-widening academic achievement 

gap seen in schools.  Much has been done to try and address the achievement gap, yet is 

continues to exist and in some ways grow larger.  Research literature suggests that 

teachers are the single most important factor in student achievement in the classroom, and 

if this is true, then teachers could be the answer to closing the achievement gap.  Next the 

literature points to the culturally responsive teaching practices that many successful 

teachers are using with students from diverse backgrounds, but the question is raised, if it 

is as easy as using specifics strategies, why are all teachers who use those strategies not 

successful?  This question leads to research about the knowing-doing gap.  Though 

teachers may know what to do, this does not mean that they are doing it.  The question is 

then, why are they not doing it?  To conclude the look at the research, the mindset of 

teachers and how this impacts their ability to connect with students and create success in 

them is explored.   
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

Establishing the Paradigm 

For this study the researcher used the qualitative method of inquiry.  “Qualitative 

inquiry seeks to discover and to describe in narrative reporting what particular people do 

in their everyday lives and what their actions mean to them” (Erickson, 2011, p.43).  This 

research methodology was chosen because of the researcher’s aim to capture a holistic 

and detailed insight into the experiences, practices (both pedagogical and social) and 

motivations of successful teachers working with students of color and from economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds.  The researcher also aimed to identify the mindset or belief 

systems held by these successful teachers to see how this factor impacted their success in 

the classroom. According to Glesne (2011), “qualitative research methods are used to 

understand some social phenomenon from the perspectives of those involved, to 

contextualize issues in their particular socio-cultural-political milieu, and sometimes to 

transform or change social conditions” (p. 4).  

Type of Study 

 The researcher conducted a phenomenological study to answer the research 

questions. According to Creswell (2007) this type of study “describes the meaning of 

several individuals and their lived experiences with a phenomenon” (p. 57).  The 

researcher examined the phenomenon of why some teachers working with students of 

color and from economically disadvantages homes in the west Texas area, and who 

possess the liberation mindset, are “defying the odds” and finding academic success with 

a student population that typically is defined by academic achievement gaps.  The study 
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aimed to identify the experiences the teachers have with their students, the practices the 

teachers employ in the classroom (both pedagogically and relationally), the motivations 

driving them to create success in their students, and the ways in which an educational 

leader can cultivate and motivate a culture in which these types of teachers thrive.   

Data Sources 

According to Morrison (2012) educational research is different than research done 

in the world of natural sciences.  In the world of educational research, our research must 

be done with people.  Our realities are not something to be found or discovered like facts 

would be, but rather reality is “experienced and constructed from a subjective 

perspective” (Morrison, 2012, p. 23).  As a qualitative researcher it is imperative that you 

understand the perspectives that your participants come from, and that through the 

collection of as much detail as possible you are able to gain a holistic picture of your 

research topic.  Due to the fact that qualitative research is dependent upon words rather 

that numbers (Morrison, 2012), it is important that a qualitative researcher choose tools 

that will allow them to collect as deep and rich a picture of the problem as possible, while 

not creating a disruption in the researched environment.   

Participant Selection 

The first data source that was used to identify participants for this study was the 

2015-2016 Texas Academic Performance Reports (TAPR).  The researcher limited the 

study to teachers teaching in schools that had student populations comprised of either 

55% or greater African-American or Latino, and/or 55% or greater economically 

disadvantaged according to the Texas Education Agency.  The researcher identified 

specific content areas and grade levels in schools that met the above criteria where data 
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showed that academic achievement was at least 10 percentage points or greater than the 

district or state average.  

The next source of data used to identify participants for the study was that of 

value-added data.  The researcher presented the identified schools, content areas, and 

grade-levels from the TAPR reports to the participating school district and the district 

was able to identify teachers working in those identified areas that had multi-year, level 

five value added scores.  Once those teachers were identified the researcher was given 

permission to contact the identified teachers.   

The third source of data that was used to select participants for this study was a 

liberation mindset survey developed by Dr. Anthony Muhammad (2015) which helped 

with the process of identifying the mindset of the teachers.  Once the teachers were 

identified through value-added data, they were asked to participate in the study by taking 

the liberation mindset survey.  According to Muijs (2012) survey research is one of the 

most widely used research methods in qualitative educational research.  This is because 

of its ability to gather large amounts of data in a relatively cheap manner, while 

maintaining the flexibility that so many qualitative researchers need because they are 

dealing with human participants.  In this study the researcher utilized survey research to 

gain a clearer perspective into the mindsets of teachers working with diverse student 

populations.  Polkinghorne (1989) recommends that researchers interview from 5 to 25 

individuals who have all experienced the investigated phenomenon.  For this study the 

researcher identified six teachers who exhibited the liberation mindset and agreed to 

continue further in the study.    
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Data Collection 

The final source of data for this research study was that of teacher interviews.  

According to Coleman (2012) “researchers whose purpose involves understanding more 

about how individuals think and perceive” (p. 251) will choose to utilize interviews 

because they are motivated by “an interest in understanding the lived experience of other 

people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2006, p. 9).  In order to 

collect the detailed data needed to construct the realities which these teachers found 

themselves in, interviews were the most valuable tool to give the researcher the first 

person look into the minds of the teachers.  Not only were the answers recorded, but the 

researcher was able to gain a good sense of the participants as people.  The ability to see 

their environment first-hand and use that in the data analysis was valuable. The teacher 

interviews gave the researcher a chance to hear first-hand from the teachers about what 

they are experiencing and doing to create the academic success in their students, and 

what motivates them to do those things.  The researcher used the teacher interviews to 

identify specific characteristics that made the teachers so successful and identified 

reoccurring themes that came up in all of the interviews which helped aid in the process 

of pinpointing specific practices and motivations the teacher possesses.  In addition to 

this, the researcher looked for what educational leaders can do to foster a culture where 

these teachers thrive.  The participants were asked to reflect on what educational leaders 

have done for them in the past and what they think would be useful in the future.  This 

data helped to paint a good picture of the practices and motivations of liberation mindset 

teachers and give educational leaders valuable information to utilize and put into action 

toward growing these teachers on their campus.     
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The researcher collected the data through classroom visits and personal interviews 

during the spring semester of 2018.  While conducting the teacher interviews the 

researcher recorded each interview, with the permission of the participant, and 

immediately transcribed the interviews into Microsoft Word following the interview.  

The style of interview utilized by the researcher was that of a semi-structured interviews 

(Coleman, 2012).  The liberation mindset survey was administered using the website 

Qualtrics.    

Data Analysis 

 According to Erlandson et. al (1993, p. 111), “the analysis of qualitative data is 

best described as a progression not a stage; an ongoing process, not a one-time event.” 

For the duration of this qualitative study the researcher used the constant comparative 

method to look for emerging themes in the data.  No preexisting themes were decided, 

but rather as the data was collected the researcher analyzed it for common, reoccurring 

themes.  Once each of the teacher interviews were completed the researcher transcribed 

the data into Microsoft Word for better clarity.  From here the data coding software 

program NVivo was used to discover emerging themes and categories from the interviews 

and surveys.   

Trustworthiness 

 In any qualitative research study, the trustworthiness of the study must be of the 

utmost importance to the researcher.  Often qualitative studies are scrutinized for 

inadequacies when compared with more conventional experimental studies (Huberman & 

Miles, 1994a).  To account for this and to strengthen the trustworthiness of this study, the 
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researcher adhered to the structure proposed but Guba (1981) which focuses on the 

studies credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.   

Credibility 

 To ensure credibility of this study the researcher utilized many different strategies 

as suggested by Lincoln & Guba (1985).  First the researcher adhered to prolonged 

engagement and persistent observation.  The researcher also used the strategy of 

triangulation by utilizing three different data sources to gain a diversified look at each of 

the teachers in this phenomenological study.   

Transferability 

 According to Erlandson et. al (1993) the naturalistic researcher’s aim is to not 

provide a study that can be replicated, but to provide descriptions that “enable observers 

of other contexts to make tentative judgments about applicability of certain observations 

for their contexts and to form working hypotheses to guide empirical inquiry in those 

contexts” (p.33).  Guba and Lincoln (1989) say that the obligation for demonstrating 

transferability belongs to those who would apply it to the receiving context (p.241).  

Erlandson et. al (1993) suggest two distinct strategies to help facilitate transferability.  To 

greater increase the transferability of this study the researcher provided thick description 

of the context in which the study is conducted.  By giving specific examples and detailed 

description the researcher can increase the ability for the findings to be transferred to 

other settings.  In addition to the strategy of thick description the researcher also used 

purposive sampling when choosing the teachers to study.  By describing the details of the 

context in which the teachers studied were located, the researcher increases the 

transferability of the study to similar situations.   
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Dependability 

 In any research, consistency of the findings is of the utmost concern.  According 

to Guba (1981), “Consistency is conceived in terms of dependability, a concept that 

embraces both the stability implied by reliability and the trackability required by 

explainable changes” (p.81).  Erlandson et. al (1993) also said that “the establishment of 

reliability depends on replication; the assumption being made that repeated application of 

the same or equivalent instruments to the same subjects under the same conditions will 

yield similar measurements” (p.34).  To ensure dependability for this study the researcher 

established a dependable audit trail for all teacher interviews and surveys that were 

conducted.  Through this audit trail, all evidence was thoroughly documented so that any 

external check of the evidence would prove its dependability and accuracy. 

Confirmability 

 In addition to establishing a solid audit trail for the dependability of this research 

study, the audit trail also provides confirmability to the study.  If a dependable audit trail 

is established, it not only allows for the process of the study to be examined, but it also 

“enables an external reviewer to make judgements about the products of the study” 

(Erlandson et. al, 1993, p.35). By auditing the audit trail, an external auditor should be 

able to confirm the findings of this study through the evidence presented in the audit trail, 

further enhancing its trustworthiness.   

Context of the Researcher 

 My road to becoming an educator was a long and winding road.  Both of my 

parents worked in education as both teachers and administrators, so for as long as I can 

remember I have been in and around public schools.  I went to elementary school in New 
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Deal, TX because my mom was a teacher there.  The summer before my 5th grade year 

my parents decided to put their teaching careers on hold for three years to move to India 

and do mission work.  While we lived in India, I attended an international school for 5th, 

6th, and 7th grades.  This was an eye-opening experience for me that I feel like, even to 

this day, has given me a great world perspective and taught me to love and have 

appreciation for cultures other than my own.  We moved back to Lubbock when I was 

going in to 8th grade.  I graduated high school and attended Lubbock Christian 

University, not having a clue what I wanted to do with my life.  The one thing I knew for 

sure was that I was not going to be a teacher.  I had seen both of my parents in education 

for years and I always vowed to not follow in their footsteps.  I changed my major five 

different times, eventually dropping out of school to move to Portland, Oregon to sing 

with a professional Christian a cappella group (another love of mine).   

While living in Portland I became engaged to my now wife who was an education 

major at Lubbock Christian and with her nudging I moved back to Lubbock and decided 

to give college another shot.  At the suggestion of both my parents and my then fiancé I 

took an education course just to see what it was like.  That is all it took.  I fell in love 

with being a teacher and I have never looked back.  While at LCU I received a Bachelor 

of Science in Interdisciplinary Studies with a specialization in Middle School Science. 

Upon graduation I began working as a 5th grade science teacher.  As someone who 

planned on teaching at a secondary campus, and who had never taught younger than an 

eighth grader, going to an elementary school was a very new experience for me.  I taught 

there for two years and loved every minute of it!  The school was a Title I school and 

many of the students I taught came from very poor families as well as one of the local 
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children’s homes.  This opened my eyes up to a new side of Lubbock I had never 

experienced.  The expectations for success for these students was very low from many 

people, including themselves, and I found myself constantly fighting the battle of trying 

to reach them and show them that they could be successful academically.  My second 

year at the school I was able to get 100% of our students past the Science TAKS which 

many in our school and district thought was impossible.  It was a great learning 

experience for me early in my career that any child can be successful and that you should 

never give up on kids.  I was also blessed to work with a great administration those first 

two years and I witnessed first-hand how the culture of a school can have a tremendous 

impact, either positive or negative, on student learning.   

From there I moved to a middle school and taught 8th grade science for three 

years.  While I was at the middle school I served as the science department Campus 

Academic Leader (department head).  The science department had struggled some in the 

years before I came.  Our percentage of economically disadvantaged students at this 

school was very low and one would think it would have been easier to help students at 

this school find academic success, but it was not happening.  There were many factors 

that I found challenging when I first got there like the increase in the numbers of students 

I taught every day and the expanded schedule with classes like competitive athletics (CA) 

and orchestra.  These were factors I had not dealt with at the elementary level.  However, 

the most challenging factor to me seemed to be the mindset of some of the teachers in 

this school.  Many had very low expectations not only for their students but also for 

themselves.  It shocked me how different the teachers at the middle school level thought 

than at the elementary level.  Quickly the other campus academic leaders and I, along 
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with our administration, began to try and change the culture of our campus.  It took a few 

years, and some teachers leaving, but in the three years I was at that school I saw a 

remarkable shift not only in the mindset of the teachers, but in the successful learning of 

our students.  This experience just further emphasized to me that change is possible and 

that teachers can and do have a huge impact on the success of their students.  While I was 

at this school, I had similar success on the TAKS and STAAR tests that I had had while 

at the elementary level.  I was able to get 100% of my students to pass these standardized 

tests.  While at this school our district introduced value-added data my last two years of 

teaching.  During these two years I was a level five value-added teacher and our science 

department was awarded cash incentives for our progress and success.  We were the only 

secondary science department to receive this honor.  I saw that student achievement was 

possible and I wondered why it wasn’t happening on more campuses. 

During this time, I went back to school at LCU and received a master’s degree in 

Educational Leadership with hopes of transitioning into a role as a principal.  However, 

in the spring of 2013 I was presented with an opportunity to join the faculty of Lubbock 

Christian University and work in their secondary education department helping prepare 

new teachers.  I jumped at the opportunity and began working at LCU in the fall of 2013.  

I currently serve as an assistant professor and program coordinator for the secondary 

education program.  I teach courses like Foundations of Education, Middle School 

Education, Instructional Technology, Design and Delivery, and Assessment and 

Evaluation.  I also work as a university supervisor to our clinical teachers. While working 

at the elementary and middle school levels, I often had the opportunity to work with and 

train teachers, and specifically new teachers.   I really developed a passion for helping 
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prepare new teachers for the challenges of today’s classroom.  

 This led me to Texas Tech where I began working on my doctoral degree in 

Educational Leadership. One of the topics I have purposefully explored in more detail is 

how teachers can better serve students in a rapidly changing and diverse society.  In 

working with schools, particularly low performing schools, I have noticed a trend in 

some teachers.  In my current role at LCU I am often brought in to different schools to 

work with their teachers in identifying problems of practice and helping them improve.  

In working with these schools, I have noticed that, while many of the teachers do struggle 

to relate and breakthrough to their students, often there are these teachers that I call 

“phenomenons” that are successful with their students.  Though they are in a difficult 

school, working with the same challenging students and situations as other teachers, 

theses “phenomenons” still seem to find success in helping their students learn.  My 

question is what is it about those “phenomenons” that makes them so different?  Why are 

they able to defy the odds and work with these challenging students, creating successful 

learning opportunities?  Even when they have the same resources and use the same 

curriculum as other teachers in their school, why are these teachers finding success that 

their peers are not? 

 My aim is that I will be able to answer these questions and further pinpoint the 

specific practices and motivations of these teachers. I want to know if the qualities that 

these teachers possess are teachable to others or if is just happens to be a certain 

personality type that finds this success.  As someone who works in teacher preparation 

the results of this study could heavily influence the ways in which we prepare teachers.  

The results could also serve to further inform principals working in these types of schools 
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and with this population of student as to what kind of teachers work best in these 

environments and with these students.   

 The reason I want to look into this topic is very personal to me.  First, I was one 

of these “phenomenons” when I was in the classroom.  I had many people ask me why 

and how I was getting great academic success with my students, and I always struggled to 

place my finger on the reason.  It was just what I did.  With this study I hope to identify 

others who have experienced the same thing I did in the classroom and to be able to 

further explain what is happening in our classrooms.  Another reason this topic is 

personal to me is because I grew up in west Texas and am a product of the schools in this 

area.  Not only did I teach in this area, but so did my parents and my wife. I currently 

have two children that are part of the public school system in the west Texas area.  The 

kids of west Texas have at special place in my heart.  Over the past 10 to 15 years I have 

seen the demographic numbers change rapidly in our community and I have witnessed 

how a school can struggle to teach the students they have on their campus.  I have seen 

veteran teachers quit the profession they love because they could not figure out (or didn’t 

want to figure out) how to reach the new type of student that was walking into their room.  

It is my hope that through researching this topic and identifying ways to better prepare 

teachers to work with this population we can have a tremendous positive impact on the 

learning of the students in schools around the west Texas area.  In the end, I want to help 

teachers and educational leaders be the best they can be so that they can better serve the 

kids they are entrusted with.   
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Chapter III Summary 

 For this qualitative phenomenological study, data was collected through teacher 

interviews, mindset surveys, and value-added data during the spring semester of 2018.  

The data was thoroughly recorded to establish a dependable audit trail and was analyzed 

using the constant comparable method to identify emerging themes from the data set. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine teachers who possess the liberation 

mindset, and the practices and motivations driving these effective teachers who work 

with students of color and from economically disadvantaged homes.  In addition to 

looking at the teachers, this study also aimed to examine what an educational leader 

working with this type of teacher can do to foster a culture that grows the liberation 

mindset and allows teachers like these to thrive.   

In Chapter I of this study the researcher suggested that studying the characteristics 

and mindsets of successful teachers with diverse student populations would allow 

educators to pinpoint specific pedagogical practices, motivations, and mindsets of these 

teachers that can potentially be taught and modeled as best practices for other teachers 

who currently work or will work with these same student populations.  Another goal of 

this research is to attempt to identify ways educational leaders can grow and foster a 

liberation mindset in their schools to support teachers on their campuses.  

Research Questions 

 The following research questions were investigated in this study:  

1. What pedagogical practices do liberation mindset teachers use to create academic 

achievement in students of color and economically disadvantaged students? 

2. What motivations (intrinsic or extrinsic) drive teachers who possess the liberation 

mindset and how does it impact their ability to connect with their students? 
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3. What practices do educational leaders implement to foster a culture of and grow 

the liberation mindset in teachers? 

Summary of Research Design 

In the spring of 2017, the researcher identified an urban school district in the west 

Texas area in a medium-sized town that had a number of schools with student 

populations that were comprised of either 55% or greater African-American or Latino, 

and/or 55% or greater economically disadvantaged according to the Texas Education 

Agency.  The researcher then looked at the 2015-2016 Texas Academic Performance 

Reports (TAPR) for all schools that met the above criteria, looking to identify “outliers” 

in the grade and subject level performance.  The researcher identified “outliers” as grade-

levels and subjects that were approximately ten percentage points higher than the state 

and/or district average, and/or they were approximately ten percentage points higher than 

other grade-levels and subject areas in their own school.  Once the researcher had 

identified all the outliers, the specific school names, grade levels, and subject areas were 

sent to the Research Assessment and Accountability department of the identified school 

district.  The researcher requested that all multi-year, level five value-added teachers be 

identified in those “outlier” positions and requested information to contact the teachers 

for the purposes of this study.  Twelve qualifying teachers were identified by the district 

and the researcher was given permission to contact all the teachers with the liberation 

mindset survey.  The survey was sent out to all twelve identified teachers using the web-

based survey software Qualtrics and the researcher received eleven responses.   

The last question of each survey asked the teachers about their willingness to 

participate further with a teacher interview, and if they expressed their interest in 
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participating in the study further, the researcher contacted them to schedule an in-person 

interview.  Of the 11 teachers that completed the surveys, six teachers indicated their 

willingness to participate in the study further and they provided their information to the 

researcher to be contacted for an interview.  In the spring of 2018, the researcher 

conducted all six teacher interviews and collected the data using an audio recording 

device.  Prior to each interview the researcher e-mailed the participants the interview 

questions to provide ample time for the teachers to reflect on their practices and 

motivations in their own classrooms.  The style of interview utilize by the researcher was 

a semi-structured interview (Coleman, 2012).  Once the interviews were completed the 

researcher immediately transcribed them into Microsoft Word.   

Data Analysis 

 According to Erlandson et. al (1993), “the analysis of qualitative data is best 

described as a progression not a stage; an ongoing process, not a one-time event” (p. 

111). For the duration of this qualitative study the researcher used the constant 

comparative method to look for emerging themes in the data.  No pre-existing themes 

were decided, but rather as the data was collected the researcher analyzed it for common, 

reoccurring themes.  In analyzing the mindset surveys for each of the teachers who 

volunteered to participate in the study, a clear theme emerged in the data. All six teachers 

scored highly on the questions relating to equality, advocacy and responsibility for 

student success. These results on the liberation mindset survey were a prerequisite for the 

researcher to contact the teacher and set up an interview.     

While transcribing the audio recordings of the interview data into Microsoft Word 

for better clarity, the researcher began to notice themes in all six interviews.  The 
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researcher continued to listen to the interviews multiple times across the summer and fall 

of 2018 listening for emerging themes. This prolonged engagement and persistent 

observation of the data helped to support the credibility of the research process (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985).  In the fall of 2018, the researcher took those informal themes identified 

in the initial listening’s of the interviews and converted them into nodes in the data 

coding software program NVivo. After importing all of the transcripts of the interviews 

into NVivo, the researcher was then able to pull out specific quotes from each teacher 

interview that helped support the identified themes.  Under three different categories 

related to each research question: practices, motivations, educational leader suggestions, 

eleven nodes or themes were identified and six sub-themes.  A total of 138 quotes were 

pulled from the six teacher interviews that helped to support the major themes found.   

Study Participants 

 Here the researcher will provide the reader with some context and background on 

each of the six teacher participants identified in this study.  Pseudonyms have been given 

to each of the teachers and their schools in order to provide confidentiality to all parties 

involved.  However, the actual school level and content area of each of the teachers has 

been kept to provide better context and transferability of the study.  Actual demographic 

data for each of the schools is also provided to give greater context on the participant and 

their students, and to show that all criteria outlined for teacher identification were 

followed.   

Ms. David 

 Ms. David is a math teacher at Mandy Elementary.  According to TEA reports 

Mandy Elementary student population is 70% African-American/Latino and 85% 
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economically disadvantaged.  Ms. David has taught for 19 years and has been at Mandy 

Elementary for the last four years.  According to Ms. David, she grew up always wanting 

to be a teacher.  She says it’s “what I’ve wanted to do since I was a 1st grader”.  In talking 

about her love for teaching she also added “I love kids and so that’s (teaching) always 

been my dream”.  She has taught in schools all over the state of Texas and taught every 

grade level from 1st grade through 6th grade.  She describes working with a wide range of 

demographics over her 19 years of teaching, though most of the years her student 

demographics look very similar to Mandy Elementary.  She describes how she has seen 

similar success to the success she has experienced at Mandy at each of her teaching stops.    

Ms. Lee 

 Ms. Lee is a reading teacher at Jackson Middle School, which has a student 

population of 65% African-American/Latino and 68% economically disadvantaged.  She 

has taught for six years and is in her third year at Jackson Middle School.  When talking 

about her journey to becoming an educator she says “I have always had a passion for it.  I 

used to line my teddy bears up and teach them school at home.  I cannot remember a time 

where it (teaching) hasn’t been a part of me.”  She describes growing up in a family of 

educators and that having an influence on her love for the profession and more 

specifically her love for kids.  She says that during college she struggled with school and 

took almost seven years to finish, and that that struggle has helped her to empathize with 

her students and their struggle.  

Ms. Lodge 

 Ms. Lodge is a math teacher at Ellie Elementary where she teaches a student 

population that is comprised of 74% African-American/Latino students and 87% 
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economically disadvantaged students.  She is a 28 year of teaching veteran who is in her 

eighth year at Ellie Elementary.  She has worked all 28 year in this district and has taught 

at three different schools.  Her previous school was a similar demographic but was an 

extremely successful school when it came to the standardized test.  According to her she 

learned how to be a great teacher from many of her co-workers and mentors.  However, 

she has always wanted to be a teacher from the time she was a middle school student 

teaching children’s Sunday school classes at church.  She is the first in her family to 

graduate from college and can relate with the foreign notion of school that many of her 

students and their parents feel.   

Ms. Shawn 

 Ms. Shawn is a reading teacher at Mandy Elementary.  In the student population 

she serves 70% of the students are African-American/Latino and 85% of the students 

come from economically disadvantaged families.  She came to the teaching profession 

later in life after having been in the medical field for 10 years.  Her initial draw to 

education was the insurance plan she could get for her family that her sick husband 

would benefit from.  She also liked the flexible hours that allowed her to be a mom.  She 

started as a special education aid doing inclusion in several different classrooms before 

going back to school to get her teaching certification.  She is now in her sixth year of 

teaching, all at Mandy Elementary.  Though she didn’t feel the calling of teaching her 

entire life, she now says that “teaching is by far my greatest purpose in life”.  She sees 

that this was God’s plan for her to get in to the classroom and in her words,  

It was God’s plan to put me here every step I took.  I just think with anything you 
just have to love what you do.  That’s all.  It’s not a chore.  I think if it were to 
become something that I would dread everyday that’d be different.  I know I’m 
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really blessed, and I’ll say that over and over, I am truly thankful.  Not a day goes 
by that I’m not grateful for my job. (Shawn) 

Ms. Whitaker 

 Ms. Whitaker is a science teacher at Jackson Middle School.  The student 

population at this school is comprised of 65% African-American/Latino students and 

68% economically disadvantaged students.  Like Ms. Shawn, Ms. Whitaker came to the 

teaching profession later in life.  She never dreamed of being a teacher, but in reflecting 

on her life, sees that she had many life experiences that helped to prepare her for the 

classroom.  She dropped out of college to stay home with her children and eventually 

became a substitute at their school to help bring in some extra money.  The school was a 

private religious school and because teacher certification was not required, the school 

eventually brought her on as a full-time teacher and she taught there for five years.  She 

then felt the call to teach in the public school system and so went back to college to get 

her teacher certification.  She is now in her third year teaching in the public schools and 

all three have been at Jackson Middle School.  In speaking of her desire to move from a 

private religious school to a public school she says, “My mission here, I touch a lot more 

kids who actually need it, need it more than what some of my other kids ever would need 

in their whole life.” 

Ms. Woods 

 Ms. Woods teaches math at Rory Elementary which has a student population of 

96% African-American/Latino and 99% economically disadvantaged students.  Like the 

two teachers mentioned before her, she also came to the teaching profession later in life, 

though she always wanted to be a teacher from the time she was a young girl.  In 

reflecting on her dream to become an educator she says “I always wanted to be a teacher.  
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I love kids so much, that passion was always there that I wanted to be in a school, 

especially with little kids.”  She initially stayed home with her children, but once they 

were in school, she went back to college to get her teacher certification.  Once finishing 

her schooling, she was unable to procure a job right away, so she became a substitute at 

her children’s school.  She eventually took on the role of an interventionist and then as a 

library aide.  She is in her twelfth year as an educator and in her opinion, she feels that 

being a mother, a substitute, and an interventionist all before becoming a teacher helped 

prepare her for the success she is now experiencing in the classroom.   

Practices of Liberation Mindset Teachers 

The teachers in this study, while all serving at different schools, in different 

subject areas, and with different student populations, are strikingly similar in what they 

do with their students to set them up for academic success.  To share the minds, hearts 

and classrooms of these teachers the researcher wants to share the story of what a student 

would experience if they were to have to opportunity to walk into any of these 

phenomenal teacher’s classrooms to become one of their “kids”.   Table 4.1 below shows 

the major practices shared by the teachers throughout their interviews.   

Table 4.1 
Teacher Mentions of Practices Related to Positive Student Relationships 
 
 Positive Student Relationships 
Teacher Knowledge of 

Students 
Loving Your 
Students 

Respect Parental 
Involvement 

Ms. David 5 7 6 2 
Ms. Lee 1 1 6 0 
Ms. Lodge 4 1 1 1 
Ms. Shawn 4 5 3 1 
Ms. Whitaker 8 2 2 0 
Ms. Woods 2 3 1 1 
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Positive Student Relationships 

 It has long been known that positive student-teacher relationships are a must in 

classrooms for effective social and academic development to take place.  There is a large 

research base that shows that “improving students’ relationships with teachers has 

important, positive and long-lasting implications for both students’ academic and social 

development (Rimm-Kaufman and Sandilos, 2016).  If teachers are going to do this for 

their students, they need to know what to do and how to do it.  One of the aims of this 

research study was to drill down to specific actions or practices that the teacher 

participants utilize in their own classrooms to help create academic success in their 

students.   

Knowledge of Students. The first major theme that emerged from the research 

with the phenomenal teachers was that in their classrooms, knowing their students is the 

most important thing they do. This is not only knowing them by name, but being well 

versed in their academic data, knowing about their home life, and knowing about their 

dreams and interests.  Gaining knowledge of the students starts before they even arrive.  

Ms. Whitaker shares:  

You have to know your kids. You have to know them academically and you have 
to know them personally.  I spend a great deal of time researching at the 
beginning of the year their data. If they’re a reader or not, if they are someone 
who finds success with math or not and trying to know their story. Regardless of 
who I teach and where they come from, I need to know what’s their currency. 
How am I going to get them to work for me? Trying to get to know what makes 
every single little body in my room tick. (Whitaker) 
 

Once the students show up to the classroom these teachers are very intentional about 

getting to know their students.  They are purposeful in talking to them and asking 
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question about their life.  According to Ms. David, she prioritizes getting to know them 

over diving into curriculum right away. She shares this about her classroom,  

It’s just loving on them, it’s asking them “what did you do last night?”, “what are 
you doing this weekend?”, “what are your plans?” “what do you want to be when 
you grow up?” Explaining that they can do anything. It’s being more than just a 
math teacher.  We talk about everyday things, and I think sometimes as teachers 
we don’t have time to do that. “Here’s my curriculum. I’ve got to get through this. 
Be quiet. We’ll talk about that later.” And we take time in here. “Tell me, what’s 
going on in your life?” and there’s times I don’t like what I’m hearing, but they 
need to talk about it. (David) 
 

Ms. Lodge also stressed the importance of taking time to get to know her students and the 

importance of intentionally listening to them.  She shares this about her classroom 

practice,  

You have to listen to the kids, and not necessarily listening to what they’re saying 
but listening to what they’re doing.  Paying attention to the things they’re doing, 
paying attention to their conversations when they think you’re not listening to 
them. Notice the things that they’re doing, notice what they’re talking about. 
Notice whatever it is about them because you can use that information later. If 
you know something is going on outside of school, you can use that to your 
advantage.  You can have those conversations and you can talk to them and you 
can get to know them, and they know that you’re interested, and you care about 
what they’re doing. (Lodge) 
 

Ms. Lee suggested that a teacher’s knowledge of their student can help them reach that 

struggling or “hard” kid.  She says,  

You have to find what they love and then go with that and ask them. Ask them 
“Hey how was your basketball last night?” “How was this, how is that?” I don't 
know how many ice breaker conversations I've had with kids that we had a 
confrontation in class, and I've gone up to them in the morning the next morning 
and said “Hey that was a great game you had last night. You did so well.”, and it's 
so hard for them not to respond in a positive way. (Lee) 
 

As Ms. David mentioned in her interview, there are times when the teachers feel broken 

hearted for their students because they come to an understanding of what their home 

situations are like and they are not always positive situations.  All six teachers stressed 
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the importance of understanding and empathizing with their student’s home life, while at 

the same time not lowering the expectations for them because of their background.  Ms. 

Shawn shares this about her classroom,  

Here’s the biggest thing. My relationship with them. I know them. I know what 
they do after school. I know their siblings. They share with me their stories. If 
someone’s sick, if someone’s had surgery, if someone’s in jail, I know it all.  How 
can I yell at you when I know what you’re going home to?  If you’re going to be 
hungry and I know you’re hungry because there are several of you in that 
household, then we’re going to figure out a way to make sure you have breakfast 
here or if I need to feed you breakfast I will. (Shawn) 
 

Ms. Whitaker suggests that it goes beyond just knowing the home situation, but that all 

teachers must be able to “put themselves in their kids’ place” in order to attempt to 

empathize with their student’s situations.  She states,  

(Teachers) have to know their kids. They have to put themselves in their kids’ 
place. And if you can honestly put yourself in the exact shoes of that child and 
know the backstory, the whole backstory, then nine times out of ten you’re going 
to realize A) what’s wrong with the situation and B) you’ll realize how you can 
help the kid instead of just wanting to get rid of them or make their problems 
worse. (Whitaker) 
 

Ms. Wood also stressed the importance of getting to know her student’s home situation 

and how that can impact her approach to teaching them.  When talking about a specific 

student situation she shared “but then when I heard about his real life, his home situation 

I said “No, he needs someone, he needs us because he’s with us more than with his 

parents. He needs to be here because he’ll be safe here”.   

 Once you get to know the students, the teachers suggested that you need to work 

to grow the relationship, especially outside of the classroom. By attending extracurricular 

events or making home visits, the teachers suggested that these practices would make the 

bond between teacher and student even stronger which would lead to the student being 
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more willing to work for the teacher.  Ms. David shares “I go to other activities of any 

kids who bring me schedules. You betcha, I will be there. And that’s big for them to see.”  

The teachers stressed that the hardest part to getting to know your students is that you 

have to make the choice to do so, and it’s something that doesn’t just happen once and 

stops.  It’s a constant, on-going process that last throughout the entire school year.   

Loving Your Students. The next theme that emerged in relation to positive 

student-teacher relationships was that of loving your students.  The teachers shared that it 

was important to “let them know that they’re important” (Shawn) and that they are with 

“somebody who loves them” (Woods).  A student who walks into the classroom of any of 

the six participants in this study would be met with a teacher who loves and cares for 

them unconditionally, which as the teachers expressed, is a choice on their part.  If you 

were a student you would hear them say things like “I will always love you, and I will 

always be here, and I’m your teacher, and you’re not going to get rid of me, and I’m 

never going to stop loving you.” (Whitaker), or “You belong to me and you’re safe here. 

I love you unconditionally.” (Shawn), or even a teacher reminding a student that “You 

can do it. You’re smart. I’m so proud of you.” (Woods).  A student would experience a 

teacher who was willing to show them affection as Ms. David describes,  

You have to just let them know. Be there for those kids, let them know you are a 
person beyond a teacher.  Love on them. I used to do a triple “H” at the end of the 
day every day. High five, hug or handshake every day, every kid. Didn’t matter 
what kind of day they had. They got to choose.  And I used that at every level I 
taught, 1st grade to 6th grade. (David) 
 

The idea of showing grace to their students was also a prominent part of loving their 

students.  The teachers admitted that not every day was perfect and that sometimes 

students do not do the right thing, but it is all how you choose to forgive, move on, and 
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continue to love the student.  Ms. David said “Let them know you care. Every day is a 

new day whether it was a good day or a bad day. Tomorrow is a new and different day.”  

In reflection on a particularly challenging student that she had made breakthroughs with, 

Ms. Lee said  

I made a promise to myself, this child I’m going to speak love into all year long. 
I’ll never hold a grudge. Every single day you walk through my door is a brand-
new day and I stand by that. And there are days that I have to remind myself 
every morning. It is a new day and you will begin with respect every day whether 
you want to or not. And that’s part of not giving up, the part I feel like that’s the 
most impactful is that the next day they walk in my class and 1) I’m present and 
I’m here because I don’t take off a lot and 2) I smile at them and I say it’s a new 
day and it is really, and I live by that. It is a new day. Nothing you did yesterday 
is going to impact today. (Lee) 
 

While it may be hard for some teachers to love all kids unconditionally every day, the 

teachers in this study offered up a suggestion that would make in more plausible.  They 

suggested, and many of them practice, looking at the students as if they were their own 

children.  Ms. Whitaker shares  

I think as a parent I want to never go home and wish that I was less than the best 

that I could ever be if I was in my own child’s classroom. So, if my kids were in 

my classroom today, would I be thankful and grateful for me? (Whitaker) 

Ms. David also reflected on this and said, “I love on those kids like they’re my own, and 

that’s huge when the kids see that you love them beyond these four walls.”  Ms. David 

also suggests that because of this loving relationship, she has seen that students will work 

for her.  She states,  

I think it’s because I do go out of the way, the kids want to do for me because of 

what I’ve done for them. So, I’ve gone out of my way to make them feel 
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comfortable, for them to be successful, so they’re going to prove to me “OK 

you’ve done this, I’ll do this for you.” (David) 

If the goal for a teacher is to get students to work hard so that they can be academically 

successful, then establishing loving relationships with students will provide a culture in a 

classroom of students being willing to try and not being afraid to fail because they know 

they will be loved unconditionally and given a new chance each and every day.   

Respect. One of the tenants of culturally responsive teaching is creating a 

classroom that promotes genuine respect for students (Scheurich, 1998).  The next theme 

that emerged under the positive teacher-student relationship heading was that of creating 

a culture of respect in the classroom.  Five of the six teachers referenced respect in their 

classrooms and how important it was, especially with the student populations they are 

working with.  Ms. Lee states,  

I feel like with these demographics, with our kids, they don’t need someone to 
teach them math, they don’t need someone to teach them English, they just need 
someone period. And so, whatever you’re teaching them that’s great, but in order 
for them to truly learn from you they have to respect you and they have to be 
loyal to you. I don’t think kids are successful because they love subjects. Kids are 
successful because they don’t want to disappoint teachers or they’re loyal or they 
respect people. (Lee) 
 

Before a teacher can expect respect from their students, they have to show respect to 

them and let them know that all the rules in the class apply to all people, including the 

teacher.  Ms. Shawn said that in her class she “let’s them know they’re all equals and that 

they’re never allowed to mistreat any one”.  The teachers suggested that the way to get 

students to be respectful is to model it for them on a daily basis.  Ms. Lee said,  
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I hold myself to the same standards that I hold my kids to. And I apologize when I 

mess up and I do it in front of them and I stop, and I say, “that was messed up and 

I apologize.”  I think they trust me, and I think they respect me for that. (Lee) 

Many of the teachers also shared that part of gaining the respect of their students was 

showing them that they are “real people” and letting them get to know them as people.  

They suggested that teachers share with their students about their own family, likes and 

dislikes, and struggles they’ve experienced in life. Ms. David said, “I share a lot with my 

kids about me and my family. We look at pictures, we go through ‘oh here's what I'm 

doing this weekend’ so they see I'm a real person.”  According to Ms. Lee “the kids know 

when you’re fake and they know when you’re real”.  She suggests genuine authenticity in 

teacher’s interactions and relationships with students which leads to a mutually respectful 

relationship.   

 Another suggestion offered by the teachers for how to establish positive 

relationships with their students that are respectful is to setup the environment in the 

classroom to model that of a family.  Ms. David shared this about her classroom,  

We are a family.  A lot of them will call you mom and I don’t think it’s always a 
slip up. I talk the first day of school about “You spend eight hours at home. You 
spend eight hours sleeping. You spend eight hours with me. I’m your stepmom. 
These are your brothers and sisters.”.  I think that’s partly why I’m successful.  
We’re together, we’re a family, we build each other up. (David) 
 
Parental Involvement. The final piece of this section on positive relationships 

that came out in the research was the importance of not only establishing positive 

relationships with students, but also attempting to establish positive relationships with 

their parents.  Half of the teachers interviewed made some reference to contacting parents 

at home to involve them with what is going on in the classroom.  The researcher noted 
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that parental involvement was more common and encouraged at the elementary level than 

it was at the middle school level.  The three teachers, Ms. David, Ms. Lodge, and Ms. 

Shawn, that mentioned parental involvement all said that they want their student’s 

parents to be involved with what is happening in the classroom, and that many of the 

parents of their students want to be involved in their child’s schooling in some way.  The 

teachers mentioned instances where they would send home tips or information about how 

parents could help their students continue to grow, particularly in reading, at home. They 

would send home information about how to get an account at the public library, 

information about phonics and reading with their children, and information about book 

sales at places like the Scholastic Book Warehouse.  Ms. David reflected on a time when 

a parent would contact her about management when she was struggling to get her child to 

behave at home.  She shared,  

Mom called me and said, “I need your help now.” The kid was a violent kid, bad 
home life, and I thought “what do I do?” I went over (to the house) and the kid 
just sat there and loved on me. A totally different kid when I walked in and it was 
big for mom to be able to call me to come in because she had never reached out to 
anybody else and that family and I are still very close. (David) 
 

After this incident Ms. David shared how she, the student, and the mother all became 

very close and the student began to progress both behaviorally and academically.  She 

said the mother would continue to contact her with questions, even after the student had 

moved on to the next grade-level.  Research supports this idea and shows that strong 

connections between families and school community can make it four times more likely 

for students to make major gains, especially in math and reading (Bryk et. al, 2010; 

Henderson & Whipple, 2013).  
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As the reader can imagine, being in a classroom such as the ones described in this 

section where teachers are intentional about setting up positive relationships with their 

students would be a dream for any student or parent.  For kids to have teachers that know 

them in and out of school, love them unconditionally while offering grace when they 

mess up, who model what a respectful relationship can be, and strive to involve those 

closest to the student in their schooling; having a teacher like this would be life-altering.  

Every student, regardless of home life or economic situation deserves the very best 

teachers, and these phenomenal educators have given us a peek at what every child could 

and should have in a teacher.   

High Expectations 

 The next major theme that came out in the data from the teachers was that of high 

expectations.  Table 4.2 shows the number of mentions each of the participants gave to 

high expectations, structured environment and being positive.     

Table 4.2 
Teacher Mentions of Practices Related to High Expectations, Structured Environment 
and Being Positive 
 
 High Expectations   
Teacher Celebration of 

Growth 
Failure Not an 
Option 

Structured 
Environment 

Being Positive 

Ms. David 5 7 6 0 
Ms. Lee 6 5 5 0 
Ms. Lodge 3 3 2 0 
Ms. Shawn 3 0 4 2 
Ms. Whitaker 6 2 6 1 
Ms. Woods 3 1 0 1 

 

Teacher expectations have been studied for quite some time now, and many researchers 

have suggested that academic expectations held by the teacher about a student will 
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impact the achievement of those students.  If a teacher has high expectations, so will the 

student; if the teacher has low expectations, the students will too (Rosenthal & Jacobs, 

1968; Marzano, 2007).   It was clear in talking with the teachers that all six of them had 

high expectations for their students and those expectations were classified into two sub-

categories, celebration of growth and failure is not an option. 

 Celebration of Growth. It is easy for teachers to celebrate when their students 

pass a standardized test or get a 100% on an assignment, however for all of the teachers 

interviewed for this study, academic success doesn’t come easy to all of their students.  A 

reoccurring theme during the interviews was that the teachers felt the need to redefine 

what success was for their students, and to purposefully celebrate the small successes that 

the students were having.  Research from the Harvard Business School shows that this 

concept has been very successful for businesses that celebrate the small wins that happen 

each and every day for their employees.  The employees are happier and end up being 

more productive (Amabile & Kramer, 2011) 

A student in the classroom of one of these teachers might hear statements like “I 

firmly believe any kid can learn, any kid can grow in some way, shape or form.” (Lodge), 

or “(The STAAR test) doesn't dictate who you are. I know where you started, and I know 

how you've grown. I know what you have done, and so you go do what you can.” 

(David), or “Hey, this is where you started, and this is where you are, and we're very, 

very, very excited to be here!” (Lee).  Ms. Whitaker shared that in her class she tries to 

redefine what success is for her students by pointing out their small gains.  She says,  

You have to look for the successes that you can, and it may be that their district 

assessment score went from 22 to 32 and that for that kid is amazing, and you 
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have to celebrate it. You have to call that kid over and you have to point out that 

that is awesome.  Success is not the same for all people. 

Ms. Lee also spoke of how she has to help her students redefine what success looks like. 

She states,  

I want all of them to be 100% successful; now if that for you is a 50 and for you is 
110 it doesn't matter, just that you're all performing to the ability that you can 
perform.  Success is in the eye of the beholder. It is not measurable by one person. 
I can't measure their success. I can't make them. They've got to. I can help them 
feel successful, but they have an idea. They come to me with an idea of what 
success is and what it isn’t. I just challenge that; I challenge their ideas of success 
and I say “well what if success is 10 points more” I want them to all know that 
their success is different, but they all can have successful moments, they can all 
be successful in their own little way. (Lee) 
 

Many of the teachers spoke about the STAAR test being a very stressful event in their 

student’s lives, especially because for many of them in previous years they had not 

experienced success on the STAAR.  The teachers emphasized that it was important to 

turn the attention away from the STAAR and to focus on the daily growth and progress 

that happens in a classroom.  On this topic Ms. David said,  

We're all capable of success. Not the STAAR test necessarily, but in something 
everybody's going to grow.  You've got to define success because is success 
passing the STAAR test? No. Success for each kid is going to be different. 
You’ve got the kid who comes in who can't tell you two plus two and when they 
walk out, they can tell you ten plus ten.  We're all different. We're going to learn 
and grow differently. But we can all be successful. (David) 
 

When you as a teacher recognize the growths that a student is making, you have to show 

them how their hard work is paying off and “constantly remind them that they can do it” 

(Woods).  According to Ms. Shawn, she believes that students want success for 

themselves, and when you as a teacher can show that to them and celebrate with them, 

you build up their self-efficacy.  She says,  



Texas Tech University, Joshua Wheeler, May 2019 
 

57 

I feel like that's what they want for themselves. Who doesn't want that for 

themselves? Once they get that feeling and you tell them “that's what being proud 

of yourself feels like” they're like “oh my gosh!  It’s that warm feeling and my 

heart is full.” “That's what you did.” 

Teacher have to be able to recognize when effort and growth is happening, and they have 

to celebrate that with their students and create a culture in their classroom where students 

feel empowered to try things and where failure isn’t a bad thing, it’s just part of the 

process to success.   

Failure Is Not an Option.  The second sub-category that emerged from the topic 

of high expectations for all students is that the teachers mentioned the phrase “failure is 

not an option” (David, Lee, Whitaker) and would talk about how they were not okay with 

students giving up or failing.  Ms. Lodge shared than in her class she clearly states what 

her expectations are and lets her student know how to reach them.  She said, “I don’t do 

excuses, I don’t take less than, and I tell them all the time, my expectation is here.  This is 

what I expect from you. I have higher expectations for you than you probably have for 

yourself.” Ms. Lee also shared that she did not “allow (her students) to make excuses for 

where they are.”  Four of the six teachers mentioned that if I asked their students why 

they were successful in their classroom, the students would say because the teacher 

pushed them and did not take no for an answer (David, Lee, Lodge, Whitaker).  Ms. 

David said,  

I have very high expectations for my kids and that's both academically and the 

way we behave.  Failure is not an option. We don't accept it in here.  The kids will 
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raise to your expectations. They really will, and I set that bar high because I know 

they can do it. 

When the researcher asked Ms. David what she does if students do experience failure, she 

expressed that she encourages them to keep working at it and that she will utilize other 

students who have been successful on the task as peer-mentors.  For all six of the 

teachers, high expectations were a key ingredient to their success.  While it may seem 

easy to say all teachers need to believe all students can achieve, these teachers have 

clearly convinced themselves of the fact and through their words to their students and the 

researcher they seem to do whatever it takes to get their students to grow.  Ms. Whitaker 

spoke of how this was the psychological part of her job.  She mentioned that you not only 

have to have good lesson plans and instruction, but you have to almost “trick” the 

students into thinking that they can do anything they set their minds out to do.   

Structured Environment 

 The third major theme that developed when analyzing the data was the 

importance of a structured environment in the classroom.  This could look like classroom 

management of behavior, classroom management of instruction and instructional time, or 

it could have to do with the organization in the classroom.  Five of the six teachers used 

the word “consistent” (David, Lee, Lodge, Shawn, Whitaker) in describing their 

classroom structure and interactions with their students.  In many cases this term was 

being used in reference to consistency of expectations, either academic or behavioral. The 

teachers shared statements about their classrooms such as “unless you can get (behavior) 

under control you can't teach them” (David) or “I feel like the number one thing I need to 

do is have a safe environment.” (Lee), or “I have to be really firm and have to show that 
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I’m disappointed at times.  But like with my own kid, I can be firm but also love 

unconditionally. (Shawn)   

 When considering the actual teaching and learning time in the classroom, many of 

the teachers said they use tools or put in structure to maximize the learning time spent 

during class.  Ms. Shawn said,  

I set a timer for everything. They know they’ve got to stay focused for 20 minutes 

and then they’ll move and do something else, and then another 15 minutes for this 

and then they’ll move to something else. I've just got to constantly be moving and 

I know they do too. 

When discussing her classroom structure Ms. Whitaker states,  

I want every single moment of every single day to be utilized effectively.  We 

follow the expectations. I'm very clear cut. There's absolutely no gray area. I'm 

very consistent.  If everything is very consistent, very structured, the kids just step 

up to it and if they know what to expect then it's a calming force. 

Many of the teachers also expressed the need to give clear instruction of the behavioral 

expectations (rules and procedures) and to enforce those on a consistent basis.  Ms. David 

states, “I am strict, and I run the class. It's a very respectful thing and they know that in 

these walls, we follow these rules and they're good about that.  They buy into it very 

quickly.”  Ms. Shawn says that in her class, “I set down those rules at the very beginning 

and I have to remind them”.  Ms. Lee also discussed the importance of following through 

with what you say.  She said, “I work with them and I'm consistent. If I say you're getting 

lunch detention, you're get lunch detention.” Many of the teachers said they believe their 

students would describe them as “mean” (David, Lee, Lodge, Whitaker), but what the 
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students would really be saying is that they were consistent with their expectations and 

would not let them get away with actions that other teachers would let them get away 

with.  The teachers expressed the need to set up positive relationships with their students 

as a prerequisite for being able to have a firm structure in place in the classroom.   

Being Positive 

 The final theme that emerged under the heading of teacher practices of liberation 

mindset teachers is that of being positive.  Three of the six teachers (Shawn, Whitaker, 

Woods) say that others in their life describe them as positive people and that they have 

been known as that their entire lives.  Ms. Woods described that as the main difference 

she sees between her and her less-effective colleagues.  She says,  

What I do different than other teachers is being positive.  I have colleagues that 

constantly all you hear is negative, first thing in the morning and you wonder “is 

that how I'm going to lead my day, being negative on this child?” So, my 

strongest quality in me is being positive and believing them. 

She also shared that she is “blessed to have a lot of patience” and that she is not sure how 

to teach others how to be positive.  According to Ms. Whitaker she is very intentional 

about choosing to be positive.  She says that she “love(s) being positive and spreading 

that in the world.”  While all three teachers mentioned being positive as an important 

quality of a teacher, none of them had suggestions for teaching that to other teachers 

other than modeling it for them and encouraging them to make that choice.  They were of 

the belief that some teachers had a natural disposition toward being positive and that this 

trait would come easier for some teacher than others.   
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Motivations of Liberation Mindset Teachers 

In the previous section the researcher outlines many of the practices that these 

outstanding teachers do in their classrooms on a daily basis, and many of them are 

grounded in research and best practices.  If this is so, why are only a few teachers 

experiencing the phenomenon of student academic success with underserved 

populations?  The researcher posits that the answer lies in the knowing-doing gap Pfeffer 

and Sutton (1999).  Many teachers know what others are doing to create academic 

success in their students, however they themselves are not doing those things.  In the 

teacher interviews the researcher asked the identified teachers about their motivations to 

go above and beyond to serve their students. The following themes emerged as the 

motivating factors for each of these teachers. Below in table 4.3 is a graphical 

representation of the identified motivating factors and the number of instances each 

teacher mentioned each factor.   

Table 4.3 
Teacher Mentions of Motivations of Liberation Mindset Teachers 
 
Teacher Care for 

Students 
Successes of 
Students 

Calling 

Ms. David 4 4 2 
Ms. Lee 3 1 3 
Ms. Lodge 2 0 0 
Ms. Shawn 2 0 4 
Ms. Whitaker 2 2 2 
Ms. Woods 3 6 2 

 
 
Care for Students 

 The most consistent motivating factor that emerged across all six teacher 

interviews was that of caring for students.  All six educators referenced feeling a 
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responsibility to helping the students in their classrooms and needing to do whatever it 

took to help them succeed.  This data correlates with the idea of these teachers possessing 

the liberation mindset and taking responsibility for outcomes in their own classes.  When 

you ask teachers like these about what keeps them motivated to be a great teacher you 

will hear answers like “The kids do.  Their love of what we’re doing keeps me going” 

(Shawn), or “I really enjoy getting to know all the kids.  I like to make kids happy and I 

like loving kids” (Whitaker), or “I love the kids, it’s different every day” (Lodge).  Ms. 

Woods shared that considering the home life of each of her kids and seeing the difference 

she is making in their lives keeps her going.  She shares,  

A lot of our kids have bad, broken families and I just feel for them. I want to be 
part of their lives and it just comes from the heart. It comes from the heart and I 
love my atmosphere at the school and it's a family here.  So that's why I want to 
be here every day, to teach them, to continuously remind them that they can do it. 
(Woods) 
 

In reflecting on the question of what keeps her motivated in her job, Ms. Lee said.  

The kids are the best part of my day. The fact that my students show up, that 

keeps me very motivated. The fact that they're here every day makes me want to 

be better for them and I want to change their idea of what a teacher is. (Lee) 

Three of the teachers (David, Shawn, Woods), all of whom teach at the elementary level, 

mentioned how they enjoyed the hugs that the students will give them and how those acts 

of love and appreciation keep them motivated to serve the students.   

Successes of Students 

 While clearly the intrinsic motivating factor of caring for students is important to 

all of the participants of this study, another motivating factor that was mentioned by four 

of the six teachers (David, Lee, Whitaker, Woods) is that of experiencing success with 
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their students.  The teachers expressed how it can be very rewarding to see students grow 

and succeed, and that often this was the motivation they need to keep going in the face of 

adversity and struggle.  Obviously, each of these teachers has been able to experience 

success with their students so a natural question would be if the lack of student success is 

a demotivator for other teachers, and why these six teachers chose to persist.  In 

reflecting on the motivation, she receives from her student’s success, Ms. Whitaker said,  

I enjoy success.  I personally am a very self-competitive person, so I really like to 

break through with that one kid.  I really like to have the kid that no one else says 

talks in their room to talk in my room. (Whitaker) 

Also, reflecting on the motivation that she receives when creating success in her 

struggling students Ms. Woods shares that,  

If I really wanted to be a teacher, I really wanted to make a difference in their 
lives, I want that student to come back and tell me many years from now that 
“You were my teacher. Oh my God look what I'm doing now, I mean I'm in 
college.” So, I think that's what gives me a lot of motivation, that if I can make 
them successful just like my own kids have been so successful.  I want them to be 
successful. So that's my whole thing is being in academia. (Woods) 
 

As Ms. Whitaker mention in her interview, it can be rewarding for a teacher to 

breakthrough to the student who no other teachers has been able breakthrough to.  Ms. 

David also mentioned this in her interview saying, “The ones that you look at and think 

cannot teach that kid, that’s the one that keeps me going because they are not walking out 

of here unsuccessful.  It’s finding what’s going to meet that one child’s need.” If a 

teacher is able to persist and create success in a student, it is clearly a great motivating 

factor that will keep them serving their students.   
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Calling 

 Often people will talk about their calling as the purpose that God has placed on 

their lives or the passion that drives them to serve others.  Another term used to describe 

a calling would be a vocation.  The words “purpose” or “passion” were used by four of 

the six teachers in this study (Lee, Shawn, Whitaker, Woods).  Ms. Lee reflected that she 

has “always known it was (her) passion” to teach kids and Ms. Woods said that the 

“passion was always there” to become a teacher.  Both teachers grew up knowing this 

was the profession they wanted to devote their live to, and more specifically they wanted 

to devote their lives to serving kids.   

 In contrast to these two teacher, Ms. Shawn and Ms. Whitaker did not grow up 

wanting to be educators, but they eventually found their “purpose” in life.  Ms. Shawn 

shared,  

I've never known what my purpose was, but I do now. Teaching is by far my 

greatest purpose and my most fulfilling.  It was His plan to put me here every step 

I took.  I know I'm really blessed, and I'll say that over and over, I am truly 

thankful; a day doesn’t go by that I'm not grateful for my job. (Shawn) 

Ms. Whitaker, in reflecting on the “mission” she has been called to in the classroom she 

shares, “You just have to remember that it's all for a bigger purpose than yourself.”  All 

four of these teachers see what they do in their classroom as bigger than themselves.  In 

those hard situations, with those challenging students, the passion and purpose that fuels 

each of these outstanding educators is clearly a significant factor in keeping them going.   
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Practices of Educational Leaders to Foster a Liberation Mindset Culture 

 The final research question that this study aimed to answer was what specific 

practices, according to liberation mindset teachers, could educational leaders use to foster 

and support a culture that grows this type of thinking?  Although none of the teachers 

interviewed has ever been a principal or even hold a master’s degree in educational 

leadership, they have all held some sort of teacher leadership position, and in every case 

have worked with their principals in the past to help grow other teachers.  Table 4.4 

shows the breakdown of the four main themes that came out as suggestions for 

educational leaders and the frequency with which they were mentioned by each teacher.  

Table 4.4 
Teacher Mentions of Practices of Educational Leaders to Foster Liberation Mindset 
 
Teacher Support Modeling and 

Opportunities 
to Share 

Mentoring Parents 

Ms. David 0 3 1 2 
Ms. Lee 5 1 1 0 
Ms. Lodge 0 2 1 0 
Ms. Shawn 0 1 1 2 
Ms. Whitaker 6 3 3 0 
Ms. Woods 0 0 2 0 

 

Support 

 The first theme that emerged from the data was that of principals supporting their 

teachers.  The researcher wants to note that only two teachers mentioned this, however 

the frequency with which they mentioned is was more than all other themes.  Also, of 

note is that both teachers work at Jackson Middle School and are referencing the same 

administration.  Both teachers noted that many of the same themes of being a great 

teacher (i.e. knowing your students, loving your students, having respect, setting high 
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expectations, creating a structured environment, and being positive) transferred over to 

being a great educational leader.  When reflecting on specific practices educational 

leaders on a campus could utilize Ms. Lee said, “Be present, you personally.  Be in rooms 

as many chances as you can get. Know your teachers, help them when they’re struggling. 

Know which room it’s working and which ones it’s not.”  Ms. Whitaker, when reflecting 

on the same question said,  

You have to identify first, teachers who need classroom management help or 
assistance and you do that before they have a problem not after.  I think you've 
got to be very consistent with your staff in following the overall school discipline 
system so that the staff feels empowered to discipline in their classroom as well, 
and if you feel like they have issues with incorrectly disciplining students you 
have to also identify those and address those immediately so that you have 
consistency across the board. (Whitaker) 
 

Ms. Whitaker also suggests that “When you have a problem teacher and you know it's a 

problem you cannot ignore it just like you would with a kid in your room, if you ignore 

the problem it makes it worse.”  She feels that when educational leaders hold teachers 

accountable, while helping them grow, it helps those teachers to take more ownership of 

what is happing with their students and to accept more of the responsibility for student 

outcomes, a main tenant of liberation mindset.  Her final suggestion for educational 

leaders on ways to support teachers to is offer timely and meaningful feedback.  She 

states, “(Teachers) need more frequent feedback so that they aren't just bogged down by 

themselves because a lot of times they need feedback. They need someone being 

present.” 

Modeling and Opportunities to Share 

 Five of the six participants had suggestions for educational leaders that were 

related to modeling and opportunities to share.  Many of the teachers felt that it was 
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important for the educational leader to model best practices for teachers, especially 

struggling teachers, and that through this it gave those teachers the best opportunity to 

grow.  Ms. Whitaker states “I think that the principal's biggest role is not just to run the 

school but to help grow teachers and to help them be successful”.  Ms. David said that 

when she struggles, she wants to hear specifics on how she can improve.  She says, 

“What can I do? Give me a suggestion. How can I fix it? Don't just tell me it's wrong. 

What can I do?”  Ms. Lee also agreed and said that she “thinks coaching them” is the best 

thing for educational leaders to do with struggling teachers.   

 While the teachers see the importance of a principal being an instructional leader 

on their campus, they also recognize that not all educational leaders have the expertise or 

time to model for every struggling teacher.  Ms. Shaw and Ms. David both offer up the 

suggestion of having teachers watch other teachers who are successful and for them to 

share best practices with one another.  Ms. David says,  

I learned so much that year that a lady came in for one semester and taught my 

first class and I'd do my next two classes just like it. It was amazing. And you 

know because of that, that helped me learn I’ve got to rely on these other people 

to show me different ways and different things. (David) 

She also recalls the time she was able to go to a school with similar demographics, but 

who were having greater success than her school, and how beneficial it was to watch 

other teachers and make those connections.  Ms. Shawn reflected on sharing ideas with a 

friend who was an ESL teacher and she said,  

She gives me the best ideas, in fact she gave me a few right before STAAR and so 

I used some. Basically, she explains to me “Your students are very much like 
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mine and they're just learning English and the right foundation for that and 

vocabulary.” So, a lot of the ideas that I get she gives me. (Shawn) 

It is important for educational leaders to be able to recognize when teachers are 

struggling and to be able to provide a model for them to look at and grow.  When this 

culture of sharing and cooperation is instilled on a campus, not only will teachers benefit 

but as a result, student achievement will improve.   

Mentors 

 The third theme that emerged from the six teachers in this study as a suggestion 

for educational leaders was the utilization of mentor teachers on their campus.  All six 

teachers mentioned how they had been mentored at some point in their careers and how 

beneficial that was to their growth as an effective teacher.  Ms. Wood says, “I see some 

really good teachers. I see them how they interact with the students and I immediately 

want to do it.”, Ms. Lee shared, “I had people mentor me into what I am” and Ms. Lodge 

shared about her mentor, “She was a huge influence on me being able to teach 

conceptually versus ‘Do it like this because I said so’”.  

 Not only did all the teachers see the benefit of an educational leader providing a 

new or struggling teacher with a mentor, but many of them expressed a desire to do this.  

While it seems natural for an educational leader to look at one of these six teachers and 

think that they will be an excellent mentor, one of the teachers who is currently serving as 

a mentor for other teachers on her campus expressed some concern with this.  Ms. Woods 

said, “My principal asked me many times to please be a mentor, I just don't know how to 

be a mentor.”  This leads to the conversation of making sure that all mentor teachers are 

trained in how to effectively mentor another person.  If a principal is not careful, they can 
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burn out one of these amazing teachers by putting them in a mentoring role without 

training or support and run the risk of that educator wanting to get out of the classroom.   

Parents 

 The final suggestion that two of the participants (David, Shawn) in this study had 

was for educational leaders was to enlist parental involvement on their campus.  It should 

be noted that both teachers that offered this suggestion work at Mandy Elementary and 

work with the same administration.  It is not surprising to hear these liberation mindset 

teachers offer this suggestion, because one of the main tenants of the liberation mindset is 

advocacy and these teachers see the importance of parental and community involvement 

with students in school.  Ms. Shawn states, “I honestly feel if there was some connection 

between our school and their homes, I just feel like some of us don't have a clear picture 

of what is really happening.” Ms. David shares, “one thing is getting parents involved, 

because if you're getting the parents involved it's going to be very evident, and so I think 

that's huge. Getting those parents involved is building that relationship.”  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Overview of the Study 

 It has been well documented that the United States, and more specifically the state 

of Texas, is undergoing a rapid shift in demographics.  This is especially evident when 

you look in our public schools.  Increasingly our student population is made up of 

children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, many of whom come 

from low socioeconomic families.  However, our current K-12 workforce has not seen a 

dramatic change in demographics, and it continues to be overwhelmingly represented by 

white, middle-class, female teachers.  There also continues to be an achievement gap 

between our African-American and Latino students, and their White and Asian 

counterparts.  The prevalent thinking is that due to the many cultural differences between 

our teaching workforce and the students they serve, teachers can struggle to meet the 

needs of their students and as a result, the achievement gap continues to persist.  Much 

research has been done on ways teachers can better connect with students who are 

culturally different than them, and culturally responsive teaching practices have been 

proven to be effective in closing the achievement gap in schools. However, despite many 

professional development sessions done around the country each year on culturally 

responsive best practices, many teachers continue to struggle creating academic success 

in their students.  There is a shortfall in the literature when investigating the knowing-

doing gap in schools, particularly as it relates to teacher motivation and mindset when 

working with school dependent student populations.  School dependent students are 

defined by Jackson (2011) as urban children who “depend on school to give them the 
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enrichment, access to resources, and deep dialogue that other children get outside of 

school.” (Jackson & McDermott, 2015).  Muhammad (2015, 2017) suggests that if a 

change is going to happen in our schools to begin to overcome the achievement gap, there 

is going to have to be a mindset change among teachers.  He suggests that teachers who 

possess a liberation mindset have “an unwavering commitment to a set of collective 

beliefs and actions rooted in the goal of achieving high levels of academic and social 

success for all students despite internal or external barriers” (Muhammad, 2015, p.94).  

Teachers demonstrate this through the thee components that define liberation mindset: 

equality, responsibility, and advocacy.   Muhammad’s theory of liberation mindset 

provided the theoretical framework for this study.    

 In this chapter the researcher will discuss the practices and motivations of 

liberation mindset teacher and will offer some suggestions to educational leaders for how 

to cultivate a culture in their school that promotes and grows this mindset in teachers.  

Using the qualitative approach, the researchers used the following research questions as 

guide this study.   

Research Questions 

 The following research questions were investigated in this study:  

1. What pedagogical practices do liberation mindset teachers use to create academic 

achievement in students of color and economically disadvantaged students? 

2. What motivations (intrinsic or extrinsic) drive teachers who possess the liberation 

mindset and how does it impact their ability to connect with their students? 

3. What practices do educational leaders implement to foster a culture of and grow 

the liberation mindset in teachers? 
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Discussion of Results 

Research Question #1 

1. What pedagogical practices do liberation mindset teachers use to create academic 

achievement in students of color and economically disadvantaged students? 

The first research question set out to investigate the specific practices that were 

happening in the classrooms of teachers that possess the liberation mindset.  In the data 

collection and analyzes, the researcher discovered four main themes that emerged from 

the six teachers.  Those themes were positive student relationships, high expectations, 

structured environment and being positive.  The overwhelming majority of data collected 

came from the first two themes and within those themes the researcher discovered six 

sub-themes.  Under the theme of positive student relationships four sub-themes emerged 

which were knowledge of students, loving your students, respect and parental 

involvement.  In the second theme of high expectations two sub-themes emerged which 

were celebration of growth and failure is not an option.   

It is clear that the teachers in this study, though not mentioning the term once, are 

utilizing culturally responsive teaching practices in their classrooms.  At the heart of 

culturally responsive teaching is the idea of getting to know your students so well that 

you can incorporate or use their culture in the classroom to make them feel comfortable 

and confident. Whether having been trained on it or just doing it naturally, each of these 

teachers stressed the importance of taking the time to get to know their students both in 

and out of the classroom.  They went the extra mile to attend extra-curricular activities, 

make contact with home, and just spend a few minutes to get to know their kids, though it 

was not required in their teaching standards.  They understood that without a positive 



Texas Tech University, Joshua Wheeler, May 2019 
 

73 

relationship being built, many of their students would not work for them.  If the student 

sees the teacher as some stranger, they have no motivation to try and cooperate with 

them, however, when there is a good relationship built with the students, they are willing 

and may even feel the obligation to try and work with for teacher.  One should not 

misunderstand the term positive student relationship to mean that these teachers saw their 

students as friends or peers.  Instead, many of them described the relationship much like a 

parent to a child or a coach to a player.  They said that the relationships that were built 

had their basis in love, care and respect for each other and because of that, the teachers 

could push the students to greatness and the students didn’t shut down.      

 Another tenant of culturally responsive teaching is setting high expectations for 

the students, and each of the teachers in this study demonstrated this practice.  None of 

them subscribed to deficit thinking about their students, but to the contrary, they felt like 

every student could grow from where they began at the beginning of the year and could 

be successful.  One of the clear sub-themes with high expectations was that the teachers 

felt the importance of helping the students redefine success, and they aimed to celebrate 

the small successes of each student.  While never directly mentioning the terms growth 

and fixed mindset (Dweck, 2006), these teachers clearly looked at their students with a 

growth mindset and were striving to change the student’s mindsets from fixed to growth.  

The second sub-theme under high expectations was that of failure not being an option.  

Again, though the teachers didn’t reference the terminology explicitly, each of them was 

describing the characteristic of grit (Duckworth, 2016) and how they teach it to their 

students.  According to many of the teachers it isn’t necessarily that students never failed 

in their classes, but it was how they taught them to persist through those failures and to 
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keep working until they were able to find success, failure did not always have to be 

academic.  Many of the teachers described using this same thinking to help their students 

who were struggling behaviorally or socially.  This is a very important quality for all 

teachers to teach and model for their students, especially if they are working with 

students from populations that have traditionally struggled.   

 The final two themes that emerged from the data to answer the question about 

pedagogical practices of liberation mindset teachers were those of a structured 

environment and being positive.  Todd Whitaker (2013) suggests that most students love 

to know what the expectations are and love when their teachers enforce them 

consistently.  He argues that it can bring a calming factor to a classroom because students 

are no longer constantly trying to find where the line is (Whitaker, 2013). This describes 

perfectly what the teachers were talking about when they discussed a structured 

environment.  They referenced the importance of firm and consistent classroom 

management for all behavioral issues, but also clear and consistent management of 

instructional time.  The teachers discussed how they do not waste time during a class 

period and that the pacing in their room is steady to prevent from student boredom or off-

task behavior.  Finally, the teachers reflected on the personality trait of being positive, 

and how for some of the participants this trait came very naturally.  The researcher was 

somewhat surprised that a few of the teachers seemed to have a fixed mindset in talking 

about other teacher’s abilities to be positive.  They seemed to think that a person is either 

naturally positive or they are not, but that it will be difficult for negative teachers to grow 

in this area. 
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Research Question #2 

2. What motivations (intrinsic or extrinsic) drive teachers who possess the liberation 

mindset and how does it impact their ability to connect with their students? 

The second research question aimed to look at a topic that is not often discussed or 

researched, the motivations of teachers.  Specifically, the researcher wanted to know 

what drove the liberation mindset teachers to value the importance of equality, 

responsibility and advocacy for all students, and what motivated them to utilize the oft 

under-utilized culturally responsive teaching practices.  During the data collection and 

analysis, the researcher noted three major themes that emerged from the interviews when 

discussing their motivations.  The first theme was that of caring for students.  Every 

teacher mentioned how they had a passion to help kids and that they get energized or 

fulfilled by helping students, especially those who need their help the most.  All of the 

teachers also referenced seeing the students as their own kids and wanting to treat each of 

them as special.  The second theme that came out as a motivating factor to the teachers 

was the thrill they got when their students experienced success.  Half of the teachers 

referenced being competitive, and when they saw their students succeed that is how they 

got a “win”.  It seemed that the competition in these teacher’s cases was a positive thing 

and one that kept them coming back for the challenge.  The final motivating factor was 

that of seeing teaching as a calling.  For most of the teachers, they saw teaching as their 

purpose in life and how they are called to serve their fellow human.  Over half of them 

referenced the calling in religious terms and said that God had called them to the position 

they were in.  Clearly this intrinsic motivating factor was a powerful one. 
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Research Question #3 

3. What practices do educational leaders implement to foster a culture of and grow 

the liberation mindset in teachers? 

The final research question that was investigated in this study was to try and uncover, 

from the teachers themselves, what they thought educational leaders could do on a 

campus to foster a culture that grew the liberation mindset.  Four main themes came to 

the surface while talking to the six participants in this study.  The first theme was that of 

support.  It is not secret that teachers want to feel supported by their administration, but 

the teachers in this study stressed the importance of being able to see and feel that 

support.  The wanted to encourage educational leaders to get out of their offices and into 

classrooms to cheer on those teachers that are succeeding and to help support those 

teachers that are struggling.   They also want the educational leaders on their campus to 

be consistent in their expectations and follow-through with students and other teachers.  

One teacher in particular pointed out how it sounded like she was describing a good 

teacher and how the same concepts that apply in a teacher-classroom context can apply in 

a principal-school context.   

The second theme that the researcher discovered to answer research question three 

was the importance of modeling and providing opportunities to share.  The teachers 

specifically mentioned that they thought it was important for a principal to model the 

liberation mindset thinking and culturally responsive teaching practices, and for them to 

be able to walk into a room of a struggling teacher and be able to coach them with very 

specific feedback.  They also suggested that they saw a benefit to culture building, and 

improvement of practice, to get teachers into each other’s rooms.  This fosters a culture 
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of collaboration, responsibility, and the willingness to do your best for your students. As 

Whitaker says (2013), principals have to make it “cool to care”.  This outlet for teachers 

to share and collaborate with other teachers was an important theme according to the 

participants in the study.   

The third emerging theme related to practices of educational leaders was that of 

mentors.  Every one of the teachers in the study referenced a mentor teacher they had had 

as a beginning or struggling teacher, and how transformational that experience was for 

them.  Many of them also suggested that principals should use teachers like them to be 

mentors for others to help grow new and struggling teachers and to help set the culture on 

a campus.  However, the teachers also suggested that if they are to be utilized as mentor 

teachers, adequate training should happen for them so they can successfully mentor 

others.     

The final theme for research question three was that of making connections with 

parents.  While only two of the teachers offered this suggestion, it is an important one, 

especially considering the liberation mindset and culturally responsive teaching.  To 

bridge the gap between home and school and to advocate for students, are two main 

characteristics of working with school dependent demographics,  and if educational 

leaders want to help grow teachers’ sense of equality, responsibility and advocacy, then 

they need to expose them to their students’ lives outside of school and aim to use the 

parents as part of the team to support the learning of their student.  A few of the 

participants in this study expressed the feeling that they got from their educational leaders 

was that parental involvement was not wanted or encouraged on their campus.  To all of 

the teachers that mentioned this, they expressed confusion and how that practice seemed 



Texas Tech University, Joshua Wheeler, May 2019 
 

78 

counterintuitive to helping the students.   

Implications and Suggestions for K-12 Schools 

The results of this study have powerful implications for all K-12 schools, especially 

for educational leaders in these schools, and the following suggestions should be 

considered and implemented.  If our aim as educator is to have a positive impact on 

student achievement, then we are going to have to try and do something different, 

otherwise we will keep getting the same results of a persistent achievement gap. While 

some of these suggestions may sound challenging and time consuming, the researcher 

would encourage all educational leaders to adopt the liberation mindset and view their 

role on their campus as seeking equality for all, advocating for all, and taking 

responsibility for all the good and bad that takes place on their campus. 

The first suggestion is that educational leaders in schools need to aim to be more 

present and visible in the hallways and classrooms of their school.  They also need to 

encourage, model, and celebrate the use of culturally responsive teaching practices, and if 

they or their staff are not well-versed in what the practices are, they should arrange for 

professional development to happened for all teachers. However, they must then follow-

through with the expectation and explanation of why it is important to their students and 

parents and can help lead all students to academic achievement.    

The second suggestion for educational leaders on K-12 campuses is to provide an 

opportunity for all teachers to collaborate with one another and a time for them to share 

practices.  This can look like teachers disaggregating data and sharing intervention and 

instructional strategies to close gaps in a professional learning community meeting 

(PLC), it could look like teachers having the opportunity to learn from each other by 
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visiting other classrooms to “steal” ideas, or it could even be organizing with another 

school to allow your teachers to go and view best practices in action.  An educational 

leader could even do something as simple as after seeing a teacher do something great 

that was effective in their own classroom, providing them with a time to share that 

practice with others in your building.  By cultivating a culture of sharing, learning and 

growing, you can empower teachers to do what they need to for their students.   

 The third suggestion is for both educational leaders and all other parties that are 

involved with interviewing and hiring teachers.  When doing an interview for a new hire, 

an educational leader should aim to identify a teacher’s relational qualities and 

motivational factors.  It is important to really uncover their purpose for being an educator 

while at the same time investigating why they love kids, if they are a positive person, if 

they are relational, and how they persist in the face of adversity.  The researcher would 

suggest that discovering these qualities and their ability to connect with kids should be of 

higher priority than that of content knowledge; a thought that is supported by the work of 

John Hattie (2009).  If an educational leader has inherited a staff of teachers and is not 

able to hire new teachers, the researcher would suggest that the educational leader do 

semi-structured, one-on-one meetings with each of the teachers, ideally in their own 

classroom and possibly having brought them a snack and drink of their choice.  While 

these are not structured interviews, they are more “get to know you” meetings.  This 

practice would model for your teachers how to and why it is important to get to know the 

background of others, but it can also give you as the educational leader a lot of 

information as to how you can help support that teacher.  Your goal should be to have 

every teacher in the best position for them to grow and help teach kids.   
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The fourth suggestion is for both teachers and educational leaders and it is the need to 

stress the importance of knowing your students both in and out of the classroom.  

Principals should seek to provide time, if available, for teachers to meet with and develop 

relationships with students and parents outside of the classroom.  This could be in the 

form of an organized “block party” for the neighborhood where food and games are 

provided, or possibly sponsoring a “movie night” at school and inviting the students and 

parents to come and enjoy a movie and fellowship. Teachers should intentionally seek 

opportunities to connect with students and their lives outside of school.  They are 

strongly encouraged to attend extra-curricular events and purposefully talk with students 

about those events the next day when they see them.  The opportunities are endless, but it 

must be an intentional choice by all parties and teachers should hold each other 

accountable for utilizing this culturally responsive practice.    

The next suggestion for K-12 educational leaders is to consistently help teachers 

remember why they got into teaching and to celebrate them and what they do to serve 

others on a regular basis.  By advocating for your teachers and celebrating their success 

you are modeling both the liberation mindset and culturally responsive teaching practices.  

Almost all teachers want to do a great job for their students, so as an educational leader 

you need to help remind them of their goal, aid them in getting to that goal, and then 

celebrate their growth along the way.  By doing this you are helping to remind the 

teachers of their care for the students and bringing to the forefront the success of their 

students, both of which were motivational factors for all of our liberation mindset 

teachers in this study.  
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The final suggestion for K-12 schools is for both teachers and principals and it is the 

need to set high academic and behavioral expectations for all students, the importance 

and value of teaching grit and persistence, and purposefully celebrating growth for each 

student. It is important that all students in every classroom and on every campus receive 

the message that a standardized test is not the focus or primary goal, but rather the 

process of learning is what is celebrate on your campus or in your classroom. 

Implications for Educator Preparation Programs 

As the researcher, my role is as a professor in an educator preparation program (EPP) 

and I personally see the need for all EPPs to begin the process of growing liberation 

mindset teachers. My first suggestions for EPPs is that they prioritize the need to teach 

culturally responsive teaching practices, but then to provide your pre-service teachers 

with multiple opportunities to practice teaching to culturally and linguistically diverse 

student populations.  As this study had shown, the demographics of students across the 

nation is changing rapidly, and all EPPs need to be providing their students with the 

necessary tools and experiences to successfully teach all students.  

The second suggestion for EPPs is to stress in your curriculum, from early on in your 

program, the importance of pre-service teachers finding their purpose for becoming a 

teacher and the significance of them know their “why” for getting into education.  It is 

important that the curriculum help students to develop a love for teaching and serving all 

students populations.  This discovery of purpose and why cannot be found in a classroom 

or online forum.  The researcher encourages all EPPs to provide multiple and regular 

opportunities for pre-service teachers to work with a variety of age-levels and 

demographics of students. 
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The third suggestion for EPPs is to develop a tool for your program that evaluates 

teacher dispositions, and if/when you discover that a student will most likely not be 

successful in a classroom as a teacher, to have a system in place that either helps coach 

that student in the deficient area or suggests an alternate degree plan for them.  While this 

may seem like a harsh solution, the researcher believes that it is the responsibility of all 

EPPs to begin to recognize and cultivate the dispositions of a teacher with a liberation 

mindset.   

Suggestions for Further Research 

 While much has been learned through the process of the researcher study, like any 

good researcher study, it has indicated a number of areas where further research is needed 

to understand teacher motivations and the liberation mindset.  Further research is needed 

on the topic of teacher dispositions and how those can impact a teacher’s mindset and 

motivation in the classroom.  Another question to investigate concerning teacher 

disposition would be how a school can identify a teacher’s disposition during the 

interview process?   

For the purposes of this study and due to limitations, the researcher only had the 

opportunity to interview teachers about their practices, motivations and mindsets.  It 

would be advantageous to also observe the teachers in their classroom over multiple 

months and to interview their principals about their perspective of those teachers as 

liberation mindset teachers.  Another topic that would add to this body of research is that 

of the liberation mindset and the educational leader.  While it is important for teachers to 

possess the liberation mindset, their circle of influence is very small compared to a leader 

on a campus.  How can a school’s success rate be impacted by a principal who possess 
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the liberation mindset and how can that mindset be grown in principals that do not 

possess it?   

The design of this study was to only research teachers that already possessed the 

liberation mindset and to identify their practices and motivations, to further investigate 

the topic of growing the liberation mindset in teachers, the researchers suggests that a 

case study be done with a campus that is purposefully trying to change mindset.  The 

study could investigate the process of changing a group of teachers thinking, what 

challenges there would be, and how those can be overcome.  A final suggestion for 

further research on the liberation mindset would be to do a case study with a group of 

students who possessed the victim mindset to see if it was possible within a school year 

to change a group of student’s way of thinking, and how that change impacted their 

ability to achieve academically.   

Conclusion 

 The aim of this phenomenological, qualitative study was to investigate the 

experiences, practices, and motivations of teachers working with underserved student 

populations and that possessed a liberation mindset.  The research questions examined 

the pedagogical practices of these teachers, their motivations for being excellent teachers, 

and some suggestions for educational leaders of how to establish a culture that can grow 

this type of thinking.  The inspiration for wanting to investigate these research questions 

was that the researcher was concerned at the ever-growing achievement gap in American 

and the lack of any progress toward closing it, despite years of research on the topic.  

Prompted by the urgency of the ever-changing student populations across the country, 

and particularly in the west Texas area, the researcher hoped to find some solutions the 
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help better prepare teachers and schools to serve students in a meaningful and positive 

way.   

 The researcher began by identifying 12 teachers in the west Texas area that had 

all experienced the phenomenon of achieving unprecedented academic success with 

student populations that traditionally underperform.  These teachers went against the 

trends of other teachers in their schools, district and state who taught a very similar 

demographic of student.  The researcher then administered a liberation mindset survey 

developed by Dr. Anthony Muhammad (2015), that looked at the teacher’s thinking on 

equality, advocacy and responsibility.  From here, six teachers were identified as 

possessing the liberation mindset and expressing a willingness to do an interview about 

their practices.  The researcher did a one-hour interview with each of the six teachers to 

gather data to answer the three research questions posed in the study.   

 The results of the study showed that the six teachers identify four prominent 

themes when looking at the pedagogical practices of liberation mindset teachers.  Those 

themes were positive student relationships (which included knowing you students, loving 

your students, respect and parental involvement), high expectations (which included 

celebration of growth and failure not being an option), structured environment and being 

positive. When considering their own motivating factors, the teachers identified three 

themes which were caring for students, the successes of students, and calling.  Finally, 

the six teacher participants were able to offer up some suggestions for educational leaders 

for how to foster the liberation mindset in schools.  The suggestions included supporting 

the teachers, modeling and providing opportunities for teachers to share, mentoring and 

parental involvement.    
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 The result of this study provides K-12 educators and those who prepare teachers 

with a wealth of ideas on how to grow and develop a liberation mindset teacher.  The 

researcher understands that not all schools and teachers will have the same experiences as 

the participants in this study, and that school improvement is a complex and messy 

process.  However, there were a number of themes discovered that can help with the 

process of improved student outcomes.  The theme of culturally responsive teaching 

practices is clearly one that all schools should consider if they want to serve all students 

equitably.  Ultimately the goal of all educators is to provide all children with a quality 

education so that they can reach their dreams and change the world for the better.  We 

strive to liberate students from all other factors that hold them back.  The future is bright, 

and it is exciting to have a small part in shaping it.     
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Sep 25, 2017 12:38 PM CDT  
 
Fernando Valle  
Educational Psychology Leaders  
 
Re: IRB2017-371 Investigating the Liberation Mindset: A Phenomenological Study of 
the Practices and Mindsets of Effective Teachers Working with Underserved Student 
Populations  
 
Findings: Dear Investigators - good luck with your research. Thanks!  
Expiration Date:   Aug 31, 2018  
 
Dear Dr. Fernando Valle, Josh Wheeler:  
 
A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above 
within the expedited category of:  
6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research 
purposes.  
7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited 
to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, 
cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, 
interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or 
quality assurance methodologies.  
 
The approval is effective from Sep 25, 2017 to Aug 31, 2018. The expiration date must 
appear on your consent document(s).  
 
Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email 
approximately 30 days before Aug 31, 2018. At this time, should you wish to continue 
your protocol, a Renewal Submission will be necessary.  Any change to your protocol 
requires a Modification Submission for review and approval before implementation.  
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Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may 
contact you to observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. 
You will be notified if your study has been chosen for a PAR.  
 
Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or 
federal regulations (45 CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form.  
 
When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 
Submission to terminate this protocol.  
 
Sincerely,  

  
Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D.  
Chair, Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  
Associate Professor, Department of Psychological Sciences  
357 Administration Building. Box 41075  
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  
T 806.742.2064 F 806.742.3947  
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Appendix B 

District Research Request Email 
 
 
Dear [District Contact Person Name], 
 
My name is Josh Wheeler and I am a doctoral student at Texas Tech currently 
working toward completion of my dissertation in Educational Leadership.  I am working 
with my dissertation chair, Dr. Fernando Valle, as well as my dissertation committee Dr. 
Sam Ayers, Dr. Dusty Palmer and Dr. Kathy Rollo toward completion of my dissertation 
titled Investigating the Liberation Mindset: A Phenomenological Study of the Practices 
and Mindsets of Effective Teachers Working with Underserved Student Populations.  
 
I am writing to submit my request to conduct research with [district name] in the months 
of March-May 2018.  I’ve included my application as well as a copy of my submitted 
Texas Tech IRB.    
 
Thank you so much for your consideration and please let me know if you have any 
questions.  I can be reached at josh.wheeler@ttu.edu or 806-559-9176.  .  
 
 
Thanks for your time and I look forward to working with you.    
 
  
 
Josh Wheeler 
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Appendix C 

Teacher Recruiting Email 
 

 
Dear (Teacher’s Name), 
 
You have been identified as a teacher who has had a significant positive impact on student 
achievement, and I would love to learn from you how you have accomplished such great 
successes with your students. I would like to invite you to be a participant in a study I am 
conducting titled “Investigating the Liberation Mindset: A Phenomenological Study of the 
Practices and Mindsets of Effective Teachers Working with Underserved Student Populations.” 
Dr. Fernando Valle, Associate Professor in the Educational Leadership Program in the College of 
Education at Texas Tech University, is supervising this study. This study aims to identify what 
you do in your classroom that has had such a positive impact on your students, with the goal of 
sharing what is learned with other teachers, future teachers, and educational leaders.  
 
If you are willing to participate in the study, you will be asked to complete a short online survey 
in Qualtrics. There are no right or wrong answers on this survey. I am simply interested in your 
opinions. The survey should take no more than a 15 minutes of your time. If there is an item you 
do not wish to respond to, please feel free to leave it blank. Your participation is completely 
voluntary—you can stop at any time.  Your survey responses will remain confidential through all 
phases of the study. Your district superintendent and school principal will not know if you 
participate or do not participate in this study.  At the conclusion of the survey you will be given 
the option to choose to participate further in this study.  If you choose to participate further, this 
would entail scheduling a one hour interview with me where I would ask you to share more about 
what you do in your classroom that has help you be so successful with your students.   
 
By clicking on the link and completing the survey, you may help us better understand how 
teachers like you are able to create academic success for underserved student populations. Thank 
you for your time and consideration in helping us answer these valuable questions. 
 
If you have any questions please feel free to contact me at josh.wheeler@ttu.edu or by phone at 
806-559-9176. You may also contact Dr. Fernando Valle at f.valle@ttu.edu for any questions you 
might have regarding this study.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration.  
 
To participate in this research study, please click here to complete the survey. 
 
https://educttu.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1XlM8Setw25Tjmd 
 
 
Mr. Josh Wheeler 
Doctoral Candidate  
josh.wheeler@ttu.edu 
806-559-9176 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consent for Survey 

What is this project studying?  

This research study is called “Investigating the Liberation Mindset: A Phenomenological 
Study of the Practices and Mindsets of Effective Teachers Working with Underserved 
Student Populations.” The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of the 
characteristics, practices, and beliefs (mindsets) of successful teachers working with 
culturally and economically diverse student populations in order to better train and 
prepare future teachers.  

What would I do if I participated?  

For this study, you would participate in a survey. The survey would focus on your 
perceptions of three main areas in your classroom: advocacy, equality and responsibility. 
The survey should take approximately 15 minutes to complete. After the survey, you will 
be asked for your willingness to participate in a follow-up, 1-hour audio-recorded 
interview. If you choose not to participate your participation in the study will be 
complete. If you say you are willing to participate in the interview you will be asked for 
your contact information. During the 1-hour audio recorded interview you would be 
asked to shared your thoughts and experiences with student achievement in your 
classroom and reflect on the practices you utilize to help your students succeed.  

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  

Absolutely. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary—you can stop your 
participation at any time or for any reason. You are also free to skip any question in either 
the survey or interview that you would prefer not to answer.  

How long will participation take?  

To complete the survey will require 15 minutes. The interview will take 1 hour of your 
time.  

How are you protecting privacy?  

The survey is anonymous. No one, including the researcher, will be able to associate your 
responses with your identity. If you choose to participate further in the study, know that 
pseudonyms will be used for each participant, in place of the actual names, to label the 
information so that the researcher can link the sources of data by participant. This will 
help to protect the anonymity of all participants.  

How will I benefit from participating?  
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You will benefit by taking on the role of a teacher leader and aiding in the professional 
development of other current and future teachers. You will also benefit from the 
knowledge gained through the study to help you in your future professional development 
opportunities. We are grateful for your contribution in improving teaching and education.  

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask?  

The study will be conducted by Josh Wheeler, and he can be contacted at 
josh.wheeler@ttu.edu or 806-559-9176. You can also contact the supervising professor 
Dr. Fernando Valle at f.valle@ttu.edu. Texas Tech also has a Board that protects the 
rights of people who participate in research studies. You can ask them questions at 806-
742-2064. You can mail your questions to the Human Research Protection Program, 
Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 
79409, or you can email your questions to hrpp@ttu.edu.  

Print and keep a copy of this Information Sheet for future reference should you have 
questions or need to contact the researcher (Josh Wheeler), the principal investigator (Dr. 
Fernando Valle), or the TTU HRPP Office.  

I agree to participate in the survey. 
I do not agree to participate in the survey.  

Survey Introduction 
Liberation Mindset Survey (Developed by Dr. Anthony Muhammad 

Mr. Wheeler, with the assistance of Dr. Fernando Valle of Texas Tech, is conducting a 
study to gain a better understanding of the characteristics, practices, and beliefs 
(mindsets) of successful teachers working with culturally and economically diverse 
student populations in order to better train and prepare future teachers.  

There are no right or wrong answers to the items in this survey. We are simply interested 
in your opinions. The survey should take no more than 15 minutes of your time. The 
survey is anonymous. No one, including the researcher, will be able to associate your 
responses with your identity unless you choose to participate further in the study, an 
option you will be given at the end of the survey.  

Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary—you can stop at any 
time. You may choose not to take the survey or to skip any questions that you do not 
want to answer. You must be at least 18 years of age to participate in this study. Your 
completion of the survey serves as your voluntary agreement to participate in this 
research study and your certification that you are 18 or older.  

If you have any questions about this research study, please contact Josh Wheeler at 
josh.wheeler@ttu.edu or Fernando Valle at f.valle@ttu.edu.  

Thank you so much for investing your time into helping with this research.  
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Appendix E 

Interview Informed Consent 
 

What is this project studying? 
This research study is called “Investigating the Liberation Mindset: A Phenomenological Study of 
the Practices and Mindsets of Effective Teachers Working with Underserved Student 
Populations.”  The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of the characteristics, 
practices, and beliefs (mindsets) of successful teachers working with culturally and economically 
diverse student populations in order to better train and prepare future teachers.     
 
What would I do if I participated? 
You would participate in a survey and a 60-minute audio recorded interview  
 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
Absolutely.  Your participation in this study is completely voluntary—you can stop your 
participation at any time or for any reason.   
 
How long will participation take? 
To complete the survey will require 15 minutes. The interview will take 60-minutes of your time. 
 
How are you protecting privacy? 
All survey responses, the recording and transcription of the interview, and notes taken during the 
observation of your classroom lessons will be secured on the researcher’s password-protected 
computer, and only the researcher and the supervising professor will have access to this 
information.  
 
How will I benefit from participating? 
To thank you for your participation, you will be given a gift card of $25 and a copy of the final 
findings of the research study. We are grateful for your contribution in improving teaching and 
education. 
 
I have some questions about this study.  Who can I ask? 
The study will be conducted by Josh Wheeler, and he can be contacted at josh.wheeler@ttu.edu 
or 806-559-9176.  You can also contact the supervising professor Dr. Fernando Valle at 
f.valle@ttu.edu.  Texas Tech also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in 
research studies.  You can ask them questions at 806-742-2064.  You can mail your questions to 
the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can email your questions to www.hrpp@ttu.edu. 
 
Print Name: ____________________________  
 
Signature: ____________________________  
 
Date: ____________________________  
This consent form is not valid after 4/31/2019. 
 
 
 



Texas Tech University, Joshua Wheeler, May 2019 
 

99 

Appendix F 

Liberation Mindset Survey 
 

Developed by Dr. Anthony Muhammad 
 

Perceptions About Advocacy 
1: Strongly Disagree, 2: Disagree, 3: Neutral, 4: Agree, 5: 

Strongly Agree 
1 2 3 4 5 

I empower students and 
parents with information 
about resources available 
to them both inside and 

outside school that 
promote academic and 
personal development. 

I view students as powerful advocates 
for their own success, and provide 
opportunities for them to advocate for 
themselves and to be an active 
participant in a democratic school 
process. 

     

I view parents as powerful advocates 
for their child’s success, and provide 
opportunities for them to advocate. 
 

     

I communicate with parents about 
political, economic, and educational 
issues that affect their children, and 
view them as a powerful lobby. 

     

I am politically involved 
as a school unit or in 
cooperation with an 
agency or organization to 
lobby our board of 
education, state legislature, 
and federal legislature to 
pass policies and laws that 
benefit our students. 

I actively lobby and influence local, 
state, and federal officials to secure the 
resources and conditions necessary for 
optimal student growth. 

     

I believe that educators are powerful 
and influential, and we have the 
efficacy necessary to change systems. 

     

I support causes and agencies that 
advance our collective purpose. 

     

I educate our parents and 
community about 
opportunities and 
resources available to them 
to influence local, state, 
and federal policies that 
impact our students. 

I communicate with parents with the 
intent of empowering them 

     

I encourage our parents to be active 
advocates for their children in the area 
of resource allocation and favorable 
policy. 

     

I organize to create 
partnerships with outside 
agencies to provide 
additional resources and 
opportunities for our 

I actively seek resources and 
opportunities for our students by 
partnering with outside agencies. 

     

I believe that we share in the 
responsibility to create powerful life 
experiences for students. 
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students’ academic and 
personal development. 

I am resourceful, and do not let 
limitations stop my drive for universal 
student achievement. 

     

I actively publicize and 
highlight the achievements 
of our students, staff, and 
parents to create a sense of 
pride and goodwill for our 
school. 

I believe that it is our responsibility to 
inform the public about the great things 
happening in our school. 

     

I communicate regularly through media 
avenues to create positive press for my 
school or class. 

     

I prominently display positive press or 
student accomplishments around my 
classroom/halls. 

     

 
Overcoming the Achievement Gap Trap © 2015 Solution Tree Press 

solution-tree.com • All rights reserved. 
 
 
 
 
 

Perceptions About Equality 
1: Strongly Disagree, 2: Disagree, 3: Neutral, 4: Agree, 5: 
Strongly Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 

I carefully monitor my 
student achievement data to 
ensure equity across all 
student groups, and make 
adjustments to policies, 
practices, and procedures in 
response to those results to 
achieve greater levels of 
equity. 

I am alarmed when my student 
achievement data are not equitable. 

     

Our collaborative meetings are student 
centered and focused on equity. 

     

I make changes to my practice when 
my data are disproportionate. 

     

I carefully monitor my 
course offerings and 
academic program to 
ensure that I do not create a 
culturally or 
socioeconomically based 
caste system in relation to 
student enrollment in 
advanced or remedial 
coursework, and I adjust 
my policies, practices, and 
procedures to produce more 
equitable representation. 

I have created a fair process that allows 
all students to pursue advanced 
coursework. 

     

It bothers me when advanced or 
remedial courses have skewed student 
representation. 

     

My assessment system is fair and free 
of cultural or socioeconomic bias. 

     

I believe that students have a fair 
opportunity to achieve in my classes. 
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I carefully monitor my 
student engagement data to 
ensure equitable 
representation and to guard 
against bias. Some of the 
areas of monitoring include 
discipline data, attendance, 
extracurricular activity 
participation, and academic 
honor roll. I make 
adjustments to policies, 
practices, and procedures to 
achieve greater levels of 
equity. 

My discipline procedures are fair and 
do not reflect cultural or economic 
bias. 

     

I am alarmed when inequitable 
discipline data are identified. 

     

My attendance procedures are fair and 
do not reflect cultural or economic 
bias. 

     

I am alarmed when student recognition 
is not equitable. 

     

I make adjustments to my student 
engagement policies when there is 
statistical evidence of inequality for 
one group compared to the norm. 

     

I carefully monitor my 
school environment and 
learning material to ensure 
fair and equitable 
representation of cultural 
heritage, language, and 
economic background. I 
make adjustments to 
policies, practices, and 
resources to achieve greater 
levels of equity 

My  teaching material is culturally and 
economically diverse. 

     

I use methods that respect all cultural 
and economic backgrounds. 

     

I seek professional development 
opportunities that help me become 
more culturally responsive in our 
practice. 

     

I carefully monitor parental 
involvement data to ensure 
equitable representation, 
especially in the areas of 
ethnic background and 
socioeconomic status. I 
make adjustments to my 
policies, practices, and 
procedures to achieve 
greater levels of equity. 

I reach out to all parents and make an 
honest attempt to involve all parents in 
school decisions and activities. 

     

I build systems that make the process 
of parent engagement easy and 
inviting. 

     

I make adjustments to our behavior 
when our data inform us that parent 
involvement is disproportionate. 
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Perceptions About Responsibility 
1: Strongly Disagree, 2: Disagree, 3: Neutral, 4: Agree, 5: 
Strongly Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 

I have an unwavering 
focus and commitment to 
universal student 
achievement, and I will 
not stop experimenting 
and innovating until we 
achieve that goal. 

My collaborative conversations are 
egalitarian and focus on student 
achievement. 

     

I use data and feedback as tools for 
growth, and they strengthen my 
commitment to student achievement. 

     

I make adjustments to my practice 
when necessary to achieve greater 
levels of achievement. 

     

I develop an unwavering 
focus and commitment to 
high achievement in my 
students and parents, and 
will not stop 
experimenting and 
innovating until we 
achieve that goal. 

I have high expectations of 
achievement for all my students. 

     

I demand that students continue to 
practice until they accomplish 
mastery. 

     

I develop perseverance and grit in our 
students. 

     

I monitor and disaggregate 
student achievement and 
engagement data and 
strategically use my 
professional development 
resources and time to 
address professional skill 
development in the high-
need areas. 

I believe that it is my responsibility to 
be responsive to student needs. 

     

I believe that developing student 
responsibility for mastery of their own 
learning is partially my responsibility. 

     

I seek opportunities to grow 
professionally when I feel that I 
cannot meet a student need. 

     

I monitor and disaggregate 
student achievement and 
engagement data to 
strategically develop 
policies and systems to 
support and develop 
struggling students. 

I believe that student content mastery 
is my responsibility. 

     

I believe that developing student 
confidence and character is partially 
my responsibility. 

     

I develop systems that respond to 
specific student needs. 

     

I refrain from using 
negative and pessimistic 
language when 

I refrain from using negative or 
defamatory language in my informal 
and formal interactions. 
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collaborating about high-
need students and 
families. 

I am willing to confront my 
colleagues’ negative attitudes or 
behaviors. 

     

My classroom reflects and 
displays the best qualities 
of my students and 
community, and I use it to 
encourage my students 
and families to strive for 
excellence. 

I believe that I am responsible for 
displaying symbols and artifacts that 
positively reinforce our values and 
build student confidence. 

     

I recognize student strengths both 
formally and informally in my 
practice and environment. 

     

Information for Further Participation 
 Yes No 
Would you be willing to participate further in this research study (i.e. 
participate in a 1-hour interview)? 

  

If you answered yes, please provide the following information: 
Name (your name will never be disclosed):  
 
Email: 
 
District and Campus Name (your school and district name will never be disclosed):  
 

 
Overcoming the Achievement Gap Trap © 2015 Solution Tree Press 

solution-tree.com • All rights reserved. 
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Appendix G 

Survey Permission 
 

From:	New	Frontier	21	Information	info@newfrontier21.com	Subject:	Re:	Survey	
Permission		

Date:	May	19,	2017	at	7:13	PM	
To:	Wheeler,	Josh	Josh.Wheeler@lcu.edu	

Mr.	Wheeler,	

I	hope	that	you	are	well.		Thanks	for	reaching	out	to	me	and	for	your	kind	
words.		Your	dissertation	topic	sounds	fascinating,	and	you	have	my	full	permission	
and	blessing	to	use	my	survey	in	your	research.		Additionally,	I	would	love	to	receive	
a	copy	of	your	study	once	you've	defended.		Good	luck	my	friend!	

Anthony	Muhammad	
	
On	Wed,	May	17,	2017	at	12:21	PM,	Wheeler,	Josh	<Josh.Wheeler@lcu.edu>	wrote:	
Dr.	Muhammad,	
	
My	name	is	Josh	Wheeler	and	I	am	an	Assistant	Professor	of	Secondary	Education	at	Lubbock	
Christian	University	in	Lubbock,	TX.		I	am	also	currently	working	to	complete	my	doctorate	in	
Educational	Leadership	at	Texas	Tech	University,	also	in	Lubbock.		Let	me	start	by	saying	I	am	a	huge	
fan	of	your	work	and	have	found	what	you	do	to	be	both	inspirational	and	transformative	to	my	
teaching/leadership	journey.		I	first	heard	you	9	or	10	years	ago	here	in	Lubbock	when	you	spoke	at	
our	region	center	(Region	17)	about	school	culture.		I	have	kept	up	with	your	work	ever	since	and	it	
has	truly	helped	shape	me	into	the	teacher	and	leader	that	I	am	today.		
	
In	the	Lubbock	area	we	have	seen	a	change	in	the	demographics	of	our	students	over	the	past	15	
years	or	more,	and	many	of	our	schools	and	teachers	have	struggled	to	properly	serve	the	students	
who	are	walking	in	our	doors.		I	personally	witnessed	this	at	a	campus	I	was	teaching	at	when	over	a	
three	year	span	we	saw	the	number	of	students	from	low	socioeconomic	homes	rise	35	percent.		I	
heard	and	saw	teachers	giving	up	on	kids.		During	this	time,	a	lot	of	our	professional	development	
was	focused	on	best	practices	for	working	with	the	students	we	were	serving.		Though	we	were	all	
aware	of	what	we	needed	to	be	doing	to	help	our	students	succeed,	achievement	just	wasn’t	
happening.		There	seemed	to	be	a	knowing/doing	gap.		I	started	to	see	for	the	first	time	as	a	new-ish	
teacher	(about	5	years	at	the	time),	many	of	my	colleagues	who	truly	didn’t	believe	success	was	
possible	for	all	students.		Around	this	time	I	became	aware	of	Dr.	Carol	Dweck	and	her	work	on	
growth/fixed	mindset.		I	knew	success	was	possible.		I	was	experiencing	it	with	my	students	in	my	
own	classroom.		My	question	was,	why	wasn’t	everyone	else	experiencing	the	same	success?	
	
Around	this	time	I	was	finishing	up	my	work	on	my	master’s	degree,	and	began	work	on	my	
doctorate	degree.		I	wanted	to	investigate	my	questions	and	the	problems	I	had	experienced.		This	led	
me	to	what	I	am	currently	working	on.		I	am	working	on	my	dissertation	entitled	Investigating	
the	Liberation	Mindset:	A	Phenomenological	Study	of	the	Practices	and	Mindsets	of	Effective	Teachers	
Working	with	Underserved	Student	Populations.	Before	reading	your	book,	Overcoming	
the	Achievement	Gap	Trap,	I	was	using	terms	like	“growth	and	fixed”	mindset	to	describe	the	teachers	
I	knew	were	out	there	at	every	campus.		The	so	called	“rock	stars”	that,	regardless	of	who	entered	
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their	room,	those	students	were	going	to	experience	success.		After	reading	your	2015	work,	it	gave	
me	a	whole	new	vocabulary	and	framework	for	my	study.		The	teachers	I	have	been	after	all	along	
are	those	teachers	who	possess	the	liberation	mindset.		
	
This	leads	me	to	the	purpose	of	this	email	and	the	question	I	have	for	you.		As	I	strive	to	find	
the	teachers	I’ve	described,	and	talk	with	them	about	their	mindset/motivations,	I	plan	to	use	the	
survey	from	your	book	to	help	identify	those	teachers	with	the	liberation	mindset.		I	am	wondering	
if	you	would	be	willing	to	grant	me	permission	to	use	your	mindset	survey	for	my	study	as	I	aim	to	
identify	these	phenomenal	teachers?	
	
Thanks	for	your	time	in	reading	this	email	and	I’m	sorry	for	the	length,	but	I	wanted	to	provide	you	
with	some	background	and	purpose	for	my	request.		Thank	you	so	much	for	all	you	do	for	teachers	
and	leaders,	and	ultimately	for	kids.		You	are	a	true	inspiration	and	I	appreciate	all	your	dedication	
and	service	to	the	field	of	education.	
	
	
I	look	forward	to	hearing	back	from	you.		
	

Josh Wheeler, M.Ed 
Asst. Professor, Secondary Education 
School of Education 
Lubbock Christian University 
806-720-7584 
josh.wheeler@lcu.edu 
	
	
--		
New	Frontier	21	Consulting,	LLC	
www.newfrontier21.com	

Order	Dr.	Muhammad's	new	book	today!	
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Appendix H 

Teacher Interview Questions 
 
1.  Tell me about your journey to becoming an educator.   
 
2. What do you enjoy about your job? 
 
3. What challenges do you find in your job? 
 
4. Teaching can be a hard profession at times. What keeps you motivated to be a great 
teacher? 
 
5. Why do you think you are able to help your students find academic success? 
 
6. If I asked the students, what would be their explanation for why they are so successful 
in your class? 
 
7. In your opinion, what are you doing differently from other teachers on your campus? 
 
8. Do you feel that all students are able to achieve success?  Why or why not? 
 
9. What would you say is the most important thing for a teacher to do in order to reach 
their students? 
 
10. If I were a principal working in a school similar to yours, and I were trying to help 
each of my teachers reach the same level of success you’ve had with your students, what 
tips or suggestions would you give me for how I could help my teachers? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


