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ABSTRACT

MULTICULTURAL TEACHER EDUCATION AND PRE-SERVICE TEACHERS'
CONSTRUCTION OF THE MORAL SELF

By
Shih-pei Chang

For years, multicultural teacher educators have labored to cultivate pre-service
teachers’ readiness to work with culturally diverse students. They seek to understand how
pre-service teachers’ reasoning about inequality, difference and diversity mediates their
conceptions about working with diverse student populations and their commitment to
educational equity for students from historically marginalized social groups. Following
this literature, the present study explores these questions by investigating how pre-service
teachers make sense of their own life experiences with social privilege and
marginalization, as well as their work with low-income minority students through a
service-learning project.

This case study was conducted in several sections of a semester-long social
foundations class offered by the teacher preparation program at Midwest University (a
pseudonym) as required credit for all pre-service teachers. It employed a mixed methods
approach that included the collection and analysis of survey, interview, and observational
data. Drawing on cultural toolkit theory (Swidler, 1986, 2003) from cultural sociology, I
look at how pre-service teachers construct moral meanings to make sense of their
privileged and marginalized social positions, how they reason students’ behavior,
attitude, aspiration and academic performance, and how they negotiate competing ethical

considerations while managing to establish productive relationships with the students.



My analysis highlights the multiple and competing schemas that pre-service teachers
simultaneously enact in their reasoning processes and the role of their images of the
moral self in their efforts to fulfill competing ethical considerations involved in their
work with students.

Research findings suggested that pre-service teachers enacted a moral notion of
the self to justify their privileged and marginalized social positions. They tended to take
an individualistic view on the moral meanings of their experiences of privilege and
marginalization by interpreting these experiences as opportunities of making them berter
people. In their reasoning about students’ characteristics, it was found that pre-service
teachers used multiple interpretive frameworks that involved considerations of causal
significance of both individual and structural factors as they sought to understand the
ways students thought and behaved. Moreover, pre-service teachers’ relationships with
students and their conceptions of student needs were significantly mediated by their
images of the moral self.

The present study suggests that in order for teacher educators to better prepare
future teachers for working with culturally diverse students effectively, it is important to
understand the moral underpinning of pre-service teachers’ interpretations about their
own life experience as well as children from marginalized social groups and incorporate

their perspectives into curriculum design to better help them unpack their experiences.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Overview of the study

This study examines how pre-service teachers grapple with social and educational
inequalities that they witness as they work, often for the first time, with diverse children
and youth in urban schools and community organizations. This study is located in
several sections of TE200 Diversity, Power and Educational Opportunity, (herein called
TE200), a semester-long social foundations class offered by the teacher preparation
program at Midwest University' as required credit for all pre-service teachers. TE200
students engage in a 20-hour service-learning commitment to working with children and
youth who differ from them according to race, class, language and/or special needs in
local area schools and community organizations.

Drawing on the cultural toolkit theory from cultural sociology, the study examines
how pre-service teachers make sense of working with students from historically
marginalized groups through a service-learning project in an effort to understand how
engagement in such projects shapes the ways in which pre-service teachers think about
teaching diverse students. Much of the literature on multicultural teacher education tends
to emphasize either White pre-service teachers' resistance to learning about issues of
diversity and equity or their changes in attitude about diversity over the course of one or
two semester classes. The present study seeks to move beyond this either/or approach to
illuminate the complex and often contradictory ways in which pre-service teachers make -

sense of their experiences working with diverse students. I argue that acknowledging this

! All names are pseudonyms.



complexity is important to helping pre-service teachers develop richer understandings of
the issues of social difference and equity and how they shape teaching and learning.

In order to explore this complexity, I employed a mixed methods approach that
included the collection and analysis of survey, interview and observation data. Using a
concurrent embedded strategy, I used qualitative data as the primary database to
investigate my research questions while incorporating quantitative data as the secondary
database to inform, enrich and support my qualitative work.

Overview of the chapters

My dissertation proceeds in the following organization. In this chapter, I provide a
brief overview of the study. In Chapter 2, I situate the study within the existing
multicultural teacher education literature and discussed the theoretical framework that has
structured the study. Chapter 3 details the research methodology of the study including
selections of research sites and participants, data collection process and analysis
procedures. I organized my research findings into three chapters. In Chapter 4, I examine
how pre-service teachers made sense of their own privileged and marginalized identities.
I focus my analysis on their construction of positive self-images (moral identities)
embedded in their meaning-making of social difference and equity. Chapter 5 looks at
how pre-service teachers understood the behaviors, attitudes and abilities of the diverse
students who they worked with at the service-learning site. My analysis highlights the
multiple and competing schemas that pre-service teachers simultaneously enact in their
reasoning processes. In Chapter 6, I investigate how pre-service teachers negotiated their
relationships/interactions with the students by examining their efforts to fulfill competing

ethical considerations involved in their work with students. Finally, I reiterate the



findings, examine the theoretical issues relevant to the research of multicultural teacher

education, and suggest directions for future research in Chapter 7.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE AND THEORY
Literature review

Over the past two decades, the concept of the “demographic imperative” (Banks,
1993a) has been used as the most prominent rationale for the implementation of and
research on multicultural teacher education (Furman, 2008; Lowenstein, 2009; Sleeter,
2001a) It is commonly believed that the cultural mismatch, derived from the
demographic disparities between the nation’s predominately White, middle class teaching
force and its K-12 student population, is one of the major factors that contributes to the
under-achievement of students from historically underprivileged social groups,
particularly, those from low-income racial minority households (Au, 1980; Delpit, 1995;
Farkas, 2003; Lewis et al., 2008). Driven by the demographic imperative, many research
studies on the work of multicultural teacher education usually begin with a backdrop
statement much like the following: “the population of schoolchildren increasingly
includes an array of racial, ethnic, and cultural groups,.....the racial composition of those
entering the teaching force is overwhelmingly White European American;....the disparity
between the nation’s teaching force and its schoolchildren has enormous implications for
the pre-service teacher education curriculum”(Cochran-Smith, 1995).

Though the demographic imperative provides a rationale for integrating
multiculturalism into the nation’s teacher education programs, it also tends to
homogenize pre-service teachers as a monolithic group “who bring little or nothing to
their learning about issues of diversity” (Lowenstein, 2009, p.167). The field’s

overwhelming focus on white pre-service teachers (Sleeter, 2001b) further also tends to



obscure the learning experience of racial minority pre-service teachers in teacher
education classrooms (Montecinos, 2004). The present study responds to these problems.
It seeks to (re)conceptualize white pre-service teachers as active learners with resources
for learning about issues of diversity and to explore the experiences of pre-service
teachers of color' in multicultural teacher education courses. In what follows, I review
studies related to these two efforts.
Conceptualizing white pre-service teachers as active learners

In an early review article on preparing teachers for diverse learners, Grant and
Secada (1990) noted that most of the then scholarship on multicultural education for pre-
service teachers was not based on empirical studies and that “there is much that we do not
know about how to prepare teachers to teach an increasingly diverse student population”
(p. 420). As a response to their concern, the number of empirical studies has greatly
increasing since then. Yet despite the growing research interest and programmatic
practice devoted to the work of multicultural teacher education, “business as usual” in
terms of the lack of concrete and consistent evidence to prove the influence of
multicultural education on pre-service teachers’ thoughts and practices seems to be a
recurrent conclusion suggested by reviews of this body of literature over time (Gomez,
1993; Grant and Secada, 1990; Hollins and Guzman, 2005; Lowenstein, 2009; Ladson-
Billings, 1999; Melnick and Zeichner, 1998; Sleeter, 2001b).

In a recent review article, Lowenstein (2009) argues that teacher educators’
emphasis on their white, middle-class students’ resistance to learning issues of diversity -

and the seemly ineffectiveness of current multicultural education attempts to transform

' I use the terms “pre-service teachers of color” and “racial minority pre-service teachers” interchangeably
in my writing as they are two commonly used labels in the literature when referring to pre-service teachers
whose racial identification are not White.



this population of pre-service teachers is largely associated with how teacher educators
conceptualize their students as learners. As Lowenstein points out, the common
conceptualization of white pre-service teachers in many studies of multicultural teacher
education, seems to be driven by two problematic assumptions that white pre-service
teachers are 1) a monolithic group and 2) deficient learners when leaming about issues of
diversity. Drawing on teacher expectation research, Lowenstein reminds us “to consider
whether deficit views shared across teacher educators function as a kind of collective
prophecy of teacher candidates’ lack of performance around issues of diversity” (p.168).
For this reason, she urges teacher educators to reconceptualize white pre-service teachers
as active learners who bring valuable resources to their learning and to seek a pedagogy
that fosters more engagement of white pre-service teachers in their studies of issues of
diversity.

Although the conception of white pre-service teachers as monolithic deficit
learners seems to be a dominant frame of reference in multicultural teacher education
literature, some teacher educators have noticed the limitations and problems that the
homogenizing and deficit assumptions engender and have begun to seek ways to identify
and draw upon the cultural resources students bring with them to learn about and engage
with issues of diversity and educational equity (Allen and Labbo, 2001; Allen and
Hermann-Wilmarth, 2004; Cockrell et al., 1999; Hermann-Wilmarth, 2005; Obidah,
2000). For example, in seeking productive ways to address students’ negative responses
to educational foundations courses, Cockrell et al. (1999) note:

Labeling [the students] as a sea of ‘predominantly White, middle-class females”

was simplistic and denied hidden forms of diversity and differences of opinion

among them. Describing [them] as ‘racist’ or at least ‘ignorant’ probably occurred
to us, but this blame-the-students position was also contradictory to our espoused



values. Furthermore, we were concerned that in some cases initial negativity
about diversity may have actually hardened as a result of our course (p.353).

Cockrell et al.’s candid reflection reveals the importance of acknowledging the
reciprocity between teaching and learning and how teacher educators’ negative
assumptions about their students could hinder the work that they intend to accomplish.
Similarly, Allen and Hermann-Wilmarth (2004) share their personal journey of learning
to understand their students as complex cultural beings by interrogating their own
stereotypes and deficit assumptions about the students, and also by reconstructing their
own understanding about themselves as “privileged teachers of the privileged rather than
bearers of the multicultural education standard” (p.222). They preface their article as
follows:
Excellent teachers whose students are failing do not blame the students; rather,
they ask themselves, “What am I doing that contributes to this failure?”’(Ladson-
Billings, 2000). It stands to reason then that as teacher educators striving to be
excellent, when we see our graduates struggle in culturally, linguistically, and
economically diverse classrooms, we must ask ourselves, “What am I doing that
contributes to this failure? More often we blame our students, especially our
undergraduates. We blame what we often generalize as their race and class
privilege, socially conservative or outright bigoted family values. [....] Most of all
we rail against their resistance to multicultural teacher education. If we hear that
“shoving it down our throats” line one more time, we might just do it.” (p.214)
In order to reconstruct their understanding of students as complex cultural beings who
have rich life history and various cultural experience that simultaneously shape their
resistance to, ambivalence about, acceptance of and struggle with learning to address
issues of privilege and oppression, Allen and Herman-Wilmarth sought pedagogical
strategies that would allow them to hear their students’ opinions from the perspectives of

the students. They wrote their cultural memoirs with the students and experienced the

vulnerability of self-disclosure that their students underwent in the work of interrogating



one’s cultural traits. By positioning themselves as teachers and students , Allen and
Herman-Wilmarth were able to see how their students’ experience “expand [their]
understanding of what it means to be a culturally relevant teacher by forcing [them] to
expand [their own] understanding of how and why students occupy the class or religious
positions that they do, and to develop empathy with their struggles to address both
privilege and oppression.” (p.220)

Along a similar line, Rosaen (2003) uses poetry writing as a pedagogical tool to
engage her students in exploring aspects of their own culture. In describing her efforts of
transforming her own curriculum, teaching and assessment practices to prepare pre-
service teachers for diverse classrooms, Rosaen (2003) highlights her belief in engaged
pedagogy through which teachers create participatory spaces for the students to connect
their personal lives with the course materials as a way to foster meaningful learning. She
views pre-service teachers’ life histories as assets, rather than burdens, to be used to
engage the students in exploring, questioning and retooling their frames of reference.
Like other teacher educators who strive for culturally engaged teaching with their pre-
service teachers through practicing what they profess (Allen and Herman-Wilmarth,
2004; Conklin, 2008, Obidah, 2000), Rosaen also believes such a practice in teacher
education classrooms is important as teacher educators need to provide a model for their
students in terms of ways to value and appreciate the knowledge and cultural
backgrounds that their K-12 students bring to the classroom. In doing so, she found most
of her students responded to the curriculum positively and were able to see the
connections between their choice about classroom practices and the cultural influence of

their life experience.



In general, teacher educators whose work supports the conception of “pre-service
teachers as learners with resources” usually highlight the importance of teacher
educators’ reflection of their own preconceptions about their students (Allen and Labbo;
2001; Allen and Herman-Wilmarth, 2004; Lazar, 2004). When pre-service teachers’
responses to the multicultural curriculum contradict the outcomes that the programs
intend to achieve they ask, “what [goes] wrong in [our] teaching?”’ (Lesko and Bloom,
1998, p. 388) before placing the blame on their students (Lesko and Bloom, 1998;
Conklin, 2008; Obidah, 2000). For these teacher educators, as much as they expect pre-
service teachers to develop an activist mindset and carry it into their future practices in
K-12 classrooms, they are cautious of not letting their moral commitment become an
ideological imposition that causes “ [pre-service teachers] to ‘go underground’ with the
beliefs and commitments they actually hold” (Rosaen, 2003, p.1471). As Allen and
Herman-Wilmarth (2004) conclude in their article “it is inadequate, ineffective,
presumptuous, and unethical to enter [pre-service teachers’ cultural constructions of
themselves and those of others] wearing ideological hardhats, multicultural blueprints in
hand” because “[teacher educators] too are under construction” (p.225).

Recognizing the need and experience of minority pre-service teachers

The demographic imperative provides a compelling rationale for teacher educators
to help white pre-service teachers develop skills, knowledge and capacities needed to
work with students from diverse cultural backgrounds. It also suggests the need for
diversifying the current teaching force by recruiting more students of color into the
profession (Case et al.,1988; Dandy, 1998; Haberman, 1989; Kirby et.. al., 1999;

Quiocho and Rios, 2000). Although teachers of color are often regarded as more likely to



employ teaching practices compatible with minority students’ cultural knowledge than
are their white counterparts and more likely to commit themselves to teaching in
communities with a high poverty rate than white teachers after adequate preparation
(Haberman and Post, 1998; Hollins and Guzman, 2005), the task of preparing white pre-
service teachers for diverse learners, to some extent, is different from the task of
preparing pre-service teachers of color (Cochran-Smith, 1995; Rios and Montecinos,
1999).

Current multicultural teacher education paradigms are largely built upon research
documenting challenges of preparing white pre-service teachers for diverse learners. We
know much about what has been done by teacher educators to equip white pre-service
teachers with skills, knowledge and capacities to work with a diverse student population,
yet little is known about how to prepare pre-service teachers of color to work in culturally
diverse schools and how they respond to issues of diversity. After reviewing 80 studies of
various strategies of teacher preparation for multicultural schools, Sleeter (2001b) urges
teacher educators to think about and look at issues facing students of color in
predominantly white teacher education classrooms. As she points out: “the great bulk of
the research has examined how to help young White pre-service students (mainly
women) develop the awareness, insights, and skills for effective teaching in multicultural
contexts. [....] For pre-service students of color in dominantly White programs, the
overwhelming presence of Whiteness can be silencing” (p.101). The scant attention given
to pre-service teachers of color in the research literature, according to Montecinos (2004),
mirrors the limited attention they receive in their teacher preparation programs.

Montecinos argues, “by excluding, silencing and ignoring the presence of pre-service

10



teachers of color, multicultural teacher education is, paradoxically, securing the norm of
Whiteness in teacher preparation and undermining the principles of multicultural
education” (p.168).

What does the literature tell us about what pre-service teachers of color experience
multicultural teacher education courses? What do they think about issues of diversity?
What do they need to learn about teaching students from diverse cultural backgrounds?
The following provides an overview of the literature on pre-service teacher of color.

A common finding across studies of pre-service teachers of color documents the
experience these students have of being tokenized by the dominant group as
representative of their communities. Pre-service teachers of color enrolled in
predominately white teacher education classes often felt the need to consciously manage
their conduct in class because of this tokenization (Frank, 2003, DePalma, 2008). Some
studies find that minority pre-service teachers experience feelings of alienation stemming
from the lack of understanding of and appreciation for their perspectives among their
white peers and sometimes from white instructors (Burant, 1999; Frank, 2003; Pailliotet,
1997). 1t is also not uncommon for minority pre-service teachers to feel compelled and
responsible for educating the dominant group about their communities (DePalma, 2008;
Kauchak and Burbank, 2003; Ztlow and DeCoker, 1994). Importantly, these feelings
were, at times, intertwined with feeling of frustrations as well as responsibility (DePalma,
2008; Ztlow and DeCoker, 1994).

Although research studies suggest that pre-service teachers of color generally
display a much stronger structural understanding of social inequality (Goodwin, 1994,

1997; Kauchak and Burbank, 2003) and are more activist-oriented in their thinking about
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educational practices for low-income minority students than white pre-service teachers
(Boyle-Baise and Sleeter, 2000; Kauchak and Burbank, 2003), some researchers caution
that minority educators might internalize negative views on low income racial minority
students and encounter difficulties working with these students by virtue of their own
socio-economic status and schooling experience or their strong adherence to an
achievement ideology due to their personal upward mobility (Boyle-Baise and Lanford,
2004). For example, Boyle-Baise and Lanford found that African-American pre-service
teachers in their study held a firm belief in individual efforts and attributed poverty to
individual flaws. For these African-American pre-service teachers, their personal
experience of living through poverty and their eventual success in leaving the city
housing project evidenced the pay-off of their hard work. While they were critical about
educational challenges in relation to the racial discrimination facing African-American
youth at school, they also held parents accountable for the children’s education because
“you can’t blame society for bad parents” (Tanya, interview excerpt, as cited in Boyle-
Baise and Landford, 2004, p. 62).

In another study focused on a cohort of minority pre-service teachers in a
scholarship program aimed at increasing minority teacher recruitment, Boyle-Baise
(2005) found that despite their interest in and aspiration for culturally responsive
teaching, these pre-service teachers of color, like many of their white peers, also
displayed a lack of confidence in their abilities to work in low-income minority
communities. Like their white peers, they did not have a concrete idea about what
“culturally responsive teaching” meant at a practical level. After an intensive engagement

in community projects through service-learning, some of the pre-service teachers of color
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expressed a sense of efficacy as they were able to connect what they learned in the
university seminar to their work with K-12 students at the community center. This
suggests that pre-service teachers’ cultural knowledge and personal experience as
members of racial minority groups do not automatically translate into pedagogical skills
and knowledge without appropriate learning opportunities.

Drawing on Grant and Sleeter’s (1993) model of five approaches for multicultural
teaching, Rios and Montecinos (1999) examined a mixed group of 28 racial minority pre-
service teachers about how they understood the purposes and goals of multicultural
education and why they endorsed or rejected scenarios of corresponding educational
practices that each approach entails. Rios and Montecinos’ research findings suggest that
Grant and Sleeter’s conception of “multicultural education approach” received the most
endorsement from these pre-service teachers. While a high number of pre-service
teachers (20 out of 28) endorsed the idea of teaching about social justice in K-12
classrooms, only a few (4 out of 28) gave their endorsement to the “multicultural and
social reconstructionists” approach. After a close look at participants’ concerns with
respect to the reconstructionist approach, Rios and Montecinos found that these racial
minority pre-service teachers expressed their dislike for the focus on White privilege.
They noted that everyone knows that Whites are privileged, to focus on the fact would
neither make a difference nor would it allow for creating alliances with Whites or help
empower the oppressed groups.

Similarly, Cozart (2009) was troubled by her African-American students’ silence
on issues of race in her Social Foundations of Education course. As one of the few

African-American professors who taught in a predominantly white teacher education

13



program, Cozart initially expected her African-American students would feel empowered
by her and voice their opinions in the discussion of race. Nevertheless, she was perplexed
and frustrated by the silence of African-American students in her class. After recalling
her own experience studying in a predominantly white teacher education program in the
1990s and her silence as a young African-American female educator at staff meetings
when she taught in a predominantly white school, Cozart realized her students, just like
her, needed to be taught how to reeducate themselves to eliminate the effect of
miseducation that they were exposed to through years of schooling. Their silence was a
manifestation of their internalized sense of inferiority, and without direction toward a
deep transformation of their self-conception, these African-American young educators
would not have the tools to make their understanding about racism into an asset for the
reconstruction of schooling.

Taken together, these studies suggest that racial minority pre-service teachers’ life
experience might give them more insights into systems of power, privilege and
oppression on the basis of race. Yet, their racial backgrounds and cultural knowledge do
not automatically lead them to becoming agents of change with a reform mindset.
Moreover, pre-service teachers of color, like their white counterparts, are possessors of
multiple social identities. Their gender, social class and other aspects of social
positioning in the society could further complicate their perspective on issues of
diversity. Therefore, it is also important for teacher educators to not overlook the
heterogeneity within pre-service teachers of color, and identify their potentials and needs
with careful consideration of the resources and baggage that racial minority pre-service

teachers bring in to a teacher education classroom.
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My research builds on the research reviewed above. Like this literature, 1
conceptualize pre-service teachers as active learners. Similarly, the study purposefully
includes pre-service teachers of color. Further, I pay close attention to the ways in which
pre-service teachers hold multiple social positions, those that are marginalized positions
as well as privileged. The research further extends the extant research by highlighting
ways in which pre-service teachers make sense and interpret the meanings of their
leaning about diversity. Much of the research in multicultural teacher education has been
teacher educators’ self-studies. Pre-service teachers’ learning experiences, hence, are
mostly investigated to examine course effectiveness in relation to the intended goals
(Hollins and Guzman, 2005). There is still a need for more research on how pre-service
teachers interpret and give meaning to their learning experiences to further our
understanding about how pre-service teachers respond to efforts that attempt to influence
their thoughts and actions in particular ways (Lowenstein, 2009; Melnick and Zeichner,
1994). As such, the present study seeks to fill in this gap by positioning pre-service
teachers’ perspectives at the center of inquiry. It looks for insights into pre-service
teachers’ multicultural learning by “authorizing students’ perspectives” (Cook-Sather,
2002) in the interpretations of their experiences. In doing so, the study employs a cultural
toolkit perspective as the analytical approach to the investigation of pre-service teachers’
meaning-making process. In what follows, I will delineate the major arguments of
cultural toolkit theory and how I use the theory to structure the present study.
Theoretical Framework

My dissertation study draws on Swidler’s notion of “culture as toolkit” as a

theoretical framework to examine how pre-service teachers make sense of social
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privilege and marginalization through constructing meanings to their privileged and
marginalized social identities, how they talk about low-income racial minority students
who they work with at schools and community centers, and what they learn about
themselves as a person and a future educator from their engagement in cross-cultural
field experience through a service-learning project. In the following, I will first present an
overview of Swidler’s cultural toolkit theory. I will then explain how such a theoretical
lens help illuminate the phenomena that I intend to explore through the present research.

Culture as toolkit

According to Swidler (1986, 2003), to think of culture as a toolkit is to think of
the effect of culture on human beings’ experiences as a set of capacities that people can
draw on to make sense of their feelings, thoughts, behaviors, and actions within a given
context. People deploy available cultural resources, including socially sanctioned values,
ritual practices, conventions and ceremonies as well as habits, skills, and idiosyncrasies,
to carry out certain kinds of actions in order to achieve intended goals and to justify their
behaviors and social relations with others. Swilder argues the connections between
cultural influence and social actions should be understood in a relational sense. On the
one hand, individuals act as instrumental consumers who consciously make use of
cultural resources to organize their ideas and behaviors for their wants and needs. On the
other hand, however, individuals’ ideas and behaviors are also shaped by the often taken-
for-granted worldviews and normative assumptions embedded in the shared meaning
systems without their awareness. As Swidler notes, “after all, people are often “used by”

their culture as much as they use it” (Swidler, 2003, p.24).
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In Swidler’s toolkit model, individuals are understood as bearers of cultured
capacities who constantly make active use of the available cultural resources to construct
strategies of action and meaningful understandings of their experiences within the given
contexts. However, the construction of strategies of action is not purely motivated and
determined by one’s preferences or wants. It is mediated through one’s evaluation of
institutional and structural constraints on his/her desirable outcomes, whether such an
evaluation is carried out in the form of conscious decision or subtle common-sense.
Moreover, individuals usually keep multiple competing, often times contradictory, frames
of references on hold, which gives them the tools to shift justifications for their actions
among the available approaches to the situations. For this reason, it is also very common
that people carry out certain kinds of actions or express certain kinds of opinions not
because they truly value or believe in what they do or claim, but because they act on what
they think other people’s interpretations of their action will be. Their assessment of the
social meanings associated with their action in this sense, reflects the degree of
conformity they grant to the perceived social expectations. That is why we find people
usually present themselves in contradictory manners or profess socially worthy ideals that
they don’t actually enact or hold deeply.

Swidler identifies four prominent ways in which culture imparts capacities to
social actors. First, cultured capacities2 enable individuals to construct, maintain, and
refashion certain kinds of self-image that people want to be recognized by themselves as

well as by others. Second, cultured capacities help people to internalize skills, styles, and

2 Cultured capacities refer to a variety of knowledge, information and worldviews that individuals acquire
through participating in and acting on their social roles in various social institutions. The forms of cultural
capacities and their effects on social actions usually manifest as and through the continuum of cultural
meaning systems ranging from ideology to tradition to common sense (Swidler, 2003).
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habits that enable them to perform appropriately in the social world. Third, culture marks
group memberships, therefore, people often use cultured capacities to draw group
boundaries, to relate to other group members, to differentiate themselves from others, and
to establish alliances. Finally, culture offers ideas and images about what the world is
like. People make use of culture to organize their lives around the beliefs they hold about
how society works.

Swidler further explains the ways that people enact their cultured capacities and
utilize cultural resources to organize their experience are very different in two types of
situations, which she refers to as settled and unsettled times. During the course of
unsettled times, individuals rethink and rework their existing assumptions and
worldviews as they seek to manage unfamiliar social circumstances and role
transformations. They still rely on old frames of reference to navigate new situations, yet
their use of cultured capacities is no longer a taken-for-granted action, but rather a
deliberate effort for the sake of better adjustment to new challenges. Under such
circumstances people consciously examine their social position, their sense of self and
their conduct in relation to their relationships with others, hence making the connections
between cultural influence and social actions more obvious and concrete to examine.

Culture-as-toolkit and multicultural teacher education

There are several reasons that Swidler’s conception of culture-as-toolkit provides
a powerful analytical tool for my research purposes. First, despite the criticisms with
regard to the conceptualization of “culture” in multicultural discourses (Hoffman, 1996),
the concept of culture obviously lies at the heart of multicultural education. Much of the

work in multicultural teacher education highlights the need of undoing white middle-
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class pre-service teachers’ bias against students from historically marginalized social
groups. In this body of literature, pre-service teachers’ bias is usually portrayed as
manifesting the frames of reference and worldviews that they are socialized into within
their white middle-class communities. With such an understanding, pre-service teachers’
culture is perceived as having a negative influence on their work with students from
different social groups because their actions and attitudes toward out-group members
reflect the effects of their ethnocentric cultural traits. The problem of this formulation is
the presumable deficit of the “white middle-class culture” that pre-service teachers bring
to multicultural teacher education courses. It also ostensibly presents “culture as recipe
for social behavior” (Hoffman, 1996, p.550) that determines how group members think,
act, and feel. However, as Swidler contends, the effects of culture on social actions is
accomplished in a relational process. That is, culture influences how people think, act and
feel as much as how people use culture to organize their thoughts and actions. Pre-service
teachers’ perspective on issues of diversity, hence, should not be understood solely as an
end product of certain cultural traits predetermined by their race or social class, but rather
as an ongoing meaning-making process through which pre-service teachers form their
various opinions by strategically drawing on the multiple interpretations they keep on
hold.

Second, multicultural teacher education also highlights the need of cultivating
pre-service teachers’ cultural awareness by engaging them in the practice of critical self-
reflection. The practice of reflection is widely used in teacher education. Despite its
arguable educational value and undesirable ethical consequences (Fendler, 2003), it is

commonly believed that the development of culturally responsive teaching is contingent
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on pre-service teachers’ ability to analyze how demographic categories such as race,
gender, social class, sexual orientation and language etc. become a basis of inequality that
largely determines the quality of education a student can obtain (Howard, 2003). The
practice of self-reflection usually requires pre-service teachers to examine how their
unearned advantage as members of dominant groups contributes to their personal
accomplishment in contrast to their marginalized counterparts. Through writing journals
and personal autobiographies, pre-service teachers are engaged in examining how their
perceptions are shaped by their social positions as certain group members. As such, much
of pre-service teachers’ reflection involves their identity work in which they manage,
construct and present certain kinds of self-image through the process of self-disclosure.
In light of Swidler’s toolkit theory, the work on the self involves individuals’ enactment
of both the moral worldviews they live by and their understanding of other people’s
moral judgment of their actions and thoughts. Therefore, the construction of one’s self-
image is indeed an ongoing negotiation with one’s desires of wanting to be authentic in
their conduct and wanting to attain social acceptance. If teacher educators believe that
pre-service teachers’ deep reflection on their social privilege is crucial to the
enhancement of their sense of moral imperative for the educational of the marginalized
groups, then we need to first ask what moral meanings pre-service teachers construct to
make sense or justify their social positions. Rather than simply looking at how pre-
service teachers talk about their privilege, we need to keep our ears open to the stories of
pre-service teachers’ marginalized experiences.

Finally, toolkit theory does not presume cultural coherence in human experience.

Instead, it highlights the situational functions of social actors’ self-contradictory,
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disjointed and fragmentary accounts of their participations in the social world. For this
reason, toolkit theory is a powerful tool for me to analyze pre-service teachers’
multicultural experiences in a way that illuminates the multiple ways in which they
grapple with and make sense of these experiences rather than moving to position the pre-
service teachers along a developmental continuum that simplifies their experiences and
tends to obscure their complexities and the learning that can indeed occur, though in quite
unexpected and contradictory ways.

As previously noted, some scholars have noticed the limitations and problems
stemming from the monolithic conceptualization of white pre-service teachers as deficit
learners in the multicultural teacher education literature and sought alternative framing
paradigms that would allow them to identify and build upon their students’ potentials for
multicultural learning. This present study echoes with the calling for a new
conceptualization of pre-service teachers as learners with resources in the research of
multicultural teacher education. It seeks to explore the complexities of pre-service
teachers’ reasoning behind social stratification, and differences by conceptualizing pre-
service teachers as bearers of cultured capacities who simultaneously appropriate
multiple competing frames of reference in their interpretations of social phenomena.
Their interpretations might take place as conscious deliberations or expressions of
common sense depending on their sense of settleness within the given circumstance.
Moreover, in response to the calling for attention to minority pre-service teachers’
experience, I include minority participants in the present study using the same

conceptualization as delineated above. That is, I do not presume the ethnic background of
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students of color will exempt them from the challenges that are involved in the task of

learning to teach culturally diverse students.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS

My dissertation project involves both quantitative and qualitative data. I
employed what Creswell (2009) termed a “concurrent embedded strategy” of mixed
methods for data collection and analysis. That is, I collected both quantitative and
qualitative data roughly at the same time, but used qualitative data as the primary
database to investigate my research questions while incorporating quantitative data as the
secondary database to inform, enrich and support my qualitative work.

This mixed methods approach differs significantly from much current research
both on multicultural teacher education and on attitudes towards diversity among the
general US population. Current research on preparing teachers for diverse student
populations is dominated by small-scale, mostly qualitative action research in the form of
self-study located in one or two class sections (Hollins and Guzman, 2005; Sleeter,
2001a). In their review of multicultural teacher education research, Hollins and Guzman
(2005) credit teacher educators for their efforts to improve their own practices through
self-study research, yet they also point out that “many small studies carried out in the
courses and seminars of individual instructors do not lead to a strong empirical research
base that can be generalized across programs and institutions” (p. 510). Moreover,
Feldman (2003) argues that although validity issues in qualitative research has been a
debatable and difficult question to address, it is particularly challenging for self-studies to
convince others the trustworthiness of their research findings because “when we engage
in reflective processes that focus on ourselves (as in the construction of autobiographical

narratives), we cannot be sure of accuracy of what we see” (p. 27).
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Some studies use survey instruments to measure pre-service teachers’ attitudes
towards and beliefs about diversity. However, Pohan and Aguilar (2001) found that
researchers often do not provide sufficient information to address validity issues of the
survey instruments that they use to measure pre-service teachers’ attitudes and beliefs.
Also, while most instruments claim to measure pre-service teachers ideas about “cultural
diversity”, the notion of “cultural diversity” is primarily conceptualized in terms of race
and ethnicity in the survey questions (Pohan and Aguilr, 2001). This leaves
marginalization and inequality associated with other social differences such as social
class, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and language unexamined

Traditionally, survey questionnaires are the most popular instrument for attitude
research (e.g. studies on prejudice, discrimination, stereotype, inter-group relation,
political and religious ideology etc.) in other social science disciplines. Nevertheless,
some cross-regional large-scale research on contemporary Americans’ attitudes and
understandings of race, religion, social class and other issues of diversity using mixed-
methods techniques (Bonilla-Silva and Forman, 2000; Wolfe, 1998; Bell and Hartmann,
2007) indicates that the depth and breadth of analysis that a mixed-methods approach
could offer would not be achieved by simply using quantitative or qualitative data alone.
Although my dissertation project, by its nature, is a single case study (Ragin and Becker,
1992; Ragin, 1994) that focuses on one target subject (pre-service teachers enrolled in the
same course) in one institution (Midwest University), by surveying the whole population
of my target subject and conducting observations on and in-depth interviews with focal

participants from multiple course sections, the strength of a mixed-methods study
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allowed me to explore convergences in findings yielded from both datasets that could not
be fully attained by a single methods investigation.

In this chapter, I will first explain the selections of research sites and participants.
I will then describe the type of quantitative and qualitative data collected in this study.
After that, I will delineate the procedures of data analysis. Finally, the chapter will end
with a self-reflection on ways in which my own social identities shape my research
conduct and relationships with the participants.
Research Sites

There were eighteen TE200 sections offered by the teacher preparation program
at Midwest University in the spring semester of 2008. Among them, I identified four
focal sections for my project from which I recruited a subgroup of 21 pre-service teachers
to participate in on-site debriefing sessions and in-depth interviews. My selection of the
four focal sections was guided by the following principles. First, I sought for a
combination of sections taught by a diverse body of instructors in terms of their gender,
race, class origin and teaching experience in TE200. The characteristics of instructors in
terms of their cultural backgrounds and teaching experience were considered because
instructors, in cultural sociologists’ terms, are bearers of cultured capacities whose
conduct and perspective presented in a classroom setting were inevitably shaped by their
memberships in culturally defined groups. The general dynamics of a class, hence, were
more or less affected by the characteristics of the instructor. My documentation and
observation of four focal course sections suggested that each instructor did display their
personal interest in different types of social discrimination as reflecting in their actual

teaching. Their personal interest, to some extent, was in conjunction with their own life
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history. For example, as a black-white bi-racial heterosexual male, Instructor Robert
displayed a very strong sense of affiliation with the black community. He identified
himself as a ‘black man’ and considered racism as the most severe discrimination in the
American society. Robert positioned himself as an anti-racist activist and foregrounded
issues of racism in his teaching. Renee’s husband joined the country as a new immigrant
with limited English proficiency in 2003. Witnessing linguistic discrimination and anti-
immigrant sentiment that her husband went through gave Renee more insights into issues
of linguisticism. As a result, her teaching focused more on language diversity and
immigrant education. Temeka’s teaching emphasized the educational need of students
with disability. Growing up with a brother who was diagnosed with special education
needs, Temeka displayed a strong interest, both personally and professionally, in the
well-being of children with special needs.

Second, considering pre-service teachers’ service-learning experiences varied
according to the institutional contexts and the nature of service-learning assignments, I
also sought for a mixed group of TE200 classes that carried out different types of service-
learning project in both school-based and community-based sites. Finally, I considered
both TE200 students’ and instructors’ willingness to allow me to document class sessions
as a criterion for selecting the focal sections.

With these selection criteria in mind, I made initial contact with seven TE200
colleagues between late December, 2007 and early January, 2008 to communicate my
ideas about classroom documentation with them and also to receive suggestions and
feedback from them. I regarded such communication important to my research design as

it was part of the process of “negotiating research relationships” (Maxwell, 2005), based
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on which the quality of qualitative data of my study was determined. Although the course
instructors were not directly involved in my study as research subjects, they functioned as
“gatekeepers” whose attitudes toward the study played a role in my relationships with the
research sites and their students. Furthermore, as a graduate teaching assistant on the
TE200 instructor team, I did have more advantage to “gain access” (Maxwell, 2005) to
my research population by virtue of the relationships I had with my colleagues. Yet such

* relationships did not automatically translate into open entries unless mutual
communication and reciprocal relationships were made.

While all seven TE200 instructors agreed to be part of my project, two of them
suggested I limit my visits and documentation to four specific class sessions due to the
concerns of the potential disturbance that an outsider might cause to the class. In addition,
one of the seven instructors was carrying out an experimental service-learning model that
required students to do on-site service-learning only for the first four weeks of the
semester and devoted the rest of their hours to designing ESL curriculum for the
community organization. I ended up not including these three sections under the
consideration of maintaining the consistency of my research conduct across all
participating classes. As a result, I selected the rest of the four sections taught by
colleagues who agreed to let me document their classes on a regular basis throughout the
semester and who felt most comfortable with my presence in their classrooms. The first
group of my participating instructors consisted of one white female, one white male, one
Asian female and one multiracial male whose teaching experiences in TE200 range from
one to six semesters. After the administration of the pre-test attitude survey on January

14" and 15™, student consent rate was considered in my final selection of participating
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sections. Due to the low consent rate received from the Asian female colleague’s section,
I was advised by my dissertation director Dr. Anagnostopoulos to replace that section
with the one taught by an African-American female colleague from which 70% student
consent rate was received. Here I took the most rigorous definition to determine student
consent rate. That is, the percentage of students who consented to participating in all parts
of the research project which include: 1) filling out three surveys; 2) agreeing to be
videotaped during class sessions; and 3) agreeing course papers to be used by the
researchers. Students who gave partial consent to the project were not included in the
calculation of consent rate. Table 3-1 details the characteristics of the participating

instructors in my study and the enrollment and student consent rate received from their

class.
Table 3-1: Instructor and student demographics of participating TE200
sections
Robert Tameka Renee Fred
Sex Male Female Female Male
Race Multiracial black White White
Class origin Working Middle-class | Middle-class Working-
class class
Teaching 1 semester 4 semesters 4 semesters 6 semesters
experience
Class enrollment 20 17 18 23
Student consent 74% 70% 67% 68%
rate
Student 1 black 1 biracial 7 white 1 black
characteristics female; female; males; female;
6 white 4 white 11 white 1 Asian-
males; males; females American
13 white 13 white female;
females females 1 Asian-
American
male;
9 white
males;
11 white
females
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Table 3-1 (cont’d)

Number of class 13 9 17 13

sessions

observed

Personal focus Race Special Language Gender
education

It needs to be noted that although I factored the characteristics of course
instructors and service-learning placements in my selection of participating sections, my
study does not look at how these characteristics function as context factors that shape pre-
service teachers’ perceptions of their multicultural learning experiences. That is, the
dynamics of individual course section in relation to the demographic characteristics of
student enrollment, course curriculum, instructor’s pedagogical approaches, personal
interest and areas of expertise were not examined in my analysis of pre-service teachers’
accounts. By the same token, I did not investigate in detail the role of institutional
organization of the service-learning sites in pre-service teachers’ interpretations of their
experience either. I positioned the course and service-learning placements mainly as
research sites from which I recruited focal participants for the present study.
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