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ABSTRACT 

 

This study compares the pedagogical practices of African American Sunday school 

teachers and their secondary English/Language Arts pedagogical practices.  The major purpose 

of this study is to determine if there is a connection between African American Sunday school 

teachers’ pedagogical practices and their pedagogical practices within the secondary 

English/Language Arts classroom.  The investigator sought to determine if the religious 

component of teacher identity affects the teacher’s pedagogical practices.  Because this study 

focuses on two institutions that are contextually situated within the cultures of the participants, 

case study was the research strategy of choice.  Observational and interview data were collected 

over a six-month time frame (June 2012-December 2012). 

Utilizing a qualitative design and measures such as observations and interviews as well as 

the constant comparative method, major commonalities were identified between the two 

classroom environments.  Four themes emerged based on the cross-case analysis of the three 

teacher participants.  These themes included the following: a) focus on oral literacy; b) focus on 

life application; c.) shaping of curriculum perspectives; d.) shaping of classroom management 

perspectives.  Findings suggest that teachers had similar pedagogical practices in both 

environments.  Findings also indicate that aspects of the teachers' religious beliefs shaped their 

dispositions towards curriculum and classroom management.  Based on these 

findings,implications for teacher education programs, pre-service clinical practicum experiences, 

relationships between teachers and communities of practice, relationships between teachers and 

pedagogical practices, and historicity behind pedagogical practices are discussed. 
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CHAPTER I   

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 

Personal Statement 

 I became a Sunday school teacher at the age of seventeen and used, as an adult, many of 

the teaching tactics I observed in my own childhood Sunday school classes.  I served as a 

secondary English/Language Arts teacher in a public high school in the Deep South while 

simultaneously serving as a Sunday school teacher in a predominately African American 

Church.  Having attended church and Sunday school my entire life, I was taught the importance 

of literacy and religion in one's life.  Much of my literacy skills including word formation, 

enunciation of words, and public speaking derived from my own experiences in Sunday school.  

Sunday school was more than academics and biblical lessons; it provided an environment where 

I could engage in conversations with my teacher and others safely.  My Sunday school teachers 

were always viewed differently than my secular teachers because of a kinship I had with them.  I 

truly viewed them as family and respected them as such.  I personally know several secondary 

teachers who also teach Sunday school or some type of children's school in their churches.  

Several of the African American teachers in my school would discuss Sunday school curriculum 

with me, and I realized there were commonalities in our teaching styles and practices.  

Participation in communities of practice allow people to be connected to these practices through 
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various artifacts that are preserved through the ages and transcended via new practices.  As an 

African American teacher, I wanted to determine if the commonalities I noticed in my 

pedagogical practices in both environments were also seen in the pedagogical practices of other 

African American Sunday school and secondary English teachers.  These conversations and my 

own teaching experiences all became the motivation behind this present study. There are many 

factors that construct a teacher's identity.  Unfortunately, teachers' religious identities and the 

African American Church are often excluded from discussions of teaching identities and 

teaching practices.  It is my desire that this study will contribute to these discussions. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Extending the discussion on teacher identity and religious identity is significant because 

religious identity is often considered a taboo topic as it relates to teachers and education.  The 

discussion of religion is often avoided due to a fear of offense or political correctness; however, 

teachers’ inner lives are an important factor when determining how practices are shaped within 

classroom spaces.  Too often, teacher identity is solely viewed as teachers’ perspectives and 

images of themselves and their teaching abilities (Knowles, 1992; White, 2009).  One major 

assumption is that teachers’ inner lives can be extracted from their classroom environments and 

interactions with their students, curriculum, and pedagogy.  Such assumptions lead to claims that 

teachers’ various cultural identities have no place in their classroom environments.  They can 

also lead to claims that teachers are not biased individuals.  In many ways, these types of 

perspectives remind me of the views that teachers are encapsulated beings who live their lives 

outside of the classroom and neatly return to them once they exit the classroom environment.  

Teachers are not neutral beings, and the classroom is not a neutral space (hooks, 1994).  In fact, 

teachers bring many versions of themselves into the classroom. These various versions of 
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themselves are enacted in their pedagogies and in the makeup of their classrooms (Nelson, 

2010).  Researchers have narrowed the study of identity and how it is studied within the context 

of teachers.  These studies include the following:  Ball & Goodson’s (1985) study of teachers’ 

lives and teachers’ careers within the context of teacher identity; White’s (2009) study of 

Protestant and Jewish teachers’ religious identities and their connections to their teaching 

identities; Wenger’s (1998) study on communities of practice and how they shape identities and 

future practices; Nelson’s (2006) study of teachers’ religious identities and teachers’ 

dispositions.   

 When examining religious identity among African Americans, religion has always been a 

catalyst for change (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Nelson, 2010).  Historically, the African 

American Church is not just an institution; it is often seen as the epicenter of the African 

American religious tradition (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Moss, 2003).  Tate (2005) encouraged 

researchers to further examine how religion manifests in the decisions of problem-solving skills 

of African American teachers.  The relationship between African American teachers’ identities 

and practices within the African American Church and their pedagogical practices in mainstream 

classrooms has been examined in some studies: Ladson-Billings’ (1994) study of teachers and 

their culturally relevant practices; Foster’s (1991, 1993, 1997) studies demonstrate 

commonalities among African American teachers and their pedagogies of which many 

pedagogies are related to the African American Church.  Each of these studies reveals that there 

is a complex relationship between who teachers are and what they do in their classroom 

environments.  These studies also reveal the extent religious beliefs can shape and influence 

teachers’ perspectives.   
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 Although current research calls for more studies of various identities, identity still 

examined from a narrow viewpoint.  Although most accept that identities shape who teachers are 

as beings, we rarely question how those various identities, particularly religious identities and 

communities of practice, shape teachers’ dispositions and pedagogical practices.  In addition, we 

also rarely question how historical practices rooted within various communities of practice are 

also sustained throughout time and seen in new classroom spaces.  If identity shapes practice 

(Wenger, 1998), then an understanding of the complex nuances that undergird teachers’ 

identities must examined.  White (2009) argued that “As people use religion to help construct 

meaning out of their personal experience, this indicates that it would be a component of personal 

identity, and therefore, a teacher’s identity” (p. 862).  Like White, I seek to understand 

relationships between teachers’ religious identities and their teaching identities as well as 

commonalities among their various teaching communities of practice.  Whereas White focused 

on Jewish teacher educators, I focus on African American teachers and more particularly on a 

community institution, the African American Church, and its role in shaping teachers’ religious 

identities and practice.   

Purpose of the Study 

 This study explores the pedagogical practices of African American Sunday school 

teachers and their secondary English/Language Arts practices.  The major purpose of this study 

is to determine if there is an overlap between African American Sunday school teachers’ 

pedagogical practices and their pedagogical practices within the secondary English/Language 

Arts classroom, so that we can determine how religious identity relates to teachers’ pedagogies. I 

also attempt to investigate what boundary crossing takes place between African American 

teachers’ Sunday school and public school pedagogies, how these pedagogies are enacted, and to 
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what ends these pedagogies are present in teachers’ classrooms. I compiled data between 

teachers’ Sunday school pedagogical practices and teaching pedagogical practices to determine if 

their religious beliefs had an impact on the way they teach in their secondary classrooms.   

Conceptual Framework 

 The significance of the African American Church is critical to an examination of the 

pedagogical practices of African American teachers.  Many African American teachers have ties 

to the African American Church as the African American Church Sunday school was the only 

school that existed for many African Americans for a significant amount of time (Anderson, 

1988; Foster, 1991; Foster, 1993; Foster, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1995).  These specific 

pedagogies, including focusing on literacy practices and stressing students’ social and emotional 

well-being, are still utilized by many African American teachers today.  These practices have 

sustained the course of time.  Wenger (1998) noted that artifacts and practices within various 

communities are often “weathered through the ages” (p. 21).  The teaching within the African 

American Church became the framework for African American teacher pedagogy as the African 

American Church was the first place African American teachers were allowed to teach.  In 

essence, the African American Church was the first African American classroom (Anderson, 

1988).  The African American Sunday school class is central to the discussion of African 

American student learning (Anderson, 1988; Haight, 2002; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; McMillion 

& Edwards, 2000; McMillon & Edwards, 2004; McMillon & McMillon, 2001).    Sunday school 

was the first formal school that existed for African Americans, and it was primarily used to 

engage freed slaves in various types of literacy practices (Anderson, 1988).  Many of the 

pedagogical practices that were utilized in early African American Church Sunday schools can 

still be seen in the pedagogical practices of today's African American Church Sunday school 
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teachers (Haight, 2002; McMillion & Edwards, 2000; McMillon & Edwards, 2004; McMillon & 

McMillon, 2001).  One of these pedagogical practices includes a transgression of boundaries that 

often tend to confine the teacher and the student.  Bell hooks (1994) coined this term an 

"engaged pedagogy" (p. 15).   

 Engaged pedagogy is a form of educating that stresses well-being for students and 

teachers and making the classroom a democratic setting (hooks, 1994).  Engaged pedagogy is a 

result of a transgression of various boundaries that confine the teacher and student (hooks, 1994, 

2003).  Looking specifically at the African American Church Sunday school, Sunday school 

teachers enact several tenets of hooks’ engaged pedagogy within their classrooms including a 

high emphasis on literacy skills, a positive learning environment, an emphasis on high 

expectations, and a desire to improve the spiritual well-being of students (Edwards, Danridge, 

McMillon, & Pleasants, 2001;  Haight & Carter-Black, 2004; McMillon & McMillon, 2001).  

Many of the pedagogical practices of African American Sunday school teachers are 

present in the classrooms of African American teachers including a focus on literacy, voice 

inflection, behavior, and management (Foster, 1991, 1993; Nelson, 2010).  Traits such as caring, 

kinship, and connectedness are often noted as key characteristics of African American teachers 

(Foster, 1991, 1993; Irvine, 2002).  African American public school teachers often hold high 

expectations for their students as it relates to literacy skills and academic achievement and this 

same trait is also seen in the pedagogical practices of African American Sunday school teachers 

(Haight, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

 The African American Church has long been identified within the African American 

community for its social and participative relations (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Moss, 2003). 

Because of the vast amount of practices and social relations that exist, the African American 
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Church can be viewed as a community of practice.  Wenger (1998) defined communities of 

practice as "collective learning that results in practices that reflect both the pursuit of out 

enterprises and the attendant social relations" (p. 45).  Because Sunday school teaching involves 

doing in a social as well as the historical context of the African American Church, it is 

considered a practice.  Within these various communities of practice, in order for a community to 

be formed, members within the practice must negotiate various identities (Wenger, 1998).  

Unfortunately, teachers' religious identities are rarely introduced into these discussions.   

Research Questions 

 The following research questions will be explored in this study: 

1.  How do the teaching practices of African American Sunday school teachers compare to 

their secondary English pedagogical practices?   

2. How do teachers' religious beliefs and/or identities shape their teaching identities and/or 

dispositions? 

Table 1 

Relation of conceptual framework to research questions 

1. How do the teaching practices of 

African American Sunday school 

teachers compare to their secondary 

English pedagogical practices? 

 

(Anderson, 1988; Foster, 1991, 1993, 1997; 

Haight, 2002; hooks, 1994; Irvine, 2002; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994; Lincoln & Mamiya, 

1990; Lipman, 1998; McMillon & Edwards, 

2000; McMillon & Edwards, 2004; McMillon 

& McMillon, 2001). 

2.  How do teachers' religious beliefs 

and/or identities shape their teaching 

identities and/or dispositions? 

 

(Danielewicz, 2001; Nelson, 2006, 2010; 

Wenger, 1998). 
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Definitions 

1. Religion:   Taylor and Chatters (2010) define religion as "A multidimensional construct 

encompassing public and private behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs" (p. 281). 

2. Spirituality:  Koenig, Larson, and McCullough (2001) define spirituality as "more 

individualistic, less visible, more subjective, and less formal, and is viewed as a personal 

quest for answers to personal questions about life, meaning, and relationships to the 

sacred" (as cited in Chatters, Taylor, Bullard, & Jackson, 2008, p. 726).  I believe that 

religion and spirituality have different meanings for different people and cultures.  These 

beliefs affect teachers' dispositions in different ways; therefore, it is important that these 

terms be identified within this study.   

3. Religious Beliefs:  There is no agreed upon definition of religious beliefs resulting in a 

subjective connotation of the term.  For this context, religious beliefs are described as 

"community-focused, formal, and organized systems of beliefs, practices, and rituals 

designed to facilitate closeness to God" (Chatters, Taylor, Bullard, & Jackson, 2008, p. 

726).   

Significance of the Study 

 How teachers understand and interact with their students is a reflection of their racial 

identities, religious identities, cultural identities, and worldviews.  Each of these identities and 

worldviews shape and influence their behaviors, attitudes, and their interactions with their 

students, pedagogy, curriculum, and classroom management (Carter & Goodwin, 1994).  Each of 

the participants in this study’s inner lives (identities) somehow shaped their practices.  It is 

important for teachers to critically view how aspects of their inner lives can positively or 

negatively shape their classroom environment and interactions with students.  Teachers must 
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teach outside of their areas of comfort.  Although teachers cannot deny or ignore their biases, 

they must critically examine how their identities and conceptualizations of themselves contribute 

to their biases, and this can only come from an examination of who they are as individuals.   

Complexities of the Study 

 There are many complexities that underlie this study.  First, the study examines the 

African American Church; an institution that has historically been a source of social, cultural, 

and political dominance within the African American community.  Second, the study analyzes 

teachers’ religious identities and their relationship with Biblical principles.  Third, the study 

observes and studies the African American Church Sunday school, which differs tremendously 

from the secondary high school.  Sunday schools reinforce Biblical principles through various 

literary techniques, the secondary schools in this study are not allowed to reinforce these 

principles as a result of the separation of church and state ordinances.  In addition, Sunday school 

teachers are volunteers, yet secondary teachers are salaried workers and must meet state and 

federal teaching qualifications.  These complexities are significant and must be stated in order 

for readers to clearly differentiate the two communities of practice (Sunday school and 

secondary English classrooms) presented in this study.  

Overview of the Study 

 Chapter 2, the literature review, analyzes significant research that is integral to this study.  

Chapter 3 includes information about the design of this study, research methodology, and data 

analysis.  Because this study examines teacher and religious identities, Chapter 4 was organized 

to first analyze data that relates to participants' religious identities and data collected in the 

context of three African American Church Sunday schools and secondary English classrooms.  
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Chapter 5 discusses points of comparison between teachers' religious and teacher identities as 

well as discussion of research questions and final implications.   
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CHAPTER II 

 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

Religion is an important aspect in many individuals’ lives.  In order to understand the 

complexities of an identity, it is important to examine the makeup of one’s identity.  This 

literature review will contain multiple sections.  To give context to this study, I begin with a 

historical overview of the African American Church, the development of the American Sunday 

school, and the implementation of church schools within the African American Church.  This 

overview will set the groundwork for research conducted in this setting.  Second, I present the 

history of African American Church Sunday school teachers.  Third, I present information on 

African American pedagogical practices including a historical context for African American 

teaching, the effects of desegregation on African American teachers, and pedagogical practices 

of African American teachers.  This is not to suggest that all African American teachers have a 

specific pedagogy that is specific to their race.  However, much research has been conducted on 

African American teachers’ pedagogical practices, and this research includes commonalities in 

styles (Foster, 1992, 1995, 1997).  Finally, I explore the role of identity as it relates to teaching 

and one's religious beliefs.  This discussion will be supported by researchers who have 

investigated K-12 teachers and the role their religion plays or does not play in their teaching 

lives.   
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Historical Overview of African American Churches 

 Because of the nature and cultural significance associated with this project, I believe it is 

essential to discuss the impact of the African American Church on African American life and 

culture.  The histories of African American churches in America are crucial to the understanding 

of how and why specific doctrines and practices are still in use today.  During the eighteenth 

century, slaves were expected to listen to Bible stories and Bible verses from their white 

ministers and teachers.  Thus, their early Bible and religious literacy stemmed from an oral 

tradition of literacy and later developed into print reading of the Bible (Frazier, 1963).   

 I believe historical literacies that originated during the late 1600s and early 1700s relate 

to current literacy practices in many of today's African American churches.  Black teachers and 

children have unique literacy experiences when they attend and participate in church activities 

and services.  This section of the literature will demonstrate that the African American Church is 

not just a name used to describe a group of black people; instead, it is far-reaching and its impact 

is steeped in tradition.  The African American Church is a human and community identifier 

(Lincoln, 1974; Moss, 2003; Sobel, 1979).  Thus, the African American Church is not an "it" that 

is a separate existence, or a location where those come to worship.   

 Also related to the understanding of African American teaching practices and educational 

attainment is the formation of Sunday church schools.  These schools were designed to educate 

members on the Bible and the Christian God as well as provide basic literacy and skills 

instruction to students (Boylan, 1988; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; McMillon & McMillon, 2001).  

This section of the literature will describe cultural impact of the African American Church and 

provide evidence to support the significance of the African American Church within the African 

American community.   
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The African American Church: A Definition 

 The "African American Church" is often used to describe the collective body of 

predominately African American churches and their denominational ancestries (Lincoln & 

Mamiya, 1990).  It is currently seen as the most dominant social, political, economic and 

educational institution in the African American community (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  To 

further extend this definition, Lincoln & Mamiya (1990) wrote, "In general usage any black 

Christian person is included in the African American Church if he or she is a member of a black 

congregation" (p. 1).  There are currently seven prominent historic black denominations:  The 

National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated (NBC); the National Baptist Convention of 

America, Unincorporated (NBCA); the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (AMEZ); the  

Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (CME); the Progressive Baptist Church; and the Church 

of God in Christ (COGIC).  These denominations make up 80% of all African American 

churches in America (Frazier, 1963; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; McMillon & McMillon, 2001).  

The other six percent of African American congregants attend other smaller denominational 

churches including United Church of Christ, United Methodist, Church of God, Episcopalian 

Church, and the Catholic Church (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990), while fourteen percent attend non-

denominational churches, which are churches that are not affiliated with a specific congregation.  

For the purpose of this study, only the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated, the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church, and the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Churches will 

be studied as they are the largest African American denominations in the South. The African 

American Church is an identity that for many years trumped personal reference or identification. 
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The African American Church and the African American Identity 

 Lincoln (1974) gave a thorough view of the African American Church as he wrote the 

following: 

 To understand the power of the Black Church it must first be understood that there is no 

 disjunction between the Black Church and the Black community.  The Church is the 

 spiritual face of the Black community, and whether one is a "church member" or not is 

 beside the point in any assessment of the importance and meaning of the Black Church.  

 Because of the peculiar nature of the Black experience and the centrality of 

 institutionalized religion in the development of that experience, there was a time was 

 when the personal dignity of the black individual was communicated almost entirely 

 through his church affiliation. (p. 116) 

For several decades, one's identity was based on where he/she attended church and to what 

denomination he/she belonged.  Lincoln (1974) added, "His pastor, his church, his office in the 

church, or merely his denomination are important indices of who he is" (p. 117).   

 The Church is a multidimensional representation of African American people having far 

reaching socio-historical and political connects beyond a religious place in the community.  

During the American Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, African American Churches were the 

primary political force within the African American community.  Many of the American Civil 

Rights Movement leaders were pastors of African American churches; many Civil Rights 

meetings were held at African American Churches.  African American Churches were used as a 

platform to vocalize the injustices experienced by African American people including a lack of 

voting rights, Jim Crow laws in the South, and segregated schools.  The Church stood in the 

forefront of racial change.   
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 African American churches are the epitome of African American social life.  Frazier 

(1963) asserted that African slaves lost their social bond during the transition from Africa to 

America.  They had to adapt and learn a new way of socializing as enslaved individuals. Frazier 

(1963)  further asserted that white slave owners intentionally eradicated the social bond of 

African slaves in order to maintain social control, discipline, and order.  The family structure was 

uprooted and kinship was destroyed.  W.E.B. Du Bois believed that African slaves did maintain 

some social relationships.  He believed the Black Church as a social and communal gathering 

started in Africa; therefore, Africans had a sense of religion and communal gatherings before 

they were transported to America (Du Bois, 1968). 

 African Americans could aspire to various leadership platforms and create a status for 

themselves within the Church.  Frazier (1963) wrote, "It was the area of social life where 

ambitious individuals could achieve distinction and the symbols of status.  The church was the 

arena in which the struggle for power and the thirst for power could be satisfied" (p. 43).  Thus, 

the African American Church is the primary identifier for the black individual and for the larger 

community.  The Church's identity is not only predicated upon identity but also its belief system. 

African American Theology 

 Theology is a foundation behind all forms of religion.  In order for a religion to be based 

on a belief system, there must be a belief system in place.  William Hordern (1955) defined 

Christian theology as "A rational thought about God" (pp. 3-4).  Lincoln (1974) extended this 

definition by writing, "All this seems to suggest that theology is critical to man's understanding 

of himself, his world, his place in the world, and whatever Power there is to which man and his 

world must answer" (p. 137).   
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 Significant to the discussion of the African American Church and African American 

culture is the examination of African American theology.  African American theology is crucial 

to one's understanding of the African American Church because it is often the driving force 

behind "why" and "how" of African Americans' religious belief systems and how those beliefs 

are carried out in the church, community, and home.   

 Leading scholars define black theology in several different ways.  Lincoln (1974) wrote, 

"A Black theology is the logical expression of a mature design for liberation" (p. 135).  Lincoln 

(1974) went on to add that the essence of black religion stems upon the eradication injustice and 

African American oppression.  African American theology directly addresses white racism and 

its relation to black people and Christianity.  Lincoln (1974) further wrote, "Black theology is not 

necessarily a treatise on the color of God, but the nature of God as revealed through His color 

gradually became a principal theme of the theological interests of Blacks over the past hundred 

years, and is of critical concern" (p. 149).  The Committee on Theological Prospectus (1969) 

further corroborated Lincoln's racial tenet of black theology.  They wrote: 

 Black theology is a theology of black liberation.  It seeks to plumb the black condition in 

 the light of God's revelation in Jesus Christ, so that the black community can see that the 

 gospel is commensurate with the achievement of black humanity.  Black Theology is a 

 theology of "blackness."  It is the affirmation of black humanity that emancipates black 

 people from white racism thus providing authentic freedom for both white and black 

 people.  It affirms the humanity of white people in that it says No to the encroachment of 

 white oppression. (p. 193)  

When examining African American theology, Hopkins (1993) wrote: 
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  Because today's African American community and church have the unique   

 experience of  God both in their political resistance against white racism and in   

 their positive assertions of black culture, there is a need to understand and present   

 clearly the particular witness of this black-God union (p. 5). 

 Hopkins (1993) discussed several different theologies in African American culture.  The 

earliest known theology stems from slavery.  He contended that African American slaves 

brought their own African religion with them to America.  This religion was steeped in 

community and individual identities and gatherings.  The roles of ancestors are also integral to 

the origin of black theology.  Hopkins (1993) wrote, "In this theological anthropology, African 

traditional religions accent the role and importance of the ancestors.  The ancestors are 

connections to past religious traditions and practices" (p. 17).  Hopkins also notes that slaves 

believed in justice and an 'eye-for-an-eye'.  Thus, this belief system allowed slaves to 

comprehend their difficult existence as slaves.  Cone (1997) wrote the following about African 

American theology:   

 Black theology is Christian theology precisely because it has the black predicament as its 

 point of departure.  It calls upon black people to affirm God because he has affirmed us.  

 His affirmation of black people is made known not only in his election of oppressed 

 Israel, but more especially in his coming to us and being rejected in Christ for us. (p. 118) 

Current popular culture theologians such as Bishop T.D. Jakes of Dallas, Rev. Creflo 

Dollar of Atlanta, and Rev. Dr. Fred K. Price of Los Angeles, have become quite popular largely 

due to their prosperity gospel message.  A 2008 CNN news report defined prosperity ministers as 

“Ministers that preach that God rewards the faithful with wealth and spiritual power."  It is 

important to note that there are many definitions of prosperity gospel and prosperity ministers; 
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however, the definition listed above contains many of the common tenets of definitions listed.  

As it relates to racial justice and combatting racism, the generational and theological climates 

have changed.  The large focus on racial justice in the African American Church has shifted.  

Bishop T.D. Jakes discussed this shift in a 2008 television interview on the PBS news program 

“Religion and Ethics.”  Jakes (2008) stated, "I'm not against marching, but in the '60s, the 

challenge of the black church was to march. And there are times now perhaps that we may need 

to march. But there's more facing us than social justice. There's personal responsibility, 

motivating and equipping people to live the best lives that they can.” 

 Therefore, the theology for the African American Church is also referred to as "liberation 

theology" as the undergirding tenets stress racial equality and black oppression.  The definition 

of the African American Church, significance of the African American Church on the African 

American identity and community, and African American theological perspective are all crucial 

to gaining a holistic perspective on the African American Church; however, one cannot truly 

gain a holistic perspective of the African American Church without gaining an understanding of 

its history.   

African Tribal Religion 

 In order to fully grasp African-American religion, one must first examine the African 

transition into America.  Africans were enslaved and brought to America through what is 

commonly known as '"the Middle Passage" (Du Bois, 1968; Frazier, 1963; Jones, 2007; 

Hopkins, 1993).  While in America, slaves were introduced to a new form of Christianity that 

stressed obedience and justified their inferior lot in life.  This section will examine the historical 

traditions of the African American Church from the early proselytization of African slaves to the 

denominational histories that currently embody African American Churches. 
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 It is important to note that African slaves brought religion with them into the Americas.  

There is much debate about the types of religion that were present in African tribes; however, it 

is commonly perceived that slaves brought some type of knowledge of God (Hopkins, 1993).   

Hopkins (1993) wrote, "African traditional religions shared a belief in a dynamic and 

interdependent relation between the individual and the community.  The latter defined the 

former" (p. 17).  There was also a strong relationship between Africans and the community.  

Africans believed that whatever happened to the person affected the larger community.  Jones 

(2007) further expands this view.  He wrote:  

 Africans also had a consciousness of a Creator-God, sometimes referred to by them as the 

 Supreme Being who brought the world into existence and who governed the universe.  In 

 traditional African societies a sense of the divine pervaded all reality and it was not 

 bifurcated into the sacred and the secular. (p. 5) 

 Proselytization of African Slaves 

 African slaves received the Christian baptism since their arrival into the New World; 

however, African slaves were not systematically accepted into the Church of England until the 

beginning of the eighteenth century (Frazier, 1963).  This was due to the prejudicial and ill-

conceived views of many of the white Americans.  Often, white Americans saw African slaves 

as inferior to them in every way and did not feel that religion convicted them of racial injustices.   

 During Colonial times and during Colonial New England, reason and faith were 

significant tenets to the Puritan conceptualization of faith (Jones, 2007).  Although Cotton 

Mather and his fellow Puritans believed Africans were inferior people and slavery was ordained 

by God, Mather believed it necessary for Africans to be fully instructed and catechized in order 

to understand the faith (Baer & Singer, 1992).  Thus, African slaves had to be instructed to read.  
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Mather formed the "Charity Schools for Negro's in the Evenings" in order to teach Africans how 

to read and to be informed of the Catechism (Baer & Singer, 1992; Sernett, 1999).  It is 

important to note that only four percent of Africans were taught to read when the Emancipation 

Proclamation was signed (Jones, 2007).   

 White slave owners felt compelled to evangelize slaves as a result of a divine 

commitment to spread the Gospel (Jones, 2007).  Because of these views, the white masters and 

their wives educated and taught African slaves about the Christian God and biblical doctrine.  

These activities connected slaves to their masters positively and negatively.  Slave owners taught 

slaves that "their" God was superior to all other gods.  Slaves were expected to listen to Bible 

stories and Bible verses from their white ministers and teachers.  Thus, their early Bible and 

religious literacy stemmed from an oral tradition (Frazier, 1963).  The Bible was not only used as 

a means for educating slaves, it was also used to justify slavery.  African slaves were often 

taught and preached to about their position in life and their expected obedience to their white 

masters (Frazier, 1963). 

 In his thorough historical examination of African Americans and the Christian churches 

during the years of 1619-1860, (2007) also examined the motives behind the Christian 

proselytization of African slaves.  Religion was used to discipline slaves to maintain social and 

racial order.  Roberts (2003) further extended this view as he states the following: 

 Blacks, it is true, were baptized, but they were taught the Bible in a manner to justify 

 their state of oppression, and they were given an otherworldly understanding of religion.  

 Blacks were expected to accept their lot in this world with the belief that they would be 

 rewarded after death. (p. 63)   
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As life continued to flourish in America, denominational churches began to have a stronger 

presence in American religion. 

Racial Denominational Independence 

 In the mid 1700s, African slaves were being evangelized by their white masters on the 

Christian Bible and God; however, slaves continued to struggle with religious control and 

ownership.  It was on rare occasions that slaves were allowed to participate in religious activities 

separate from their masters for fear of slave rebellions.  Slaves were expected to worship with 

their masters, so that their activities could be monitored (Jones, 2007).  It was also feared by 

white slave owners that if slaves learned the written word or Bible, they would see the injustice 

of slavery and begin to use the Bible to justify their freedom.  This fear further propelled the 

slave owners' outlawing of reading by slaves.  In the mid 1700s, the growing uneasiness of 

evangelizing slaves was increasingly high in the South where 90 percent of Africans were 

enslaved (Jones, 2007).  Many churches in the South believed that the religious instruction 

should reinforce the status quo and that slavery was ordained by God.   

 The doctrine and polity of the Congregational Church of England was the preferred 

denomination of many white slave owners in colonial New England.  Its stance on slavery was to 

separate African slaves from the general membership and worship activities as Africans were 

considered to be inferior, heathens, and unworthy of a equal religious experience (Jones, 2007; 

Lincoln & Mamiya,1990).  African slaves who were members of the Congregational Church 

were often baptized, but they were not accepted as full members because they did not satisfy all 

of the qualifications for full membership.  Because they were Africans, they were not considered 

to be a part of the covenant experience (Sherer, 1975).   

Jones (2007) wrote: 
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  One disincentive to the entry of Africans into the life of the church in New England was 

 that life within the church tended to reinforce the inferior status to which they were 

 consigned outside.  Not the least among the indignities to which blacks were subjected in 

 the churches was that of being seated separately or in areas designated for the least 

 significant members of the congregations (p. 36). 

In addition, Africans were not the only groups that were treated inequitably.  Native Americans 

were also treated as a distinct underclass.  Women were often seated separately from men and 

were made to enter from separate doors (Sernett, 1999).   

 Beginning in the late 1700s, the Baptist and Methodist denominations began to 

experience a large following of white members who introduced the denominations to their 

African slaves.  The First Great Awakening began in the northern colonies and emphasized 

salvation to the slaves.  It was a present-day revival filled with fiery messages.  The Second 

Great Awakening started in 1801 in Kentucky and spread throughout the southern states (Jones, 

2007).  The first Baptist Association was formed in 1706 in Philadelphia although the Baptists 

had trouble gaining an edge in the New England (Jones, 2007).  The Baptist Association 

primarily experienced growth in Pennsylvania and other states including New York, Maryland, 

New Jersey, and Virginia.  Jones (2007) wrote, "The churches in the lower South were 'General 

Baptists' and were more Arminian in their doctrine,  while the General Baptists were 

characterized by evangelistic zeal" (p. 51).   

 The early Baptists wanted to eradicate slavery and condemned it as a horrible injustice 

that was completely contradictory to the Bible (Semple, 1894).  However, there was such a 

resistance to this notion that the idea was later dropped.  Opposition to slavery on behalf of the 

Methodists was captured in writing in 1743 in the original General Rules.  This opposition to 
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slavery attracted many African slaves although the Methodists retracted their original opposition 

to slavery due to resistance.  The Methodists were highly favored among African slaves as a 

result of Gabriel Prosser issuing an order for all whites except those who opposed slavery be 

killed (Russell, 1969). The Methodists and Baptists held several revivals in New England, the 

West, and the South.  The type of worship experienced during these revivals offered hope to the 

African slave and provided an escape from their present condition.  This, in turn, attracted many 

slaves to these two denominations (Frazier, 1963).  The Baptists and Methodists experienced 

growing pains as a result of their inviting doctrine and policies that were attractive to African 

slaves.     

 Baptists had a looser structure, fiery evangelism, and a lack of a uniformed church order 

(Frazier, 1963; Jones, 2007; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  Baptists preached that everyone was 

equally accountable for damnation regardless of whether they were free or enslaved.  The Baptist 

doctrine did not require education on the part of the slaves.   

 The Methodists came on the scene in America in beginning in the mid 1730s from 

England.  A society was established by Philip Embry in New York (Jones, 2007).  They sent out 

many missionaries to evangelize whites and blacks in several states including North Carolina, 

South Carolina, Maryland, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Virginia (Jones, 2007).  Fearing a 

slave revolt similar to the Nat Turner rebellion in Virginia, several states including North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Mississippi, Alabama, Tennessee, Georgia, and Louisiana outlawed 

the black churches. Slaves were not allowed to worship in groups of more than five people 

without supervision and black slaves were forbidden to preach (Hurd, 1968).   
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 Although the African slaves enjoyed the evangelism and participation in Baptist and 

Methodist worship services, there was a continual tension for slaves to assert their independence 

and create their own church; churches that were separate from white control.   

The Baptist Denomination 

 The Baptist denomination originated in England.  A separate group of Puritans, who 

resided in Holland as a result of persecution, believed that only adults who were baptized 

through the complete immersion of water were correct in their doctrinal beliefs (Lincoln & 

Mamiya, 1990).  The Baptist denominational introduction to America was introduced in 1631 by 

Puritan Roger Williams.  The first Baptist church was formed in 1639 in Providence, Rhode 

Island.  During the seventeenth century, those who were members of the Baptist denomination 

were called "General Baptists."  The Baptist denomination continued to prosper due to the 

Philadelphia Association and the Great Awakening revival (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  A group 

known as the "Regular Baptists" began to flourish during the 1800s and in the South due to their 

moderate beliefs and traditional forms of worship.  Steps were taken to begin to establish the 

Baptist church as a legitimate denomination.  Lincoln & Mamiya (1990) write, "The first step 

toward denominational structure was taken in 1814 with the formation of the General Missionary 

Convention of the Baptist Denomination in the United States of America for Foreign Missions" 

(p. 23).   

 There were a small number of Africans that were members of the Baptist denomination.  

Quassey is known as the first black member of a Baptist church.  He belonged to the Baptist 

Church in Newton, Rhode Island in 1743 (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  There were slaves who 

were members of white Baptist churches; however, due to their inequitable and inhumane 

treatment in these white institutions, many Africans began to want independence.   
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The African Baptists 

 The first separate Black congregation was the Baptist Church at Silver Bluff in Silver 

Bluff, SC (Jones, 2007; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  The church was organized between 1773 

and 1775; however, the cornerstone of the present church states a founding date of 1750 (Lincoln 

& Mamiya, 1990).  The church was established by George Liele who was a Virginian-born slave 

and ordained minister by his slave owner.  As a result of his "unusual gifts", Liele was allowed to 

preach to the slaves and was freed by his slave owner to preach the will of God (Woodson, 

1921).  George Liele eventually left America to evangelize in Jamaica after the death of his 

master and the questioning of his freed status by his master's family.  He baptized Andrew Bryan 

and others; these individuals later founded the First Baptist Church of Savannah, Georgia in 

1777.  Bryan was brought to Georgia by his slave owner and preached to slaves and a few 

Whites.  There was much hostility by southern, white slave owners to the open preaching and 

leadership of an African minister.  Bryan was often threatened, beaten, and tortured for his 

religious works (Frazier, 1963; Jones, 2007).  Bryan's slave owner allowed him to use his barn as 

a worship facility for two years until Bryan was able to gather enough money to begin building a 

church.  The church, however, did remain under the control of the slave owner's family.  Bryan's 

church had a large membership numbering around 225 (Jones 2007).  The membership became 

so large that a Second Baptist Church was formed in 1802, and the Ogeechee African Baptist 

Church was formed in 1803 (Jones, 2007).   

 Whites began to resent these black churches and their members' assertion for 

independence.  There were strict rules regarding the right to leave the plantation to participate in 

worship services.  Slaves often had to get written permission or be physically accompanied to 

these church services (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  African slaves became frustrated with their 
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unequal treatment and many black Baptist churches were formed in the Northern territory 

including African Baptist Church, Abyssinian Baptist Church, and First African Baptist Church 

of Philadelphia (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  Africans were able to form their own congregations 

and other businesses due to their newfound freedom, and they began to minister within their own 

congregations with little confrontation.  

 The Baptist doctrine allowed African Americans to separate themselves from white 

congregations.  An "association" is a group of Baptist churches within a geographical area.  State 

conventions occur when states, with a large Baptist population, convene to discuss Baptist 

doctrine and polity.    

 A national convention, the American National Baptist Convention, was formed in 1886 in 

St. Louis, Missouri.  Another convention, the National Baptist Educational Convention of the 

U.S.A., was created in 1893 in Washington D.C. (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  These two 

conventions later merged into one large convention, the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. in 

1895, and education boards as well as home and foreign mission boards were added.  During the 

latter half of the 1800s, the NBC created many colleges and training institutions as well as 

supporting several hundred elementary and high schools.  Today, the NBC is the largest African 

American denomination in the United States (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  It is important to note 

that there are other black African American denominations; however, the only Baptist 

denomination used for this study is the NBC. 

The Methodist Denomination 

 The Methodist denomination began as a club of Christian students who attended Christ 

Church College in Oxford University during the mid-1720s (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  This 

group was led by Charles Wesley; Wesley later joined forces with his brother, John, and other 
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ordained priests to further develop the 'club.'  Lincoln & Mamiya (1990) write, "So great was the 

response to their efforts that Wesley was compelled to organize new converts into 'classes' and 

'societies' under 'class leaders' and 'lay preachers' serviced by an 'itinerant ministry' all of which 

became institutionalized in the emergent Methodist Church" (p. 49).  This organized religion 

came to America in the mid 1730s.  Thomas Coke, Francis Asbury, and George Whitefield were 

the leaders of the congregation, which was well received (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  In 1784, 

the societies decided to organize and form an official denomination called the Methodist 

Episcopal Church.  The membership grew exponentially in ten years from 18,000 to 

approximately 57,000 in 1796 (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  After the First Great Awakening, the 

interest of many slaves was piqued as slaves were attracted to the fiery messages and freedom to 

worship God.  In 1786, the black membership in Methodist Episcopal Churches totaled 10 

percent (Richardson, 1976).   

The African Methodists  

 Bishop Asbury encouraged Methodist churches to reach out to African slaves.  This 

process began to take place in the northern cities including Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New 

York (Jones, 2007).  There were no black independent Methodist churches prior to 1816; 

however, Africans began to meet separately and withdraw from the denomination.  Many 

Africans began to attend white churches in large numbers beginning in 1780s.  This growth was 

due to a large number of Black class leaders and preachers evangelizing. However, this growth 

was not met with happiness by Whites.  White members openly resisted the African attendance 

and feelings of alienation and hostility were experienced by Africans (Jones, 2007). 

 Richard Allen is the foremost leader in the African Methodist movement.  Allen was a 

former slave who became a member of a Methodist society in Delaware in 1780.  He was a 
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licensed exhorter and preached in New Jersey and Pennsylvania.  He formed a society in 

Philadelphia in 1786 to conduct prayer meetings.  Absalom Jones was a longtime friend of 

Richard Allen and too had purchased his freedom in 1784.  Allen, Jones, and several other 

Blacks attended St. George Methodist Episcopal Church until they abruptly withdrew in 1787 

(Jones, 2007).  This withdrawal stemmed upon several black members contributing to the 

remodeling of St. George's sanctuary.  Once the sanctuary was completed, Africans were not 

allowed to sit in the sanctuary; instead, they were forced to sit in the galleries although they 

contributed as much financially as did White members.  One Sunday during prayer, Richard 

Allen, Absalom Jones, and another member kneeled in the sanctuary for prayer.  Unbeknownst 

to them, they were kneeling in the "wrong" place.  The prayer was interrupted, and one elder 

literally dragged Jones and Allen from the gallery during the prayer (Allen, 1960).  All of the 

African American members left together and never worshipped there again (Woodson, 1921).   

 In 1787, Richard Allen and Absalom Jones created the Free African Society (Jones, 

2007).   This society originally met in Allen's home until it began to flourish.  The Quakers took 

great interest in the Society and allowed the Society to meet in their schoolhouse.  The society 

then held worship services at the Friends Free African School House beginning in 1788 and 

lasting until 1791 (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).   The Society became the only organization where 

African American males controlled and assumed leadership (Jones, 2007).  Joseph Clark, who 

was a Quaker, was the first treasurer due to his ability to read, write, and understand business and 

financial affairs.  Problems began to arise when Richard Allen ended his membership in the 

Society in 1789.  Several members of the Free African Society believed Allen was causing 

divisions and refused to submit to the rules of the Society (Tanner, 1883).  Although the Society 

was not a church, it functioned as one.  It began to hold worship services, which was the 
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beginning of the Free African Church.  Allen was a member of the Free African Church but was 

not involved in the affairs of the Society.  The Free African Church sought to follow the structure 

of the Church of England much to the dismay of Absalom Jones (Jones, 2007).  Allen was in 

complete agreement as he was a strong Methodist advocate.  This caused a rift in the friendship 

of Jones and Allen.  Jones wanted to model the Church after the Protestant Episcopal Church 

while Allen wanted to follow the model of the Methodist Episcopal Church.  The Free African 

Church split with some members following Absalom Jones.  Thus, the formation of St. Thomas 

Episcopal Church was organized.  St. Thomas' African Episcopal Church was formed in 1794 

with Absalom Jones as the ordained priest.  The Church experienced many difficulties including 

racial injustices and inequitable ordinances (Jones, 2007).   

 Richard Allen refused to serve in the capacity as the first ordained priest of the African 

Episcopal Church, although he was the first choice, due to his strong belief in the Methodist 

denomination.  The majority of the members of the Free African Church followed Allen (Jones, 

2007).  Bishop Asbury dedicated a building to Allen, and Bethel A.M.E. Church was formed.  In 

1816, several congregations came together to organize what would become known as the African 

Methodist Episcopal Church.  During this meeting, Richard Allen was ordained Bishop of the 

A.M.E Church, and a Book of Discipline was adopted (Woodson, 1921).  Bethel A.M.E. Church 

had a major role in the Underground Railroad as did many other African Methodist Episcopal 

congregations.  Education was lacking in many ministers; however, these ministers were able to 

see the role education could have upon their congregations and church leaders.  Bishop Daniel 

Payne set an educational curriculum that focused on intense training of ministers and church 

leaders.   
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 Today, the African Methodist Episcopal Church is the largest Black Methodist 

denomination, and the second largest African American denomination (Lincoln & Mamiya, 

1990).  The Church's motto is "God Our Father, Christ Our Redeemer, Man Our Brother".  The 

Book of Discipline contains the doctrine and polity of the Church.  This book is modeled after the 

original Methodist Book of Discipline.  The A.M.E. Church currently contains many major 

divisions including a Christian Education branch, Missions branch, Sunday School, Deaconesses, 

Stewardesses, Steward and Trustee Boards, etc. (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). 

The "Second" Black Methodists 

 In New York, many African American members became frustrated with the way they 

were treated by their White leaders.  In 1796, African members from the John Street Methodist 

Episcopal Church sought to form their own congregation. Services were held at a cabinetmaker's 

shop under the leadership of African preachers from John Street.  A new worship building 

opened in 1800 under the name "African Methodist Episcopal Church [Zion] of New York” 

(Jones, 2007).  Only Africans or their relatives were allowed to be members of this Church.   The 

African Methodist Episcopal Church was officially organized as a denomination in 1820.  The 

name "Zion" was officially added in 1848 to distinguish the Church from the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  The "Zionites" had a difficult time gaining 

members as there was steep competition from the A.M.E. Church; however, the Zion Church 

gained many members in the South and membership numbers greatly increased. 

 Today, the A.M.E. Zion Church is the second largest Methodist denomination and third 

largest African American denomination (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).  Its structure is nearly 

identical to the A.M.E. Church as there are also many branches including a Christian Education 

arm, Missions arm, Sunday School, Deaconesses, Stewardesses, Steward and Trustee Boards etc.  



31 

 

Summary of the African American Church 

 In conclusion, the National Baptist Convention, African Methodist Episcopal, and 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion denominations have similar and dissimilar cultural practices.  

All three denominations also have publishing companies that distribute their denomination’s 

literature signifying the importance of literacy and promotion of each denomination’s doctrine.  

Lastly, all three have similar church organizations in that each is organized around primary 

boards including missions, education, and laity.   

The three denominations are also different in many of their practices.  When examining 

leadership, the AME and AME Zion denominations are connectional churches and are led by 

episcopates governing certain geographical regions.  The National Baptist Convention is largely 

led by local congregations, local associations, and state conventions.  There is no overseeing 

board or body that appoints and ordains local pastors.  In addition, there are significant doctrinal 

polity differences concerning the ordination of women.  Women within the National Baptist 

Convention hold largely support roles (mission workers, Sunday school teachers, church 

secretaries, etc) in the local church and at the convention level.  This is largely due to women not 

being allowed to pastor in the African American Baptist Church.  Whereas in the AME and 

AME Zion churches, women are allowed to become ministers and pastor their own churches 

(Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). This is not to assume to that there are not issues of gender inequity 

within the AME and AME Zion denominations. 

 The African American Church is steeped in tradition and ideals that serve as cultural 

tools for many African American teachers.  I do not believe one can study African American 

teachers or African American identity without studying the historical framework of African 

American churches.  As noted, African American churches were the leading force of everything 
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related to the African American community in the mid nineteenth century.  Taylor, Chatters, and 

Jackson (1996) wrote, “Any discussion of the form and functions of religion and religious 

involvement among African Americans must be grounded in an understanding of the historical 

origins of these traditions and the social, cultural, economic, and political experiences that served 

to define the individual and collective religious expressions for this group” (p. 406).  

Historical Overview of Sunday Schools 

 The history of the American church Sunday school sets the framework for why Sunday 

schools in African American Churches were created and how they were used to further provide 

instruction to those enslaved and free African Americans.  During the late 1800s, African 

American Churches began to utilize Sunday schools to provide basic literacy instruction to 

African Americans.  Many African American secular teachers began teaching in Sunday schools.  

This section of the literature will show the origin of the American Sunday school, creation of 

Sunday schools in African American Churches, and pedagogical practices of African American 

teachers. 

The Origin of American Sunday Schools 

 Beginning in 1715, Cotton Mather and his fellow Puritans established a "Charity School 

for Negro's" in which Africans were instructed on the Christian Catechism.  These charity 

schools were taught by masters who also supervised the entire training process.  What is 

constituted as the "modern day" Sunday school did not appear in America until the 1790s.  They 

were designed to provide instruction to lower-class working children on their only free day from 

work, Sunday (Boylan, 1988).  Basic instruction included literacy instruction in reading and 

religious teaching.  Religious instruction was not of primary importance to Sunday school 

teachers; instead, the focus was on providing an education to those who would not have 
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otherwise been educated.  Beginning in 1830, the focus changed.  Sunday schools were centered 

on religious teachings and evangelical Protestant curricula (Boylan, 1988).  The first Sunday 

school teachers were actually schoolteachers, who were hired to teach Sunday schools.  After the 

shift to an evangelical Protestant focus, volunteers began to teach Sunday school.  These 

volunteers had a basic knowledge of reading, writing, and religion. 

 Sunday schools were significant to many excluded groups including women and African 

Americans because women and African Americans were not allowed to attend tax-funded public 

schools (Bond, 1934).  African Americans were the most eager students.  Boylan (1988) wrote, 

"Excluded from most sources of free schooling, blacks responded so quickly to the formation of 

Sunday schools that in New York, for example, they constituted 25 percent of the pupils in the 

Sunday school Union Society's schools by 1817" (p. 23). 

 Things began to change in 1831, however, when the Nat Turner rebellion resulted in 

many Caucasian educators, missionaries, and parents' reluctant to have their children educated 

with African American students.  This reluctance led to the establishment of the independent 

Sunday schools run and taught by African Americans. 

African American Sunday Schools 

 Beginning in the early 1830s, after the Nat Turner rebellion, many white parents objected 

to African American children attending Sunday school with them and their children (Bond, 

1934).  Missionaries, who were teachers, from various Sunday schools expelled African 

American students citing erratic behavior as the primary cause (Boylan, 1988).  African 

Americans in Washington D.C., Baltimore, New Jersey, and New York began to form their own 

independently run Sunday schools (Boylan, 1988).  In 1824, Baltimore African Methodist 
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Episcopal (AME) Church began to run its own Sunday schools for African Americans.  Many 

African American churches in the North followed suit (Boylan, 1988).   

 African Americans in the South also experienced discomfort with the type of treatment 

and teaching they were receiving in Sunday school.  After the Nat Turner rebellion, slaves were 

only taught via oral instruction for fear of slaves becoming too literate (Wilson Logan, 2008).  

Slaves also began to notice that all of their Bible instruction emphasized submission and loyalty 

(Boylan, 1988).  African Americans in the South began to run their own Sunday schools 

beginning in 1870 (Anderson, 1988).  The AME Church was the first denominational church in 

the South to form its own Sunday school department.  By 1884, it is estimated that over 178,000 

African American pupils were enrolled in southern Sunday schools (Anderson, 1988; Boylan, 

1988). 

 African American Sunday schools did not differ tremendously from other community 

Sunday schools with the exception that they were independently run by African Americans and 

utilized as training grounds for future African American teachers.  African American Church 

Sunday schools promoted discipline, order, and stability.  Teachers were ex-slaves who were 

also literate (Boylan, 1988).  Sunday school teachers taught Biblical principles by utilizing 

memorization as the primary pedagogical tactic.  Teachers encouraged students to memorize 

substantial amounts of Biblical passages.  Students were then expected to recite these passages 

back to the teacher (Boylan, 1988).  Sunday school teachers believed students would have a 

reference should they be tempted with sin.  Students were also taught literacy skills including 

spelling, phonics, and reading (Anderson, 1988).   
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Summary of the Historical Overview of Sunday Schools 

 The history of the Sunday school and creation of independent African American Sunday 

schools provides a historical context for pedagogical practices that are still in effect today.  There 

are many pedagogical practices that stress various literacies in today’s African American Church 

Sunday schools.  The following section will examine the historical context of African American 

teaching. 

A Historical Overview of Pedagogical Practices of African American Teachers 

 Teaching has long been a well-respected occupation in the African American community.  

Many African Americans were forbidden to read before the Emancipation in some parts of the 

country, and they learned to read in several ways including being taught by free slaves or slaves 

who were literate (Foster, 1991).  These free slaves and literate slaves were, in essence, the first 

African American teachers.    Many studies have examined the historical context of African 

American teaching (Anderson, 1988; Foster, 1992; Foster, 1993; Holmes & Weiss, 1995; Milner 

& Howard, 2004); however, each of these studies focus only on how teaching practices were 

constructed throughout history.  None of these studies bridge the gap between past practices and 

current practices as it relates to African American teachers.  These studies also fail to fully 

examine the life histories and cultural practices of African American teachers and/or if their 

pedagogical practices were shaped by other aspects in their lives including religion and their 

possible roles in African American Churches.  In order to situate the conceptual framework of 

pedagogical practices of African American teachers, it is important for the historical framework 

to be examined.   

 

 



36 

 

Early African American Teaching 

 The history of African American teaching stems back several hundred years.  This study 

focuses on African American teachers in the South.  For the sake of this study, we will begin the 

historical overview of African American teachers in the 1860s.  A time when African American 

were beginning to assert their independence in education.  In 1865, “native” schools began to 

spring up in various communities throughout the South including North Carolina, South 

Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama (Anderson, 1988).  Native schools consisted of two or more 

African Americans teaching several African American students how to read and write.  It is 

estimated that nearly 500 or more of these schools existed in the mid-1860s (Anderson, 1988).  

These native schools were self-supported and totally controlled by African Americans.  Although 

the materials were bare, these native schools were the first schools for African Americans, and 

the first environment of formal school teaching exempting African American Sunday schools.  

Several ex-slaves had become literature during slavery, and they used their freedom to teach 

others (Anderson, 1988).  

 Those free slaves who taught slaves how to read often held secret literacy meetings in the 

slave quarters (Weinberg, 1977).  Free slaves were the first push for universal schooling for 

African Americans.  African American politicians joined Republicans to establish education as a 

right.  Ex-slaves used their labor power to force planters to allow schools on plantations in the 

early 1860s.  These schools were completely financed by ex-slaves.  A few plant owners 

vehemently resisted education for African Americans (Weinberg, 1977).   

 After the Emancipation, Southern Whites could not contain the African American 

educational movement because they knew it would be difficult to prohibit education for free 

slaves (Weinberg, 1977).  Because many Whites could not prevent African American schooling, 
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they began to think about how to control and restrict the growing enrollment of African 

American public schooling.  They sought to tailor a curriculum to hinder African American 

educational progress.  Samuel Armstrong, a former slave, developed a curriculum that catered to 

the interests of the southern elite (Anderson, 1988).  This model became known as the Hampton 

model and was centered on the pedagogical tactics of Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute 

in Hampton, Virginia.  In order to understand the Hampton model, one must first examine the 

actual school.  

Teacher Preparation 

 The curriculum of the Hampton Institute was based on pedagogy and ideological stances 

that avoided challenging the social inequities that existed (Anderson, 1988).  Early schools 

advocating universal education for African Americans were funded by White philanthropists and 

various boards of education.  Philanthropists realized that adequate training of African American 

teachers would result in well-schooled African Americans; African Americans that could 

recognize and have the knowledge to challenge social inequities.   

 The mission of the Hampton Institute was to train common school teachers for schools in 

the South.  Hampton was a normal school centered solely on training teachers. Hampton did not 

grant bachelors’ degrees.  There was not a set admission process; instead, many of Hampton’s 

students had little education.  The education at Hampton was equivalent to a tenth grade 

education.  Students sought additional schooling, usually two years, for teacher preparation, so 

that they could attain a teaching certificate for the common school.  Hampton was not a college, 

but a teacher preparation school (Anderson, 1988).  

 The pedagogy of Hampton focused solely on work habits, basic skills knowledge, and 

Christian principles (Sherer, 1975).  Armstrong, the school’s founder, valued a strong work ethic. 
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Students spent their first two years working in various capacities including farm workers, 

domestic servants, mill workers, saw mill workers, dishwashers, and seamstresses.  After the first 

two years, students entered the actual academic program (Sherer, 1975).  Anderson (1988) wrote 

the following: 

The Hampton academic program consisted of an English course of study embracing 

reading and elocution, elementary mathematics, history, literature, moral science, and 

political economy.  Armstrong excluded classical studies because he believed that such 

training stimulated ‘vanity’ in black students, which propelled them toward high-flown 

notions of politics and professional life. (p. 49) 

Beginning in the early 1900s, the need for teachers in African American schools greatly 

increased.  Many White educators in the South would not teach them.  African American 

teachers were trained in normal schools, high schools, and colleges or universities.  Anderson 

(1988) wrote, “In 1900 in sixteen former slave states, there were 26, 770 black teachers for the 

2,485,737 black children ages five through eighteen, or one black teacher for every 93 black 

children of school age” (p. 111).  Because both African Americans and Whites realized the 

significant amount of power African American teachers possessed, there were many battles on 

how African American teachers would be trained (Anderson, 1988).  In 1902, Fort Valley High 

Industrial School was created and differed tremendously from the Hampton model.  The 

curriculum primarily focused on the liberal arts not manual labor and discipline (Anderson, 

1988).   

 The introduction of county training schools permeated rural Southern areas in the 1910s.  

Country training schools were designed to train teachers for crucial schools (Sherer, 1975).  

County training schools were founded by the General Education Board, a foundation comprised 
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of Northern and Southern businessmen, and Southern philanthropists, who were predominately 

Caucasian (Aptheker, 1973). County training schools received criticism from some African 

Americans because they believed the schools were tailored by elite Whites to further hinder 

ideological progress of African Americans.  County training schools offer ten years of 

elementary and high school work, which emphasized homemaking, farming, and one course in 

teacher training (Anderson 1988).  Although Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCU’s) had been around since the early 1800s, beginning in the 1920s, (HBCU’s) began to 

enroll more African Americans (Groff, 1961).  These colleges had been limited to the most 

talented African Americans before this time; however, the ever-increasing African American 

enrollment demanded the need for more teachers.  In addition, the newly developed secondary 

schools placed a demand for African American teachers who were skilled in specific content 

areas.  Historically black colleges and universities were primarily responsible for the education 

of African American teachers at the time of the Brown vs. Board of Education decision (Groff, 

1961). 

Segregation of Public Schools 

 In the early 20
th

 century, African American teachers were often hired to teach African 

American students (Foster, 1997).   In the North, cities such as New York, New Jersey, and 

Boston, African American teachers were only assigned to teach in predominately African 

American schools.  The African American teacher enrollment doubled between 1932 and 1948.  

In the South, African Americans were prevented from teaching white students as a result of Jim 

Crow laws.  The Southern states had a significantly larger number of African American teachers 

(Foster, 1997).  African American teachers were considered inferior and not good enough to 

teach white students.  Beginning in 1940, teachers in the West were hired in Portland, 
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Sacramento, and Seattle to teach in public schools (Brossard, 1993).  Many African American 

teachers, parents, and students across the country grew increasingly upset concerning the lack of 

materials and conditions of schools for African American students.  Parents sought equal 

resources and facilities as well as schools that were in closer proximity to neighborhoods.  This 

concern led to the Brown vs. Board of Education (1954) decision that changed the course of 

American schooling and changed the plight of teaching for many African American teachers.  

Desegregation of Public Schools 

 The Brown vs. Board of Education (1954) court decision initiated much apprehension for 

African American teachers and the larger African American community.  Many in the African 

American community wondered how their livelihoods would be affected and how they would be 

treated in public schools.  Mass firings of African American teachers occurred after the 

desegregation order, which led to a drastic shift in the African American teaching force.  Nearly 

38,000 African American teachers lost their positions between 1954 and 1965 (Holmes, 1990; 

King, 1993; Milner & Howard, 2004).  This is a severe reduction in force considering nearly 

70,000 African American teachers were teaching in predominately African American schools 

(Foster, 1997).  In her compilation of African American teachers' life histories, Michele Foster 

(1997) interviewed and collected teaching histories of twenty African American teachers with  

various years of teaching experience.  Foster (1997) included the stories of several teachers 

including Etta Joan Marks.  Marks discussed the mass firings that took place once desegregation 

occurred:   

 There were only two black teachers in the school, my cousin and myself.  Neither one of 

 us had a class because the townspeople didn't want us teaching their lily-white kids.  In 
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 spite of all the problems I encountered, I was more fortunate than many black teachers.  

 Most of those that worked with me in the segregated school didn't have jobs. (p.  

XXXVIII). 

African American teachers were treated differently now that they were teaching in integrated 

schools.  Etta Joan Marks identified the difference in treatment by her white students.  Many of 

them refused to address her by her title and would not pay attention to her in class.  She felt 

unappreciated, a feeling unheard of during her tenure in segregated schools (Foster, 1997).   

 These views are further substantiated in Milner & Howard's (2004) research on the 

effects of the Brown vs. Board of Education decision.  Milner & Howard interviewed three 

expert researchers, who had extensively studied the effects of Brown on the African American 

teaching force.  One participant, Vince, noted the color of pigmentation in one's skin as a 

deciding factor in how African American teachers were treated (Foster, 1997).  Those with 

lighter skin were considered less of a threat to the white students and parents.  As a result, many 

darker skinned African American teachers were not hired to teach in public schools.  Another 

participant, Barbara, noted the lack of confidence in African American teachers after the 

desegregation including questioning grades given to Caucasian students.  For the first time, 

African American teachers were questioned about the grades they were given and were expected 

to give an explanation for those grades to white parents (Milner & Howard, 2004).  Because of 

the perceived shift in how African American teachers were treated and perceived, many African 

Americans chose other career paths.  Teaching had become a career that was less desirable in the 

African American community (Milner & Howard, 2004).  Barbara, the second participant, 

discussed the significance of African Americans teachers' presence in the African American 

community:  "Many of the Black teachers were also Sunday school teachers at church.  They 
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lived in the community.  And so they lived in the community and went to church with these kids" 

(Milner & Howard, 2004, p. 291). 

 Desegregation had a dramatic impact on African American teaching and its perceived 

respect within the African American community.  Fewer African Americans were choosing 

teaching as a career path due to many other career choices that exist and the perception that 

teaching is currently not a respected position within the African American community (Lynn, 

2006).  In addition, historically black colleges and universities (HBCU’s) are not the sole force 

educating today’s African American teachers.   

Summary of Historical Overview of African American Teachers 

 The history of African American teachers is quite tumultuous.  Several attempts to thwart 

the progress of African American universal education were made by many who recognized the 

significant power of African American teachers.  The continuing decline of African Americans 

going into the teaching field is not without notice (King, 1993). Many of the negative 

experiences African American teachers faced after desegregation is in direct opposition to the 

respect they received within the African American community, particularly African American 

Churches (Anderson, 1988). 

Conceptual Framework Revisited 

 This study examines the African American Church Sunday school as well as secondary 

English/language arts classrooms while focusing on engaged pedagogy, African American 

teachers, African American teacher pedagogy, and teacher identity.  This section of the literature 

review will further expand the conceptual framework by reviewing significant research. 
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Sunday School as Engaged Pedagogy 

  hooks’s (1994) notion of engaged pedagogy is inspired by Freire’s (2000) liberatory 

education in which Freire calls on educators to create “the deepening of attitude of awareness 

characteristic of all emergence” (p. 109).  When examining the role tenets of 

engaged/transformative pedagogy, well-being includes the self-actualization of the teacher and 

his/her embodiment of happiness (hooks, 1994).  With engaged pedagogy, teachers grow from 

the learning process and become better teachers.  They receive joy from their students being 

empowered through knowledge.  Lastly, hooks’s idea of a democratic setting in the classroom is 

a place where students can contribute without fear of domination.  Students are encouraged to 

participate as participation is the key to engaged awareness (hooks, 1994).   

 Tenets of engaged pedagogy are often found within the African American Church and the 

African American Church Sunday school.  After investigating the types of literacies present 

within the African American Church, McMillon and Edwards (2004) examined an African 

American Church Sunday school’s literacy experiences, and the students’ response to the literacy 

strategies and found that African American students learned various forms of literacy within this 

space.  The teachers’ use of storytelling activities served as a confidence booster and a source of 

empowerment for students.  Students were praised for their oral stories regardless of the 

performance, and teachers spoke of delight in seeing their students happy (McMillon & 

Edwards, 2004).  Teachers also felt it was their duty to prepare students for life’s challenges.  

McMillon and Edwards (2004) wrote, “Teachers in the classes addressed many difficult to talk 

about issues, such as death, chronic illness, and single parenthood.  The teachers feel it is their 

responsibility to prepare their students for all circumstances in life” (p. 188).  Teachers 

encouraged active participation and allowed more than one student to participate.  Lastly, 
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teachers in the study cited a nurturing environment as one of the primary concerns of their 

classrooms.  They wanted students to feel safe.  McMillon and Edwards (2004) wrote: 

While familiarity with structured repetition may be the impetus that motivated students to 

participate on many levels in class, teachers’ responses to mistakes created the nurturing 

environment that encouraged students to continue to participate and assured them it was 

safe to take risks in class. (p. 189) 

 Within this study, several examples of engaged pedagogy are evident in the teachers’ 

pedagogical practices.  By allowing students to make mistakes, the teachers empowered students 

to take risks in the face of failure.  Teachers also tailored their instruction to focus on the well-

being of their students.  They made sure issues such as death and single parenthood were 

adequately addressed within the Sunday school as both of these items heavily affect their 

community and students.  Also, the teachers centered all of their activities around the Bible, 

which is the foundational text of Sunday school.  McMillon and Edwards’ (2004) study 

specifically focuses on the pedagogy that takes place within the African American Church 

Sunday School because it is a rich breeding ground for competent teaching practices.  While 

McMillon and Edwards (2004) do identify key characteristics of the teachers’ pedagogical 

practices, they do not examine the beliefs and practices behind those systems.  The teachers’ 

religious and/or spiritual identities are framed within the Sunday school.   

 It is uncommon for researchers to focus specifically on the socialization processes and 

teacher-student interactions of an Africa American Sunday school.  One rare example is Haight’s 

(2002) study of four African American Church Sunday School classes (ages 3-15) and Sunday 

school teachers in Salt Lake City, Utah.  Using an ethnographic frame, Haight (2002) 

investigated adults’ socialization beliefs including the methods of African American teachers, 
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and “children’s development within an African American community” (p. 5).  Teachers stressed 

the need to instill a sense of self-worth to students as a way to combat racism within the school 

systems.  Teachers also taught and heavily focused on literacy skills, so students would appear 

confident within their public school classrooms.  Students’ well-being was cited as one of the 

most important goals of the Sunday school.  Haight (2002) wrote, “When asked to state the most 

important goal of Sunday school, all adults emphasized children’s development as Christians.  In 

the words of Sister Patrice, one of the Sunday School teachers, “The [most] important goal is to 

bring that child to Christ” (pp. 77-78).  Teachers often initiated adult-child conflicts as they were 

a “routine and acceptable form of social interaction” (Haight, 2002, p. 141).  Teachers used these 

conflicts in a humorous way to liven the classroom climate and to provide enjoyable positive 

exchanges.  Lastly, teachers described a feeling of fulfillment after seeing their students actively 

engage in the Bible stories or Bible lessons.  This engagement signaled a desire, on the students’ 

part, to grow closer to Christ, which is the primary instructional focus of the Sunday school 

teachers.   

 By instilling a sense of self-worth, teachers focused not only on students’ social well-

being but also on their emotional and political well-being (Haight, 2002).  The teachers wanted 

the students to be successful in all educational arenas; thus, they tailored many of their activities 

and pedagogical styles to meet that need.   Everything else was positioned around that point.  

These teachers were transforming students through their practices, but most importantly, they 

were empowering themselves by seeing their students fulfilled.  Although Haight’s (2002) study 

is integral to the research of the African American Church and African American Church Sunday 

school, it does not address how the specific pedagogical practices of African American Sunday 

school teachers are transformative for the teachers and their students.  The socialization patterns 
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for children do not address how these specific practices have impacted teachers’ lives outside of 

the Sunday school. 

While Haight (2002) links the African American Church Sunday school to many of the 

African American student socialization practices, she does suggest that the Sunday school was 

within the larger aspect of the African American Church as a source of empowerment and 

socialization.  In her heavily cited work, A Community Text Arises, Moss’s (2003) case study of 

three African American Churches found linkages between African American ministers’ sermons 

and empowerment.  Ministers are also teachers because they teach the flock on a weekly or bi-

weekly basis (Moss, 2003).  Reverend M., one of the participants in the study and pastor of a 

large, predominately African-American congregation often incorporated political and social 

issues into his sermons.   Dr. N., another participant and pastor of a large Baptist church, 

identified himself as a “race” preacher, and he also incorporated racial, political, social, and 

economic issues into his sermons (Moss, 2003).  The ministers’ sermons all stressed politics and 

social issues in addition to spiritual issues.  This stems from the ministers wanting to "uplift" the 

congregation.  Thus, elements of engaged pedagogy are also framed outside of a church 

classroom setting and identified in the "classroom" of the church.  

 The research reported here--studies focusing on the engaged pedagogy within an African 

American Church Sunday school--is significant as  it identifies the pedagogical practices of 

African American Sunday school teachers including a focus on well-being and empowerment 

within a democratic setting.  It also focuses on the African American Church as an institution of 

engaged pedagogy through the ministers' sermons.  Lastly, the data covers a period of time as 

both are either case studies or ethnographic in nature allowing the exploration of several teachers 

across various grade/age levels.  Issues of teacher religious identity and teacher pedagogical 
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practices need to be explored in order to help teachers fully understand the impact their 

dispositions could have on their students.   

African American Teacher Pedagogy 

 This section of the literature review focuses on African American teachers and common 

characteristics of their pedagogy.  Foster (1995) wrote, "African American teachers, especially 

women, have not only distinguished themselves professionally, but through their participation in 

the self-help efforts of African American religious denominations, social clubs, civic 

associations, and other organizations have contributed to the development of the African 

American community as well" (p. 571).  African American teachers were once one of the most 

respected people within the African American community (King, 1993); however, after 

desegregation, the African American teaching workforce began to drastically decline.  Fifty 

percent of African Americans were employed as teachers in the 1950s.  This number declined to 

5% in 2005 (Banks & Banks, 2007).  Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, many African 

Americans began to explore other career opportunities as more higher education accepted 

African American students.   

 In addition, the enrollment and awarding of degrees from HBCU's declined in the mid 

1970s (Garibaldi, 1991).  This decline stemmed from newly implemented certification tests that 

were implemented at the junior and senior college levels in addition to entry-level tests to be 

admitted into colleges of education (Foster, 1995; Morris, 2004).   For qualifying exams into 

teacher education programs, African Americans had the highest failure rates (Foster, 1995).  It is 

important to note that many programs have been implemented to increase the number of African 

American teaching candidates including loan forgiveness programs, test prep programs, and 

transfer agreements among community colleges and local campuses (Foster, 1990, 1995).   
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Historicity and Pedagogy.  There are many aspects of history that have had a major 

effect on the pedagogy of African American teachers.  Race and culture were listed as key 

factors that shaped the pedagogical practices and curriculum of African American teachers 

(Foster, 1995, 1997; Irvine, 2002; Walker, 1996).  Societal factors including institutionalized 

racism and segregation caused African Americans to face issues of race (Irvine, 2002).  This 

heightened sense of racial awareness contributes to the common recognition of racism by 

African American teachers.   

Recognition of Racism.  Irvine (2002) wrote, “Specifically, many of the black teachers 

identified the importance of preparing black students to challenge and resist racism.  Because 

teachers shared their students’ culture, they recognized the impact of racism on these students’ 

lives and were determined to support their students’ achievements in spite of racism" (p. 37).  

Ladson-Billings’ (1994) participant Peggy Valentine believed her African American students had 

significant skills that often went unrealized because of their race:  “I also know that being smart 

has nothing to do with skin color” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p. 42).  Pauline Lipman’s (1998) 

study of race, class, and power inequities in school restructuring found that African American 

teachers at one predominately African American school recognized the impact of racism and 

racism and/or classist assumptions.  Lipman (1998) wrote: 

Some faculty members attributed the educational problems of African American students 

to racism.  This view was voiced by four to six mainly African American teachers at each 

school.  Unlike others who placed the blame for students’ educational problems on 

students, those with a critique of racism cast their eyes on inequalities within school and 

society. (p. 86) 
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Lipman (1998) also reiterated this recognition of racism when she wrote, “They believed the 

school’s behavioral norms and subtext of valued cultural knowledge were alien and debilitating 

to African American students.  In addition, they described the curriculum as Eurocentric” (p. 87). 

The teachers also disagreed with how African American parents were viewed and treated.  They 

believed African American parents were interested in their children’s education but were unable 

to attend many school functions due to race and class barriers (Lipman, 1998).  These race and 

class barriers included African American parents' discomfort with the social class structure of the 

school as the neighborhood was predominately upper-middle-class White and the majority of 

teachers and school leaders were also White.  Lastly, many of the African American teachers felt 

that school leaders did not do much to make African American parents feel comfortable in the 

school (Lipman, 1998). 

Responsibility for the African American Community/Connectedness .  Patricia Hill-

Collins (2000) identified the ways African American teachers promoted African American 

development within the community.  She noted that African American teachers believed it was 

their responsibility to uplift their community through education (Hill-Collins, 2000).  Irvine 

(2002) wrote, "Black teachers used an assortment of caring behaviors for the benefit of their 

students by addressing the specific needs of their students and responding to those needs out of a 

sense of accountability to the black children and their community" (p. 35). 

 In her ethnographic case study of eight teachers, Ladson-Billings (1994) identified 

several teachers who promoted racial uplift and African American community development.  

Julie Devereaux, one of the participants, believed "that teaching offers a humane, ethical way for 

people to give back to the community" (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p. 39).  Patricia Hilliard, a twenty 

year teaching veteran, stressed specific use of language because she believed it was her 
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responsibility to prepare students for the demands that would be placed and expected of them 

language-wise: “My job is to make sure that they can use both languages, that they understand 

that their language is valid but that demands placed upon them by others mean that they will 

constantly have to prove their worth” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p. 82).  According to Dixson 

(1993), African American teachers saw it as their obligation to speak up for and on behalf of 

African American students and parents. 

 Foster (1995) wrote, "Nonetheless, almost without exception, connectedness to Black 

communities seems to be a recurring theme characterizing the practice of excellent African 

American teachers" (p. 575).  Foster (1990) also identified the ability of African American 

teachers to empower students through an emancipatory pedagogy.  This emancipatory pedagogy 

stressed academics and "the ability to fight racial oppression" (p. 119).  Students were engaged 

and confronted with the realities of social injustices.  Foster (1994) found that African 

Americans often emphasized connectedness through fictive, kinship relationships. 

The "Other Mother".  Hill-Collins (2000) first documented the historicity behind the 

term “other mothers.”  In her study of African American fictive and kinship relationships, Hill-

Collins noted the effort of African American women to take responsibility for other children.  

They assumed the role of caretaker and surrogate (Irvine, 2002).  This theme of “other mothers,” 

is present in much research examining African American teachers.  It is important to note that 

men are not excluded from this relationship and also place an emphasis on kinship relationships 

in the classroom (Irvine, 2002). 

 Foster (1997) documented the theme of “other mother” through one of her participants, 

Ruby Middleton Forsythe, a sixty-year teaching veteran.  Forsythe actively created fictive 

kinship relationships with her students.  Foster (1997) wrote, “’The first thing I do is I try to 
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become a mother to all of them.  I let them know I care about them.  As long as you are here with 

me, I’m your mama until you go back home, and when you go back home, you go to your other 

mother’” (p. 31).  Ladson-Billings (1994) also documented the “other mother” in her research.  

Ladson-Billings discussed how Patricia Hilliard, a teacher participant in Ladson-Billings’ study, 

described her relationship with her students as a family.  Students would create family trees and 

decide on kinship roles within the classroom.   

 In order for one to understand teacher identities of African American teachers, this 

research based is needed.  One limitation of the research on African American pedagogy is that it 

often does not consider cultural influences of pedagogy.  There are several questions that 

surround the research on African American teachers and African American teacher pedagogical 

practices.  For example, although there is current research on effective African American 

teachers, what are the influences that shape African American teachers’ identities?  How does 

the African American Sunday School pedagogy compare too many effective teaching practices 

of African American teachers?  The scholarly literature relating African American teacher 

pedagogy to cultural influences, specifically the African American Church, is quite meager as 

well as the conversation of teacher identity as it relates to African American teaching pedagogy.  

There are very few scholars who have chosen to present African American teachers in a positive 

light.   

Identity and Practice 

This last section of the literature review focuses on communities of practice and identity 

and practice.  Wenger (1998) defined communities of practice as "Collective learning that results 

in practices that reflect both the pursuit of our enterprises and the attendant social relations" (p. 

45).  Because this study examines the church as a community of practice, one cannot ignore the 



52 

 

significant history of learning.  These histories are connected to us via artifacts that are preserved 

throughout generations.  Wenger (1998) wrote, "We are connected to our histories through the 

forms of artifacts that are produced, preserved, weathered, through the ages, and also through our 

experience of participation as our identities are formed, inherited, rejected, interlocked, and 

transformed through mutual engagement in practice" (p. 87).  Sunday school contains many 

artifacts including literacy teaching and learning, tradition, respect for other students, teaching of 

life lessons as seen in the above mentioned research of Haight (2002) and McMillon and 

Edwards (2004).   

Within a community of practice, learning must always take place and this learning is the 

engine of practice.  As seen in the historical overview of Sunday schools, there are many shared 

practices within the African American Church and African American Church Sunday school; 

however, new members of the communities negotiate the meaning behind these practices causing 

practices to evolve.  This explains why although there are traditional aspects of the African 

American Sunday school that are retained, many of today's African American Church Sunday 

school teachers engage in new practices.   

According to Wenger (1998), humans do not become humans by themselves.  Our 

identity lies in our direct experience and memberships in various social communities (Wenger, 

1998).  When we engage in practice, we develop experiences of participation.  Two layers, our 

effects on the world and our social relations with others, build to produce our identity.  These 

two layers negotiated through meaning entail who we are as human beings.  Communities of 

practice are significant to our identities as within these practices are where we learn interaction 

with others including how to work with others (Wenger, 1998).  Our identity is not static; 

instead, it is something that is negotiated throughout our lives.  This negotiation takes place by 
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incorporating the past and future.  Danielewicz (2001) wrote, "Every person is composed of 

multiple, often conflicting identities, which exist in volatile states of construction or 

reconstruction, reformation or erosion, addition or expansion" (p. 10).  Wenger (1998) wrote, "If 

learning in practice is negotiating an identity, and if that identity incorporates the past and the 

future, then it is in each other that old timers and newcomers find their experience of history" 

(p.157).  The types of communities of practice, in which we engage, initiate the types of 

practices we exhibit (Wenger, 1998).  Moving from different communities of practice, we often 

struggle with various forms of individuality and levels of competence that conflict with one 

another.  Wenger (1998) wrote, "As we engage our whole person in practice, our identities 

dynamically encompass multiple perspectives in the negotiation of new meanings" (p. 161).  Our 

identities are experiences that involved both reification and participation.   

Because our identities are constantly evolving, they can never be static.  Danielewicz 

(2001) identified identity as social constructions that are shaped by interactions with others.  In 

addition, there is no single identity.  Danielewicz (2001) wrote, "Every person is composed of 

multiple, often conflicting identities, which exist in volatile states of construction or 

reconstruction, reformation or erosion, addition or expansion" (p. 10).  We are constantly in a 

state of becoming somebody (Smith, 1988). 

Discourse and Identity 

 According to Wenger (1998), discourse is not a practice.  Instead, it is used within the 

context of many practices.  Communities of practice produce and reproduce discourses.  Gee's 

(2000) discourse-identities are defined as "The source of this trait the 'power' that determines it is 

the discourse or dialogue of the people" (p. 103).  Discourse identities are given power through 

recognition.  The participants are African American, which means they participate in discourses 
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that produce and reproduce their identities as African American.  Discourses are created by one 

participating in associated practices.  Participation in social groups requires learning rules and 

operations, so one conceives that values associated with that particular discourse (Gee, 2000). 

Religion and Public Education 

 Religion and spirituality are often used interchangeably although people identify them as 

two different terms.  Taylor, Chatters, and Levin (2004) wrote, "Three out of four respondents 

categorized themselves as both religious and spiritual.  Nineteen percent of respondents indicated 

that they were spiritual and not religious" (p. 17).  Taylor & Chatters (2010) specifically focused 

on how African Americans identified themselves regarding religion and spirituality by 

conducting surveys and interviews with 6,082 participants ages eighteen and older.  Eighty-four 

percent cited religion as important in their lives (Taylor & Chatters, 2010).  In his 2000 study of 

African American women's identification of religion, Mattis (2000) concluded that African 

American women conceptually differentiate religiosity and spirituality but recognize them as 

interrelated.  Most African Americans identify themselves as both spiritual and religious (Taylor 

& Chatters, 2010; Taylor, Chatters, Jayakody, & Levin, 1996).  African American participants 

have not valued one term more than the other; they see both as integral to their beliefs although 

they are conceptually different (Taylor, Chatters, Jayakody, & Levin, 1996).  I believe 

spirituality is nurtured through religion and one's religious experience (Nelson, 2006).  This 

study is designed to see if teachers' religious beliefs and/or practices overlap with their 

pedagogical practices and /or teacher identities in the secondary classroom.   

Religious Identity and Pedagogical Practices 

 Nelson's (2006) ethnographic case study concluded that teachers believed their religious 

beliefs and practices were embodied in their teaching practices through the tenets of social 
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justice, of care, and of diversity.  Nelson investigated seven teachers, all members of two Baptist, 

American churches, via semi-structured interviews and self-written reflections.  These reflections 

included questionnaires and life history essays.  He found that teachers' religious beliefs and 

practices had a profound impact on their pedagogical practices (Nelson, 2006).  Harry and Frank 

are two cases within this study. 

 Harry, an African-American public elementary fifth grade teacher, whose "sense of self 

as a Baptist rather than simply a Christian is tied intimately to his personal family history" 

(Nelson, 2006, p. 91),  was raised in a Baptist church his entire life and saw his religious beliefs 

as a connection to his family and ancestry.  Harry's religious beliefs dictated his rapport with his 

students and provided opportune moments for him to reflect upon his beliefs.  He discussed his 

struggle with anger and the negative side of it as well as how his faith helped him overcome his 

issues.  The tenets of care and social justice are evident in Harry's respect for his students' 

opinions and beliefs, regardless of how different they were from his own beliefs.  Nelson (2006) 

wrote, "Even when they screw up, I make sure they get justice but when they are not at fault then 

I have to give them justice, even though some students who I personally don't like, professionally 

don't like...I still have to give them justice" (p. 95). 

 Frank, a middle aged Caucasian male and private elementary school teacher, cited his 

religious beliefs as not only affecting his pedagogical practices but also his views towards 

teaching in a public school.  Nelson (2006) also identified how one's religious beliefs affected 

his/her perception of teaching as a profession. Frank's religious beliefs included his perception 

that his relationship with Jesus should be seen in his actions and speech.  Frank considered the 

public school system to be a difficult transition for him due to his lack of academic freedom 
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because he wanted to freely speak about his religious beliefs within an academic context.  Nelson 

(2006) stated:  

The genesis of this perceived suppression of Christian ideas and action is based from 

Frank’s standpoint in an ideological conflict of Christianity versus evolution, naturalism, 

and atheism in terms of the schools, which he articulates as being embedded within a 

myth of neutrality that actually disfavors religion, and which in particular disfavors 

Christianity. (p. 120)   

Harry's and Frank's religious beliefs impacted their relationship with their students and their view 

of the class curriculum and school environment.  They both considered their religious identity to 

be an extension of their teaching identity.   

 Expanding his earlier study, Nelson (2010) conducted a smaller investigation of two 

teachers’ identities.  Nelson’s (2010) case study concluded that the two participants’ religious 

beliefs had an immense impact on their pedagogical practices. Conducting semi-structured 

interviews and collecting the participants’ life histories, Nelson was able to identify religious 

identities along three lines, including internal identity, external identity, and affiliative identity 

(Nelson, 2010).  The study investigated two classroom teachers, one African American and the 

one Caucasian, who attended a predominately African American Church in Bayview, California.  

Both cited the impact of religion/spirituality in their lives; however, these entities impacted their 

lives to different degrees.  Gwen defined herself as more “spiritual” than religious (Nelson, 

2010).  She believed one’s religion should encapsulate one’s spiritual well-being, including 

mental health, physical health, and social health.  Within her first-grade classroom, Gwen 

encouraged her students to talk openly about their religions and encouraged the inclusion of all 

religions.  In addition, her pedagogical practices included the incorporation of texts whose main 
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characters had a spiritual background, or texts that stressed mental and/or physical well-being.  

She also utilized literary texts to emphasize Christian tenets including kindness and patience.  

Although Gwen focused primarily on mental and spiritual well-being, Jada focused more on 

behavioral approaches to pedagogy (Nelson, 2010).   

 Jada, the other participant, extended Nelson’s conclusion that teachers’ religious beliefs 

affect their pedagogical practices.  Unlike Gwen, Jada cited herself as being religious.  She has 

never questioned her religious beliefs and has always been a member of the Baptist 

denomination (Nelson, 2010).  She never saw herself leaving this denomination or church 

because she believed religion is tied to her African ancestral history.  She often commented on 

the immense struggles African slaves endured in order to practice religious freedom.  Similar to 

Gwen, Jada believed teaching was “a calling from God” and took pleasure in educating her 

students.  Jada’s pedagogical practices were affected by her behavioral approaches with the 

students.  Jada believed in justice and equality as a result of her Christian faith, and presented 

many opportunities for her students’ voices to be heard (Nelson, 2010).  She often promoted 

activities in her class that empowered students, including lifting their self-esteem and giving 

them many opportunities to work on a task.  Jada often included discussions on love, equity, and 

social justice to teach students the importance of these tenets.  Although she did not relate them 

directly to religion, she openly discussed their relation to her strong religious identity (Nelson, 

2010).   

Gwen and Jada both cited their religious/spiritual beliefs as having an effect on their 

pedagogical practices (Nelson, 2010).  Their classroom activities, instructional approaches with 

students, and educational beliefs were based on their religious/spiritual beliefs.  Their religious 

identity affected their pedagogical practices.  The research, however, did not address the effects 
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of Gwen’s and Jada’s Sunday School teaching practices on their classroom practices and if there 

was a correlation between the teachers’ Sunday School practices and teaching practices.  In 

addition, research is further needed studying public high school secondary teachers as Gwen and 

Jada are both K-8 teachers in a private school setting.   

 In her seminal text, The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American 

Children, Ladson-Billings (1994) explored the culturally relevant practices of successful teachers 

of African American students.  Billings conducted an ethnographic case study of eight teachers, 

five African American and three Caucasian, with various levels of teaching experience.  Through 

interviews and teacher observations, Ladson-Billings determined the beliefs and/or factors that 

affected one’s practices and the extent to which these practices were considered culturally 

relevant.  Many teachers cited their cultural influences, including faith in God and church 

worship, as affecting their pedagogical practices (Ladson-Billings, 1994).   

 One of these participants, Elizabeth Harris, depended on her faith when determining how 

best to teach and support her second grade students (Ladson-Billings, 1994).  Harris believed it 

was her duty to help students become aware of their spirituality; therefore, she often invited 

students to participate in out-of-school activities via parental consent.  These activities included 

church events, specifically Sunday School, as Harris served as a Sunday School teacher.  Harris 

wanted to create a sense of connectedness with her students by viewing them both as one large 

family and as members of her family.  She stated her religious conviction as the reason she did 

not give up on her students.  Harris tried to differentiate her instruction so that all of her students 

gained knowledge and were successful within her learning environment.  When she saw a 

student struggling, she went the extra mile to aid in their success.  The tenet of caring was 

heavily embedded in Harris’ teaching practices.  Harris also situated her religious beliefs within 
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her teacher identity.  She noted the impact her beliefs had on her pedagogical practices, including 

demonstrating "God's love" to her students (Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

Summary of Literature Review 

It is necessary to note the significance placed on historicity in this study.  Because the 

contextual setting for this study is situated within two different environments, the African 

American Church and the secondary classroom environment, an historical overview is needed 

for one to fully grasp the significance of the African American Church as it relates to the African 

American community and pedagogy.  The African American Church is often absent in the 

literature surrounding African American teacher pedagogy and is rarely mentioned in the 

literature on teacher identity.  I believe in order to examine pedagogical practices of African 

American teachers, one must first examine the institutional origins of African American 

teaching.  Understanding the pedagogical practices of African American teachers as it relates to 

the African American Church can add significantly to the body of research and knowledge 

focusing on African American teacher research.  The research reported here is significant for 

several reasons.  First, it frames teachers’ awareness of their religious beliefs and its relation to 

their teaching practices.  Second, it demonstrates the extent to which one’s religious beliefs 

shape teaching practices in various public and private school classrooms.  Third, it identifies key 

tenets that relate to teachers’ religious identities including social justice, care, diversity, and 

students as family.  Therefore, the examination of whether a teacher’s religious beliefs shapes his 

/her secondary pedagogical practices can prove valuable for teacher education programs, 

classroom teachers, parents, and students who wish to create a transformative and engaged space 

for students. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter is outlined in four sections.  The first section presents the methodology and 

research design.  The second section examines the participants and selection process.  The third 

section analyzes the data collection process.  The fourth section outlines the data analysis process 

including reliability, researcher positionality, and research limitations.   

Research Design 

Case Study Methodology 

Qualitative research begins with "assumptions, a worldview, the possible use of a 

theoretical lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or 

groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2007, p. 37). This study employs case 

study methodology, and case study methodology is utilized in many disciplines.  “Case study 

research involves the study of an issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded 

system (i.e., a setting, a context)” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73).  This study investigates how 

connections African American teachers’ religious identities (phenomenon) shape their teacher 

identities specifically as it relates to pedagogical practices (context) (Yin, 1994).  In this case, the 

relationship between the phenomenon and the context are not known.  Multiple forms of data are 

included with case study research, and interviews and observations portray a view of life and 

surroundings from the research participants (Creswell, 2007).  My study focuses on the multiple 
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perspectives of three teacher participants and their interactions with their pedagogies and 

religious perspectives; therefore, case study research is advantageous to this study (Simons, 

2009).   

Research Questions 

The following questions guide this study: 

1. How do the pedagogical practices of African American Sunday school teachers relate to 

their secondary English pedagogical practices? 

2. How do teachers' religious beliefs and/or identities shape their teaching identities and/or 

dispositions? 

The following table is referenced from Chapter 1 to demonstrate data collection strategies for 

each question:   

Table 3 

Data Collection Procedures 

Research questions Data collection procedures 

1. How do the pedagogical practices 

of African American Sunday school 

teachers relate to their secondary 

English pedagogical practices? 

 Observations in each teachers’ Sunday 

school classrooms & field notes (1 day 

each week) 

 Three semi-structured interviews with 

each teacher participant 

 

2. How do teachers' religious beliefs 

and/or identities shape their 

teaching identities and/or 

dispositions? 

 Three semi-structured interviews with 

each teacher participant 

 Sunday school and classroom 

observations & field notes on each 

teacher participant 
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Participants and Selection 

 The sample size for this study contained a small number of participants (n=3).  For this 

study, a combination of snowball and purposive sampling was used to select participants.  

Participants were selected because of their self-identification as religious persons and secondary 

English/Language Arts teachers.  In addition, I used snowball sampling due to contacting 

teachers for their religious identification and teacher employment.  Participants who were 

interested in participating in this study met the following criteria, which was explicitly stated in 

the formal invitation letter:  1.) Must be African American; 2.) Public secondary 

English/language arts teacher; and 3.) Sunday school teacher within an African American 

Church as defined in this project.  Participants have satisfied all of the stated criteria.  Having 

served as a secondary English/language arts teacher in a local county school system, I developed 

many teacher contacts.  Several of these contacts provided recommendations for teacher 

participants in this study.   In addition, a list of all African American English/Language Arts 

teachers, in three local school systems, were generated via school principals to reach potential 

participants. These three local systems are located in a mid-size town, population of 150,000, in 

the Southeastern section of the United States. 

Primary Participants 

 Three primary participants agreed to take part in this study.  Short biographies for the 

primary participants are listed below in the order in which they are discussed in the forthcoming 

chapters.  A biographical profile for each primary participant can be found in Appendix B.    
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 Mrs. Maggie Miller:  Mrs. Miller is a thirty-six year old African American female in her 

fourteenth year of teaching secondary English.  She attends Greater Emmanuel AME Church.  

She teaches English 9 at Hightown County High School. 

 Ms. Valerie White.  Ms. Valerie White is a twenty-eight year old African American 

female in her seventh year of teaching secondary English.  She attends Baylor Chapel AME Zion 

Church.  She teaches English 8 at Evergreen Middle School.   

 Mrs. Angela Taylor.  Mrs. Taylor is a thirty-year old African American female in her 

seventh year of teaching secondary English.  She attends New Hope Baptist Church.  She teaches 

English 8 at Hightown County High School. 

Confidentiality and Informed Consent Procedures 

 In order to ensure the safety of all participants and their identities, all participants 

received a copy of the proposal to the Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The IRB approved the 

proposal, and a copy was sent to the participants.  Pseudonyms are used in place of teachers’ 

names, schools, churches, and anyone associated with these institutions.  Informed consent was 

gained from each participant in this study before any observations or interviews were completed. 

Data Collection 

 I utilized three methods of data collection:  observations, interviews, and field notes.  

According to Creswell (2007), case studies involve several sources of information.  In order for a 

study to be cited as a case study, multiple forms of data collection are needed in order to 

disprove false conclusions.  I explore each of these items in detail.   

Observations 

 Observations include recording events and behaviors in a social setting (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011).  Field notes were taken to describe the events observed.  Because case studies 
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rely on multiple sources of data to validate findings, observations consisted of one aspect of my 

data collection.  Because this study examined teachers’ pedagogical practices, observations were 

needed in order to see the teacher in her natural setting and to identify the teachers’ common 

practices.  By serving as an observer, I was able to gain valuable insight into the teachers’ 

routine, class schedule, and class structure.  The field notes for this study were derived from 

various “jottings” that were developed into full field notes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2009). 

Jottings were kept in a journal, and the fully developed field notes were typed. 

Observation Schedule 

 The schedule for the observations in the teachers’ secondary classrooms and Sunday 

school classrooms is found in Table 4.  Beginning in the summer (2012), I observed each 

teacher’s Sunday school class a minimum of eight times, which totals eight weeks of 

observations.  Eight weeks was a sufficient amount of time to determine themes and 

commonalities among pedagogical practices in the Sunday school class and teachers’ 

dispositions.  These observations lasted for the duration of the Sunday school class, which varied 

in length.  Because Sunday school is only offered on Sunday, I only observed each teacher once 

a week in her respective Sunday school.   

 I observed each teacher in his/her secondary English/language arts classroom a minimum 

of fourteen times over a fourteen week timeframe (See Table 3). These observations lasted for 

one class period, which was a total of 96 minutes (block schedule) or 50 minutes (period 

schedule).  The classroom observations began Tuesday, September 4 and ended on Friday, 

December 21.  Each teacher’s classroom was observed at their convenience over a consistent 

amount of time; for example, if teacher participants requested two observations a week rather 
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than once a week throughout the course of the semester, the observation schedule reflected their 

wishes.   

Table 4 

Sunday School Classroom Observation Schedules 

Dates of Observations Sites/Teachers Associated with Sites 

Sun., 07/08/12 

Sun., 07/15/12 

Sun., 07/22/12 

Sun., 07/29/12  

Sun., 08/05/12  

Sun., 08/12/12 

Sun., 08/19/12 

Sun., 08/26/12 

Site:  Greater Emmanuel AME Zion Church 

Teacher Participant:  

Mrs. Maggie Miller 

Sun., 09/02/12 

Sun., 09/09/12 

Sun., 09/16/12 

Sun., 09/23/12 

Sun., 09/30/12 

Sun., 10/7/12 

Sun., 10/14/12 

Sun., 10/28/12 

Site:  Baylor Chapel AME Zion Church 

 

Teacher Participant:   

Ms. Valerie White 

Sun., 11/04/12 

Sun., 11/11/12 

Sun., 11/1812 

Sun., 11/25/12 

Sun., 12/02/12 

Sun., 12/09/12 

Sun., 12/16/12 

Sun., 12/23/12 

Site:  Mrs. Angela Taylor 

 

Teacher Participant:  New Light Baptist 

Church 

 

Table 5 

Secondary English Classroom Observations 

Dates of Observations Sites/Teachers Associated with Sites 

Thurs., 09/06/12 

Thurs., 09/13/12 

Site:  Hightown County High School 
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Thurs., 09/20/12 

Thurs., 09/27/12 

Thurs., 10/04/12 

Thurs., 10/11/12 

Thurs., 10/18/12 

Thurs., 10/25/12 

Thurs., 11/01/12 

Thurs., 11/08/12 

Thurs., 11/15/12 

Thurs., 11/29/12 

Thurs., 12/6/12 

Thurs., 12/13/12 

Teacher Participant:  Mrs. Maggie Miller 

Tues., 09/04/12 

Tues., 09/11/12 

Tues., 09/18/12 

Mon., 09/24/12 

Tues., 10/2/12 

Tues., 10/9/12 

Tues., 10/16/12 

Mon., 10/22/12 

Tues., 10/30/12 

Tues., 11/06/12 

Tues., 11/13/12 

Tues., 11/27/12 

Tues., 12/04/12 

Tues., 12/11/12 

Site:  Evergreen Middle School 

Teacher Participant:  Ms. Valerie White 

Mon., 09/10/12 

Mon., 09/17/12 

Tues., 09/25/12 

Mon., 10/03/12 

Mon., 10/10/12 

Mon., 10/15/12 

Tues., 10/23/12 

Mon., 10/29/12 

Mon., 11/05/12 

Mon., 11/12/12 

Mon., 11/26/12 

Mon., 12/04/12 

Site:  Hightown County High School 

Teacher Participant:  Mrs. Angela Taylor 
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Mon., 12/10/12 

Mon., 12/17/12 

 

Interviews 

 According to Kvale & Brinkmann (2008), qualitative interviews are “a construction site 

of knowledge where two individuals discuss a theme of mutual interest” (p. 2).  For this study, I 

conducted three semi-structured interviews, which are described as conversations between the 

researcher and participants (McCracken, 1988; Patton, 2002; Rubin, 1995).  With semi-

structured interviews, dates were scheduled for the interviews and a broad protocol was used; 

however, the participants guided the interview focus.  Because the teachers' voices and 

experiences were critical to this study, other forms of interviewing, including standardized 

interviews would not fit the study. 

Each teacher was interviewed three times.  The first interviews were conducted during 

the week of my first observations with the teachers.  The purpose of this interview was to probe 

further understanding of their lives as it relates to their church involvement, teaching identities, 

and teaching influences; for example, how did teachers become involved in their churches?  

What influence have their churches had on their lives?  How did they get to this point in their 

lives as a teacher in both environments?  The second interviews were conducted during the 

midpoint of the fall academic semester.  By this time, I had observed the teachers in their 

classroom and Sunday school classrooms, and I asked teachers about the origin of their practices, 

why they chose specific methods, and if they saw points of comparison between the two 

environments; for example, how/why did they choose specific methods of teaching?  Why do 

teachers treat students in a certain manner?  Do they see these practices as relatable to their 
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religious beliefs and identities?   The third interview took place near the end of the academic 

semester and focused specifically on the teachers’ religious identities.  I asked the teachers 

questions pertaining to their religious beliefs and spiritual ideals; for example, what does it mean 

to be a Christian?  How has being a Christian affected their relationship with both groups of their 

students?     Interviews allowed the participants to describe their perspectives on events and these 

perspectives were needed in this study.    

Each interview was audiotaped and later transcribed.  When transcribing, the researcher 

initiates various judgments about how the interview is interpreted and how it is presented in the 

research (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  In order to ensure reliability of data, every effort was 

made to place verbatim speech into the research via quotation marks and summarized speech 

without quotation marks.  Transcriptions were discussed with the participants via various 

member checks to ensure confirmation of their intents.   

Data Analysis 

Constant-Comparative Method 

Grounded theory studies begin with the open coding procedure, which examines the text 

for its major themes (Creswell, 2007).  Analysis proceeded in a modified form of the constant 

comparative method (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  The interview 

transcripts and observational field notes were coded until the point of saturation.  Open codes are 

listed in Appendix C.  Axial coding followed the open coding procedure and relationships were 

further developed.  Axial coding is defined as “crosscutting or relating concepts to one another” 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 195).  From these axial codes, themes were developed from the data 

collected.  These major themes included a focus on vocabulary /literacy learning, life application 

lessons, and daily words of wisdom for Mrs. Maggie Miller.  For Ms. Valerie White, major 
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themes included significance on technology, reading comprehension, good behavior and life 

application.  For Mrs. Taylor, major themes included a focus on oral literacy, class group work, 

focus on life application, and a focus on memorization.  A list of major themes is also listed in 

Appendix C. 

Researcher Positionality 

It is significant for researchers to state their biases when conducting research.  First, I 

identify myself as African American.  My view of the African American Church has been shaped 

by my own experiences.  I was raised in an African American Church and have attended this 

church my entire life.  I currently serve as a Sunday school teacher. I was also a high school 

English teacher for five years.   I am an advocate of equitable practices for all students, and I 

encountered many instances, as a secondary teacher, in which I believed some students were 

treated unfairly.  I also taught in a high school where I was one of four African American 

teachers; the faculty population consisted of seventy-six teachers.  I was the only African 

American content area teacher in the school, and I often found the lack of African American 

teachers to be quite disheartening. Therefore, I bring biases to this study.  Although the primary 

goal is to ensure objectivity and valid findings for this study, my biases influence my opinion 

towards the research question and how I interpret specific information.   

Considering the sensitive nature of this study, a focus on religious beliefs, I recognized 

the power dynamics associated with the relationship among the research, researcher, and 

participant. In addition, I recognized the ways research can be used to abuse groups of 

individuals, particularly marginalized groups of individuals:  “Data generated and accounts 

rendered can easily be misused and abused by both powerful interest groups and by the 

academy” Goodson, 1992, p. 239).  It was my intent to give a voice to African American 
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teachers, who are often marginalized, on a rarely studied topic.  I sought to represent the 

teachers, their churches, classrooms, students, and experiences as accurately as possible while 

also recognizing that “no inquiry is ever without initial values, beliefs, conceptions, and driving 

assumptions regarding the matter under investigation” (Sirotnik, 1991, p. 241). 

Trustworthiness/Objectivity 

 As with any form of qualitative analysis, there are ethical issues to consider.  Ethical 

issues always center on respecting participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Permission was 

obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) to complete research at the proposed sites 

and with the proposed participants (Appendix A).  Each participant as well as their respective 

schools and systems were informed of all research procedures and guidelines and consented to 

participating in this study.  I have enacted my forms of triangulation (see below) to ensure 

objectivity; however, I do not believe that one can be completely objective.  For this reason, I 

have acknowledged my biases and positionality as it relates to my research.  By acknowledging 

these biases, I am able to view how my biases affect my perspectives of this study.  To further 

remain objective, I  also utilized a tape recorder when conducting interviews.  Field notes helped 

me to construct my views and thoughts of the various observations.  Lincoln & Guba (2000) cite 

prolonged engagement as a means to ensuring objectivity.  The data collection process took 

place over a six month period to further validate findings.   

Reliability (triangulation) 

In order to ensure the reliability/trustworthiness of my research, several items will be 

built into the data collection process.  I have incorporated multiple sources of data including 

interviews and observations.  Because this study delves into the personal lives of participants, 

open dialogue meetings were held with each teacher participant to ensure accurate portrayal of 
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environments and experiences.  These member checks validate the data presented.  Repeated and 

consistent observations took place over a six-month time period.      

Limitations to the Study 

 There are limitations to this study.  First, this study contained a small sample of 

participants.  Many case studies include multiple cases with varying sample sizes.  It is difficult 

to find African American Church Sunday school teachers who are simultaneously secondary 

English classroom teachers.  Second, this study was only conducted in a six month time frame, 

and secondary classroom observations were only conducted during one school semester.  Many 

case studies have longer research periods that expand several academic semesters.  Third, a 

random sample was not conducted for participants in this study.  Lastly, I do not suggest that 

these findings are applicable to all African American female teachers or all African Americans.  

It is dangerous for one to present research with the intent of making generalizable or blanket 

statements about groups of people.  Instead, I seek to reveal insights into how these teachers’ 

identities relate to their pedagogical practices.   
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CHAPTER IV 

 

CASE STUDY #1:  MRS. MAGGIE MILLER 

 
 At my core, I'm a realist, and I want to do folks right…I want to do you right.  It may not 

come out like that, but my motive is to do right.  Of course, everyone wants to be liked,  but 

more than that, I prefer to be respected.  Because I am going to do the right thing.  When you 

come around me, you may not like it, or you may not agree with it, but I'm going to be fair.  I'm 

going to be just.  I'm going to try to do the right thing to make you a better person.  When you 

leave me, I want you to be a better person.  Whether you're smiling or not, I'm beyond that part.  

I used to want people to smile when they left, but even if they don't smile, if they walk away 

knowing the truth, my motive was to make them a better person.  And I'm good with that 

(Interview One, 7/6/12). 

Introduction 

 Chapters four, five, and six contain the three cases for this project. Each teacher identifies 

herself as Christian and religious; however, each teacher's religious identity differs.  For the most 

part, the teachers identify with a specific denomination.  The first teacher belongs to an African 

Methodist Episcopal (AME) church; the second teacher belongs to an African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion church (AMEZ); the third teacher belongs to a missionary Baptist church.  All 

three cases will be presented in this order.   

 Each case follows a specific organizational pattern.  First, the teacher's religious identity 

will be presented with information analyzing the teacher's religious beliefs, church community, 

Sunday school classroom, and Sunday school pedagogical practices.  Second, the teacher's 

classroom identity will be presented with information analyzing the teacher's pedagogical 

beliefs, classroom/school community, secondary English classroom, and secondary English 
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pedagogical practices.  Third, connecting points emerging from the data that stems from the 

teacher's Sunday school classroom and secondary English classroom will be analyzed.   

Meet Mrs. Maggie Miller 

 Mrs. Miller is thirty-six years old, and she has lived in Tuscaloosa her entire life.  I did 

not have to have a formal interview with Mrs. Miller; instead, I was able to casually begin 

interviewing her about her life.  She continues to inform me that has been married to her high 

school sweetheart, Dylan, for twelve years.  Dylan is also a lifelong resident of Tuscaloosa, and 

he currently works in the auto industry.  She attended a local high school in Touchstone County, 

and met her husband while a student in high school.  The 2012-2013 academic school year 

marked Mrs. Miller's fourteenth year of teaching secondary English.  She has taught at Hightown 

County High School for the entire span of her academic teaching career. 

Religious Identity 

 I begin this first section describing how Mrs. Miller defines her religious identity.  I begin 

with this information, so that the reader is able to understand connections between Mrs. Miller's 

religious identity and secondary classroom practice.  After describing her religious identity and 

teacher identity, I will discuss how the two influence each other. 

Religious Beliefs 

 Mrs. Miller identified her religious beliefs within the context of a denomination.  She 

described herself as "AME" or African Methodist Episcopal Church.  Similar to many other 

Protestant faiths, members of the AME denomination, as described by Mrs. Miller, believe that 

there is only one way to God and that is through his son, Jesus Christ.  Her religious beliefs were 

developed and sustained through her mother making her attend church as a young child.  She 

was not given an option to not attend church nor were any of her other siblings.  Church 



74 

 

attendance was mandatory, and all of the children understood that they were not to argue about 

attendance.   

 How do Mrs. Miller's religious beliefs relate to the way she lives her life?  She described 

her beliefs as being the very core of who she is as a person.  She does not apologize for them, nor 

does she change them in order to "fit in" with a different crowd.  She often discussed "doing the 

right thing" and having to learn how to that as a young person.   

 As I've matured as a woman, then it’s at the very core of what I do stems from…is this 

 right in the eyes of God?  And then sometimes I don't always do right in the eyes of God 

 because I'm human, but I try to do the right thing.  So, everything, pretty much 

 everything I do in my life, is from my very core of my religious beliefs because I believe 

 that you pay for what you do; you reap what you sow, and um, I do believe…I'm a firm 

 believer that God is watching you.  And so then, I don't know, I try to perform for  an 

 audience of one, which is God, not myself because sometimes myself don't want to do 

 what's right.  That comes from my upbringing (Interview One, 7/6/12). 

 

 Handling differences in religious beliefs can be challenging for some people.  I asked 

Mrs. Miller about how she handled differences in religious beliefs with others.  She described 

herself as being tactful and thoughtful; however, she does not mask her own beliefs in the 

presence of those whose beliefs are quite different.  Wisdom is the key to how she handled these 

types of situations as she believes in the old cliche, "you can catch more bees with honey."  Her 

objective is not to hurt people, but to instead, allow them to see that there are differences in what 

is perceived and seen.   

 When I asked Mrs. Miller about how her religious identities relate to her other identities, 

she reiterated the foundation of her beliefs:  "It's really at the core.  Some things I won't do, and 

some jobs I won't take because I think my faith doesn't allow me to" (Interview One, 7/6/12).  

She tries to avoid conflict with others about her religious beliefs, and she based her relationships 

with others on her foundational beliefs; for example, she stated that it is difficult for her to stay 
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in relationships with others if their behavior is against her religious beliefs:  "Especially some 

relationships I probably need to curtail [laughter].  Because there are some people that don't 

mean you well.  They don't uplift you, but um, those people need Jesus."   Mrs. Miller does not 

have many friends because she "sticks to her guns" concerning her religious beliefs.  She accepts 

the fact that many will not like her because of her religious beliefs.   

Church Community 

 Mrs. Miller attends Greater Emmanuel AME Church in Touchstone.  The church is 

predominately African American and has a membership of 130 people on record; however, only 

75 or so attend church services regularly each week.  The pastor is a female not untraditional for 

AME churches and those within the Methodist denomination.  Greater Emmanuel AME Church 

was started by Mrs. Miller's grandmother by marriage.  The church began with Mrs. Miller's 

grandmother by marriage to Rev. Williams and her adopted children.  Another lady with many 

children joined and the church progressed from there.  Mrs. Miller described her pastor and 

grandmother as a woman who believes in "women being women."  Rev. Williams believes 

women should carry themselves as women particularly as it relates to their style of dress.  She 

believes that women do not have to be a perfect size and skin color in order to be beautiful.  

They just have to be women in their own right and have a strong faith.  When discussing her 

pastor and church, Mrs. Miller stated that "She [Rev. Williams]  believes in putting your clothes 

on, and she's not a fan of lots and lots of makeup.  Nothing's wrong with the makeup, but you 

know, you don't want to look like you're going to war.  And um, with your fingernails, you can 

be modest, not flashy" (Interview One, 7/6/12).  According to Mrs. Miller, her pastor wants 

women to be a woman from their core and to let that shine rather than the artificial items.  Mrs. 

Miller is a member of her church because "she feels needed at her church."  She has been a 
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musician at the church since she was nine years old, and she feels at home there.  She feels 

missed when she is not there, and she described a connection with her church even when is not 

present.  To sum up her feelings, she felt loved at her church.   

Sunday School Classroom Activities 

Mrs. Miller has been teaching Sunday school at her church for the majority of her adult 

life, which spans over fifteen years.  She cannot recall how long she has been teaching Sunday 

school as she was approached many years ago to work in that capacity.  Because of her position 

as a secondary teacher, Mrs. Miller is often asked to work with the children and teenagers at her 

church.  Once she accepted a job as a public high school English teacher, she was asked to teach 

the Intermediate class within her church’s Sunday school.  The Intermediate class is comprised 

of students ages 14-18.  Mrs. Miller was very knowledgeable about Sunday school at her church 

as she and her siblings attended each Sunday.  When I asked her about how Sunday school has 

developed since she was a child, Mrs. Miller disclosed that the actual format had not changed, 

but the type of teaching had.  She remembered Sunday school being a boring activity, and many 

of the Sunday school teachers used the Bible as their only instructional tool.  She describes 

herself as going beyond the call of duties to ensure that students are interested in the lesson 

including relating many of her lessons to popular television shows, which is noted in several of 

the observations described below:   

When I was a student, Sunday school was…I wouldn't say it was boring, but I, um, I 

 could have found some other places to go.  The teacher was, um, giving us what we 

 needed.  She was giving us the Bible, but it really wasn't interesting.  You know, we just 

 learned the Bible because that's what you're supposed to do in Sunday school.  But we 

 had no interest in going.  We were made to go (Interview One, 7/6/12). 

 During our first interview, Mrs. Miller often reiterated the significance of making sure 

she “lived a life worthy of the calling she had received.”  When I asked her to expound upon this 
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statement, she talked about her experiences as a role model and spiritual leader:  “It’s one thing 

to get in that classroom and say a lot of things to those kids because kids are watching you.  You 

have to practice what you preach.”  She tried to always “practice what she preached,” and she 

described teaching Sunday school as a growing up experience for her:  “Being a Sunday school 

teacher made me grow up.  Being a Sunday school teacher made me come clean.  A lot of things 

that I was doing, I shouldn't have been doing.  I didn't want my kids to see someone else other 

than the person that was teaching them because you really can scar a child."  Mrs. Miller wanted 

her students to see her transparency and respect her ability to be as honest with them as possible.  

She readily admitted her mistakes to her students, but she was careful to not expect students to 

exhibit behavior that she was not exhibiting on a consistent basis.  She stated, “When they 

thought you were one way, and they see that you're not.  They can turn their foot from the church 

because they can't even believe in their own Sunday school teacher.  It made me straighten up 

and fly right.” 

 Most of the students in Mrs. Miller's Sunday school class know each other outside of the 

Sunday school class as several of them attend the same school.  The students have a common 

rapport with one another. Many of the students participate in extra-curricular activities including 

football and band, and they often discuss those activities within the church before Sunday school 

begins.  Mrs. Miller often asked students about these extra-curricular activities before Sunday 

school class began or after the class began.  I asked her if she ever incorporated students' extra-

curricular activities into the class discussion, and she responded that "she did if it related to the 

Sunday school lesson."   

 The common materials used by the teacher and student in the Sunday school class were 

copies of the class Sunday school lessons and the Bible.  I never observed Mrs. Miller using any 



78 

 

other materials in her Sunday school class nor did I observe the students using other materials 

besides their Bibles and Sunday school texts.  During our second interview, I asked Mrs. Miller 

about these materials and how she chose what materials would be utilized in the class.  She 

stated that her use of materials depended on the lesson being taught.  Because she is quite 

knowledgeable about the Bible, she rarely ventures outside of the Bible and Sunday school text 

to teach her class.  If she was baffled by an item within the lesson, she would "ask another 

minister in the church or look up the item on the Internet."   

 Mrs. Miller appeared to be in control of her classroom, and students were always engaged 

in some type of discussion of the lesson.  There was no downtime within the hour block of 

instruction.  The only downtime occurred before the class began and after it ended.  This 

contrasts to her use of planning and outlining within her secondary English classroom, which 

included the use of lesson plans.  I transition now to Mrs. Miller's secondary classroom teacher 

identity. 

Snapshot of Mrs. Miller's Sunday School Class 

 On my initial visit to Mrs. Miller's church and Sunday school class, each student is 

seated with Mrs. Miller sitting at the front of the class.  The students are sitting around a large 

wooden table in a circular seating style.  I sit in the middle in the middle of the table among the 

students, and it is quite difficult to not be seen.  Mrs. Miller introduces me to the students as an 

observer who is working on her doctoral degree.  The students nod in compliance and return 

their attention to Mrs. Miller.  There are seven students in her class.  They all refer to Mrs. 

Miller as "Auntie" or "Sis."  It is important to note that she only has two nephews in the church; 

however, the other students also refer to her as "Auntie."  The classroom is a medium-sized room 
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on the bottom level of the church.  The class appears to be the only class located on the lower 

level as no noise is heard outside of the vicinity of the classroom. 

 As they settle into their class, I notice that none of the children are unruly or talking 

incessantly.  They are all silently waiting for the class to begin.  During this silence, I gather my 

materials.  Mrs. Miller begins class by collecting students' monies for the Sunday school 

financial offering.  She reiterates the importance of financially contributing to the church as 

when one contributes to the church, he/she is contributing to God.  One of the students states 

that he only has a dollar, and Mrs. Miller uses his response as a teaching moment.  She tells him 

how she was "broke as a joke," and she "prayed to the Lord."  She immediately began to be 

blessed financially and her prayers were answered.  Once she did this, she began to be blessed 

abundantly.   

 After the financial offering, Mrs. Miller begins teaching the Sunday school by introducing 

the pertinent lesson vocabulary terms.  She asks students to define three terms, and she gives 

various examples using the vocabulary terms.  She then begins to teach the Sunday school lesson 

to students.  The Sunday school books are adult Sunday school commentaries, and copies of the 

lessons are made and given to the students.  Throughout her teaching of the lesson, she poses 

various questions to students in which they are expected to answer and participate.  The students 

engage in the lesson and appear to be quite attentive to her teaching style.  Mrs. Miller's 

teaching style is quite conversational and informal.  She interjects several life lessons while 

referring to the Sunday school lesson.   

 After she gives students an introduction to the lesson, she asks students to read the 

Sunday school Bible lessons in chronological order.  Each student reads two verses, and the next 

student reads the next two, etc.  This must be a common practice as all of the students read on 
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cue.  My attention was directed once again to the students' interactions with one another.  None 

of the students laughed or talked while the other students read.  They were all silent and attentive 

while other students read.  Mrs. Miller jumps into another life lesson in which she talks about 

learning from others.  After she ends the second life lesson, she immediately begins to refer back 

to the Sunday school lesson.  Someone knocks on the door and alerts the class that there is only 

five minutes remaining in class.  Mrs. Miller then ends her class with her main points.  She uses 

these last five minutes to summarize the lesson and reiterate her life lessons.  Lastly, she asks 

each student to verbally relay what they learned in class that day.  Each student begins to give 

his/her valuable points, and the class is dismissed.  A bell sounds, and the students exit the 

classroom and head to the main sanctuary for the conclusion of the church Sunday school.   

Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Sunday School 

 The following pedagogical practices were consistent in Mrs. Miller's Sunday school 

class.  These consistencies were noted in observational field notes over eight Sunday school 

observations.  Several major codes were identified from the observational field note data (See 

Appendix C).  I have organized Mrs. Miller's consistent Sunday school pedagogical practices 

around three main themes from the coding data.   

Focus on Vocabulary and Literacy Learning 

 Mrs. Miller stressed vocabulary learning with her students (Haight, 2002; McMillon & 

Edwards, 2004).  She began each of her classes with an explication of significant vocabulary 

terms that pertained to the lesson.  She would pose questions to the students asking them to 

define significant terms and have them give her synonyms for the significant terms.  On my first 

observation, the title of the Sunday school lesson was "Acting on a Widow's Behalf."  Students 

were asked to define "acting," "widow," and "behalf."  Students did not seem to struggle with 
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acting or widow; however, they had some difficulty with defining "behalf."  Mrs. Miller gave 

examples of how the term could be used, and the students seemed to comprehend the term with 

their teacher's assistance. 

Mrs. Miller:     We're going to start out like we always do by going over the  

    definitions. If  you're acting, what are you doing? 

Student:   If you're acting then you're doing something 

Mrs. Miller:   You're doing what?  If you're acting...let's talk about Denzel  

    Washington.  Do we really know who Denzel Washington is? 

Class [collectively]:  No. 

Mrs. Miller:     Why? 

Same Student:   Because he's always acting or being somebody else. 

Mrs. Miller:   Exactly.  When you're acting, it's not really you. Okay, so we got  

    acting.  Now, what's "widow?"  

Different Student:  A lady who don't have a husband. 

Mrs. Miller:   That's partly true.  There's a difference between being single or  

    divorced and being widowed.  A widow is a lady whose husband  

    has died.  Okay.  What does "behalf" mean? 

    [Silence] 

Mrs. Miller:   Hmm...how many of you think you know what it is, but you can't  

    quite put it into words? 

    [The entire class raises their hands] 

Mrs. Miller:   Let's talk about this?  If I act on Cassius' behalf, what am I doing?   

Another Male Student: You're helping him. 

Mrs. Miller:   Okay, so I'm helping him in some way.  If I'm acting on your  

    behalf, I'm doing something for your benefit. 
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 During subsequent observations, Mrs. Miller continually began the class with a definition 

of terms.  I never observed a class where students were able to define all the significant terms in 

the lesson.  They had trouble with at least one of them, and Mrs. Miller would explain the terms 

by giving students examples of how the term is used.  Once she did this, they were able to better 

understand how the term should be used.  During my fourth observation, the lesson title was 

"Praise for God's Justice."  Students were asked to define "justice," and none of the students were 

able to verbally define the term.  One older male student was able to give an example of justice 

by describing a scene in a popular television show, but the other students appeared to struggle.  

Mrs. Miller asked the students specific questions about justice; for example, "What happens 

when someone is convicted of a crime?"  She used the students' responses to help further explain 

how justice is always subjective.  Some will always view it as fair and others, unfair.  She then 

asked students to explain how "man's justice" is different from "God's justice."  Once she gave 

those previous examples, students were able to explain that "God's justice is not like man's 

justice," and "God is always just." In Interview #2, I asked Mrs. Miller about why she chose to 

incorporate terms into her Sunday school class.  She used those methods because she believed 

that "reading is fundamental  in whatever you're doing." She started her class with definitions 

because it is a practice that is already completed in students' schools.  She considered herself to 

be helping her students in church and in school.   

 In addition to focusing on vocabulary, Mrs. Miller stressed oral literacy in her Sunday 

school class (Anderson, 1988; Wilson Logan, 2008).  Students read each of the Sunday school 

lesson Bible verses orally (Anderson, 1988; Boylan, 1988).  They would take turns each reading 

a verse, and the next student would read the next verse in chronological order.  During my 

observations, the students never read the Bible verses silently nor did one student read all of the 
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verses.  All students participated in the Sunday school class, and Mrs. Miller appeared to expect 

all students to equitably participate in the lessons.  If one student was not speaking or engaging 

in the discussion, Mrs. Miller would call on that student and ask him/her a question or to state an 

opinion about the lesson.  Engagement was not optional; in other words, students did not have 

the option of not participating in the Sunday school class via Bible reading or discussions.   

Mrs. Miller:   Do ya'll know what widow they're talking about here?   

    [Silence] 

Mrs. Miller:   Caleb.  I haven't heard from you today.  What widows are they  

    referring to here?    

Caleb:    [Shrugs shoulders] I don't know...some lady. 

Mrs. Miller:   Some lady.  Okay. Do you all remember Elijah and Elisha?  The  

    two prophets.  It's the same woman that Elijah went to and the lady 

    said, "I'm going to make this cake, and then I'm going to die."   

    Caleb tell us a little bit more about this story.  Let's review a little. 

Caleb:    Her son died, I think, but she was trying to help Elijah. 

 During my third observation, I chose to observe the adult Sunday school class in order to 

determine if practices were consistent among all classes.  The adults class also read Bible verses 

orally, and adult students read in chronological order with one member reading followed by the 

next member, etc.  During the first follow-up interview, I asked Mrs. Miller about the use of oral 

literacy in her Sunday school class: 

 When I grew up, we had to read, and we had to read out loud.  It's a form of helping them 

 be a better public speaker.  It's a form of helping them with their oration.  Um, and, 

 children should know the words.  So, if they don't read anything else, you know they read 

 the Sunday school lesson.  If they are mispronouncing words, I may leave it alone.  If it's 

 a nice, big word, I will spend some time on it.  I make them read aloud because I had to 

 read aloud (Interview Two, 9/27/12). 
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Life Application Lessons 

 Another consistent practice included life application lessons.  Mrs. Miller would 

constantly connect the Sunday school lessons to students' real world life experiences.  She 

believed it was her responsibility to teach students about areas of life and how these areas of real 

life relate to their faith (Haight, 2002; McMillon & McMillon, 2001; McMillon & Edwards, 

2004).  During my first observation (7/8/12), she related the life experiences of widows during 

the earlier B.C. times to single mothers, who must work in order to financially support their 

families.  She talked about her own mother and the struggle she faced as a single mother.  Mrs. 

Miller compared and contrasted today's single mothers with single women and widows during 

the early biblical times.  When she discussed single mothers, many of the students either nodded 

their heads or verbalized their understanding of her personal story to the biblical lesson.  

 During another observation (7/15/12), Mrs. Miller gave life examples of acting on others' 

behalf.  She used the analogy of shoes; for example, she discussed two types of shoes with 

students.  Shoes that students wear to cut the grass or do some type of work, and shoes that 

students "floss" in and only wear on special occasions.  She asked the students why they only 

wore those shoes on special occasions, and one student replied, "Because those are my good 

shoes."  Mrs. Miller compared acting on someone's behalf to those shoes as parents protect their 

shoes because they are their best, and they don't want anything to happen to them.  They value 

their children, and people do the same when they act on someone's behalf.  In subsequent 

observations, life application lessons permeated throughout Mrs. Miller's teaching.  In another 

observation, Mrs. Miller talked about the movie Life and discussed how people’s perceptions of 

justice are quite different from God’s view of justice.   The students were quite familiar with the 

movie and knew the characters in the movie.  I asked Mrs. Miller about her use of life 



85 

 

applications within her Sunday school class in our first follow-up interview.  She stated the 

following: 

Um, your faith is your life.  The main point I'm trying to make to my kids is you're not 

 doing this as a separate entity of the week.  It's not Sunday school on Sunday, and 

 Monday through Friday, it's Northridge.  This is your life, and so, base everything you do 

 on your faith.  That's why I do so many life lessons because I'm showing them this is 

 really how you live your life (Interview #2, 9/27/12).   

With every observation I completed in Mrs. Miller’s Sunday school class, I noted that all of her 

Sunday school lessons contained some life application aspect.  She never strictly taught from the 

Sunday school text, but she found ways to interweave relevant life items her students were facing 

into her lessons.   

Teacher Identity 

 Mrs. Miller described herself as a professional but clearly stated that she had much work 

to do in the area of professionalism.  She considered herself to be an effective communicator 

with students and parents, and she embraced helping students and her colleagues before or after 

school; however, she struggled with organization and time management.  She cited her difficulty 

with time management as that was an area which hurt her professionalism.  Mrs. Miller stated 

that her religious identity "absolutely" affected how she disciplined her students and how she 

viewed classroom management in her secondary English classroom: 

 Most children that go to this school are at the poverty line or below it.  Some as a little bit 

 above  it.  Because I came out of homes like that, I know what it's like.  There are some 

 issues that I probably should handle differently, but I don't because I believe that God 

 gives me second chances, and I give my students second chances.  Now as far as petting 

 them and spoiling them.  I don't do that.  But, we address the problem and then we try to 

 handle the problem with grace and with mercy.  Like, I don't want to send a child home, 

 and I don't want to suspend  child because you're still sending a child home.  You're 

 still missing the time in class.  Even though that child may need to be suspended, but I 

 don't want to suspend that child.  That's more zeros,  and now we have to do remediation.  

 My faith drives me to find an alternative.  (Interview Three, 12/11/12). 
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School Community  

 

 Hightown County High School is located in Hightown County, which borders 

Touchstone County.  Students who attend Hightown County High School live within the 

surrounding town of Moulder and southern edge of Touchstone County.  The school has a 

population of 461 students, ranging from grades seven through twelve, and twenty-five teachers 

(Alabama State Department of Education, n.d.).  Demographical data categorizes Hightown 

County High School as 52% male, 48% female, and 37% are minority students (Alabama State 

Department of Education, n.d.).  It is easy to notice the dilapidated condition of the building.  

Mrs. Miller informed me that the school was built in the 1950s and underwent a remodel in the 

1980s.  The school is divided by grades whereby students in grades 7-8 are located in a separate 

wing of the building.  The high school students are housed in the main building facing the road. 

Snapshot of Mrs. Miller's Secondary English Classroom 

 As I enter Mrs. Miller's secondary English classroom, I first notice  the desks are 

arranged in rows facing each other instead of the front of the class.  There are fifteen desks on 

each side of the room , so the students have to turn slightly to see the front of the room.   The 

class is heavily dominated with males; there are eighteen students of which twelve are boys and 

six are girls.  The racial composition is seven Caucasian students and eleven African Americans.  

I did not want to serve as a distraction to Mrs. Miller's class.  Mrs. Miller returns introduces me 

as the future "Dr. Whitfield," and many of the students appear very uninterested in my title or 

accolades.  When I entered the classroom, they were already working on an assignment, which 

leads me to believe it is a daily starter activity.  Nearly five minutes into the class, a buzzer rings, 

and I notice a small white timer on the ledge of the white board.  Mrs. Miller walks to the front 

of the class from her teacher's desk, and the class begins with Mrs. Miller leading a discussion 
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on the daily words of wisdom.  The daily words of wisdom are actually  Bible verses from the 

book of Proverbs.  Mrs. Miller writes one verse daily for students to analyze and offer their 

opinion.  Today's verse is "Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, when it is in the 

power of your hand to do so."  Mrs. Miller asks students to define "withhold" and "power".   

 Mrs. Miller continues her discussion and explains to students that they should seek to 

help people as much as possible for they do not know when they will need assistance.  The daily 

words of wisdom assignment  lasts nearly fifteen minutes including student completion and 

discussion.  After this discussion, Mrs. Miller asks students to take out their verb tense chart 

from the day before.  Mrs. Miller begins to teach the various tenses of verbs beginning with the 

present tense.  She asks the students to write down the words on their charts as she goes through 

them.  Mrs. Miller then has students conjugate several verbs in each of their respective tenses:  

"Ok.  You all have done several examples now I think you have the hang of it.  This isn't hard.  

You just have to follow the formula, which is why I gave you a chart.  Follow the chart, and you 

shouldn't have any problems."  The students are given independent exercises to work on in the 

grammar workbook.   

 Nearly forty-five minutes have elapsed in the class, and students are working 

independently on their grammar workbook exercises.  As Mrs. Miller continues to walk around 

the room, I glance at the clock and notice that there are only fifteen minutes left in the class 

period.  Mrs. Miller is still walking around the room helping students with the verb tense 

assignment.  The bell rings for students to leave class, and no one moves.  Mrs. Miller then 

leaves a student's desk and heads to the front of the room:  "Your exit slip for this class is your 

verb tense practice.  Once you hand me your assignment, you can leave.  Bo, you better get to 

working.  Students began to pack up their belongings and leave the class.   
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Consistent Secondary English/Language Arts Practices 

The following pedagogical practices were consistent in Mrs. Miller's first period 

secondary English 9 class.  These consistencies were noted in observational field notes over 

fourteen English 9 class periods.  Several major themes were identified from the observational 

field note data.  The themes were determined by repeated notation on the field note observation 

instrument (See Appendix C).  I have organized the Ms. Miller's consistent secondary English  

pedagogical practices around these three main codes.   

Daily Words of Wisdom 

 The first pedagogical practice consistent in Mrs. Miller's observations was her ability to 

prepare students for life's challenges (Haight, 2002; Irvine, 2002; McMillon & Edwards, 2004).  

At the beginning of each of Mrs. Miller's English 9 class, students were to write a 1to 2 

paragraph response on the daily words of wisdom.  These words of wisdom were actually single 

biblical verses in the book of Proverbs. During my third interview with Mrs. Miller, I asked her 

about students' realizations of biblical verses being used in class as well as why she chose to 

begin the class in this manner: 

 For most children, that's the only church they're going to get.  Because the state has 

 deemed the Bible as a work of literature, it opened the door for me.  So, I'm using  it as a 

 work of literature and not preaching my faith, but Proverbs are Proverbs wherever 

 they are and wherever they come from.  So, I choose to use Proverbs because those are 

 life lessons, and it has nothing to do with your faith.  I don't stop at just English.  I go 

 beyond that (Interview Three, 12/11/12). 
 

 During my second observation (9/13/12), the daily words of wisdom were as follows:  

"Speak not in the ears of a fool for he will despise the wisdom of thy words."  Mrs. Miller 

allowed students a timeframe of fifteen minutes to write 2 to 3 paragraphs explaining their 

thoughts on the daily words of wisdom.  After the fifteen minutes expired, Mrs. Miller asked the 
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students their interpretations of the saying.  One student commented, "A fool makes bad 

decisions."  Another student commented, "Fools never listen to anybody."  After the students 

gave their opinions concerning the daily words of wisdom, Mrs. Miller finally interjected her 

perception of the saying.  She told students not to "hang around people who make bad 

decisions".   Mrs. Miller asked students if they knew of people who refused to listen to others.  

Several of the students said "yeah" or nodded their heads:  "Don't waste your time talking to 

people who make bad decisions.  Think about how teachers feel.  We stand up here for an hour 

and a half, and some of you all refuse to listen."   

 During another observation (10/4/12), the daily words of wisdom proverb was "When 

thou sittest to eat with a ruler, consider diligently what is before thee."  Mrs. Miller explains to 

students that they need to be concerned when people do things for them without warning.  They 

should consider why people do things for them because some may try to manipulate them: 

Mrs. Miller: If one day I just come in and say "Hey!  I want to take you out to dinner.  What  

  would  you or should you say?" 

John:  Why? 

Mrs. Miller: Why would I want to take you out to dinner?  I don't really know about that Mrs.  

  Miller is what you should say.  I'm old enough to be your mama.  Why would I be 

  taking you out to lunch? 

Caleb:  How old are you Mrs. Miller? 

Mrs. Miller: Old enough to be your mama.  Why would you have to consider me taking you  

  out to dinner. 

Several students speak up and answer this question and responses such as "You're older than us."  

"It doesn't make sense."  "You could be trying to do something to us."  "You're a stranger."  

After this last response, Mrs. Miller mentions a current inappropriate relationship that took place 

at another local high school between a school staff member and a student:  "Girls, you really 
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need to be careful with this.  All of this stuff that just happened at Clayton High School with 

these girls and those grown men.  You need to take note when people are friendly to you all of a 

sudden."  Mrs. Miller tells the class that it could be a "set-up" or "hidden agenda behind it."  Mrs. 

Miller then began to talk about Poe's "The Cask of Amontillado" and how the main character had 

hidden motives.  She then tells students not to get excited because people befriend them without 

warning.  Instead, Mrs. Miller encouraged students to always question why people do things for 

them as there are people who intentionally seek to harm them.   

 During another classroom observation (10/11/12), after Mrs. Miller and her class 

completed the daily words of wisdom, Mrs. Miller's class had her class read the "Dear Abby" 

section of The Touchstone News, which is the local newspaper for Touchstone County and the 

western section of the state.  Mrs. Miller asked a male student, Daniel, to read the "Dear Abby" 

section of the newspaper.  Daniel sat in the front row of the classroom and was not eager to be 

called upon to read.  He informed Mrs. Miller that he did not want to read, and Mrs. Miller did 

not prompt him to do so.  The content of the article consisted of a woman who was a customer in 

a department store.  The sales clerk who helped the woman told her to "have a blessed day" after 

she purchased her item.  The woman who visited the store was offended because she felt that the 

saleslady and others do not have to express their religious beliefs in their greetings: 

Mrs. Miller:   Ok. From what I'm gathering.  The lady is upset because every  

    time she goes to this store, the saleslady says "have a blessed day."  

    The lady is mad about it, and she asks the saleslady, "What do you  

    mean when you say 'have a blessed day,' and the saleslady says,  

    "I'm sort of religious." What's the problem there?  Does anyone see 

    a problem here? 

John:    No. 

Mrs. Miller:   Ok. Does anyone see a problem here? 
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Another male student:  Yes.  The woman may not believe in God or something like that. 

Mrs. Miller:   Ok.  What if I tell you all to "have a blessed day" on your way out  

    of class?  Who would have a problem with it? 

Two Students (simultaneously): Atheists.   

Mrs. Miller:   Nonbelievers.  Muslims maybe. Do I have a right to say "have a  

    blessed day?" 

Female student:  'Cause that's your right. 

Mrs. Miller:   I have my own mouth, freedom of speech.  Let's see what Abby  

    says in her response.  Read the response, John. 

 John reads the response, and Abby advises the angry female customer to not get upset.  

She also advises the female customer that just as she is entitled to her own beliefs, others are 

entitled to their beliefs as well.  Mrs. Miller summarizes the article and Abby's response, and she 

tells them that she chose this article because people are entitled to their own opinions:  "You may 

want to tell people 'May the force be with you every day. You have that right."  From my 

observation, Mrs. Miller was trying to instill the belief in students that they should not feel that 

they have to explain their beliefs to anyone.  They are entitled to their own opinions, and those 

opinions do not have to be liked, but they have to be respected.  She further encouraged students 

to not allow anyone to make them feel guilty because of their beliefs.  When the class period was 

over, I asked Mrs. Miller about the purpose of this article and activity.  She informed me that a 

student had reported her to the administration nearly three weeks ago for saying "have a blessed 

day" at the end of class.  Her administrators did not scold or reprimand her; however, the 

incident upset Mrs. Miller as she felt it was her democratic right to say "have a blessed day."  

She read the article in The Touchstone News and decided to use it as a way to discuss tolerance, 

opinions, and beliefs.  The student who reported her was not a student in her first block class, 

which is the only class I observed.  I asked Mrs. Miller how she knew the identity of the student, 
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and she explained her administrators revealed the identity of the student.  Surprisingly, she was 

not angry at the student but angry at her beliefs and rights being questioned.  She thought if she 

turned the situation around and used an article to teach students about other's intentions, lessons 

would be learned.  Mrs. Miller stated that she planned to complete this activity with all of her 

classes including the class where the complaint originated.   

Focus on Vocabulary and Literacy  

 The second pedagogical practice consistent in Mrs. Miller's observations was her focus 

on vocabulary and literacy.  Similar to her Sunday school pedagogical practices, Mrs. Miller 

placed a significant emphasis on vocabulary (Hill-Collins, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994).  During 

my second observation, students were asked to comment on the daily words of wisdom.  Mrs. 

Miller asked students to define "fool."  She told students that a fool is someone who refused to 

listen to anybody and constantly made bad decisions.  After she asked students to define "fool," 

she also asked students to define "despise."  A female student defined "despise" as "hating 

somebody else."  Across the classroom from her, John, who I now know by name because of 

Mrs. Miller constantly calling his name, spoke up and stated, "Despise means looking down on 

somebody...like you think you are better than them."  Mrs. Miller tells John "despise" can consist 

of looking down on others, but it is really hating someone "with a passion."   

 During my observation on 10/4/12, the daily words of wisdom were "When thou sittest to 

eat with a ruler, consider diligently what is before thee."   Mrs. Miller asked students to explain 

"sitteth."  "What does the -eth mean?  If I say "sitteth" what do I mean?   Why don't we talk like 

that today?"  Finally, another female student says "Because it don't sound right.  Sitteth just 

means sit."  Mrs.  Miller then progressed to "ruler" by asking students if the proverb was 

referring to a hand ruler that is used for measuring, a prince, or someone else.  Mrs. Miller 
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continued to inform the class that rulers could also be coaches, teachers, principals, pastors, or 

anybody in a position of authority.  She then proceeded to use "diligently" in a sentence.  For 

each of the words of wisdom, Mrs. Miller chose specific vocabulary to focus upon with the 

students.  She always related her vocabulary to students' real world experiences, and if students 

had a difficult time understanding the concepts, she would try to use synonyms that students 

could understand.   

 Later in the semester, Mrs. Miller had her students complete a character trait activity.  

This activity was introduced after the daily words of wisdom.  Ms. Miller began the character 

trait activity by having students take out a sheet of paper and write the word "opinion" at the top 

of the page.   

Mrs. Miller:  Someone once said opinions are like belly buttons.  Everyone has one.  I  

   also heard another thing opinions are like, but that's a whole 'nother  

   discussion. Opinion is spelled o-p-i-n-i-o-n.  What's the first phrase on the  

   board? 

Class (collectively): Mandatory school attendance. 

Mrs. Miller:  What's that?  If something is mandatory, what does that mean? 

Class (collectively): You have to do it. 

Mrs. Miller:  You have to do it.  What's the second phrase on the board? 

Class (collectively): Teenage drinking. 

Mrs. Miller:  Okay.  What's the third thing? 

Class (collectively): Disloyal friends. 

Mrs. Miller:  Disloyal friends.  That means friends who you don't trust.    

Mrs. Miller continued to discuss the differences between loyal and disloyal.  She announced that 

the character trait for that day was "tolerance."  She asked students to define "tolerance."  Once 

again, John raised his hand and stated that tolerance means "you can put up with something."  
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Mrs. Miller gave the formal definition of "tolerance" by reading from Webster's Dictionary.  She 

then explained that everyone is different and has different levels of patience.  Some people have 

a  high tolerance for certain items while others may have a lower tolerance.  She used this 

definition and class discussion as an introduction to a writing assignment centered around the 

question, "Why would you need tolerance to complete high school?"  The students were assigned 

an essay in which they had to describe the types of tolerance needed in order to effectively 

maneuver through high school.  

Acceptable Adult-Child Conflicts 

 The third pedagogical practice consistent in Mrs. Miller's observations was her ability to 

enact acceptable adult-child conflicts.   During another observation (10/11/12), Mrs. Miller was 

in the middle of teaching verb tense when a female student sitting two rows from the white 

board, asked Mrs. Miller about the upcoming volleyball game.  Mrs. Miller is the school's 

volleyball coach.  Mrs. Miller stopped teaching and told the class that the volleyball team would 

be playing Akron Friday night.  A male student stated that he "hated Akron." Mrs. Miller told 

him not to say that:  "Don't hate people.  Don't have hatred in your heart for anybody.  You know 

how you beat people.  Kill 'em with kindness.  That's the best way to beat 'em."  Later in the class 

after students were asked to work on the verb tense assignment, John, asked Mrs. Miller if he 

could take a nap:   

John:  Mrs. Miller, can I take a nap now.  I did my work. 

Mrs. Miller: Why do keep asking me that? You already know what the answer is. 

John:  Because I'm tired. 

Mrs. Miller: Well, maybe you need to sleep at night.  Why don't you sleep in second period or  

  third period? 

John:  Because they're core classes. 
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Mrs. Miller: Exactly, which is why I can't let you sleep in here. 

 Mrs. Miller moves right along and continues her periodic instruction on verb tense while 

students are working on the assignment.  It is obvious that she is used to John's banter, and she 

uses those opportunities to continually build a rapport with him while maintaining his behavior. 

While visiting Mrs. Miller's class during another observation (10/25/12), Mrs. Miller asked 

"What was that?"  A male student stated that "it wasn't him."  Mrs. Miller looked in the male 

student's direction and told him it had to be him:  "What was that?  I heard somebody curse."  

The male student, whose name is Bobbie, stated, "It wasn't me Mrs. Miller."  Mrs. Miller told 

him that it had to be him because the other student looked as if he did not know what was going 

on: 

Mrs. Miller: It had to be somebody over here.  Who was it?  Unless I know who did it.   

  Everyone is gonna have to do pushups. 

Bobbie: Man. Alright Mrs. Miller.   

Mrs. Miller: Give me twenty pushups.  You know the rule for cussing.  Go to the front of the  

  room. 

Bobbie: Alright Mrs. Miller 

Mrs. Miller: Watch your nasty mouth.  Nasty mouth, nasty boddyyy... 

Nearly half of the class watched Bobbie as he did his pushups, while Mrs. Miller continued to 

teach her review of verbs.  She told Bobbie to "watch his nasty mouth," and kept walking around 

the room.  Bobbie finished his pushups and went back to his seat.  He sat at his desk and talked 

to the student behind him for about five minutes.  He then began to work on the assignment.   

 During observation number six, Mrs. Miller and the class were reading excerpts from 

Homer's The Odyssey out of the class literature book.  Mrs. Miller had students read aloud 
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instead of listening to a tape recording or her reading the passages aloud.  While a student was 

reading the text, Mrs. Miller became quite aggravated by the amount of noise in the classroom: 

Mrs. Miller: Can ya'll her him? 

Class:  No! 

Mrs. Miller: We can't hear you.  It's not that you're reading poorly.  We just can't hear you.  I  

  need the volume.  Do you need a microphone? 

John:  Yes. 

Mrs. Miller: Well, I don't have one. [Class laughs] 

Mrs. Miller: [To the class] Listen.  If I have to say something over and over again, it makes me 

  check myself, and it makes me check you.  Move that paper.  Lee, move the paper 

  over here.  Don't move.  Don't snap your fingers.  Don't tap a pen.  Don't whisper,  

  sing, or cry.  Try not to breathe unless you're gonna die.  [Class laughs again].  All 

  I wanna do is hear it, and I don't wanna have to take ten minutes to do it.  Do we  

  have a deal? 

Class:  Yes. 

Mrs. Miller: Um...frick frack, tic and tic, I'm talking to you too.  Thank you. 

Three boys in the back of the class immediately straighten up when she speaks to them directly.  

When John began to read again, Mrs. Miller did not have to stop the class to correct their 

behavior.  Instead, they all listened or attempted to listen through the reading of the text. 

 During the same observation as Mrs. Miller's character trait discussion/assignment 

(10/25/12), an interesting discussion began on the second topic: teenage drinking.  Mrs. Miller 

asked someone to state their opinion concerning teenage drinking.  Melanie, who had spoken in 

class earlier, raised her hand: 

Melanie: I think teenagers should be allowed to drink because teenagers need to have fun. 

Mrs. Miller: Laughs aloud.  Okay, Moesha said teenagers should be allowed to drink because  

  ya'll need to have fun.  [Looks in my direction and laughs again.]  Raise your  

  hands if you agree with teenage drinking. 
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The entire class with the exception of three students raised their hands.   

Jason:  I say teenage drinking isn't bad because we have to learn to make mistakes if we  

  aren't going to make them again. 

Mrs. Miller: So, if I tell you to not run into that wall because you gonna hurt yourself.  You  

  mean to tell me you're going to do it anyway? 

Jason:  Yep.  You're gonna do it because we want to see if what you're saying is actually  

  true.  Then, we know not to do it again. 

All of the students are commenting and laughing.  Mrs. Miller allows the students to laugh and 

talk amongst themselves. 

Mrs. Miller: Someone on this side share your opinion? 

John:  I think it's good because it tastes good, and it feels good. 

Mrs. Miller: Sure don't make you look good.   

John:  It makes everyone look good after awhile...ugly women, even fat women. 

The class erupts in boisterous laughter. 

Mrs. Miller: Hey!  Get off fat women.  You know we need love also.  Big girls need love too. 

Mrs. Miller did not scold John for his comments; in fact, she used his comments as an 

opportunity to further teach about the negative significance of underage drinking.   

Mrs. Miller: Listen up.  Listen up.  Listen up.  Okay.  

John:  If you tell me not to do something, it's just going to make them want to do it  

  more. 

Mrs. Miller: So, I guess you all must be making me want to teach.  Can I just say this on a side 

  note.  I disagree with teenage drinking because a.) we can't even listen while  

  someone is talking.  So, your bodies cannot handle alcohol.  I have to beg you to  

  be quiet during your journals.  You can't control yourself for ten minutes   

  sober.  First thing in the morning, the only alcohol you had is mouthwash, and  

  some of you skipped that. 

The class erupts in laughter again.   

Mrs. Miller: So, we can't handle that.  There is no way, on my worse day, with your brains  

  would I ever agree with teenage drinking.  If you can't handle ten minutes sober,  
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  Lord have mercy, with alcohol on the brain.Your brain is still developing.  Some  

  of ya'll right now if I say something about your mama, you'll be ready to come up  

  here and slap me.  Look at her.  She's like, "Mm-hmm.  That's right."  That's why  

  people think they can fly: [Begins to sing R. Kelly lyrics and tune] 'I believe I can 

  fly.   

Cody:  I believe I can touch the sky. [Class erupts in laughter again] 

Summary/Discussion  

 "So, everything, pretty much everything I do in my life, is from my very core of my 

religious beliefs because I believe that you pay for what you do; you reap what you sow, and um, 

I do believe…I'm a firm believer that God is watching you" (Interview One, 7/6/12).   Mrs. 

Miller has made it her life mission to allow her "light for God" to be seen in her interactions with 

others, specifically her interactions with her students.  She had a rapport with her students that 

mirrored a familial relationship (Hill-Collins, 2000; Irvine, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994).  

Unlike the other two teacher participants, Mrs. Miller did not identify herself as one who 

shielded her religious identity from her secondary English students.  The line that supposedly 

separated religion and public education is blurred for Mrs. Miller.  There are distinct 

intersections between her identity as a teacher and her religious identity:   

 And then...it's...most times when you develop a rapport with your students, you can be 

 free to  say what you want to say.  They really want to know.  They want to know all 

 about you, and once they start…I guess you can say getting into your religious beliefs, 

 they really want to know more about it.  In some ways, I mask it depending on who's in 

 my classroom, and then, but it's only in the way I say what I'm going to say.  I don't mask 

 my religious beliefs.  It's at my very  core.  It's who I am.  I'm gonna say what I'm gonna 

 say" (Interview One, 7/6/12). 

 

 Mrs. Miller's religious beliefs and her views of her religious identity influence her teacher 

dispositions (Nelson, 2006).  There is a connection between her identity and practice (Wenger, 

1998).  Mrs. Miller utilized time with her students to instill "daily words of wisdom" to her 

students.  Although the daily starter activity was regarded as a life application exercise by her 
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students and presented in this manner by Mrs. Miller, the students' engagement in this activity 

provided Mrs. Miller opportunities to shape her interactions with students and shape the structure 

and curriculum in her classroom.  She used life application activities and opportunities to instill 

in her students the importance of "making good decisions."  By incorporating these life 

application skills into her classrooms, Mrs. Miller took it upon herself to prepare students for 

future life challenges (Hill-Collins, 2000; Irvine, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994).  

 The pedagogical practices in Mrs. Miller's Sunday school classroom were similar to some 

of her pedagogical practices in her secondary English classroom.  These pedagogical practices 

included a focus on oral literacy, vocabulary, and life application.  Mrs. Miller stressed 

vocabulary knowledge in her Sunday school class.  Her approaches to the teaching of literacy 

largely stem from many literacy practices that have transcended time.  Thus, Mrs. Miller 

negotiates her identity and competence as a Sunday school teacher by negotiating historical 

practices indicative of her Sunday school environment (Wenger, 1998).  All of these 

characteristics paint a portrait of various intersections of her teacher identity and religious 

identity as they relate to her classroom practice. 
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CHAPTER V 

CASE STUDY #2:  MS. VALERIE WHITE 

 
 I try to live what I believe.  Therefore, I don't have to say a word.  With my students, I 

have told several of them to not use Jesus' name in vain in my classroom.  After that initial first 

few times, I usually don't have any more problems with that, and I think my students see where I 

stand (Interview One, 9/5/12). 
 

 Ms. Valerie White began her seventh year of teaching in August 2012 at Evergreen 

Middle School within the Touchstone County School System.  She began her eighth year of 

teaching Sunday school at her church.   Ms. White is twenty-eight years old, and she has also 

lived in Touchstone her entire life.  She referred to her church as her “church family,” and she 

described them as people who are very close to her.  Education was the primary item of 

importance in her family, and many of her family members were/are also teachers.  After 

receiving her B.S. degree in education, she decided to return and pursue her Master degree in 

education. 

Religious Identity 

Religious Beliefs 

 Unlike Mrs. Miller, Ms. White did not situate her religious beliefs within the context of a 

denomination.  Instead, she described herself as having a relationship with God, and her 

relationship with God defined her religious beliefs.  She did not believe that one's religious 
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beliefs should be solely defined by a denomination although Ms. White is a member of the AME 

Zion Church.   

 I would describe my current religious beliefs as a relationship with God.  I believe that 

 God created the heaven and earth and He sent His son Jesus to die for our sins on the 

 cross.  Jesus left the Holy Spirit with us as a comforter and counselor and as a way to 

 communicate with us.  I don't describe my beliefs within a denomination because the 

 denomination has nothing to do with my relationship with God.  It just happens to be the 

 environment in which I worship.  My beliefs are with me wherever I go. (Interview One, 

 8/5/12) 

 

 Her religious beliefs were developed through her parents making her attend church as a 

child.  Her parents' religious influences and the religious teachings of her pastors, family 

members, and church members all helped to develop her current religious beliefs.  Similar to 

Mrs. Miller, church attendance was mandatory.  Ms. White described her religious beliefs as her 

core foundation.  They relate to how she does everything in her life including the decisions she 

makes.  Her beliefs dictated what she did and what she didn't do.  She stated, "There are things 

that go against my faith in God.  I love God too much to do things that I know are against His 

Word.  My whole life is lived and based on my religious beliefs.  They drastically affect my life" 

(Interview One, 8/5/12).   

 Although Ms. White was reared in the church, she did not independently form a 

relationship with God  until she was nineteen years of age.  An experience that challenged her 

emotionally contributed to her strong relationship with God.  Concerning handling differences 

among others' religious beliefs, Ms. White doesn't respond in any way to other's beliefs.  

According to Ms. White, beliefs are to be respected whether someone agreed with them or not.   

She demanded that people respected her beliefs, and she respected others.  Ms. White did not 

want people proselytizing to her because they didn't agree with her beliefs.  She didn't 

proselytize to others just because their beliefs differed from hers.   
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 When I was in college, there were classmates or people who just didn't believe in God.  I  

 knew their beliefs, and they knew mine.  I tried to make sure I didn't offend them because 

 I didn't want them to offend me.  The key is respect.  You respect my beliefs, and I'll 

 respect yours.  As a teacher, I have to be careful, but people always think that you have to 

 show your religious beliefs by telling people.  Just live it!  That's how you can best 

 demonstrate your beliefs.  I try to live what I believe. (Interview One, 8/5/12) 

 

 When I asked Ms. White about how her religious beliefs relate to her other identities, she 

reiterated that her religious beliefs relate to all of her other activities and her relationships with 

others:  "My religious beliefs relate to all of my other activities because my religious beliefs are 

at the root of who I am as a person.  As a teacher, my beliefs affect the way I do things and my 

perspective.  As a family member, they affect my interactions with others" (Interview One, 

8/5/12). 

Church Community 

 Touchstone County experienced a devastating F4 tornado in April 2011 that ravaged 

many parts of the County.  Avondale City, located in east Touchstone County, was heavily hit by 

the tornado and many homes and businesses were destroyed.  The church is predominately 

African American and has a membership of 172 people on record.  According to Ms. White, only 

100 or so attend church services regularly each week.  The pastor is a male and has been the 

pastor for four and a half years.  He is in his early forties, and he has a rapport with the youth and 

young adult population of the church.    

Sunday School Classroom Experiences 

 Ms. White has been teaching Sunday school at her church for eight years.  She was asked 

to teacher because of her role as a student teacher.  Her pastor thought her expertise in education 

would make her a good candidate to work with adolescents.  The students in Ms. White's class 

range in ages 13-18 although Ms. White allows students to stay in her class past the age of 

eighteen.  Similar to Mrs. Miller, Ms. White regularly attended Sunday school as a child; 
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however, Sunday school, in her eyes, has changed significantly from her childhood.  Her 

childhood Sunday school teacher taught the Sunday school lesson by having students read the 

Bible verses in the Sunday school book.  She did not find Sunday school to be an exciting 

activity nor relational to her age range.  In her current Sunday school class, she uses technology 

to peak the students' interest levels while teaching biblical principles and the Sunday school 

lesson.  Ms. White stressed the significance of instilling learning.  She described the differences 

between a class and rap session. A rap session is another term for informal conversation.   

 Well, when I was a child, I attended a different church from where I currently attend.  My 

 brother and I were the only two students in the Sunday school class, so our interactions 

 with other students and teachers were quite different from my own students; however, the 

 structure of Sunday school has not changed.  I read the Sunday school lesson with my 

 teacher, and my teacher would break down the lesson and have us give our thoughts 

 about the lesson.  We had Sunday school books, but that was about it.  Today, I use a 

 Sunday school book, but my students also use technology as I incorporate it throughout 

 my Sunday school lesson.  My students are much more engaged than I was as a child 

 because I try to connect the lesson to them through their generation, and technology is the 

 way to do that.  I try to connect the lesson to their real lives and make it applicable to 

 them outside of church as much as possible, but I do believe in instilling the biblical 

 history and the context of the lesson to them as well.  My Sunday school class is not a rap 

 session.  We study the Word of God, and that is very important to me.  We can rap 

 anytime, but this is the time to study God's Word. (Interview One, 8/5/12) 

 

 Ms. White was careful as to how she represented her church in public.  She was aware 

that partying and lewd behavior could harm her reputation with her Sunday school students, and 

she realized that her students, their parents, and other church members watched her.  She stated, 

"Well, I am careful as to how I conduct myself.  I mean, I don't think it will look good if I'm out 

partying and having a good time, and I'm supposed to be a Sunday school teacher.  People watch 

me, and I have to make sure I am setting a good example for my students while ensuring that I 

am representing my church" (Interview One, 9/5/12).  She did not think she would gain the 

respect of the other church members or the students if she is not living a holy life.  Sunday 
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school teachers often hold lifelong positions in Ms. White's church, and Ms. White was honored 

to even be asked to teach the youth.  She considered teaching youth a serious responsibility, and 

one that she took seriously.  She hoped that her Sunday school students recognized her devotion 

to her job.    

 Ms. White described her relationship with her students as a "love/hate relationship."  She 

is younger than the other Sunday school teachers, so the talked to her students about items such 

as fashion, the latest technology, and television shows; however, she often scolded them for their 

poor academics and/or behavior.  Ms. White stated, "I'm young, but I'm old school, but I think 

that's why the kids respect me so much.  They respect me, and I respect them.  I don't tolerate 

disrespect, and they know that...they don't have those boundaries at home"  (Interview One, 

9/5/12).  As stated in interview one, the foundation for Ms. White's Sunday school class is "the 

Word of God is the answer for any issue, problem, or question they have."  If the students had 

questions about life issues, Ms. White took them to the Bible and found where it was discussed 

(Interview One, 9/5/12).  

 The majority of Ms. White's students knows and socializes with one another outside of 

Sunday school.  Some of them attend the same school as the majority of her students attend 

middle and high schools with the Touchstone City School System.  They often saw each other at 

after-school activities, and they often attend each other's sleepovers and parties.   During my 

observations in Ms. White's class, I did not observe her inquiring about students' extracurricular 

activities.  She would often ask students to discuss their academic progress in school, but the 

conversation was limited to academics. 

 A snapshot of my initial visit to Ms. White's class is given below.  This snapshot and the  
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following section will provide a better understanding of Ms. White's pedagogical practices in her 

Sunday school classroom.   

 

Snapshot of Ms. White's Sunday School Classroom 

 The basement area in Baylor Chapel AME Zion Church consists of one large room with 

white concrete walls.  There are several long wooden tables that are arranged in a long U-

shape, and several tan folding chairs are seated under the tables.  Ms. White finally approaches 

the head of the rectangular table, and she has a smile on her face.  I take a seat at the end of the 

table next to a young-looking boy wearing a white shirt and black pants.  There are eleven 

students in her class, which consisted of four boys and seven girls.   

 Ms. White begins her class as if I am not there although the students notice my presence.  

I feel a little awkward because it is obvious the students are puzzled by my presence.  I continue 

to take notes and try to act invisible.  There are a stack of Sunday school booklets sitting in the 

middle of the rectangular table.  Ms. White passes a Sunday school book to each student.  There 

is a little talking among the students, but it is surprisingly quiet for a class of this size.  These 

Sunday school books are different from the booklets used at Mrs. Miller's church.  The Sunday 

school books are specific to the AME Zion denomination, and there are biblical characters on 

the cover who are African American.   Ms. White begins her lesson by asking the students to read 

aloud the key verse.  The young looking boy sitting next to me politely shares his book with me.  

We glance at the book together, and I notice that the lesson is divided into a key verse and 

several biblical verses that relate to the title.  The title of the lesson is "Steadfast Love."  As if on 

cue, the students simultaneously read aloud the key verse, and once they finish, Ms. White asks 

them "What do you think this means?"    
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 Ms. White then begins to give a very thorough background of the book of Ephesians.  As 

she begins to talk, I notice that she does not use any notes or books.  I am quite amazed as she 

effortlessly gives a synopsis of a major book of the Bible and her knowledge of Biblical history.  I 

glance around at the students and observe them paying attention to Ms. White.  As Ms. White 

describes the town of Ephesus to the class, an image immediately pops onto the projector screen.  

As the image begins to take focus, I notice that it is a map of the town of Ephesus.  Ms. White 

walks down to the projector screen and points out the riverbank and trading provinces.  She then 

walks back to the front of the table and clicks on a PowerPoint presentation.  I have never 

observed this level of technology incorporated into a Sunday school class.  Her ability to engage 

her students is quite noteworthy.  Once the PowerPoint presentation is enlarged on the screen, 

bulleted points concerning the book of Ephesians are listed on a slide.  These bulleted points 

give a outline of how the book of Ephesians is outlined and the major themes in this book.  The 

students do not appear to be bored or surprised by her knowledge, which leads me to believe that 

this type of background discussion is a weekly occurrence.  

 As Ms. White continues to display bulleted points from the laptop onto the projector 

screen, she asks each student to read one verse from the Sunday school Bible lesson.  Identical to 

the students in Mrs. Miller's Sunday school class, the students read on cue.   

 Verses are read chronologically based on the students' seating arrangements. Once all of 

the students have read a verse, Ms. White then moves from a didactic teaching style to a more 

conversational tone:   

 How many of you get tired of hearing people tell you to use your spiritual gift, or you 

 have a gift but you haven't been able to use it?  So, this is what I want you to do.  I want 
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 all of you to take out your phones and either text, tweet, or post on the church Facebook 

 page what you believe is your spiritual gift? 

As the students take out their phones and begin to text, tweet, and/or post to Facebook, Ms. 

White types in the web address to Facebook on her laptop computer.  The image projects onto 

the screen, and immediately I see the array of past responses/activity on the church's Facebook 

page.  It is quite active, and I note the value of using Facebook as a teaching tool.  While the 

students are working on their postings, they begin to talk and share with others what they believe 

to be their spiritual gifts.   

 Ms. White then asked, "How many of you use these talents in the church?"  Only two of 

the eleven students raise their hands.  She inquires about why these gifts are not used in the 

church.  I glance at the large clock on the wall behind me, and it is nearly 10:30, which is when 

the Sunday school classes end.  Ms. White asks each student to give a synopsis of the lesson in 

their own words.  As if on cue again, the students give their summaries of the lesson in 

chronological order beginning with the student closest to Ms. White.  After each student gives a 

summarized version of the lesson and his/her thoughts about the life application, Ms. White asks 

students to give their financial offering to her.  A bell sounds through an intercom system, and 

the students immediately get out of their seats and start talking loudly.  They then head up the 

left staircase into the upstairs sanctuary.   

Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Sunday School 

 

 The following pedagogical practices were consistent in Ms. White's Sunday school class.  

These consistencies were noted in observational field notes over eight Sunday school classes.  

Several major codes were identified from the observational field note data (See Appendix C).  I 
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have organized Mrs. Miller's consistent Sunday school pedagogical practices around three main 

themes from the coding data.   

Significance on Technology 

 The first pedagogical practice consistent in Ms. White's Sunday school class was her use 

of technology.  Ms. White incorporated some form of technology within her lessons throughout 

my observations.  During my second observation (9/9/12), Ms. White had her students tweet 

their hobbies and talents, and she discussed each of these talents and students posted:  "Okay, 

you all.  I want you to either post on your Facebook account or post on Twitter what you believe 

are your talents and hobbies.  What interests you the most?"  Students immediately took out their 

mobile devices, which primarily consisted of smartphones; however, two students took out 

IPads.  A tall, caramel-skinned student asked Ms. White if he could post her question and his 

response on his blog, and she politely nodded her head.  I did not observe one student that did 

not have some form of a mobile device present to complete the technology assignment.   

 The following week (9/16/12), the Sunday school lesson focused on the topic of 

forgiveness.  After the class had read the lesson scriptures, and Ms. White had given a thorough 

background on the lesson topic, she showed the class a YouTube video that dramatized the 

biblical story of Cain and Abel.  The YouTube video contained actors dressed in costumes, and 

the students appeared engaged in the video.  After the conclusion of the video, Ms. White asked 

her students to post on Twitter or Facebook their reactions to the biblical story.  Some of the 

students verbalized their opinions.  Erica, who is sitting closest to Ms. White, stated that she 

"didn't like the video and thought it was boring."   Ms. White informed the class that she was not 

looking for whether or not the students liked the video, but if the video accurately represented 

the biblical story.  The church's Facebook page was projected on the projector screen, and I could 
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see students' responses in real time.  Out of the eleven students present on this date, eight 

students posted on the church's Facebook page.  The responses varied with some finding the 

video to be an accurate representation and some identifying several inaccuracies: 

Erica:  I didn't like the video nor did I think it was accurate.  They made Cain seem as if  

  he wasn't crazy.  If you kill your brother, you are crazy. 

Jacob:  I thought the video did represent the story in the Bible.   

Andrew: I thought the video kinda exaggerated things.  People shouldn't feel sorry for  

  Cain. 

From many of the students' responses, they felt the YouTube video portrayed Cain as someone 

who was justified in killing his brother.  The students who responded negatively to the film felt 

Cain should have been represented as a crazed maniac.  Ms. White then asked students to post 

the meaning of forgiveness on Twitter or Facebook.  Once again, I was able to see students' 

responses as they were posted onto the church's Facebook page.   

 During my fourth observation (9/23/12) with Ms. White's class, the class still focused on 

the theme of forgiveness, and Ms. White had her students post on their church's Facebook or 

Twitter page one instance in which someone offended them.  I could see students' posts on the 

church's Facebook page on the projector screen.  John, who was sitting to my far right, posted 

the following information, "My best friend stole sum money from me 2 weeks ago.  She tried to 

make it seem like sumbdy else had it but she had it."  Andrew, who by this time referred to me as 

"Ms. Victoria" posted, "My little sister told my parents I got in trouble at school.  She always 

tells on me."  A male student, whose attendance was inconsistent during my weeks of 

observation, posted, "My teacher made me mad.  She always has an attitude when she talks to 

me like she looks down on me or sumthin."  Ms. White never corrected students' written postings 
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during my observational tenure.  She stated that "social networking is not a formal type of 

writing, so I let them express themselves however they want on there." 

 When I asked Ms. White why she chose to incorporate technology into her Sunday 

school classroom, she had the following response: 

 I use technology because that's how we have to reach kids these days.  We have to go 

 where they are.  They use technology in everything else they do, so why not use it in 

 Sunday school?  We have to get out of traditional methods of teaching and just using the 

 Bible.  My Sunday school teacher did that when I was a child, and I was bored.  I'm 

 trying to keep my students interested and excited while teaching them at the same time. 

 (Interview Two, 9/24/12) 

 

 Social media was not the only type of technology used in Ms. White's Sunday school 

class.  She often used PowerPoint to display notes related to her historical background research.  

I never observed Ms. White ask the students to write down any information; instead, she would 

present research on the specific book of the Bible students were studying and ask them questions 

at the end of the PowerPoint.  During my first observation in Ms. White's class (9/4/12), she gave 

an in-depth background on the book of Ephesians.  The PowerPoint presentation listed several 

key facts about the book of Ephesians including the author, major themes, map of past location, 

present-day Ephesus, relation to other New Testament texts, and a common outline for the text. 

 During my eight weeks of observations in Ms. White's Sunday school class, she 

presented a PowerPoint presentation each Sunday.  The PowerPoint presentation always included 

historical background information and questions.  In addition, the PowerPoint was always the 

first piece of information presented during the Sunday school period.  I asked Ms. White why she 

chose to present background information using a presentation tool during our second formal 

interview: 

 I usually have so many notes for students that they would probably be overwhelmed if I 

 asked them to write all of that down.  PowerPoint is just the easiest way I can get across 
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 the information to them because it's so much information.  It's also easier for me to 

 organize the information.  I don't know...I mean there are many ways to give a 

 background, but I just find PowerPoint to be the easiest for me. (Interview Two, 9/24/12)  

 

 Ms. White stated that the technology she used within her Sunday school class was funded 

by her church.  She stressed the support she had from her pastor and other church officers 

concerning the use of technology in the church.  Her pastor has worked with computers and was, 

according to Ms. White, quite technologically savvy.  Thus, Ms. White had a strong support 

system for incorporating technology into her classes.  The church also had a website, and many 

of the videos and photos posted on the church's website were posted by Ms. White's students.  

Some of the videos consisted of snippets from Sunday school class discussions.  Ironically, no 

one videotaped any portion of Ms. White's Sunday school class during my eight weeks of 

observations.  The latest video posting on the church's website was dated eight months before my 

first observation.   

 Wenger (1998) noted because the world and conditions constantly change, practices must 

always be in a state of reinvention although these practices still remain true to their original form 

of practice.  By incorporating technology into her Sunday school classroom and using 

technology to further educate her students, Ms. White is reinventing the practice of how 

information is presented to students.  She's choosing to adapt aspects of her pedagogical 

practices in order "to reach kids these days."  Although Ms. White is utilizing forms of 

technology and items that are culturally and generationally specific, the practice itself has not 

evolved and remains the same: To provide religious teaching.   

Focus on Oral Literacy 

 Another pedagogical theme that permeated throughout my observations in Ms. White's 

class was her focus on oral literacy.  Similar to Mrs. Miller, Ms. White stressed the importance 
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of students reading aloud in her class.  During my first observation, Ms. White announced "Let's 

jump into the Bible lesson."  Students apparently understood this reading cue, and the student 

closest to Ms. White began to read the first Sunday school verse in the Sunday school booklet.  

The student sitting next to that student would read the second verse and so on until all of the 

Bible verses were read.  During my eight observations, Ms. White never stopped to expound 

upon the verses individually or after each verse was read; instead, she waited until all of the 

scriptures were read, and she then expounded upon several verses at one time.  During our 

second interview, I asked Ms. White about the significance behind the practice of reading aloud: 

 I think it's a combination of the way I was taught and how I currently teach my students.  

 I make students read out loud because that's how I was taught when I was a child.  I also 

 focus a lot on oral literacy and diction in my classroom.  I think summarizing is always 

 important because that's how I know if my students actually retained the information that 

 I taught them.  Oftentimes, in Sunday school, we just sort of throw information at kids, 

 but we really don't check to see if they actually learned anything, or if they retained the 

 information. (Interview Two, 9/24/12) 

 

She also stressed the importance of enunciation in her lessons.  She would stress the significance  

 

of students pronouncing words correctly and speaking loudly and clearly. 

 

Ms. White:  So, now that we've discussed the background of the lesson, let's look at  

   our scripture lesson. 

 

Erica:   "'Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, and like a lamb silent before its  

   shearer, so he does not open his mouth.'" 

 

Alex:   "'In his humiliation justice was denied him.  Who can describe his  

   generation?  For his life is taken away from the earth.'" 

 

Jacob:   "The eunuch asked Philip, 'About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet  

   say this, about himself or about someone else?'" 

 

Ms. White:  Uh-uh.  That word is "eunuch."  Everybody say "you-knuck" 

 

Class:   "You-knuck" 

 

Jacob:   Ms. White, what does "you-knuck" mean? 
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Ms. White:  Well, an eunuch is a man whose been castrated.  In other words, he is  

   unable to reproduce children because his male parts...um...are no longer  

   there. 

 

Jacob:   What!  You mean they got chopped off? [Laughter fills the class, and the  

   students all begin to comment on castration.] 

 

Ms. White:  Okay.  You all know that happens.  Let's move on.  That's not the focus of  

   the lesson.   

 

Ms. White's focus on vocabulary was more than knowing the definition, but it was also about 

knowing how to pronounce and enunciate the word correctly.  Oftentimes, students would ask 

for Ms. White's assistance before they attempted to pronounce a difficult word.  During one 

observation (10/9/12), Erica asked Ms. White to pronounce a word before she attempted to 

pronounce the term:  "Ms. White, I don't know what that word is."  Ms. White would help her 

sound out the word by breaking apart the syllables and sounds:  "Okay.  Look at the beginning of 

the word.  'Cy' is always pronounced like 'sigh.'  So, the word will be pronounced sigh-ren-i-ans 

for Cyrenians."  Erica reread the sentence correctly pronouncing "Cyrenians," Ms. White nodded 

for her to continue the verse.   

 If a student mispronounced a word, Ms. White would correct her students immediately 

and help them with the correct pronunciation.  During another observation (9/14/12), the Sunday 

school lesson related to the story of Abraham and Sarai.  While the students were reading the 

Sunday school verses aloud, each of them would pronounce "Sarai" as one would pronounce 

"Sarah".  Ms. White corrected each student for the incorrect pronunciation of the term, and she 

told them that the long vowel does not exist in Hebrew.  She then began to state how Abraham 

and Sarai should really be pronounced.  After the class, I asked Ms. White about her knowledge 

of the pronunciations of Hebrew vowels, and she stated that she inquired this information from 
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her historical research:  “Many people don’t understand the Hebrew language.  That’s why we 

have such a misinterpretation of the Bible.  I try to teach my kids the correct pronunciations and 

give them the right information because oftentimes, this information is only given in some type 

of seminary” (Observation Six, 9/14/12).   

 Because early African American Church Sunday school promoted literacy skills 

including spelling, phonics, and readings (Anderson, 1988), the histories of learning within the 

African American Church Sunday school community is deeply ingrained.  Oral literacy is often a 

focal point in many African American Church Sunday schools (Haight, 2002; McMillon and 

Edwards, 2004).  Ms. White continued to promote literacy instruction in her Sunday school class 

in part due to her own Sunday school literacy experiences as a child.    

Teacher Identity 

School Community 

 The City School System has schools across the county; however, each of these 

schools are located within the city limits of the system.  Many of the schools within the 

Touchstone City School System are newly constructed particularly the middle and high schools.  

Due to the April 2011 tornado that ravaged Touchstone County, two schools were destroyed and 

are in the process of being reconstructed.  Evergreen Middle School has a student population of 

over 700 students, many of whom live more than fifteen miles away from the school.  It is a K-8 

school with grades K-5 being housed in separate wings of the building.  The high school is 

located less than five miles from Evergreen Middle School, and both schools are located in a 

well-developed part of Touchstone County called Northington.  Evergreen Middle School 

teachers received their college degrees from the local university and also live within the 
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surrounding community.  The demographic ratio for teachers and staff at Evergreen Middle 

School is 97% white, and 3% black. 

Secondary English Classroom Experiences 

 Ms. White has taught at Evergreen Middle School for seven years, the entire span of her 

teaching career.  She described herself as always wanting to be a teacher because education was 

highly valued in her home.  Many of her relatives are teachers, and she feels comfortable being 

around children.  When I asked Ms. White about her most influential teacher, she described her 

9th and 12th grade English teacher, who she considered to be her teaching role model.  

Ironically, Ms. White and her most influential teacher now teach in the same school system.  Her 

most influential teacher possessed traits such as "being able to relate to the students."  The 

influential teacher was also described as having a "warm rapport with students and being able to 

make students feel at ease."   Ms. White's classroom practice was learned and developed through 

trial and error and prior teaching of Sunday school.  Ms. White said the following about her 

pedagogical development and learning: 

 I had to learn how to be a classroom teacher through trial and error.  Um, I kind of had to 

 practice what worked and what didn't work and kind of go from there.  Teaching Sunday 

 school did give me prior practice about how to teach.  I learned from teaching Sunday 

 school what worked with students and what didn't work with students.  I learned with 

 Sunday school how to set up what I'm gonna teach and how to organize it and how to 

 outline it and how to do my research.  I learned from Sunday school how to feel 

 comfortable around my kids and to pick up their cues and what they liked and what they 

 didn't like.  I learned a lot from Sunday school as far as how to manage the classroom, the 

 behavior, and the parents.  So, a lot of my learning on how to be a classroom teacher 

 really did come from my prior practice of teaching Sunday school.  Now, going to school 

 and being a teacher and being in the teacher education program, they did help as far as 

 teaching me the lesson planning aspect of it and the assessment part of it; however, as far 

 as how to really be a classroom teacher holistically...the majority of that came from 

 teaching Sunday school and from trial and error and from my own personality. (Interview 

 Three, 10/22/12) 
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 Professionalism and being a professional person is one of the most valuable character 

traits to Ms. White.  She stated, " I'm very concerned with making sure that my students see me 

as a professional as their teacher.  They see me as someone they can look up to.  Oftentimes, 

students don't have people in their lives that they really consider to be professional beings" 

(Interview Three, 10/22/12).  She tried to be professional in her attitude and how she conducted 

herself with other teachers.  She discussed the lack of professionalism if she disciplined students 

for being late to class, yet she was never in class on time.   

 Concerning her religious identity, she cited it as a factor in her English classroom 

because of the impact it has on her life.  Ms. White did not look upon her teaching identity as a 

separate identity from her religious identity.  Instead, she believed her religious identity was the 

overarching factor in her life.  She stated the following: 

 My religious identity is a factor in my English classroom because it affects everything I ` 

 do.  Being a teacher is a part of who I am.  If teaching is a part of who I am, then 

 certainly my religious identity is a part of who I am.  Once again, it goes back to how I 

 treat my students.  How I teach, what I put emphasis on, it goes back to what I put 

 emphasis on in my classroom.  It's a factor.  It's a factor not only in my English class, but 

 in everything I do.  So, certainly you're going to see that in my classroom.  Pieces of my 

 religious identity you'll see in everything I do. (Interview Three, 10/22/12) 

 

 Ms. White's relationship with her students is defined by her identity as a Christian.  She 

considered herself to be more than a teacher to her students and viewed herself as possessing 

multiple roles.  These roles included that of teacher, parent, social worker, role model, and 

mentor, and Ms. White considered each of these roles to be her responsibility.  Why she chose to 

view herself within the context of multiple roles has a lot to do with her identity as a Christian.  

She stated, "A lot of teachers just look upon their role as just a teacher, and I don't feel that way.  

I think that comes from my identifying myself as a Christian and wanting to spread light within 

the world" (Interview Three, 10/22/12). There was a belief by Ms. White that she could teach her 
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students about being good citizens without proselytizing to them and within the boundaries of 

her job:  "I can teach them about being good to others and treating people with kindness without 

having to preach to them" (Interview Three, 10/22/12). 

 Her English class differs from many of the other English classes at her school as Ms. 

White focused tremendously on social justice and equity.  She chose to focus on these items as 

she believed teachers, especially Southern teachers, should address the "elephant in the room."  

Also, she thought it was crucial to teach students "about social justice and the meaning of social 

justice and to address a lot of those issues teachers don't want to address."  In addition, she 

described her class as different because her management style is quite different from her peers:  

"My English classes differ in the sense that management wise, I don't have a lot of discipline 

issues, and that's really not the case with my peers.  I treat students with respect.  I don't look 

down on them.  I don't talk down on them.  I approach them with respect, so I have a different 

kind of bond than a lot of my peers do, and that changes the dynamic of my class in a lot of 

ways" (Interview Three, 10/22/12). 

 In order to introduce significant points relating to Ms. White's secondary English 

classroom practice, I provide a “snapshot” of my first observation in the classroom.  This section 

will provide an in-depth look into a day in Ms. White's English 8 class.   

Snapshot of Ms. White's Secondary English Classroom 

 I notice the size of the classroom.  It is one of the largest classrooms I have ever seen.  

There are neatly buffed linoleum floors, and the desks are in straight rows facing the front of the 

classroom.  There are thirty desks; however, the classroom is so large that the room does not 

feel cramped.  Ms. White's desk is situated in the front of the classroom facing the students and 

located on the far right side of the classroom.  There are three windows with four panes, and red 
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window curtains at the top of each windowsill.  Although there are blinds that are located on 

each window, the blinds are open, and there is much light fills the room.  A large air-

conditioning unit is stationed on the far right side of the room as well.  In addition to the long 

white board in the front of the room, there are two mini white boards on the far left side of the 

room.  One of the boards reads "homework" while the second reads "WOTD", which I assume is 

word-of-the-day.  In the middle of the classroom is an LCD projector and an overhead projector.  

Both are sitting on top of a small wooden desk, which also includes a radio and computer 

station.  Built-in bookshelves are sprawled across the back of the classroom, and they are all 

filled with books.   

 I am observing Ms. White's second period English 8 class, and the class has a significant 

number of students sitting in the desks.  There are twenty-six students in the class, and the racial 

composition is equally divided among African Americans and Caucasians.  The students are 

distracted from their writing assignment, and they begin to stare at me as I approach my way to 

the back of the classroom.  There is a small desk located near the back wall, and I take a seat at 

this desk.  I take out my notebook and recorder.  The students are working silently on their 

reading start-up activity, in which the directions are centrally written on the white board.  For 

today's activity, students are to record information (plot, major characters, setting, tone, mood, 

comprehension questions) concerning Richard Connell's "The Most Dangerous Game."   

 The reading start-up discussion lasts for a total of twenty minutes, and students are asked 

to pass up their responses to the front of the class.  The class then shifts to the grammar activity 

for the day:  pronoun antecedent agreement. Ms. White has students complete ten practice 

problems in the grammar book identifying the correct antecedent and pronoun in the sentence.  

She sets her timer again for ten minutes.  The buzzer alerts the class when they are out of town.  
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When the class goes over the practice exercise, I notice that some students raise their hands 

while others call out answers without raising their hands.  The students that are calling out 

answers are calling out incorrect answers.  Ms. White tells them to quit guessing and look at the 

rules in the grammar book as well as the chart she has given them.  Ms. White appears to be 

exasperated by the number of students who are struggling with this exercise.  In order to give 

students more opportunities to practice, she then asks students to work independently on 

Exercise B in the grammar book, which has ten problems.  Students are given another ten 

minutes to work on the assignment.  I noticed while students were working on the assignment, 

that there was very little talking in the class.  For the most part, students were working on their 

assignments and/or quietly asking their peers for assistance.  Ms. White goes over the ten 

problems and students appear to do much better on this exercise.   

 After the grammar activity, the class continues its unit on short stories, and Ms. White 

tells them to take out their literature books.  She then turns on her computer and projector and 

plays a short news clip.  The news clip shows a young African American male, who is eighteen 

years of age, being handcuffed for robbing a convenience store.  Several students make 

comments about the news clip and one student states, "My cousin robbed a store.  He's in prison 

now for a long time."  After the video ends, Ms. White asks the class why they think the boy 

robbed the store.  A male student sitting in the front of the classroom states that "he may not 

have had any money."  Another student raises his hand and states, "He probably just wanted to 

prove himself to somebody."  Finally, a another female wearing a cheerleader uniform raises her 

hand and states, "Some people don't know any better.  That may be all he knows.  I mean we 

don't know what his home life is like."  After the student's response, Ms. White tells the class they 

will be reading the short story "Thank You M'am" by Langston Hughes for homework.  She asks 
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the students to keep the news clip and their responses in mind as they read the story, and she 

explains to them that it is one of the shortest stories they will ever read as it is only two pages 

long.  She writes the following on the board and asks students to write a response to this saying 

for homework:  "It takes a village to raise a child."  Several students state they have heard of the 

saying before, and Ms. White tells the class that it is an old African proverb.  While in the middle 

of her explanation, the bell rings for students to exit the class.  All of the students pack up their 

belongings and exit the class.   

Consistent Secondary English/Language Arts Practices 

 The following pedagogical practices were consistent in Ms. White's secondary English 

class.  These consistencies were noted in observational field notes over fourteen secondary 

English class observations.  Several major codes were identified from the observational field 

note data (See Appendix C).  I have organized Ms. White's Secondary English pedagogical 

practices around three main themes from the coding data.   

Significance on Technology 

 In Ms. White's English classroom, there was a major focus on technology.  Ms. White 

conducted what she referred to as a "paperless" classroom.  Her students completed their 

assignments or activities via a classroom set of laptops and IPads, which were awarded to Ms. 

White via classroom grants.  During my second observation (9/11/12) in Ms. White's class, her 

students were rewriting an alternative ending to "Thank You M'am" by Langston Hughes.  The 

class engaged in a whole-class discussion of the text, and following the discussion, she asked 

students to compose an alternative ending to the story using their computers. 

 The students worked quietly on their stories.  It took these students much longer to 

compose their stories; however, Ms. White was quite patient with the students.  She did not rush 
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the students and complimented each of them on their endings.  After the students finished 

composing their stories, they were then to uploaded their alternative endings on the class wiki 

page.  The class wiki page is a public site, and students and parents are able to see the 

assignments that are posted in real-time.  Ms. White pulled up the class wiki page on her laptop 

and it simultaneously projected onto the projector screen.  I noticed several postings from 

students and directly below the postings were comments from various people.  I assumed these 

comments were from parents.  The students completed the activity without much hesitation, and 

Ms. White walked around and encouraged the students to post on their Facebook and/or Twitter 

sites the link to the class wiki, so that their friends were informed about their stories.  Ms. White 

walked around to my desk and informed me of the new Touchstone City School Board policy 

that allowed students to bring their cell phones to school and to have them out pending their use 

for educational purposes.  The young boy sitting in front of me pulled out his smartphone and 

began to type profusely on its keypad.  At least half of the class chose to post links to their class 

wiki on social networking sites via use of a mobile device.  I was surprised by the number of 

students who actually owned phones as this was a middle school class.  During my second 

formal interview with Ms. White, I asked her whether she chose to incorporate activities utilizing 

students' possession of mobile devices:   

 I do a lot where students can use their phones.  Sometimes we do polls, or there is an app 

 that will cause your phone to function as a clicker.  You can use a computer with it too, 

 but the kids can use their phones to answer questions and stuff.  I was actually one of 

 the teachers asked to serve on the technology committee.  We basically had a large say-so 

 in the Board changing the policy that allowed students to have cell phones at school.  

 I don't see the big deal.  They are going to have the phones anyway.  You can't stop 

 them, so why not let them use it for some good.  I'm glad they actually listened to the 

 teachers and decided to change the policy (Interview Two, 9/24/12).   
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 During another observation (9/24/12), students were in the beginning stages of research 

papers.  The class had been discussing plagiarism and MLA documentation during my previous 

two observations to the class, and on this particular day, students were to complete an activity 

where they paraphrased a large sum of information.  Ms. White informed me that students were 

to complete this activity to teach them the significance of paraphrasing and MLA documentation.  

During this exercise, Ms. White walked around the room and found one student on a social 

networking site.  She stopped the entire class to address this student's behavior by having the 

class verbally summarize her rules concerning off-task behavior: 

Ms. White:  Class.  How many times have I told you all that when we use technology,  

   or you  have your phones, you are to only work on what you're supposed  

   to be working  on?  You should not be searching websites and shopping  

   for shoes and clothes.  Let's go back over the rules again because some of  

   you have forgotten them.  If I catch you off-task once... 

 

Class (Collectively): You get a warning. 

 

Ms. White:  And if I catch you again, or have to say something to you again... 

 

Class (Collectively): You lose your technology privileges. 

 

Ms. White:  Okay. So make sure you take this seriously.  It's a privilege for you all to  

   have access to this type of technology.  Everybody doesn't have it.  Okay? 

 

There was no verbal response to Ms. White's question.  I noticed three students, sitting in the 

front row, who nodded their heads.  Otherwise, there were no visible responses to Ms. White's 

question.  I asked Ms. White why she chose to conduct a significant amount of technology in her 

English classroom, and she stated the following: 

 I focus a lot on technology in my class because I think that's where we're headed with 

 education.  I've taken a lot of classes and been involved in a couple of workshops that are 

 technology based.  You know, I've held a couple of seminars at my school teaching other 

 teachers about technology.  I do focus a lot on technology in my class because I think it's 

 important; it's a way to get the students engaged and interested.  I think this is the way 
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 education is headed, so why are we not embracing it.  And I bring that over to my Sunday 

 school  class. (Interview Three, 10/22/12) 
  

 Ms. White stated that many of her technological ideas in her Sunday school class are 

ideas that she actually implemented in her English classroom.  In other words, she would try out 

different forms of technology in her English classroom before she utilized those forms of 

technology in her Sunday school class.  I asked her about the reasoning behind this method, and 

she stated, "My high school students are different.  They will usually follow the directions 

because they have to.  It's school, but my Sunday school students don't have to be there.  I have 

to find creative ways to keep them coming" (Interview Three, 10/22/12).  Over the course of 

fourteen weeks of observations in Ms. White's second block English 8 classroom, I saw various 

forms of technology implemented including social media sites, Glogster, wikis, Edmodo, online 

quizzes, online worksheets, blogs, online portfolios, Promethium board, and a classroom 

electronic portfolio.  Technology was a significant part of her class, and there was a not a day 

that its use was not prevalent in the classroom.  

Reading Comprehension 

 The second consistent pedagogical practice I observed was Ms. White's focus on reading 

comprehension.  I observed Ms. White's English 7 class, and she began each of her classes with a 

reading comprehension start-up.  This introductory activity consisted of a short reading passage 

from all genres of reading.  The length of the reading passages were different each time I 

observed her class; however, they were all consistent in structure.  Each passage began with 

some form of text followed by either multiple choice questions or discussion questions.  The 

questions also varied in length ranging from five questions to ten questions.  Some of the 

passages looked familiar over the course of my observations, and I realized that Ms. White chose 



124 

 

to pull passages from a reading comprehension workbook that I often used with my former 

AHSGE Reading Review Class.  The delivery of the start-up was different each time I came to 

observe; however, students read start-up passages aloud eight out of the fourteen times I 

observed her class. 

 During one observation (10/2/12), Ms. White had students read the passage aloud.  The 

title of this passage was "The Uniform Makes the Student," and the length was one page.  

Students' names were chosen from a small, plastic cup Ms. White held in her hand.  She called 

on a different student for each paragraph.  On the back of the reading passage were six 

comprehension questions.  Students were given ten minutes to answer the questions 

independently and silently.  When the timer buzzed to indicate the end of ten minutes, Ms. White 

went over each of the questions.  Students were asked to check their responses against Ms. 

White's responses; however, Ms. White did not give students the correct responses.  She would 

place a copy of the passage under an ELMO projector and specifically mark items in the 

passages where the information could be found.  On this date, I observed students marking their 

passages with the same marks as Ms. White was putting on her handout.  I asked the student 

sitting directly in front of me if he performed well on the assignment, and he told me, "Yes.  I got 

all of them right."   

 During another observation (10/9/12), Ms. White had the students read the passages in 

pairs, and the reading comprehension questions were in the form of a discussion.  Whether the 

questions were in written form or discussion form, Ms. White consistently stressed 

comprehension.  She would ask students about minor details in the passages as well as ask 

students to name the comprehension strategies they used to answer the comprehension questions.  

In addition to reading comprehension introductory activities, students would read several pieces 
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of literature in the class.  While reading Shiloh, Ms. White assigned a writing activity to students 

in which they were to outline major events in the current chapter they were reading in the text.  

Ms. White reiterated to students that in order for them to complete this assignment, they would 

have to comprehend what they had read.  She encouraged them to rely on the reading 

comprehension strategies she had taught them.  After she gave directions for the assignment, she 

once again, stressed the importance of reading comprehension.  She informed the students how 

important reading comprehension is to their lives outside of school.  She asked them to name 

what they wanted to do when they became adults, and as the students did so, Ms. White kept 

telling them how important reading comprehension is to their future occupational skills.   

 Ms. White's focus on reading comprehension and literacy skills that relate to students' 

real world experiences are similar to the pedagogical practices of many African American 

teachers, who believe it is their duty to prepare students, specifically African American students, 

for real world challenges (Irvine, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994).  Ms. White stressed reading 

comprehension because she viewed it as an antiquated skill that was necessary for students' 

future real world endeavors.  In addition, Ms. White's focus on oral literacy was also instilled in 

her as a child through her Sunday school experiences.  Thus, her experiences in her Sunday 

school continued to impact her current pedagogical practices.  Experiences, memories, and 

events from communities of practice create areas of negotiability for individual identities 

(Wenger, 1998).  During my third interview with Ms. White, she stated the following about 

literacy in her class: 

 Literacy is taught throughout my classes; it is an English class.  I do tend to focus a lot in  

 my class on reading comprehension just because  that's the foundation for everything that 

 you do.  You can't do anything if you can't comprehend what you've read.  It's so 

 important.  I consider reading comprehension to be a life skill not just a literacy skill or 

 an academic skill.  It's a life skill because you have to comprehend what you read.  If 
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 you're doing a job, you have to be able to understand directions.  I teach my students that 

 this is a life skill, and I do place a heavy emphasis on reading comprehension in my class.  

 We do a lot of activities that's tied to reading comprehension, a lot of writing activities, 

 etc.  I constantly teach my students the importance of reading comprehension because 

 reading to me is really becoming antiquated.  Students don't want to sit down; they don't 

 want to read.  They want you to tell them what it's about, and I have to constantly remind 

 them to them that it's very important to possess that skill of reading, but more 

 importantly, it's more important to possess the skill of comprehension.  My students do a 

 warm-up everyday that has to do with reading comprehension.  Any of our whole-class 

 literacy activities, comprehension is somehow tied into that.  I place a heavy emphasis on 

 public speaking and diction and um, being able to get up and get in front of people and 

 feel comfortable.  I place a heavy emphasis on vocabulary because it does affect the way 

 people see you.  So, there are a lot of activities in my class that really relate to literacy.  

 There are a lot of different strategies that I incorporate into my classroom. (Interview 

 Three, 10/22/12) 

 

 In late October, Ms. White began to change the way she ended her class.  During 

previous observations, class would end with students completing an assignment or with Ms. 

White discussing some form of literature, grammar, or writing.  In late October, Ms. White 

began to have her classes complete impromptu book talks.  The students were assigned to read 

two outside novels during a six week period in addition to their in-class reading and literature 

assignments.  During an observation in late October (10/22/12), Ms. White ended her actual 

teaching and student assignments nearly ten minutes before the class ended.  She walked to the 

front of the room and pulled a name out of the same plastic cup she used for reading start-ups:  

"Alright, James.  Come and give us a short summary and analysis of one of your outside reading 

texts."  The male student told Ms. White that he did not have either of his books with him, and 

Ms. White stated that he did not need them.  James then made his way to the front of the class:   

James:  Well, I'm reading Monster by Walter Dean Myers.  I've only read the beginning  

  of the  book so far [looking at Ms. White].  Well, Steve gets in trouble for   

  robbing this store, and he's in jail.  I'm pretty sure he's scared because he   

  talks a lot about his feelings in jail and stuff.   

 

Ms. White: James, speak louder.  What you're saying is good, but you need to increase the  

  volume, so that people can hear you.   
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James:  [In a louder tone] The book...it's kind of different.  It's written like a movie script.  

  There are a lot of people speaking, and some of the people are his friends and  

  his lawyer and the other guy's lawyer.  I'm still reading to see if he did or not.   

 

Ms. White: James, thank you for your book talk.  You did a wonderful job.  Let's give James  

  a round of applause. 

 

[The class applauds, and James slowly walks back to his seat with a smile on his face.] 

 

Ms. White stated at the end of class that she began to do this activity in order to informally assess 

students' comprehension of their reading texts.  She also chose to have students present to the 

class because "presenting to the class allows them to practice their public speaking skills and 

makes them aware of how they speak." 

 

Good Behavior and Life Application 

 The third consistent pedagogical practice in Ms. White's classroom is life application.  

Ms. White stressed good behavior in her class and encouraged students to make good life 

decisions throughout my observations in her class. Throughout my time in her class, I observed 

her giving students lectures on the consequences of bad behavior, discussing the significance of 

one's character/reputation, discussing the relationship between character and behavior, having 

students complete journal entries on behavior, ending class early to discuss the students' daily 

behavior, and incorporating life application lessons that stress good behavior.  On my first 

observation (September 2), the students were scheduled to attend an academic pep rally between 

the third and fourth block class periods.  Some of the students in her first block English 7 class 

were removed from the last academic pep rally due to bad behavior.  Ms. White stated to 
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students that "we need to have a little family discussion," and began to lecture to students about 

their behavior outside of the classroom: 

 Students, now you all know what is going on today.  We have a pep rally to get you all 

 motivated to take your state tests.  Now, we want you all to have fun.  That's the purpose 

 of having these pep rallies; however, I was told there was some trouble at the last pep 

 rally.  Now, you all know, I get real offended when I hear that some of my students 

 are causing trouble outside of my classroom.  I just do.  I don't like it.  You don't cut 

 up in here, so I don't expect you to act like that in anybody else's classroom or 

 somewhere else.  When you go to this pep rally today, be on your  best behavior not just 

 because you're being watched but because how you act is a reflection of your character.  

 Remember, your character and reputation is all you have.  Once that's ruined, it's hard to 

 get that back.  Sometimes, I don't think you all really realize how important your 

 reputation is because you're so young.  I remember when I was your age, and I thought 

 the same thing.  I have people I went to school with who even if they completely changed 

 their lives, some people will only remember them as "so and so" from middle school 

 or high school.  When you act up, you're sending a message, and I'm pretty sure it's a 

 message you don't want to send.  So now, don't let me hear of anybody in this class acting 

 up at this pep rally.  In fact, I better not hear of anybody in this class acting up at another 

 pep rally period.  Do we all have an understanding? (Observation One, 9/2/12) 

 

 On another observation (9/24/12), Ms. White scheduled a library/computer lab day as 

students were to work on a WebQuest assignment.  After the tardy bell rang, students worked 

quietly on their reading start-up assignment; however, the start-up for this class consisted of two 

parts.  Students were to complete the reading start-up and then respond to the following writing 

prompt:   "Why is good behavior important when we go to the computer lab?"  Students took 

time to respond to the journal prompt and after completing the assignment, Ms. White asked the 

students to raise their hands to share their responses.  An eager male student, sitting in the back 

of the class, blurted out, “The computers in the library are expensive, and we don’t want to have 

to pay for them.”  Ms. White nodded her head in agreement and informed the student that his 

response was a good response.  Another male student raised his hand and stated, “The library is 

not a place to act up.  If we do, Ms. White may not take us back again.”  Ms. White once again 
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nodded her head and agreed with the student’s response.  Ms. White once again lectured to the 

students about the importance of their behavior: 

 Jeremy and Anthony were right.  It's a privilege to go to the computer lab.  Better yet, it's 

 a privilege to leave the classroom.  Remember, what I always tell you all about your 

 behavior and your character.  It's so important to have integrity and good character.  

 Don't let people think  you are one way, and you know you're not that way.  I know you 

 all get tired of me talking about character, but it's so important.  When you all get a 

 job one day, your character and integrity are  going to be incredibly important.  That's all 

 you all have is your character and your integrity and building that starts now, while 

 you're young. 

 

Once the students were in the library, there were no discipline issues, and Ms. White rarely had 

to reprove the students for their misbehavior.  They all worked on the assignment and quieted 

down themselves when they saw they were getting too loud.  I am unsure the lecture Ms. White 

gave at the beginning of class had any effect on students' behavior, but there were no students 

who engaged in any observable unruly behavior. 

 Concerning discipline, Ms. White described herself as a "no-nonsense type of person."  

She described her classroom as authoritative but not authoritarian as she did not believed she 

ruled with an iron fist.  She expected her students to respect her, and in turn, she respected them.  

Discipline in her English classroom usually came in the form of talking with students in an 

informal manner and then asking them sternly to stop the behavior.  Ms. White stated that she 

rarely sent students to the office.  She stated, " I don't like sending students to the office, and I 

haven't had to send many students to the office.  They understand that I command respect, and 

that I expect them to meet that standard.  If they don't meet that standard, there are consequences 

to their actions" (Interview Three, 10/22/12).  Ms. White believed her religious identity affected 

the way she disciplined her students in her English classes.  She stated the following: 

 I try to be compassionate to them and listen to them and not be biased and discriminatory 

 towards them.  I've seen and observed teachers be brutal to them just because they're in a 
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 position of power.  They use discipline as a way to sort of enact their own biases towards 

 students.  I look at people with love and compassion, so it's hard for me to treat students 

 like that.  I discipline my students how I would want people to treat and discipline my 

 own kids.  Regardless of what their background is, how bad they've been, I don't let that 

 affect the way I treat them.  I see a lot of that in the school, and I find that to be quite 

 disheartening.  I'm commanded to love, and I try to do that to the best of my ability.  

 Does that mean I don't get angry, no.  I do.  But, to just willfully berate kids...I don't 

 believe in doing that. (Interview Three, 10/22/12) 

 

Summary/Discussion  
 

 "As a teacher, I have to be careful, but people always think that you have to show your 

religious beliefs by telling people.  Just live it!  That's how you can best demonstrate your 

beliefs.  I try to live what I believe" (Interview One, 8/5/12).  With this quote, Ms. White 

acknowledges that there is a relationship between her personal identity and professional identity 

(Nelson, 2006; 2010).  Her religion, which encompasses her personal life, influences her role and 

identity as a teacher via her pedagogical practices and her views concerning the teaching 

profession, curriculum, and most importantly, her students (Nelson, 2010).  Her religious ideals 

are directly related to the information received in her church as well as her participation in her 

church activities.  Although Ms. White recognized and acknowledged boundaries concerning the 

proselytization of religion specifically hers in the classroom, she did not allow those boundaries 

to stop her from instilling values of goodness in her students.  She viewed these tenets as 

Christian values, but she failed to see how these Christian values shaped and influenced her 

professional boundaries.   

 The similarities in Ms. White's Sunday school pedagogical practices and secondary 

English pedagogical practices demonstrate that her practices in both environments are influenced 

by the other.  Many of the pedagogical practices utilized in her Sunday school class are also 
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utilized in her secondary English class and vice versa.  Ms. White attributed her pedagogical 

strengths in her secondary English class to her teaching of Sunday school:   

 Now, going to school and being a teacher and being in the teacher education program, 

 they did help as far as teaching me the lesson planning aspect of it and the assessment 

 part of it; however, as far as how to really be a classroom teacher holistically...the 

 majority of that came from teaching Sunday school and from trial and error and from my 

 own personality" (Interview Three, 10/22/12).   

 

 Wenger (1998) noted that those within communities of practice retain a history through 

various artifacts and participation in these communities of practice.  Ms. White's direct 

experience and membership in Sunday school allowed her to develop a history that is connected 

to several artifacts including Ms. White's focus on oral literacy.  These artifacts allow Ms. White 

to stay connected to her community of practice while negotiating these practices and 

transforming them into something new (Wenger, 1998).  Although Ms. White was raised in 

Sunday school and in church, she wanted to change much of what she considered the 

"traditional" methods of Sunday school teaching by incorporating forms of technology.  This is 

evident in her statement, "They use technology in everything else they do, so why not use it in 

Sunday school?  We have to get out of traditional methods of teaching and just using the Bible.  

My Sunday school teacher did that when I was a child, and I was bored" (Interview One, 

10/5/12).  In addition, Ms. White focused on oral literacy and technology were both consistent 

pedagogical practices in both of Ms. White's teaching environments.  Her need to focus on oral 

literacy and reading comprehension stemmed from her belief that reading and literacy were 

foundational life skills; without them, life was difficult to maneuver.  However, I cannot 

discredit the emphasis on oral literacy and literacy in general from Ms. White's Sunday school 

upbringing.  In her first interview, she noted the significance of oral literacy in her Sunday 

school classes as a child:  " I stress oral literacy because that's what was stressed when I grew up.  
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We had to read and speak loudly and clearly, so that's what I reinforce with my students."  Her 

participation in the community of practice of Sunday school is a strong component of Ms. 

White's identity.   

 Ms. White also felt it was necessary to instill life skills in both her Sunday school and 

secondary English students.  She connected her lessons in both of her classroom environments to 

students' real world experiences as she saw the value of truly "reaching her students beyond the 

classroom space."  She took responsibility for the decisions students would make outside of the 

classroom space in order to instill in students the demands that would be placed on them 

regarding their future life experiences (Irvine, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994).   Ms. White's 

religious identity ultimately shapes her interactions with her students and influences her 

pedagogical practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER VI 

 

CASE STUDY #3:  MRS. ANGELA TAYLOR 

 
 "I look at my life as a house, and my religious identity is the foundation of the house.  

Without it, the rest of the house will cave in" (Interview One, 10/28/12).   

 Mrs. Taylor is thirty years of age, and she has lived in Touchstone her entire life.  She 

stated the importance of education in her family.  Her one and only sibling, a brother, received 

his doctorate degree in elementary education from the local research university in Touchstone.  
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She describes her family as a “family of educators,” and she “loves that she is continuing the 

legacy of education” in her family.  She received her undergraduate degree in education from a 

local university nearly two hours from Touchstone.  She chose to apply for a job in Hightown 

County because she knew many of the teachers at the school.  Because her mother worked in 

Hightown County, Mrs. Taylor wanted to teach within the same system.  Mrs. Taylor has been 

teaching high school English for seven years.  She currently teaches eighth grade English at 

Hightown County High School in Hightown County.  She and Mrs. Miller have been colleagues 

for her entire duration at Hightown County High School.  Her church is located in Touchstone 

and is one of the largest African American Baptist churches in Touchstone County.   

Religious Identity 

Religious Beliefs 

 Mrs. Taylor has been a member of the missionary Baptist denomination for the duration 

of her life.  When asked about her religious beliefs, she immediately stated, "I'm a Baptist."  Her 

Baptist affiliation was important to her, and she situated her beliefs within this denominational 

context.  I asked Mrs. Taylor to specifically define her beliefs, and she said she believed in the 

Holy Trinity and that Jesus died for her sins.  She also stated that her role as a Christian was to 

"represent God in everything she said and did."  Her religious beliefs were developed through a 

life-long relationship with her church, her parents, and her Baptist affiliation.  She attended 

church regularly as a child, which led to her consistently attending church as an adult.  I asked 

Mrs. Taylor if she always agreed with the National Baptist Association, USA, denominational 

structure and policies: 

 No, I don't always agree with the Baptist structure, but that's all I know.  I mean, who 

 always agrees with their denominational structure?  The Baptist church is what it  is, and 

 I  just try to make sure that I don't put the denomination before God.  There are some 
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 things that need to be changed, but there are some things that need to be changed for 

 every denomination (Interview One, 10/28/12). 

Mrs. Taylor wanted everyone to know that she was Christian, and she tried to demonstrate her 

Christianity through her actions and speech.  She defined her religious beliefs as "having a major 

impact on the way she lived her life, and the way she treated others."  Mrs. Taylor described her 

adolescent years as full of turmoil as she was often taunted because she would not go along with 

the crowd: 

 I didn't have a lot of friends as a child and as a youth.  I don't know...I just wouldn't go 

 along with the crowd.  Not only was I a nerd, but I did try to live a Christian life even as a 

 child.  Now, that doesn't mean that I was perfect.  I made my fair share of mistakes, but 

 I just didn't get into a lot of stuff that a lot of other kids got into, and I do believe that was 

 because I was constantly at church.  Guilt would eat me up when I did something that I 

 knew wasn't right (Interview One,10/28/12).   

Mrs. Taylor addressed her conflicts with others about religious beliefs/differences in a 

diplomatic manner.  She did not allow religious differences and/or beliefs to ruin relationships 

with others; however, similar to Mrs. Miller, she would not mask her beliefs in order to appease 

someone else.  When I asked Mrs. Taylor how her religious identities relate to her other 

identities, she stated, "I look at my life as a house, and my religious identity is the foundation of 

the house.  Without it, the rest of the house will cave in" (Interview One,10/28/12 ).  Mrs. Taylor 

did not allow her religious beliefs to keep her from communicating with those who chose not to 

be religious.  She believed it was her duty to "be a light to everyone." 

Church Community  

 Mrs. Taylor attends New Light Baptist Church in Touchstone.  The church is 

predominately African American and has a weekly attendance of over 800.  The pastor has 

served as the pastor for over thirty years, and he has many significant positions within the Baptist 
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convention circuit.  Because of these positions, he is a nationally recognized figure within the 

Baptist association.  The pastor is in his mid-60's, and he is fairly traditional in his progressive 

beliefs.  He teaches his parish to strictly abide by and follow the Baptist covenant and beliefs.  

Mrs. Taylor's pastor does not recognize women as pastoral leaders or administrative leaders.  

Women are not allowed to serve in ministerial roles or administrative roles, such as the deacon 

board, which is the highest administrative office in the Baptist denomination. In addition, her 

pastor does not allow women to wear pants or any style of dress that resembles a man.  Mrs. 

Taylor strongly agrees with these beliefs as they are rooted in her denominational foundation:  

"A lot of people my age are leaving the Baptist church because we're so traditional, but I think 

tradition is a good thing and should be honored" (Interview One, 10/28/12).  Many of the 

members in Mrs. Taylor's church are educated professionals and hold "good jobs."  They are also 

lifelong members with several generations of families.   

Sunday School Classroom Experiences 

 Mrs. Taylor has taught Sunday school at her church for eight years.  Mrs. Taylor 

volunteered to serve as a Sunday school teacher when the teen teacher moved to another state.  

Her pastor and the officers of her church agreed that she would be a suitable candidate for the job 

due to her expertise in the field of education.  Her Sunday school students range in age from 13-

16.  Mrs. Taylor has always attended Sunday school and continued to regularly communicate 

with her childhood Sunday school teachers, who were members of her church.  She described her 

childhood Sunday school activities as quite similar to her own class:  "My Sunday school class is 

not much different from how I was taught in Sunday school.  I believe in tradition, and I try to 

keep a lot of that tradition in my class.  Sunday school is just Sunday school, but I try to relate to 

my kids and use Sunday school to teach them about life" (Interview One, 10/28/12).  She 
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recalled her childhood Sunday school teachers demanding them to memorize Bible verses.  She 

and her older sister had to memorize a Bible verse each week in Sunday school.  In addition, 

Mrs. Taylor recalled retelling Bible stories in Sunday school and during her class's Sunday 

school review session: 

 I had to go to Sunday school.  My parents didn't allow us to sit at home while they went 

 to Sunday school.  We went with them.  Our teachers would teach us Bible stories, and 

 we would retell them in our own words during the review.  We don't have Sunday school 

 review here, but when I was a child at this church, we had to get up and review every 

 Sunday.  We had to retell what we learned.  That's why I'm such a good storyteller 

 now.  That's all I did as a child in Sunday school (Interview One, 10/28/12).   

 

Mrs. Taylor was very careful about her conduct outside of her Sunday school class.  Although 

she is a young lady, she did not participate in activities that deemed "contradictory to my Sunday 

school teaching."  She did not wish to teach her students one thing, and then have her actions 

demonstrate the opposite behavior; however, she also wanted her students to see that she was 

human: 

 One of the things I used to hate about my Sunday school teachers was the fact that they 

 acted as if they were perfect. People make mistakes.  Preaching to kids and constantly 

 telling them they're wrong doesn't really help them.  What helps them is showing them 

 that we are all  human, and we make mistakes.  It's important for them to see that I made 

 mistakes in life, but I  learned from my mistakes (Interview One, 10/28/12).   

  

The students in Mrs. Taylor's class come from many different areas of Touchstone County.  They 

attend schools from several school systems as Mrs. Taylor's church draws members from 

neighboring counties and cities.  Mrs. Taylor often saw the students outside of school at their 

extracurricular activities as she tried to patronize their school activities as much as she could.   

Snapshot of Mrs. Taylor's Sunday School Classroom 

 Mrs. Taylor's Sunday school class is large as it is the size of a small gymnasium.  It is not 

reminiscent of a typical classroom, but instead, a large multipurpose room that was tailored for 
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classroom purposes.  There are high ceilings that beam bright lights throughout the room, and 

seven round tables with six chairs permeate the room.  Two large white boards are strategically 

placed on two different walls in the classroom.  There are also two easels with small white 

boards on them.  These portable boards are able to be moved as they have wheels on the bottom 

of them.   

 Mrs. Taylor glances at me and smiles as I entered the room.  She immediately introduced 

me to the class, "You all, this is Ms. Whitfield.  She is going to be sitting in on our classes for 

awhile because she's doing some research for me."  There are nearly forty students in this class, 

and it is one of the largest Sunday school classes I have observed.  The students range in age 

from 13-18.  They are seated in the chairs surrounding the round tables and nearly every table is 

fully occupied.  The students are working on a group activity when I enter the classroom, and 

they are quite excited about the activity as there is much discussion among each of the students.  

I quietly take a seat at one of the round tables in the back of the church.  There are four other 

students sitting at my table, and I briefly introduce myself.  They introduce themselves as well:  

Kelly, Natasha, Jonathan, and David.  I learn that Kelly is fifteen; Natasha is sixteen; Jonathan 

is fourteen; and David is sixteen.  The students are working on a discussion activity in which 

they had to discuss practical ways to have a Christ-like attitude.  The students at my table were 

each giving answers in response to the question.  A buzzer rang, and Mrs. Taylor walked to the 

front of the large classroom and asked each group to send one representative to the front of the 

classroom as a representative.  Kelly volunteered to represent the students at my table, and 

seven students including Kelly walked to the front the class.   

 Mrs. Taylor asked each student to tell the class what their respective groups discussed.  

as the first student, Taylor, began to tell what her group discussed, I noticed the non-speakers 
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sitting and listening intently.  The acoustics in the room were perfect for singing or voice 

projection, and the students did not have to speak loud in order to be heard.  After the students 

gave their answers to the class, Mrs. Taylor asked the students to take out their Sunday school 

books and flip to the daily lesson.  The Sunday school books were stacked on neatly on the back 

counter that spanned nearly the entire back wall.  Each of the students walked to the back 

counter and grabbed a Sunday school book.  They sat intently at their round tables and flipped to 

the daily lesson.  The Sunday school books were titled Baptist Sunday School Quarterly, and the 

lessons were similar in structure to the Methodist Sunday school books and the general Sunday 

school books used by Mrs. Miller and her students.   

 Similar to Mrs. Miller and Ms. White, Mrs. Taylor gave a brief introduction to the 

Sunday school lesson by reading the "Lesson Introduction" to the class.  After she read the 

introduction aloud, she asked her students to begin reading the Bible verses.  Instead of the 

students reading in a specific order or chronologically, each student would just read a verse by 

volunteering.  One student began reading a verse, and another student at another table read the 

second verse until all of the verses were read.  Mrs. Taylor then had the class each the memory 

verse in unison.  Instead of reading the verse once in unison, the class read the verse four times 

together in unison:  "Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus" (The Baptist Sunday 

School Quarterly, 2012, p. 41).  Mrs. Taylor then asked students to recite the memory verse by 

memory to the other students at their tables.  Nearly five minutes after she asks students to recite 

the memory verse, she then asks for a student volunteer to read the commentary paragraphs 

within the lesson.  These paragraphs give a summary of what they Bible verses contained.  A 

male student reads the paragraph aloud, and after he finishes reading the passage, Mrs. Taylor 

continues to expound upon the importance of having "Christ-like thinking patterns."  She then 
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asks another student to read the second commentary paragraph.  Kelly, one the students sitting 

my table, reads the passage, and Mrs. Taylor asks her to give her opinion of what she just read.  

Kelly summarizes the paragraph and tells the class she thinks, "Christians have to be humble 

and part of being humble means having a Christ-like attitude at all times."  Mrs. Taylor ends her 

class by talking about students' ability to be Christ-like even as teenagers.  She begins to discuss 

a recent incident in which a local teenager was arrested for burglarizing homes.  Mrs. Taylor 

tells the class that Christ-like means actually "acting like a Christian and thinking like a 

Christian."  She tells the class that "there are ways to act, and there are ways to not act when 

you're a Christian."  Similar to Mrs. Miller and Ms. White, she connects the Sunday school 

lesson to students by talking about life application.  A speaker comes over the intercom system 

and announces that the study period is over.  The students head down to the sanctuary where 

members are beginning to arrive for 11 A.M. morning service.  I notice that there is no ending 

devotion period or review session.  Instead, the Sunday school class ends once the teacher 

dismisses the students from class. 

 

 

 

 

Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Sunday School 

 

 The following pedagogical practices were consistent in Mrs. Taylor's Sunday school 

class.  These consistencies were noted in observational field notes over eight Sunday school 

observations.  Several major codes were identified from the observational field note data (See 

Appendix C).  I have organized Mrs. Taylor's consistent Sunday school pedagogical practices 

around three main themes from the coding data.   

Focus on Oral Literacy 
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 The first consistent pedagogical practice seen in Mrs. Taylor's classroom is her focus on 

memorization.  During my observations in Mrs. Taylor's classes, she continuously stressed the 

importance of memorization techniques and required her students to engage in weekly 

memorization activities.  These memorization activities usually focused upon the memorization 

of Bible verses or Bible stories.  During my second observation (11/4/12) in Mrs. Taylor's 

Sunday school class, Mrs. Taylor began her class by having students recite a Bible verse from 

memory.  Students were asked to stand and recite the verse and the location of the verse in the 

Bible.  The students stood and recited their Bible verses.  During this class, there were twenty-six 

students present, and three of the students recited the same Bible verse.  After students recited 

their Bible verses, Mrs. Taylor began to teach the daily Sunday school lesson.  During another 

observation (11/11/12), Mrs. Taylor asked students to recite one verse from memory that they 

use to encourage others.  After she gave instructions, Mrs. Taylor asked students to stand and 

recite these verses: 

Student One:  "Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God." 

Student Two:  "No weapon formed against you shall prosper and every tongue that rises  

   against you judgment shall be condemned." 

Student Three:  "Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world." 

Nearly thirty other students stood and recited Bible verses, and I noticed that this was how Mrs. 

Taylor chose to begin her Sunday school class.  These memory recitations took up much time as 

there were nearly thirty students in this class.  From the time Mrs. Taylor gave the initial 

instructions to the time the last student finished his recitation, nearly fifteen minutes had elapsed.  

During our second interview, Mrs. Taylor stated that she chose to focus on memorization 
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techniques because "It was important for students to always know a Bible verse in case they need 

something to draw upon" (Interview Two, 12/4/12).   

 In addition to memorization techniques, Mrs. Taylor also had students read Biblical 

verses aloud in her Sunday school class.  Unlike Mrs. Miller and Ms. White, her students were 

not expected to read in the order of their seating arrangements.  Instead, students would 

volunteer to read the Sunday school verses.  During my third observation (11/11/12), Mrs. 

Taylor asked the class to read the Sunday school lesson Bible verses.  One girl, sitting at a table 

at the far corner of the room, began to read the first Bible verse in the lesson.  After she finished, 

another female student sitting on the opposite end of the room read the second verse.  Mrs. 

Taylor listened intently to the first five verses, and then she stopped to expound upon what the 

students had read.  After her explanation, she asked for another student volunteer to continue 

reading the next verse.  During my observations, the Sunday school Bible verses were read in 

this manner.  I asked Mrs. Taylor about why she chose to have students read aloud: 

 You know what...that's actually a good question.  [Pause]. I've never really thought about 

 it.  I guess it's just habit.  It's second nature to me.  I mean, I guess we often fall into 

 doing what we have always done, and reading aloud is just what you do in Sunday 

 school, so that's what I choose to do with my students (Interview Two, 12/4/12). 

 

 Various literacy skills were often promoted in the early African American Church 

Sunday school (Anderson, 1988; Boylan, 1988; Wilson Logan, 2008).  Oral literacy has been a 

significant focus in the African American Church, and it continues to be a strong presence in 

Mrs. Taylor's Sunday school class (Haight, 2002; McMillon & Edwards, 2004).  Many of Mrs. 

Taylor's instructional choices as it pertains to literacy instruction is a direct result of her own 

Sunday school instruction as a child (Wenger, 1998).  

Life Application and Group Work 
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 The second consistent pedagogical practice observed in Mrs. Taylor's Sunday school 

class is her focus on life application (Haight, 2002; McMillon & McMillon, 2001; McMillon & 

Edwards, 2004).  Similar to Mrs. Miller and Ms. White, Mrs. Taylor chose to incorporate a 

significant amount of her time discussing students' real life activities and connecting her Sunday 

school curriculum to students' real world activities.  During my fourth observation (11/18/12), 

Mrs. Taylor asked students to discuss how they can demonstrate respect and obedience to others.  

As students discussed the prompt within their small groups, Mrs. Taylor interrupted the class: 

Mrs. Taylor:  I'm hearing some of you'll give respect and obedience if it is given to you.  

   Is that the Christian thing to do? 

 

[Kelly, a female student that is often vocal in the class, raises her hand and responds to Mrs. 

Taylor.] 

 

Kelly:   Well, I think we need to also show people how to respect and obey.  I  

   mean if we let people disrespect us, then we're not really teaching respect.  

   That's what you told us Mrs. Taylor.  You can't tell us two different things. 

 

Mrs. Taylor:  Wait, Kelly.  I'm not telling you or anybody two different things.  All I'm  

   saying is that as Christians, we are to give respect regardless of whether  

   it's given in return, and as far as obedience is concerned, we know that we  

   should all obey those who have been placed in charge of us.  Am I   

   correct? 

 

[The students look at Mrs. Taylor, and some of them nod their heads, but a verbal response is 

not given.] 

 

Mrs. Taylor:  I want you all to continue to discuss this with your tables, and I want to  

   hear what some of the other groups have to say. 

 

Mrs. Taylor continues to walk around the class, and I can tell that she is quite agitated by Kelly's 

response to her prompt.  She walks around to several groups talking with the students about their 

responses.  She finally arrives at my table, and she begins to converse with the five students 

sitting there.  Michael, who has sat at the same table consistently during my observations, tells 
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Mrs. Taylor that he believes "Christians need to be careful with how they show respect and 

obedience."   

 During another observation (12/2/12), Mrs. Taylor began to discuss the meaning of being 

"bold for Christ and in one's faith."  This was a discussion prompt; however, instead of asking 

students to discuss the prompt, Mrs. Taylor used the opportunity as a time to talk with students 

about life: 

 

Mrs. Taylor:  You all, I want to talk a little about what Paul describes as being bold for  

   Christ.  Well, can somebody tell me what this means? 

 

Male Student:  It means not being ashamed of the fact that you're a Christian.  It's letting  

   everybody know that you're a Christian. 

 

Mrs. Taylor:  Good.  That's real good.  So, if you're out in public or something, how do  

   you think people will pursue you if you're doing something wrong?  When 

   you all read the paper and see people arrested for certain crimes or people  

   who are in the paper for negative reasons, what first comes to your mind? 

 

Male student:  They did something stupid and got caught. 

 

[The class erupted in laughter.] 

 

Mrs. Taylor:  Besides that... 

 

Female student: Well, if you're looking at it from a Christian standpoint, they aren't doing a 

   really good job of representing Christ. 

 

Mrs. Taylor:  That's what I want to get to.  Please remember, that every time you do  

   something, people are watching you.  I want you all to conduct yourselves  

   like respectable young men and women and not just because you're kids  

   and you're supposed to be respectable, but because you all are Christians.   

   I'm saying this because I was at the Northington basketball game last  

   week, and I couldn't get over how some of you acted.  I was there in the  

   stands, and the majority of you didn't even know I was there.  People  

   watch you, and if some of our church members had seen some of you all,  

   I'm pretty sure they would have a completely different impression of you.   

   You're not just representing God; you're also representing your parents  

   and everybody else.  You don't have to follow everybody all the time.   

   You need to have people follow you. 
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Mrs. Taylor stated that she believed Sunday school provided the perfect opportunity to discuss 

life:  "What better place is there to discuss real life issues than in the church.  This is where we 

are supposed to be talking about life the most because the church has the biggest impact 

especially in the Black community" (Interview Two, 12/4/12).  The class listened intently while 

Mrs. Taylor spoke about their conduct in a public setting.  During future observations, Mrs. 

Taylor constantly discussed the significance of students' lives and related it to the classroom 

curriculum.   

`Mrs. Taylor chose to allow students to participate in many group work activities as related to 

her weekly Sunday school activities.  During my first observation (10/28/12), I walked into Mrs. 

Taylor's class, and her students were discussing how to demonstrate a Christ-like attitude.  As I 

sat at one of the tables, the students in my group were intently discussing ways to be Christ-like.  

They were familiar with one another, and they felt comfortable with one another.  I asked the 

students if they sat with each other every week, and Kelly informed me that they just sit 

wherever they want when they want to enter the class.  There are no assigned seats, and students 

often sit at different tables for each class.  I asked Mrs. Taylor about her class's group work 

activities and how group work impacts her class and engages her students: 

 I love group work.  As you can tell, I'm a very social and vocal person.  So, group work 

 gives me an opportunity to talk and engage.  That's just how I learn.  These kids, they sit 

 in a classroom nearly every day, and they don't want to come in here and do the same 

 thing.  They all know each other outside of the church, so it's an opportunity for them to 

 further bond with each other.  I use it to discuss real life issues. (Interview Two, 12/4/12).  

 

Teacher Identity 

School Community 



145 

 

 Hightown County High School is located in Hightown County, which borders 

Touchstone County.  Students who attend Hightown County High School live within the 

surrounding town of Moulder and southern edge of Touchstone County.  The school has a 

population of 461 students, ranging from grades seven through twelve, and twenty-five teachers 

(Alabama State Department of Education).  Demographical data categorizes Hightown County 

High School as 52% male, 48% female, and 37% are minority students (Alabama State 

Department of Education, n.d.).  Mrs. Taylor teaches eighth grade, and her classroom is located 

in the junior high section of the school.  This section of the school is located in a separate 

building from the high school, which houses grades 9-12. 

Secondary English Classroom Experiences 

 Mrs. Taylor has taught at Hightown County High School for nine years, which is the 

entire span of her teaching career.  Her most influential teacher is a high school English teacher, 

who taught her the value of the English language.  Mrs. Taylor also learned about instilling a 

love for English in students.  Similar to Mrs. Miller, Mrs. Taylor described herself as a 

professional being but she also stated she needed improvement in the area.  She stated that her 

organizational skills needed improvement as she often finds herself lacking time to focus on this 

particular skill.  Instead of focusing on her organizational weaknesses, Mrs. Taylor chose to 

instead focus on her roles in the classroom: 

  

 Um, I would say that I try to be positive or a role model for my students.  I try to 

 demonstrate the correct morals and values for my students.  I teach them to value 

 education and not just settle.  I want them to excel in what they're doing.  I try to just be 

 there for my students not just  academically but also socially.  I just try to be there  for 

 them (Interview Three, 12/17/12). 
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In addition, she stated that her religious beliefs as well as her own home upbringing shaped how 

she viewed discipline and disciplined her students.  She did not believe in sending students to the 

office; instead, she tried to handle the behavior in her class as much as possible: 

 Usually, I have verbal warnings.  We have a school-wide policy.  The first offense, the 

 teacher has a conference with the students.  The second time, I call home.  The third time, 

 I have to send  students to the office.  I usually try to handle things in-house.  I do not like 

 sending students to the office.  I prefer to handle things in the classroom because once 

 discipline leaves my class, I don't know how students are going to be treated.  I'm going 

 to take care of my students.   Outside of that, I don't know how they will be treated.  I 

 just think sending kids to the office is counterproductive.  As teachers, we need to 

 be trying to figure out why students are behaving a  certain way instead of just focusing 

 on the bad behavior (Interview Three, 12/17/12). 

 

She only resorted to sending students to the office if she was unable to handle bad behavior.  It is 

important to note that Mrs. Taylor rarely had discipline problems in her classroom.  During my 

fourteen weeks of observations, I did not observe one major discipline disturbance.  Mrs. Taylor 

believed that students should be given respect, and in turn, they would be respectful: 

 It's all about respect.  You have to respect students, and they will respect you.  I don't 

 agree with belittling students.  That's just wrong.  You can say what you need to say 

 or get across your point without being ugly.  What's wrong with people especially 

 teachers today?  If you have to talk down to students or treat students like dirt in order 

 to get them to respect you then you seriously need to question why you're in the 

 classroom (Interview Three, 12/17/12).  

Mrs. Taylor's greatest pedagogical knowledge was acquired through her postsecondary training 

and her observations of outstanding high school teachers.  She described learning methods of 

teaching in college that she still uses in her present classroom; however, she continues to recount 

the teaching methods of her most influential teacher as one of the best guides for effective 

teaching: 
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 I learned a lot while I was an education student about the ins and outs of teaching.  Some 

 of the methods and things they taught me, I still use today.  I think my biggest influence 

 though would  have to be my tenth grade teacher Ms. Morris.  I learned a lot from her 

 about how to explain things.  She would break things down that made so much sense to 

 all of us.  She had such a rapport with the students, and she made us want to come to 

 class.  That really meant a lot to me.  She taught me a lot about how to relate to 

 students and value what they value.  Ms. Morris treated us like we were her kids, and 

 that's really how I treat my students; like they are my kids (Interview Three, 12/17/12).   

Concerning the classroom curriculum, Mrs. Taylor felt comfortable teaching many items, but she 

was concerned about teaching items that could possibly demean students' cultures.  She tried to 

stay away from texts that made students feel uncomfortable.  One particular text she noted was 

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee.  Mrs. Taylor felt uncomfortable teaching the novel due to 

the racial language.  She cited this language as making her feel uncomfortable as well as her 

students.  When I asked her if her uncomfortable feelings related to her religious beliefs, she 

stated, "No.  They relate to my not wanting to demean anyone's culture.  Religion has nothing to 

do with that" (Interview Three, 12/17/12).   

Snapshot of Secondary English Classroom 

 Similar to Mrs. Miller's classroom, Mrs. Taylor's classroom is indicative of the external 

condition of the building.  Her classroom is much smaller, and there is wooden paneling on the 

walls.  Dim overhead tray lights hang from the ceiling, and several desks are situated facing one 

another.  One side of the room is divided into twenty desks while the other side of the room is 

also divided into twenty desks.  Both sides of desks are turned towards one another, so that 

students are actually facing one another while seated.  

 While walking to Mrs. Taylor's desk, there are several students in the class.  Nearly every 

desk is full, so she has nearly forty students in her third block English 8 class.  Students are 

sitting at their desks and some are writing in notebooks while others are eating and talking. The 
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tardy bell rings, and Mrs. Taylor walks to the front of the classroom to the podium.  She does not 

say a word, and as if on cue, all of the students are writing in a notebook.  They are all staring at 

a list of words on the front white board, and I quickly realize that they are copying vocabulary 

terms.  Mrs. Taylor walks from the podium to her desk, and she begins to punch in her 

attendance on her computer. After she completes the attendance, she walks to the front of the 

room and calls a student's name:  Hmm...today, let's have Malachi.  The student walked to the 

front of the room and began reciting a vocabulary term from memory:  "Monday's word was 

'liberating.' Um, 'liberating' means 'to be free or free from restraint.'  It's an adjective, which 

means it describes something."  Mrs. Taylor looks at Malachi and compliments him on his 

vocabulary recitation.  Malachi walks back to his desk and has a seat.  Mrs. Taylor introduces 

today's vocabulary term to the class by pronouncing the word, giving its part-of-speech, and 

giving the word's definition.  Lastly, she uses the word in a sentence.  Students then begin to 

shuffle materials, and they are putting up their notebooks.  

 Mrs. Taylor asks her students to take out their grammar notebooks and texts.  She begins 

to lead the class in a grammar lesson on sentence structure.  I noticed that students were given a 

few moments to gather their textbooks.  The students talked while doing so, and Mrs. Taylor does 

not seem to mind.  She does not reprimand the students but focuses on writing terms on the white 

board.  She begins to teach students on sentence structure, and she underlines several 

punctuation marks and describes several different types of sentences.  At the end of her lesson, 

she asked students to write down their homework.  The class period is nearly over.  Due to this 

being a junior high class, the class is on a fifty-minute block period.  The dismissal bell rings 

while some students are still writing down their homework assignment.  Mrs. Taylor does not 

dismiss the students; instead, students leave when the dismissal bell rings. 
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Consistent Secondary English/Language Arts Practices 

 The following pedagogical practices were consistent in Mrs. Miller's Sunday school 

class.  These consistencies were noted in observational field notes over eight Sunday school class 

periods.  Several major codes were identified from the observational field note data (See 

Appendix C).  I have organized Mrs. Miller's consistent Sunday school pedagogical practices 

around three main themes from the coding data.   

Focus on Memorization 

 The first consistent pedagogical practice observed in Mrs. Taylor's secondary English 

class was her focus on memorization.  Each day students were asked to recite their vocabulary 

terms from memory.  They were asked to recite the name of the term, part-of-speech, and 

definition.  In addition, she would have the number of students that represented the number of 

vocabulary terms come to the front of the class and recite the vocabulary terms from memory.  I 

asked Mrs. Miller about the significance of this pedagogical practice and why she chose to 

incorporate it into her daily instructional activities: 

 I choose to incorporate it because I think vocabulary is incredibly important.  If you don't 

 know how to speak then it is very difficult to be successful in the type of world we live 

 in especially our low-income and minority kids.  For me, I learned definitions by 

 memorizing them, so that's why I choose to teach vocabulary in this type of manner.  I 

 have them come to the front of the class because it reinforces studying.  If they know they 

 are going to have to do something in front of people, they are more likely to 

 actually study.  Every once in awhile, I will have some who just don't care, but the 

 majority of the time, they are ready when they are called upon  (Interview  Three, 

 12/17/12). 

 During my first observation (9/10/12), the students entered the class and copied the daily 

vocabulary term.  I observed this class on a Thursday, and today would mark the fourth 

vocabulary term for the week.  After nearly five minutes, Mrs. Taylor randomly called on three 
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students to come to the front of the class.  The three students were sitting in various places across 

the room, and she asked each of them to come forward and recite the vocabulary term from a 

specific day of the week: 

Mrs. Taylor:  Has everyone had a chance to copy down today's vocabulary term? 

Class (collectively): Yes. 

Mrs. Taylor:  Okay.  John, Aaron, and Le'darius, why don't you all do our vocabulary  

   recap.   John, you take Monday; Aaron, you take Tuesday; Le'darius, you  

   take Wednesday. 

Le'darius:  Mrs. Taylor, why do I gotta take Wednesday?  Let me take Monday.  I  

   remember that word. 

Mrs. Taylor:  Le'darius, you know I don't allow you all to choose your words.  That  

   defeats the purpose.  You're supposed to study, so that you're prepared if  

   you called on.  Let's go. 

The three students walk to the front of the class slowly and each talk about their words.  They 

line up in a straight row in front of the white board.  I notice Le'darius asking Aaron for help 

with his word. 

 

John:   Monday's word was Lackadaisical. You spell lackadaisical, l-a-c-k-a-d-a- 

   i-s-i-c-a-l.  It's an adjective (I think). 

Mrs. Taylor:  Yes. You're right.  It's an adjective. 

John:   It means not being excited or being lazy 

Mrs. Taylor:  Okay.  That's good, John. Tuesday... 

Aaron:   Tuesday's word was virulent.  Virulent is spelled v-i-r-u-l-e-n-t.  It's an  

   adjective, and it means full of malice, so like it means you are evil toward  

   somebody. 

Mrs. Taylor:  Good. Next. 

Le'darius:  Man, Mrs. Taylor.  You know I don't know this word.   

Mrs. Taylor:  Le'darius, I don't want to hear that.  Now, hopefully, you'll learn from this  

   and study, which is what you're supposed to be doing anyways.  Can  

   somebody help Le'darius out? 
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 During another observation (10/3/12), Mrs. Taylor called two students to the front of the 

class.  Instead of asking for the spelling, part-of-speech, and definition, Mrs. Taylor also asked 

students to give a synonym and antonym for their words.  The students who were called upon to 

answer these questions had a very difficult time with verbalizing a synonym and antonym for 

their words.  Mrs. Taylor provided assistance to the students, but she continued to stress the 

significance of the comprehension of vocabulary and the application of vocabulary.   

 You all, I keep telling you that memorization is your strongest study method.  If you 

 memorize things, you will remember them better.  When you're memorizing 

 vocabulary, synonyms and antonyms can help you further memorize terms.  If I have a 

 hard time memorizing something, a word that is similar will help me to memorize that 

 word.  That's why I oftentimes ask you to memorize words with similar and very 

 different definitions (Observation Five, 10/3/12).   

Although Mrs. Taylor incorporated oral literacy instructional strategies into her classroom, they 

were primarily limited to memorization.  When reading literature, she had her students read in 

groups or read silently.  Very little verbal reading took place in her secondary English classroom 

setting.  This differed from her Sunday school classroom setting as students were expected to 

read their Bible lesson verses aloud.  Mrs. Taylor stated the following: 

 I don't do a lot of reading aloud in my English class because it takes too much time.  I 

 think if I taught on a block schedule, I might do something like that.  It's very hard 

 to  meet the pace of reading and read aloud in a fifty-minute block, so I just don't do that 

 in my English class.  Also, my Sunday school students are very different readers from 

 my secondary English students.  I have a lot of students in my English class who really 

 struggle with reading, and I just don't feel comfortable asking them to read aloud" 

 (Interview Three, 12/17/12).  

 

Life Application 

 The second consistent pedagogical practice in Mrs. Taylor's secondary English classroom 

is her focus on life application.  Similar to Mrs. Miller and Ms. White, Mrs. Taylor related her 
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curriculum to students' real world life experiences.  She believed life application was an 

important component of any curriculum regardless of the setting: 

 I don't really like to use the term "life application."  I try to relate to my students, and I do 

 that by talking to them about life.  You don't have to separate life application from the 

 classroom or the curriculum.  They are really one in the same.  In order for your 

 classroom to be relevant to students, the curriculum and classroom experiences must 

 relate to their lives, and I'm speaking of their lives outside of the classroom 

 (Interview Three, 12/17/12).   

 During my third observation, the daily vocabulary term was reverence.  After students 

gave the daily vocabulary recap, Mrs. Taylor began to discuss with students the significance of 

respect.  She told students that respect is something that is taught and eventually learned.  

Without the teaching of respect, it is very difficult for people to understand the concept.  Mrs. 

Taylor told students that they must learn respect in order to be successful in life, and they must 

see it as a life skill.  She also told students that respect must also be applied outside of her 

classroom:  "I know you all respect me, but you should give your other teachers the same amount 

of respect.  They are your teachers, and they deserve to be respected" (Observation Three, 

9/17/12).  A male student responded, "Yeah, but teachers should respect students too.  You have 

to give respect in order to get it."  Mrs. Taylor agreed with the student and informed the class 

that respect should be earned, but there are times when respect should be given even if it is not 

reciprocated.  Her rebuttal caused much discussion among her class: 

Female student: So, we should respect people even if they don't respect us?  That's not  

   right. 

Mrs. Taylor:  You all, I am not saying that you should allow someone to outright  

   disrespect you.  In that case, it is best that you walk away from that  

   situation.  What I'm suggesting is that you give respect regardless of the  

   circumstances.  Even if you have to walk away from somebody, there is a  

   respectful way of doing that.   With reverence, you are giving deep honor  

   to an individual usually because of their title or position or stature.  With  
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   your teachers, forget about how you feel about them.  They should be  

   given respect because they are older than you, and they are your teachers. 

Male student:  What if your teacher constantly disrespects you?   

Mrs. Taylor:  You continue to respect her...or him, if it is a male.  That way, you are not  

   in the wrong.  That teacher is in the wrong.  If the teacher disrespects you,  

   what's  stopping that teacher from accusing you of something you didn't  

   do?  If you treat her with respect, there's no one to accuse? 

The class was speaking loudly, and several students were speaking at once.  One female student, 

who sat in the far right corner of the room spoke over the class and shouted, "If you don't respect 

me, I'm not respecting you.  That's just the way it is."  Mrs. Taylor spoke again and told students 

that there are people who are not nice to her or have done things to her that would easily warrant 

a disrespectful attitude; however, she chose to be respectful.  She stressed to students the 

importance of giving respect even when it is not earned.   

 During another observation (10/10/12), Mrs. Taylor's class was reading Robert Frost's 

poem "The Road not Taken."  Mrs. Taylor began to discuss the significance of the poem and 

how students should focus on being a leader and not a follower.  She encouraged students to be 

their own person and not follow the crowd as following the crowd leads to hazardous 

consequences:   

 If you notice in the poem, one road is more popular than the other.  It's more popular 

 because it's the most reckless.  Make sure you are not following someone who is leading 

 you down a reckless path.  In fact, try to be your own leader and focus on people 

 following you instead of the opposite (Observation Six, 10/10/12).   

 During another observation (12/4/12), Mrs. Taylor discussed following rules.  This 

discussion arose from students' not following Mrs. Taylor's directions concerning a group 

assignment.  During this class, students were asked to form groups of five and assign specific 

roles in a group project.  Similar to Mrs. Taylor's Sunday school class, students One person was 
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to be the recorder, one the presenter, one the facilitator, etc.  The majority of the class promptly 

followed Mrs. Taylor's directions and quickly formed groups and assigned roles; however, a few 

students chose to have more than five people in their groups, and this clearly frustrated Mrs. 

Taylor.  Mrs. Taylor used this experience to stress the importance of following rules:   

 You all I have to follow rules, and I'm an adult.  When somebody has set aside rules for 

 you to  follow, follow them.  They are there for a reason.  Do you all remember the poem 

 we read by Robert Frost about the two roads?  Do you think the narrow road contains 

 people who chose not to follow rules?  It didn't.  There are a lot of people who want to do 

 what they want to do,  but very few people who choose to do what they're supposed to do.  

 If you don't learn to follow rules and really respect them as a young person, you won't 

 follow or respect them as an adult, and let me tell you, doing what you want to do has 

 consequences (Interview Three, 12/17/12). 

The students in the class looked at Mrs. Taylor with a sullen look; however, none of them 

responded.  It was clear to me that they did not like to disappoint her, and the students who chose 

not to follow directions immediately began to do as they were originally told.   

Summary/Discussion 

 "I look at my life as a house, and my religious identity is the foundation of the house.  

Without it, the rest of the house will cave in" (Interview One,10/28/12).  Mrs. Taylor 

acknowledges that her religious identity is a significant portion of who she is.  Her religious 

beliefs and her religious identity shape her other practices, specifically her teaching practices and 

teacher dispositions (Nelson, 2010).  Similar to Ms. White, Mrs. Taylor identified her religious 

beliefs as significant in her life, but she did not see how her beliefs shaped her attitudes and 

perspectives towards her classroom activities and students.  She viewed these tenets as Christian 

values, but she failed to see how these Christian values shaped and influenced her professional 

identity. 
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 There are similarities in Mrs. Taylor's pedagogical practices and secondary English 

practices.  Many of the pedagogical the practices she uses in her Sunday school class are 

practices that were utilized by her childhood Sunday school teachers including a focus on 

memorization (Haight, 2002; McMillon & Edwards, 2000; McMillon & McMillon, 2001).  Mrs. 

Taylor stayed true to the traditional pedagogical methods in her Sunday school class stressing 

memorization; however, she negotiated the repertoire of her community of practice (Wenger, 

1998) and transformed them through her Sunday school discussions.  In addition, Mrs. Taylor 

focused on life application via class discussions or opportune times in the curriculum.  Similar to 

Mrs. Miller and Ms. White, Mrs. Taylor saw it as her responsibility to instill life skills in her 

students (Irvine, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994).  She chose to have students memorize vocabulary 

because she learned vocabulary terms from memory in Sunday school.  Mrs. Taylor's religious 

identity does shape her teacher dispositions through her curriculum and interactions with her 

students.   
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CHAPTER VII 

CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

 From the data gathered in this study, religious identity shapes teachers' professional 

identities.  Lave and Wenger (1998) noted that the relationship between identity and practice 

cannot be separated.  To what extent religious identity shapes teachers' identities is difficult to 

determine. This is due to being only one component of a person's overall identities. There are 

other internal and/or external factors that could explain why these teachers choose to enact 

particular pedagogical practices in their classroom environments including cultural upbringing 

and/or environment, teacher education preparation, observation of other teachers, professional 

development activities, etc.   

 Although there were several pedagogical practices that related to the teachers' Sunday 

school and/or church communities of practice, the teachers did note the effects of other 

influences on their pedagogical practices.  For example, Mrs. Miller chose to have her students 

work on graphic organizers in many of my classroom observations.  According to Mrs. Miller, 

these activities were first learned in her undergraduate teacher education program.  As a member 

of a technology peer group, Ms. White incorporated many of the technology activities he learned 

in her peer group into her Sunday school class.  Mrs. Taylor also chose to incorporate several 

grammar and writing activities into her secondary classroom that were learned in her 
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undergraduate teacher education program.  Thus, teacher education programs did have some 

impact on the types of activities and pedagogies incorporated into their classrooms.    

 All three of the teachers participants identify themselves as Christians.  Although they 

identify themselves as Christians, they belong to three different denominations that have 

different policies and structures.  None of the teachers have changed denominations since birth 

although Ms. White has changed churches.  Mrs. Miller cited her beliefs as being at "the very 

core" of who she is.  She tries to "perform for an audience of one, who is God" (Interview One, 

7/6/12).  Ms. White cited her religious beliefs as related to everything she does and dictating 

what she should and should not do (Interview One, 9/5/12).  Mrs. Taylor described her beliefs as 

"having a major impact on her life and the way she treats others" (Interview One, 10/28/12).  

This chapter focuses on the commonalities among the three cases.  Following the cross-case 

analysis is a discussion that outlines implications for practice and future research.   

Classroom Management 

 In each of the studies, the participants' religious beliefs influenced their relationships with 

their students specifically as it relates to teacher rapport and discipline.  Although their 

interactions with students may also have been shaped by other cultural influences, each 

participant directly related how they interact with their students to their religious beliefs.  Mrs. 

Miller believed in extending "grace" and "mercy" to students regardless of their offenses or 

academic prowess because Christians are expected to be merciful.  Likewise, Ms. White and 

Mrs. Taylor both cited their religious beliefs as impacting how and in what manner they 

discipline their students.  Ms. White was careful and observant in her discipline methods as she 

wanted them to reflect her Christ-like behavior.  Mrs. Taylor commanded respect from her 



158 

 

students, but she ensured that respect was also reciprocated.  As a Christian, she believed she 

was to "show love to all especially her students."   

 Rapport with students was important to the teachers although their rapport was shown in 

different ways.  Mrs. Miller's rapport with students was most noticeable in her adult-child 

conflicts and her conversational teaching style.  Ms. White's rapport, although different from 

Mrs. Miller, primarily centered on her ability to push students academically.  Her students 

respected her because of her "no-nonsense" demeanor which enabled her to have a friendly and 

comfortable relationship with her students.  Lastly, Mrs. Taylor's rapport with her students was 

similar to Ms. White's.  Her students respected her, but she commanded respect and obedience 

from her students.  There was  genuine mutual respect between teacher and students in Mrs. 

Taylor's class. 

Shaping of Curriculum 

 The teachers' religious identities shaped their dispositions as it related to how they 

approached their secondary English classroom curriculum.  Mrs. Miller incorporated "daily 

words of wisdom" as her beginning activity for each class.  Her students completed a written 

response in which they gave their thoughts about the daily Proverbs.  Mrs. Miller considered the 

"daily words of wisdom" a way to engage students in relevant life lessons.  She also regularly 

incorporated character trait activities that related to students' behaviors or to pressing school 

issues.  The type of curriculum in Mrs. Miller's class was largely centered around her educating 

students about life issues.  

 Ms. White would not teach literature that contained vampires or dark forces as she felt 

"uncomfortable teaching these things."  Her level of comfort was due to her not "believing in 

vampires or other dark forces."  Her curriculum was determined by what she felt comfortable 
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teaching, and Ms. White felt comfortable teaching items that did not directly interfere with her 

religious beliefs.   

 Mrs. Taylor would not teach items that directly demeaned someone's culture or 

represented injustice.  She also chose not to teach or address items in the curriculum that made 

students feel uncomfortable.  Her unwillingness to address these items in the curriculum was not 

as a direct result of her religious identity but her not wanting to demean her students.  Her 

religious identity did not play a large role in her curriculum decisions.  Concerning how the 

teachers approached their Sunday school curriculum, they each incorporated literacy activities in 

order to strengthen students' literacy skills.  Ms. White also incorporated a historical background 

to further educate students about biblical knowledge.  She wanted students to have a vast 

knowledge of the Bible and engage in knowledge often limited to those in seminaries.  The 

teachers' views of the secondary English curriculum and how they chose to approach the 

curriculum were a result of how they interacted with literacy as children and young adults.   

Focus on Literacy Practices 

 Literacy was stressed in significant ways by each teacher participant.  Each teacher cited 

literacy as being one of the key components in their Sunday school experiences as children.  

Because of this, they chose to continue focusing on literacy practices including vocabulary 

instruction/practice, public speaking and enunciation, and oral literacy skills.  The early roles of 

the American Sunday school as a teaching institution for impoverished children as well as the 

historicity behind the early African American Church Sunday school to train newly freed slaves 

in reading cannot be ignored.  The pedagogical practices in the early Sunday school has been 

transformed and reinvented to incorporate other new literacy instruction; however, the 

foundational focus on literacy is still evident.  Those who are familiar with a community of 
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practice because of participation and engagement often recognize historical artifacts, actions, and 

language associated with the community of practice (Wenger, 1998).  Mrs. Miller chose to focus 

on vocabulary knowledge in both of her classroom environments as she deemed vocabulary 

knowledge to be a significant because she believed students must understand vocabulary in order 

to be effective readers.  Ms. White chose to focus on reading comprehension and oral literacy 

practices including enunciation and diction.  She wanted her students to be competent readers 

and speakers, and she stated that students would often be judged on those two skills alone.  Mrs. 

Taylor focused on oral literacy including memorization and public speaking.  She wanted 

students to be competent readers and speakers as well.   

 Each of the teachers wanted to not only teach students the curriculum related to their 

Sunday school and secondary English classes, but they wanted to instill skills that would allow 

students to be well-rounded.  They each valued literacy in similar and dissimilar way, and they 

all wanted teach their students the values of various forms of literacies.  These teachers instilled 

skills that helped students become productive students and productive men and women.  Ladson-

Billings (1994) wrote, "Teaching offers a humane, ethical way for people to give back to the 

community" (p. 39).   

Focus on Enhancing Life Application Skills 

 Each of the teachers valued life application skills.  They wanted to teach students how to 

be better human beings and make wise decisions.  Each of the teachers believed it was their 

responsibility to teach students about life; in other words, they did not see their roles as teachers 

limited to the sour-walls of the classroom and school environment or the church or Sunday 

school environment.  Mrs. Miller instilled life lessons in her Sunday school class through life 

stories.  These life stories were often related to her own life; however, she would always relate 
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these experiences to her students' real life activities.  Mrs. Miller believed life lessons were 

important to her Sunday school pedagogy as she was "showing them this is really how you live 

your life."  She instilled life lessons in her secondary English students by having them write their 

thoughts and interpretations of "the daily words of wisdom."  Mrs. Miller believed the "daily 

words of wisdom" was an opportunity to engage students in life teachings.  Ms. White used 

technology in her Sunday school class to relate Sunday school concepts to students' real lives.  

Ms. White chose opportune times in her secondary English classroom instructional time to talk 

to students about life concepts .  Mrs. Taylor chose to utilize discussion time and roundtable 

discussions in order to discuss life application concepts.  In her secondary English class, she also 

used opportune times in her curriculum to discuss life concepts.  Each of the teacher participants  

assumed the role of "the other-mother" (Hill-Collins, 2000) in many ways.  They believed it was 

their responsibility to instill life values in their students and teach them about future challenges 

in life (Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

Discussion 

 In this final section, I discuss the major themes of each research question posed in this 

study.  This section also provides a discussion of the research questions that are situated within 

the context of the theoretical framework and literature review.  This discussion of teacher 

identity and religious identity is incomplete without information pertaining to what this study 

means for future practice and research.  The final section of this chapter entails implications for 

future practice and research as related to this study. 

Discussion of Research Question #1 

 How do the pedagogical practices of African American Sunday school teachers 

relate to their secondary English pedagogical practices?  The teacher participants each had 
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similar pedagogical practices in their Sunday school classrooms and secondary English 

classroom environments.  Many of the practices teachers utilized in their Sunday school 

classrooms were practices they saw enacted by their own Sunday school teachers.  Wenger 

(1998) wrote, "The repertoire of a community of practice includes routines, words, tools, ways of 

doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, genres, actions, or concepts that the community has 

produced or adopted in the course of its existence, and which have become part  of its practice" 

(p. 83).  Thus, the focus on oral literacy and literacy practices are a part of the repertoire of the 

teachers' Sunday school communities of practice.  Interestingly, each of the teachers began 

teaching Sunday school before they began teaching secondary English, and many of the practices 

including literacy teaching and life application emphasis, the teachers significantly implemented 

once they began teaching in a secondary English classroom.  The pedagogical practices rooted in 

the teachers' Sunday school communities of practice greatly impacted the pedagogical practices 

of their secondary English classroom (Wenger, 1998). 

 The teachers also enacted pedagogical practices that they deemed to be significant.  Mrs. 

Miller focused on vocabulary because she considered vocabulary the foundational knowledge 

needed to mold competent readers.  She also focused on vocabulary and oral literacy because she 

was taught in this manner by her childhood Sunday school teacher.  This was her first 

introduction to teaching, and these same practices she carried into her adult teaching life.  Ms. 

White focused on reading comprehension because she believed leisure reading was becoming an 

antiquated practice, and she wanted to instill the value of this practice to her students.  Although 

we currently live in a technological age, Ms. White wanted students to continue to value print 

literacy and books.  Mrs. Taylor often engaged students in discussions of respect and obedience.  

She wanted to teach students how these character traits can eventually prove positive for them as 
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young adults.  She also chose to stress memorization and memorization techniques to her 

students.  These particular practices were learned and/or developed in the teachers' childhood and 

adolescent Sunday school classes.  They continued to utilize these pedagogical practices in their 

secondary English classes as adults.  There were some pedagogical practices that teachers carried 

from their secondary English classes to their Sunday school classes.  Ms. White would often use 

technology in her secondary English classroom and bring those technological tools over to her 

Sunday school class.   

 Many of the new forms of technology she learned and utilized were first used in her 

secondary English class.  In addition, some of the teachers may have a pre-disposition for certain 

pedagogical practices as they best suit their personalities or learning styles.  Regardless, there are 

definite commonalities among pedagogical practices in each of the teachers' classroom 

environments.   

Discussion of Research Question #2 

 How do teachers' religious beliefs and/or identities shape their teaching identities 

and/or dispositions?  Research indicates that many factors (personal, historical, cultural, and 

religious) can shape teachers' dispositions (Danielewicz, 2001;Wenger, 1998; White, 2009); 

however, this study focuses on religious identity and its relation to teachers' dispositions.  The 

teacher participants cited their religious beliefs as shaping their views towards discipline, 

classroom management, and rapport with their students.  The professional identities and their 

roles as teachers were largely related to beliefs and participation in their church and Sunday 

school communities of practice.  This is not to indicate that these teachers' dispositions were only 

shaped by their religious identities and beliefs.  There is no way for this to be proven as people 
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possess several identities that work collectively to shape overall dispositions (Danielewicz, 

2001).   

 The teachers' relationships with their students also demonstrate how their religious 

identities and dispositions are intertwined.  Mrs. Miller described herself as a person who 

believed in being just and fair.  She considered those traits to be pillars of the Christian faith. 

Because of these beliefs, she tried to treat her students fairly, according to her definition of fair.  

Ms. White stated that her religious beliefs affected the way she did things and viewed her 

students and pedagogy in her classroom.  She could not approach her classroom without viewing 

the classroom via a lens that included her religious identity and beliefs.  Lastly, Mrs. Taylor 

believed teachers should treat students with respect and not belittle them.  Mrs. Taylor saw her 

Christian beliefs as requiring her to respect other people especially her students.  This does not 

assume that these teachers never make mistakes or treated students unjustly as each teacher 

acknowledged mistakes when handling discipline measures and procedures; however, these 

teachers approach their relationships with their students through a lens that largely represents 

their religious beliefs and identities.  It is difficult to discuss teacher's dispositions without 

discussing their various identities.  Because these teachers each have strong religious identities, 

their religious identities each impact how they interact with their students and with the classroom 

environment as a whole. 

Implications for Practice 

 There are many implications for practice as it relates to this study.  These implications 

fall into three categories:  1.) Teacher education programs; 2.) In-service professional 

development; 3.) Critical self-understanding.   
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Teacher Education Programs 

 Teacher education programs have the distinct task of preparing today's future teachers.  

This is not an easy goal to accomplish as there are many different challenges teachers will face.  

Nonetheless, teacher education programs must begin to consider the role these programs have 

when preparing teachers to understand their own identities.  Students must be provided with 

opportunities to examine their own beliefs and how those beliefs shape who they are as teachers 

(Palmer, 1998).  These learning opportunities must also allow pre-service teachers and in-service 

teachers opportunities to examine how their beliefs shape their pedagogical practices.  When 

teachers know who they are, what good teachers do, and their goals as teachers, they are able to 

mold an identity that affects their future practice (Britzman, 2003; White, 2005).  Others argue 

that understanding teacher identity is significant because teaching practices are influenced by 

identity (Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1999).   

 Teachers are not neutral when it comes to the classroom.  Because discussion on religion 

are often taboo within the realm of education, some teachers may try to present a neutral position 

with religion when compared with other cultural markers.  However, this is a superficial position 

as neutrality is also a stance (Ball & Goodson, 1985; hooks, 1994).  Teachers need to negotiate 

their own religious ideals and the needs and rights of their students.  Teacher education programs 

can serve a large role in this capacity.  To ask pre-service teachers to deny their own beliefs and 

maintain a superficial neutral position makes their religious beliefs appear less legitimate.  

Instead, teacher education programs might consider helping teachers balance the relationship 

between their beliefs and their classroom spaces (Danielewicz, 2001).  One way to do this with 

pre-service teachers is to incorporate self-assessments during the clinical experiences process.  
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This way, pre-service teachers are able to assess how their beliefs shape their perspectives 

towards their students, curriculum, assessments, etc.   

In-Service Professional Development 

 In order to continue instructing teachers on how their beliefs and identities shape their 

pedagogical practices, in-service professional development is needed.  The professional 

development opportunities can help in-service teachers further understand the relationship 

between their beliefs and identities and practice.  This form of professional development can 

consist of workshops or classes that teachers attend in order to critically reflect upon their 

practices.  Also, teachers are required to complete some form of a self-assessment for teacher 

evaluations.  Critically reflecting upon pedagogical practices and how various beliefs shape those 

practices can be a needed item on the evaluation instrument or a part of the evaluation process.  

In addition, in-service teachers need training on how best to mentor pre-service teachers as it 

relates to their teacher identity formation and development.  With the right postsecondary 

training and professional development, in-service teachers can help pre-service teachers 

understand how their various identities shape their pedagogical practices, thus helping pre-

service teachers understand a holistic perspective of their pedagogy. 

Critical Self-Understanding 

 It is critical for teachers to understand how their religious beliefs influence their 

classroom experiences.  Teachers need to critically examine how their religious beliefs can lead 

to subtle proselytization or prejudicial behavior.  For example, Mrs. Miller chose to incorporate 

the daily words of wisdom because according to her, "This was the only church some students 

may get" (Interview Three, 12/11/12).  Interestingly, Mrs. Miller did not consider this to be a 

form of proselytization or an enactment of religious superiority: 
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 So, I'm using it as a work of literature and not preaching my faith, but Proverbs are 

 Proverbs wherever they are and wherever they come from.  So, I choose to use Proverbs 

 because those  are life lessons, and it has nothing to do with your faith.  I don't stop at just 

 English.  I go beyond  that. (Interview Three, 12/11/12) 

 

Similarly, Ms. White would not teach novels that contained vampire themes as she "didn't 

believe in that type of thing" (Interview Two, 9/24/12).  When referencing Mrs. Miller, she did 

not see how her actions impacted her students; for example, her use incorporation of a life 

application lesson focused on freedom of religion was a direct correlation to her use of “Have a 

blessed day.”  Some could assume that Mrs. Miller chose to incorporate this lesson as a form of 

chastising the student.  Teachers must be cognizant that their actions can positively or negatively 

impact their students.  Although White’s study focuses primarily on Jewish educators and their 

identities, this study goes a step further and demonstrates the impact teachers’ attitudes and 

beliefs have on their actions and interactions with their students.  The teachers' attitudes and 

beliefs are not the significant factor as all teachers possess beliefs.  However, when these beliefs 

infringe upon students' rights and prejudicially affect pedagogical practices, many issues can 

arise.  I believe the key to becoming an effective teacher is for one to recognize assumptions that 

are brought into the classroom.  Teachers need to evaluate and reflect upon their pedagogical 

practices in order to identify superior or inferior attitudes and actions.   

Implications for Research 

 There are many personal, cultural, and historical practices as well as experiences that 

shape teachers' identities and pedagogical practices (Danielewicz, 2001; White, 2009).  I use an 

analogy of a puzzle to describe teacher identity.  Within this puzzle, several pieces contribute to 

the overall picture.  Many different pieces make up the person's teacher identity including 

religious identity.  One limitation of this study is that it only examines three African American, 
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female teachers in similar geographical regions and similar school systems.  Additional research 

needs to be conducted with more African American teachers across various geographical 

regions, various school system demographics, and with male Sunday school teachers and male 

secondary English teachers.   

 Additional research is needed to examine how teacher education programs can further 

bridge the gap between identity and practices specifically as it relates to religious identities and 

teacher identities.  Religious identity is rarely studied as it relates to the field of education 

(Amosa & Gorski, 2006).  How can teacher education programs further help pre-service and in-

service teacher negotiate their various identities and their roles as teachers?  Research is needed 

to determine the types of activities that best help students self-identify and reflect upon their 

identities and their practices.  How should these activities best be structured?  In what types of 

teacher education program classes should identity research be presented? Research is needed to 

help clearly define the role teacher education programs plays in helping teachers understand 

identity and practice.  More research on religious identity and teacher identity as well as religious 

identity and secondary English pedagogical practices needs to be done and included in national 

educational research journals.  In addition, this information needs to be shared and discussed 

within the post-secondary field of education.   

 More research needs to examine the impact communities of practice have on teachers' 

future pedagogical practices and dispositions.  This study only examined the African American 

Church Sunday school and not other communities of practice within the teachers' lives.  How do 

other communities of practice shape teachers' pedagogical practices and their dispositions with 

their students?  How do these other communities of practice relate to their Sunday school or 

church communities of practice? 
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 As stated in the literature review for this study, there are pedagogical practices that are 

historically related to African American teachers.  This is not to assume that African American 

teachers have a specific pedagogy or pedagogical style, but there are pedagogical practices that 

are historically and culturally utilized by African American teachers.  Further investigation about 

African American teacher identity and practice needs to be done as it relates to the historical 

practices of African American teachers.  Is the emphasis on life application an extension of 

African American teachers' need to assume responsibility for the African American community?  

Is an emphasis on life application an extension of African American teachers' ability to assume 

the role of the "other mother" (Hill-Collins, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994)? 

 Because this study focuses primarily on secondary English teachers, more research is 

needed to determine if commonalities would be prevalent among African American Sunday 

school teachers, who also teach other secondary content areas (science, math, social studies, etc).  

Would various forms of literacies be as prevalent in their secondary classes?  Is the incorporation 

of various forms of literacies indicative to secondary English teachers and their secondary 

English classrooms?  In addition, the participants in this study are all female.  How would the 

role of “the other mother” be similar or different with male participants? How would male 

perspectives change the pedagogical practices in their classroom environments? 

Researcher Positionality Revisited 

 As mentioned in my personal statement, I am a current Sunday school teacher and 

Christian.  Although I believe neutrality does not exist in any form, I could not approach this 

project from a neutral position.  My biases were clearly evident in my choice of topic and 

assumptions concerning the relationship between the pedagogical practices of teachers and their 

religious identities.  The negotiation between my role as a researcher and the role of my 
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participants was often proved difficult for me in this project.  I wanted to treat my teacher 

participants with respect while also critically examining their practices.  I also wanted to present 

groundbreaking research while describing the teachers' religious experiences in a fair manner.   

 As stated in Chapter 3, how researchers portray participants and their environments 

greatly affect the research at hand and how it is perceived.   A researcher has to take great strides 

when portraying marginalized groups as these groups have often been portrayed in a negative 

light (Foster, 1997; Sirotnik, 1991).  Through this project, I was not only presenting research 

about the teachers but also their churches, church communities, and schools.   

 Although I had not met any of the teachers in this study before my research began, I was 

very familiar with them once the project concluded.  The teachers and I shared many similarities 

as we are all African American females, Sunday school teachers, and secondary English 

teachers.  I was able to easily relate to their experiences.  Critically examining the pedagogical 

practices and decisions of the teacher participants, caused me to critically examine my own 

practices.  Because my pedagogical practices and experiences were quite similar to the teacher 

participants, I had to step back and examine how my own religious beliefs positively or 

negatively shaped my classroom experiences.  Thus, I learned more about myself through 

examining these teachers.    
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Biographical Data of Participants 

Mrs. Maggie Miller Ms. Valerie White Mrs. Angela Taylor 

Age:  36 Age:  28 Age:  30 

Years of teaching 

experience:  14 years  
Years of teaching 

experience:  7 years  
Years of teaching 

experience:  7 years  

Denomination:  AME Denomination:  AME Zion Denomination:  Missionary 

Baptist 

School:  Hightown County 

High School (Grade 9) 

School:  Evergreen Middle 

School (Grade 8) 

School:  Hightown County 

High School (Grade 8) 
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191 

 

 

Case Study #1:  Mrs. Maggie Miller 

Consistent pedagogical practices in Sunday school  

The following codes were generated from the observational field notes in Mrs. Miller 

Sunday school class data: 

 Life application 

 

 Personal stories 

 

 Good rapport with students 

 

 Conversational teaching style 

 

 Vocabulary 

 

 Call on students 

 

 Emphasis on questioning students 

 

 Connection to students' real lives/experiences 

 

Axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 2008) followed the open coding procedure and 

relationships were further developed.  Major relationships were identified in the data.  These 

relationships existed between the following themes: 

 Focus on vocabulary/literacy learning 

 

 Life application lessons 

 

These two codes represented the most common strands demonstrated in the data.  These codes 

were meant to demonstrate the teacher's most consistent pedagogical practices and how they 

related to her teacher identity 
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Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Secondary English classroom 

 The following codes were generated from the observational field notes in Mrs. Miller's 

secondary English classroom data: 

 Rapport with students 

 

 Saying "Lord" and "Jesus" in class 

 

 Joking with students 

 

 Daily words of wisdom 

 

 Life application 

 

 Making deals with students 

 

 Conversational style of teaching 

 

 Importance of literacy 

 

 Vocabulary 

 

Major relationships were identified in the data.  These relationships existed between the 

following themes: 

 Daily words of wisdom 

 

 Focus on vocabulary and literacy 

 

 Good behavior and life application 

 

These three codes represented the most common strands demonstrated in the data.  These codes 

were meant to demonstrate the teacher's most consistent pedagogical practices and how they 

related to her teacher identity 
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Case Study #2:  Ms. Valerie White 

Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Sunday School 

The following codes were generated from the observational field notes in Ms. White's 

Sunday school class data: 

 Technology 

 

 Social media 

 

 The Bible is the answer 

 

 Historical background 

 

 In-depth study of Bible characters 

 

 Summary of lesson 

 

 Reading comprehension 

 

 Importance of literacy 

 

 Speak loudly and clearly 

 

 Enunciation of words 

 

 Organization of class time 

 

 Routine structure of class time 

 

 Three instructional themes 

 

Axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 2008) followed the open coding procedure and 

relationships were further developed.  Major relationships were identified in the data.  These 

relationships existed between the following themes: 

 Significance on technology 
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 Focus on oral literacy 

 

 Three teaching themes 

 

These three codes represented the most common strands demonstrated in the data.  These codes 

were meant to demonstrate the teacher's most consistent pedagogical practices and how they 

related to her teacher identity. 
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Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Secondary English Classroom 

The following codes were generated from the observational field notes in Ms. White's secondary 

English classroom data: 

 Technology 

 

 Quiet/orderly classroom 

 

 Lectures on good behavior 

 

 Life application 

 

 Importance of getting a job 

 

 Reading start-up 

 

 Reading comprehension 

 

 Importance of literacy 

 

 Friendly rapport with students 

 

 Commands respect from students 

 

Major relationships were identified in the data.  These relationships existed between the 

following themes: 

 Significance on technology 

 

 Reading comprehension 

 

 Good behavior and life application 

 

These three codes represented the most common strands demonstrated in the data.  These codes 

were meant to demonstrate the teacher's most consistent pedagogical practices and how they 

related to her teacher identity. 
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Case Study #3:  Mrs. Angela Taylor 

Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Sunday School 

The following codes were generated from the observational field notes in Ms. White's 

Sunday school class data: 

 Memorization 

 

 Class discussion 

 

 Oral literacy 

 

 Life application 

 

 Retelling of Bible verses 

 

 Bible memory verses 

 

 Group work activities 

 

Axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 2008) followed the open coding procedure and 

relationships were further developed.  Major relationships were identified in the data.  These 

relationships existed between the following themes: 

 Focus on oral literacy 

 

 Class group work 

 

 Focus on life application 

 

These three codes represented the most common strands demonstrated in the data.  These codes 

were meant to demonstrate the teacher's most consistent pedagogical practices and how they 

related to her teacher identity. 
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Consistent Pedagogical Practices in Secondary English Classroom 

The following codes were generated from the observational field notes data in Mrs. 

Taylor's secondary English classroom: 

 Memorization 

 

 Public speaking 

 

 Daily recitation of vocabulary 

 

 Random calling on of students 

 

 Life application 

 

 Group activities 

 

 Respect 

 

 Obedience 

 

 Connection to curriculum 

 

 Commands respect from students 

 

Major relationships were identified in the data.  These relationships existed between the 

following themes: 

 Focus on memorization 

 

 Life application 

 

 

These three codes represented the most common strands demonstrated in the data.  These codes 

were meant to demonstrate the teacher's most consistent pedagogical practices and how they 

related to her teacher identity.   
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APPENDIX D 

POTENTIAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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Interview Questions 

Interview #1 

Topic:  Church Involvement, Sunday School Involvement, Historical Aspect of the Church 

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS: 

1. Describe your current religious beliefs? 

2. How did you come to your religious beliefs?  In other words, describe the origin of your 

beliefs? 

3. Describe when you began to independently form your religious beliefs? 

4. Have your religious beliefs ever drastically changed from what they are now? 

5. Do you feel that you have to mask your religious beliefs in specific situations?  If so, 

how? 

6. How do your religious beliefs relate to how you live your life? 

7. Do your religious beliefs demand that you live a certain way?   

8. What do you do when your beliefs differ from others? 

9. Why you are a Christian? 

10. What is it about being a Christian that distinguishes it from other religions/belief systems 

that makes you want to be a Christian? 

CHURCH INVOLVEMEMT: 

1. Does your church have a denomination? 

2. What about being a non-denominational member is different from being some other type 

of denominational member? 

3. Why are you a member of this church?  (What about this church distinguishes it from 

other non-denominational churches?) 

4. How did teachers become involved in their churches?   

5. What influence has your church had on your personal life, professional life, religious 

life?   



200 

 

6. How would you describe your church involvement as a child?  

7. How would you describe your church involvement as a teenager?  As an adult? 

8. Who would you describe as the most influential person(s) in your church?  Why?  

9. What were your Sunday school experiences as a child?  

IDENITY IN PRACTICE: 

1. If I had to ask you who is Melanie Maddox, how would you describe your identity? 

2. How do your religious beliefs affect the way you think about yourself and yourself within 

the context of your identity? 

3. How do your religious beliefs relate to your other identities (race, gender, age, etc.)? 

4. Do you ever find that your identities within various communities of practice conflict with 

one another?  how?  How do you ease the tension? 

5. Within this community of practice (church), how did you learn to engage in action with 

others? 

6. Wenger (1998) talks about competence as it relates to identity.  "Membership in a 

community of practice translates into an identity as a form of competence" (Wenger, 

1998, p. 153).  Would you describe yourself as having "an identity as a form of 

competence"?  Why? 

7. How has your identity as a Sunday school teacher been influenced by your church 

community and interactions with those in your church? 
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Interview #2 

Topic: This interview will discuss teachers' Sunday school pedagogical practices and decisions 

1. Why do you choose to utilize specific pedagogical methods in your Sunday school? 

2. What is your relationship with your students in your Sunday school classroom? 

3. Why do you treat students in a specific manner? 

4. What is the most significant point you try to get across in your Sunday school classroom? 

5. How do students interact with one another in your Sunday school classroom? 

6. How do you decide how much time should be spent on certain activities in your class? 

7. What materials do you use in your Sunday school class?  Why do you only use these 

materials? 

8. Are you restricted to a certain curriculum in your Sunday school classroom?  Are there 

certain principles that you must follow or teach to your students? 

9. How does your Sunday school class differ from the other age groups? 

10. How does your Sunday school class differ from the other denominational Sunday 

schools? 

11. Do you stress a certain form of literacy in your Sunday school classroom? 

12. What types of pedagogical practices in your English classroom do you utilize in your 

Sunday school classroom? 

13. How does your Sunday school class differ from your English classrooms? 

14. How does your religious identity affect the way you teach Sunday school? 

15. What types of things do your Sunday school students do that you did as a child attending 

Sunday school? 

Follow-up Questions 

1.)  You begin your class with vocabulary terms.  Can you explain why you do this? 

2.)  Why are life lessons so important to you when teaching? 
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3.)  Why do students read orally in your class? 

4.)  How is discipline maintained in your Sunday school class? 

Interview #3 

 

Topic of Discussion:  Secondary English Classroom Pedagogy 

1. Who would you describe as your most influential teacher?  Why? 

2. How did you learn to become a classroom teacher? 

3. What piece of information did you find most valuable concerning high school teaching? 

4. How do you discipline your students in your English classroom?  How does this form of 

discipline differ from your Sunday school class? 

5. Does your religious identity affect the way your discipline your students in your English 

classroom?  Why or why not? 

6. How would you describe yourself as a professional being? 

7. Is your religious identity a factor in your English classroom?  Why or why not? 

8. What materials do you use in your English classroom?   

9. Are there materials that you do not use as a result of your religious identity?  If so, what 

are these items and why? 

10. How is literacy taught in your English classroom? 

11. Has being a Christian affected your relationship with your students in your English 

classroom? 

12. Has being a Christian affected your relationships with your peers in your school? 

13. Why do you choose to utilize specific pedagogical methods in your English classroom? 

14. What is your relationship with your students in your English classroom? 

15. What is the most significant point you try to get across in your English classroom? 

16. How do students interact with one another in your English class? 

17. How do you decide how much time should be spent on certain activities in your class? 
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18. Are you restricted to a certain curriculum in your English classroom?  Are there certain 

principles that you must follow or teach to your students? 

19. How does your English classroom differ from the other English classrooms at your 

school? 

20. What types of pedagogical practices in your English classroom do you utilize in your 

Sunday school class? 

21. How does your English classroom differ from your Sunday school classroom? 
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