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 Research shows that teachers’ treatment and perceptions of students will vary 

based upon the race of the teacher and student.  When teachers share the same race as the 

student, the student will benefit in the way of higher expectations, evaluations, and 

treatment from teachers.  This study examines teachers’ perceptions of students’ behavior 

at varying levels of racial mismatch.  Hierarchical OLS models are used to test for 

contextual affects in schools with varying percentages of minority composition.  This 

study finds support for racial mismatch theory as white teachers perceive more student 

behavior problems in schools consisting of 50% or more minority students.  The non-

symmetry hypothesis holds in this study as minority teachers do not think any more 

positively or negatively of student behavior at schools in which they are racially 

mismatched.  The importance of these findings is discussed, reasons for the differences 

are theorized, and prescriptions for remedying these differences are presented and 

considered. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Racial disparities took the forefront of American popular and political thought in 

the 1950’s and 1960’s.  With the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the nation took 

a momentous step towards correcting these disparities.  Although it would be appropriate 

to assume that this single act changed the trajectory of racial issues in America, it would 

be incorrect to characterize it as the finish line.  Even before the bill’s passage, there were 

many other struggles about race in America.  Not the least of these was the desegregating 

of American public schools fostered by Brown v. Board of Education.  If these court 

cases and legislative victories of the 1950’s and 1960’s had put an end to racial 

disparities throughout society and, particularly, in the institution of education, then the 

nation could be further along in the racial reconciliation process.  To this day racial 

disparities in society and education give social scientists a lot of material to investigate 

and research.  The study of racial inequalities fills academic offices and journals even if 

they do not fill the front pages or are on the forefront of American popular and political 

thought as they have been in the past. 

Racial inequities in the education system should be of special concern due to the 

potential impact it has at perpetuating and deepening societal disparities before and after 

graduation.  If research reveals varying educational outcomes based on race or ethnicity, 

then addressing the structures that may cause the differences could help resolve many of 

the racial inequalities seen in other societal structures.  This possibility is due to the role 

that education plays in achieving upward mobility, success, and wealth acquisition in this 
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meritocratic society.  Of course, tackling one social inequality does not make a 

completely just society, but it would go a long way toward that end. 

If there are racial differences in educational outcomes, what are the possible 

reasons and remedies for these race-based differences?  Thorough research on key causal 

factors and intervening variables is important to properly inform potential policy 

initiatives.  Given the complexity of the human experience and intertwining attributes, the 

different outcomes may at surface level appear to be a product of racial disparities, but 

upon further inspection there may be better explanations.  For example, individuals’ 

socio-economic status, the neighborhoods in which they grew up, or something more 

immutable like family history could better account for these differences.  The next 

section will discuss research on educational disparities based on race and, more 

specifically, the role that teachers may play in contributing to these differences.  The 

focus on teachers is vital to understanding race-based differences because teachers are the 

primary institutional agents with whom the student interacts.  When speaking of the 

institution of education, it must not be confused with some ambiguous otherworldly 

combination of rules and regulations, but must be understood as a unit consisting of real 

social agents that can impact casual relationships of all parties involved.  Teachers are 

surely impacted by their school surroundings and the characteristics of the district 

organizations in which they and their schools are embedded.  However, teachers are also 

individuals with personal worldviews and biases who impact the students they teach.  

Similarly, students bring with them family histories, social characteristics, and individual 

personalities which contribute to a complex teacher-student relationship.  Like any social 

structure, the relationship of the institution of education to performance outcomes is 
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varied and elaborate. Still, the research reviewed in the next section suggests definite 

patterns and hints at associations between this institution and racial discrimination. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Literature Review 
 
 
 Teachers contribute to a child’s educational experience both directly and 

indirectly as students’ thoughts and feelings towards school are influenced largely in part 

by teacher attitudes and support (Ferguson, 1998; Hallinan, 2008).  Students who like 

school are less likely than students who do not like school to have problems with 

absenteeism, dropping out, discipline, and have more positive outcomes in achievement 

and behavior (Hallinan, 2008).  Whether students like school is not the focus of this 

paper, but it does stand as an example of how teachers’ attitudes and actions towards 

students can indirectly lead to positive education outcomes.  The key is how students 

interpret the teachers’ intent.  This becomes especially important if teachers’ treatment of 

students varies by the teacher’s race, the student’s race, or some match or mismatch of 

the two. 

 Researchers have demonstrated that there is support for effects of racial 

differences on how teachers evaluate students (Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Ehrenberg, 

Goldhaber, & Brewer, 1995; Zimmerman, Khoury, Vega, Gil, & Warheit, 1995), the 

expectations that teachers have of students (Brown et al., 2003), the treatment of students 

(Casteel, 1998; Dee, 2004; Ferguson, 1998), and the commitment teachers have toward 

students as displayed by teacher turnover (Renzulli, Parrott, & Beattie, 2011).  These 

racial differences can either have positive or negative effects for the student based on 

their race and the race of the teacher (Brown et al., 2003; Dee, 2004; Farkas, Grobe, 

Sheehan, & Shuan, 1990; Frankenberg, 2006).  Research findings support the notion that 



 

5 
 

white students have an advantage.  They are usually rated higher on teacher evaluations 

(Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Ehrenberg et al., 1995), treated better (Casteel, 1998), and 

have higher expectations of what they can achieve (Brown et al., 2003).  Non-white 

students benefit from racial differences when they are matched with a teacher of their 

own race or cultural background (Dee, 2004; Ehrenberg et al., 1995; Farkas et al., 1990; 

Zimmerman et al.,1995).   

 The effects of racial discrimination extend beyond the contemporaneous teacher-

student relationship.  There may also be intergenerational consequences that non-white 

students have to endure because of the legacy of past disparities.  In researching 

children’s test scores and the black-white test score gap, Phillips et al. (1998) find that a 

child’s mother’s school quality has an effect on the child’s test scores.  Looking at a 

child’s Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R) scores, Phillips et al. (1998) 

find that an increase in the percent of white students in the mother’s school leads to a 

large increase in a child’s PPVT-R test score.  Findings like these demonstrate the 

enduring effects of racial disparities. 

 Not all research is conclusive in finding differences in outcomes based on race.  

In some cases, what appears to be discriminatory behavior based on race could be 

explained by one or more intervening variables (Ehrenberg et al., 1995; Ferguson, 1998; 

Mueller, Finley, Iverson, & Price, 1999).  Ferguson (1998) notes that previous findings of 

effects of racial mismatch (teacher being a different race than the student) could be 

attributed to other variables not included in studies.  Teacher perceptions could be linked 

to school characteristics, for example, where teachers may think more negatively in the 
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context of under-resourced schools.  Since minorities attend these schools more often, it 

leads to an appearance of race based discrimination when in fact it is not.   

In looking at job satisfaction among white employees working in predominately 

minority jobs, Maume and Sebastian (2007) find that whites in this situation are not 

necessarily prejudiced. These jobs are perceptively devalued, and white workers worry 

about their future occupational prospects and are less satisfied for that reason.  Looking at 

job satisfaction amongst teachers, Mueller et al. (1999) find limited support that teachers 

are less satisfied with their jobs when teaching in schools where a majority of students 

are not of their own racial background.  They find that when controlling for school 

attributes like resource availability, the effects of race lose their statistical significance.  It 

should be noted, however, that Renzulli et al. (2011) find evidence for white teachers 

being more satisfied with their jobs when teaching in schools that are predominately 

white. 

 Another factor which is closely associated with race that may explain the 

differences seen in teachers’ perceptions, treatments, and expectations of students is 

socio-economic status.  There may not be race-based discrimination, but rather status-

based discrimination occurring when teachers teach in low income schools (Farkas et al., 

1990; Zimmerman et al., 1995).  Since socio-economic status and race are highly 

associated (Conneely, 2008), it may be difficult to separate the effects of one from the 

other when studying differences in teacher perceptions. 

 Research investigating the saliency of racial disparities as it relates to teacher-

student interactions is important for many reasons.  First of all, teachers serve as the 

gatekeepers (Farkas et al., 1990; Zimmerman et al., 1995) to students’ education and 



 

7 
 

knowledge acquisition.  Aside from teacher quality, teachers can affect a student’s 

commitment to school indirectly through their encouragement and commitment 

(Hallinan, 2008).  Teachers also serve as significant others in influencing students’ status 

aspirations, which are correlated with educational attainment (Bozick, Alexander, 

Entwisle, Dauber, & Kerr, 2010; Haller & Portes, 1973).  Research has found that the 

role of the significant other in students’ lives is stronger in determining their aspirations 

than either family educational or occupational attainment (Haller & Portes, 1973).  

Research has also found that a teacher’s judgment of students’ non-cognitive 

characteristics like their work habits, behavior, appearance, and dress effect the 

subjective grades given to the student (Farkas et al., 1990).  Because teachers are vital to 

children’s educational attainment and their desire to remain in school, it is important to 

investigate any differences that lead to varying educational outcomes. Race-based 

differences, in particular, are the subject of this paper due to the legacy of race in 

America and its prevalence in differing outcomes in other segments of society. The next 

section will examine the theoretical landscape of not only theories on racial disparities 

but more specifically, how these theories add to the current discussion of teacher-student 

interactions and teachers’ perceptions of students. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Theoretical Landscape 
 

 
Organizational Demography 

 
 Theories in organizational demography have their emphasis on how individuals 

form in- and out- groups, how trust is divvied amongst the two groups, and the 

mechanisms used in distributing this trust (Maume & Sebastian, 2007; Renzulli et al., 

2011).  This is not to say that individuals have a finite amount of trust to bestow toward 

others, but the process used to decide who is trusted and to what degree they are trusted is 

what is examined through this theoretical lens.  Individuals will bestow trust to in-group 

members through a process of reciprocal attraction which then leads to increased social 

integration and an affinity to maintain group affiliation (Mueller et al., 1999).  Another 

pertinent discussion in organizational demography related to teachers’ perceptions of 

students is the idea of similarity-attraction (Renzulli et al., 2011; Maume & Sebastian, 

2007; Mueller et al., 1999).  Similarity-attraction describes what occurs when individuals 

are in new situations and do not know much about others around them.  These individuals 

will gravitate towards others who are similar to themselves based on surface level 

characteristics like gender and race (Maume & Sebastian, 2007). 

On the surface, organizational demography does not seem to have much bearing 

on teacher-student relationships, but rather, teacher-coworker relationships.  Upon further 

inspection, one can see how in/out group formation and similarity-attraction could alter 

teacher-student interactions.  Although teachers probably define students as members of 

their general out-group due to age and social status differences, they still may divide 
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students into classroom in/out groups.  Who becomes part of the classroom in-group or 

out-group may be based off of similarity-attraction criteria.  Data show that teachers will 

rely on race based stereotypes of students when teaching in predominately minority1 

schools (Renzulli et al., 2011).  If teachers rely on racial stereotypes when teaching, they 

could also rely on these stereotypes when forming classroom in- or out- groups. 

Organizational demography postulates that when individuals are in new situations 

where relationships have yet to be established, they will trust those who are similar to 

them in terms of outward appearance like gender and race.  This initial attraction will 

deepen as in-groups and out-groups form and treatment of individuals in these respective 

groups vary.  It could be hypothesized that teachers will undergo a similar process when 

teaching students they have not interacted much with in the classroom.  Students bearing 

different superficial characteristics (race, gender, etc.) than their teacher may end up 

being thought of less highly than students who share these characteristics.  This is 

especially true if the teacher has not had much interaction with other racial groups 

besides their own and relies on stereotypes when forming perceptions of students 

(Casteel, 1998; Frankenberg, 2006; Renzulli et al., 2011).  When examining cross-racial 

interactions among teachers and students, organizational demography theory can inform 

the discussion by investigating the reasons why a lot of research has found race-based 

differences in these interactions (Brown et al., 2003; Casteel, 1998; Dee, 2004; Downey 

& Pribesh, 2004; Ehrenberg et al., 1995; Ferguson, 1998; Renzulli et al., 2011; 

Zimmerman et al., 1995). 

 

                                                            
1 The term ‘minority’ is used here and elsewhere throughout the paper as a synonym for ‘non-

white’ and includes Hispanics. 
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Racial Mismatch Theory 
 
 Racial mismatch theory offers an intuitive rationale for explaining race-based 

differences in teachers’ perceptions of students.  Sharing similar presuppositions with 

organizational demography theory, racial mismatch theory bases its argument on 

communicative misunderstandings between different racial groups (Downey & Pribesh, 

2004; Ferguson, 1998; Frankenberg, 2006).  These misinterpretations of different cultural 

styles can be attributed to a lack of exposure by either whites or minorities of the other.  

Judgments of the other are then made based on ethnocentric viewpoints.  In the 

classroom, racial mismatch could introduce bias into teachers’ perceptions of student 

behavior.  For example minority students’ behavior may be seen as deviant to white 

teachers, but seen as normal or even something to be emulated among minority students’ 

peer groups and families (Downey & Pribesh, 2004).  This can then lead to differing race 

based outcomes considering how essential teachers’ encouragement and evaluations are 

to students’ achievement in and commitment to school (Farkas et al., 1990; Hallinan, 

2008).  If teachers misinterpret student behavior out of a lack of understanding of how the 

student communicates or how the student displays their value for education, then the 

teacher may think more negatively of this student.  The student perceiving this negative 

assessment may react in a negative way to it. 

 The term ‘self-fulfilling prophesy’ is used to describe the process of negatively 

reacting to perceptions based on stereotypes, which in turn ends up fulfilling those 

stereotypes in some way (Farkas et al., 1990; Lopez, 2003; Zimmerman et al., 1995).  

Farkas et al. (1990) give an example of how reduced expectations lead to lowered student 

self-image and effort, which leads to lowered student achievement.  Lopez (2003) also 
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finds the concept of self-fulfilling prophesy occurring as she uncovers how the dumbing 

down of school curriculum in minority schools leaves students responding with laziness, 

apathy, and withdrawal from school.  Associated with the concept of self-fulfilling 

prophesy is stereotype threat which is, “the risk [or fear] of conforming to negative 

stereotypes about one’s group” (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 1).  Minority group members 

can also respond to stereotype threat with an active resistance toward the stereotypes as 

they become aware of them (Dee, 2004; Ferguson, 1998).  Minority group members may 

not always be unaware of the stereotypes as Zimmerman et al. (1995) find in their study 

which shows that black students do not see themselves as being put down any more than 

any other racial/ethnic group.  

Not all research found is in support of racial mismatch theory. In their study of the 

white-black test score gap, Phillips et al. (1998) present research showing parental 

attitudes on expectations, self-efficacy, and self-esteem does not explain any of the score 

gap.  This finding suggests that both black and white parents impart on their children 

similar educational values and that there is no real cultural difference effect.  

Contradictory evidence leaves researchers to find some other variable explaining the 

white-black test score gap.  Ferguson (1998) cites evidence in support of the racial 

mismatch theory, but also suggests that the relationships between race and perceptions 

may be spurious.  The differences in teachers’ negative views of students in low 

performing schools may be attributed to teacher burnout and not race (Ferguson, 1998).  

The fact that minority students fill these schools gives the appearance of race-based 

discrimination.   
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Racial mismatch theorists also have to contend with the nonsymmetry hypothesis 

(Mueller et al., 1999) which claims that dominant group members will respond 

differently than minority group members when in settings where they are not the 

majority.  This can be due to the fact that minorities are accustomed to being a part of the 

subordinate group and have developed coping mechanisms for dealing with this social 

setting.  Conversely, whites have not developed the same mechanisms considering, the 

strong possibility, they have had limited interactions with people from the minority group 

(Mueller et al., 1999; Renzulli et al., 2011).  Altogether, viewing differences in teachers’ 

perceptions of students through the lens of racial mismatch theory gives researchers 

testable hypothesis and frameworks from which to understand classroom dynamics and 

the teacher-student relationship.  The next chapter will outline a research plan and 

testable hypothesis based off of the theories described above. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Hypothesis 
 
 
 The context in which teacher-student interactions and perceptions are formed is 

complex.  Therefore research about these interactions and perceptions needs to include an 

analysis of both school and individual level variables.  Teachers’ perceptions of students 

can be more fully understood by including standard demographic measures of teachers 

along with school attributes (Mueller et al., 1999).  Hypotheses can be formed taking into 

account how contextual variables (like school attributes) influence individual variables 

and outcomes.  Racial mismatch theory informs these predictions and expects to find that 

teachers will rate students who are the same race as them higher than students who are of 

a different racial category.  This hypothesis will be tested in the following study by 

categorizing schools according to minority composition.  Once this is done, teachers of 

different racial categories in these categorized schools can be compared to see if racially 

mismatched teachers think more negatively of students than teachers who are not 

mismatched.  Teachers’ perceptions of student behavior will be used to compare teachers 

of different racial categories because it is a subjective perception. 

 According to nonsymmetry theory, white teachers will think more negatively of 

minority students when teaching in predominately minority schools than non-white 

teachers will think of white students when teaching in predominately white schools.  This 

is because non-whites are familiar with being part of the subordinate group, so when they 

are among members of the majority group it is nothing unusual.  Whites, on the other 

hand, are not accustomed to being in this predicament and will react more negatively to 
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it.  In responding to this circumstance, in-groups will be formed based off of the 

similarity-attraction thesis as teachers will be attracted to those who are superficially 

similar to them and bestow trust upon in-group members.  Theoretically, older teachers 

would not need to rely on similarity attraction to form the basis of their evaluations.  This 

is because in/out group formation occurs when teachers are in new situations and reliance 

on similarity-attraction dissipates as they become more comfortable with their 

surroundings.  By including a proxy for teachers teaching in new situations, the theory of 

similarity attraction will be tested.  Teachers who are new (1 year or less) to the school 

they are teaching in will be compared to teachers who have taught at the same school for 

two years or more.  By testing for racial mismatch and similarity-attraction, teachers’ 

perceptions of students can be better understood, and policy suggestions can be directed 

towards race-based differences if they do in fact exist. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Data and Methods 
 
 
 This study utilizes data from the public-use 1999-2000 administration of the 

Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS).  The public-use data is limited in certain ways, but 

is still useful for the purposes of this analysis because it includes indicators of teachers’ 

perceptions of student behavior as well as teacher and school characteristics.  The 

Schools and Staffing Survey is conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) and has four components which includes the School Questionnaire, the Teacher 

Questionnaire, the Principal Questionnaire, and the School District Questionnaire.  The 

questionnaires are sent to a sample of respondents in public, public charter, private, and 

Bureau of Indian Education/tribal schools with questions about school demographics and 

teacher and principal perceptions of school problems, school attributes, and 

characteristics of the student population included in the various surveys.  The sample of 

schools is based on a stratified probability sample design with public and private schools 

oversampled based on certain characteristics.  Once the school sample is obtained, 

teachers within the schools are stratified and sampled based on their attributes.  The 

1999-2000 administration of the SASS, included 9,893 schools in the sample with a 

weighted response rate of 88.5% and 56,354 teachers were included in the teacher sample 

with a weighted response rate of 83.1%.  (Institute of Education Sciences) 

For the purposes of this study, only data from the school and teacher 

questionnaires will be used.  Only schools considered regular elementary or secondary 

schools are analyzed which excludes special emphasis schools, vocational or technical 
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schools, and alternative schools (Hallinan, 2008).  Furthermore, schools which are 

specifically for students who have been suspended or expelled, dropped out, or have 

behavioral issues were excluded from the models.  This was done to protect the 

dependent variable from issues of sampling bias.  For purposes of the analysis, only 

regular full-time and regular part-time teachers were left in the sample.  This is because 

these teachers have the best gauge of student behavioral problems at the school as 

opposed to substitute or temporary teachers who are more likely to have limited 

interaction with the student body in question.  Lastly, due to the use of hierarchical 

multilevel modeling, schools with only one teacher response were eliminated from the 

model (Renzulli et al., 2011).  After the data were made to fit these methodological 

attributes, 6,672 schools and 33,041 teachers were left for the analysis. 

 
Dependent Variable 

 
 The dependent variable is a scale created using responses from the teacher survey 

concerning problems with students including: student absenteeism, property crimes, 

pregnancy, drug use, possession of weapons, disrespect of teachers, and student drop-

outs.  Teachers were asked, “To what extent is each of the following a problem in this 

school?  Indicate whether it is a serious problem, a moderate problem, a minor problem, 

or not a problem at all at this school.”  The Likert scale was coded from 0-4, reversing 

when necessary, so that larger numbers indicate more perceived student behavior 

problems.  Altogether fourteen items were used for the scale which has a standardized 

alpha score of 0.9134.   

Schools are split by percentage of minority students at the school into four 

categories which are less than 5%, 5-19%, 20-49%, and greater than 50% minority.  
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These divisions are presented as such in the dataset.  For purposes of confidentiality the 

exact percent of minority students enrolled in any particular school is not known.  

Therefore it was not possible to make any other type of distinction concerning percentage 

of minority students other than the one already provided.  The pre-made division still 

allows for sufficient comparisons concerning how racial mismatch may affect teachers’ 

perceptions of student behavior.  Basic descriptive statistics for the dependent variable 

for each school category are given in Table 1.   

 
Table 1  

Basic Descriptive Statistics for Teachers’ Perceptions of Student Behavior 

Descriptives
No 

Distinction
Less Than 

5% 5-19% 20-49%
50% or 
More

Mean 16.26 14.81 15.16 16.82 18.76

Median 16 15 15 16 18

Mode 14 16 14 14 13

Variance 71.72 61.45 62.74 70.89 85.06

Standard Deviation 8.47 7.84 7.92 8.42 9.22

Skewness 0.30 0.27 0.23 0.24 0.22

Minimum 0 0 0 0 0

Maximum 42 41 40 42 42

Interquartile Range 12 11 12 13 15

Teacher N 33041 8812 9409 7213 7607

Percent Minority Distinction

 
 

Looking at Table 1, the variance of the dependent variable is greater for schools 

with 50% or more minority student population than any other school category.  The mean 

is also greater for this school category indicating teachers perceive more negative 

behavior from students in these schools compared with students from the other three 

school categories.  Figure 1 shows the frequency distribution of the dependent variable 
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while Figure 2 shows four separate histograms comparing the student behavior scale for 

each school category. 

 

 
Figure 1. Frequency distribution of student behavior scale.  Data source: 1999-2000 
Schools and Staffing Survey (Public-Use Data). 
 
 

Individual Level - Independent Variables 
 
 Basic demographic variables about teachers were included in the analysis to 

control for differences in teacher perceptions based on individual attributes like sex, age, 

income, level of education and teaching experience.  For a complete list of independent 

variables and their means refer to Table 2.  Since most teachers are female  
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Figure 2. Histograms of the student behavior scale for each category of school. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics (Means) of Variables in SASS by Percent Minority Categorization 

Variables Variable Description
No 

Distinction
Less Than 

5% 5-19% 20-49%
50% or 
More

Dependent Variables

Student Behavior Scale Scale: Standardized alpha = .9134 16.260 14.812 15.159 16.825 18.762

Combination of 14 questions:  Student problem in 
1) tardiness, 2) absenteeism, 3) cutting class, 4) 
physical conflicts, 5) robbery or theft, 6) 
vandalism, 7) pregnancy, 8) alcohol use, 9) drug 
abuse, 10) possession of weapons, 11) disrespect 
for teachers, 12) dropping out, 13)apathy, 14) 
unprepared to learn

Individual Level Variables
Sex Dummy variable = 1 if male 0.329 0.361 0.343 0.310 0.293
Age Categorical variable = 1) <30, 2) 30-39, 3)40-49, 4) 

>50
1.742 1.738 1.762 1.735 1.729

Income Categorical variable = 1) <$30k, 2) $30-$39,999, 
3)$40-$49,999, 4) >$50k

1.406 1.228 1.462 1.436 1.515

PhD Dummy variable = 1 if teacher has PhD 0.008 0.005 0.006 0.008 0.012

Masters Dummy variable = 1 if teacher has Masters 0.429 0.415 0.461 0.437 0.396

Bachelor's Dummy variable = 1 if teacher has Bachelors 0.993 0.995 0.994 0.993 0.991

Years Teaching Continuous variable of total years teaching 14.773 15.491 15.253 14.508 13.598

Years Teaching in This School Continuous variable of total years teaching at 
surveyed school

9.659 11.103 9.931 8.954 8.319

Total Hours Worked Continuous variable of total hours teacher worked 
in most recent full week of teaching

50.274 50.205 50.742 50.408 49.647

(Continued)

Percent Minority Distinction
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Variables Variable Description
No 

Distinction
Less Than 

5% 5-19% 20-49%
50% or 
More

White not Hispanic Dummy race variable (1=WNH) 0.851 0.975 0.945 0.869 0.573

Hispanic Dummy race variable (1=Hispanic) 0.043 0.009 0.018 0.030 0.123

Black not Hispanic Dummy race variable (1=BNH) 0.056 0.004 0.012 0.052 0.176
Asian not Hispanic Dummy race variable (1=ANH) 0.025 0.004 0.012 0.021 0.070

Other not Hispanic Dummy race variable (1=ONH) 0.026 0.009 0.014 0.029 0.057
Attacked by Student Dummy variable = 1 if teacher has ever been 

attacked by a student
0.079 0.063 0.069 0.088 0.104

Satisfied with Job Combination of 2 questions of whether 1) teacher 
is generally satisfied at school, 2) doing their best 
is not a waste of time

4.706 4.732 4.818 4.717 4.529

View of Administration Scale: Standardized alpha = .862 10.576 10.392 10.768 10.805 10.336
Combination of 5 questions whether teacher 
agrees that 1) principal lets staff members know 
what is expected, 2) administration's behavior 
toward staff is supportive & encouraging, 3) 
Principal enforces school rules for student 
conduct and backs up teacher when needed, 4) 
Principal knows what kind of school is desired 
and communicates this, 5) Staff members are 
recognized for a job well done.

Teacher Autonomy Scale: Standardized alpha = .783 18.691 19.461 18.899 18.440 17.783

Combination of six questions whether teacher has 
control over the following in their classroom: 1) 
instructional materials, 2) content being taught, 3) 
teaching techniques, 4) evaluation of students, 5) 
discipline of students, 6) homework assigned

(Continued)

Percent Minority Distinction
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Variables Variable Description
No 

Distinction
Less Than 

5% 5-19% 20-49%
50% or 
More

School Level Variables
Student/Teacher Ratio Continuous variable of number of students per 

full-time equivalent teacher
15.342 14.095 15.711 15.893 15.809

Region Dummy variable = 1 if school is in South 0.363 0.203 0.280 0.540 0.481

Security Scale Scale: Standardized alpha = .537 1.139 0.828 1.125 1.282 1.380
Combination of 4 questions of whether the school 
currently has: 1) random metal detector checks for 
students, 2) drug sweeps, 3) police or security 
presence, 4) video surveillance

Title I Dummy variable = 1 if school has any student 
enrolled receiving Title I services

0.422 0.406 0.303 0.371 0.635

LEP Dummy variable = 1 if school has any student 
enrolled as LEP

0.582 0.291 0.626 0.714 0.742

Urban Area Dummy variable = 1 if in large city or mid-size 
central city

0.200 0.033 0.164 0.242 0.399

Suburban Area Dummy variable = 1 if in urban fringe of large or 
mid-size city 0.401 0.354 0.497 0.454 0.288

Rural Area Dummy variable = 1 if school in small town or rural 
area 0.398 0.613 0.339 0.304 0.313

School N 6672 1878 1819 1450 1525

Teacher N 33041 8812 9409 7213 7607

Percent Minority Distinction

Data Source: 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey (Public-Use Data)
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(Frankenberg, 2006; Institute of Education Sciences; Renzulli et al., 2011), it was 

important to control for sex in this model to see if there are gendered biases in perceiving 

student behavior.  The age variable is a continuous and income is a categorical variable 

with the categories being, ‘Less than $30,000’, ‘$30,000-$39,999’, ’$40,000-$49,999’, 

and ‘$50,000 or greater’.  The level of education variable was constructed as a set of 

dummy variables where teachers with PhD’s and teachers with at least one master’s 

degree were compared to teachers with only a bachelor’s degree in order to test if 

advanced education played a role in teachers’ perceptions of student behavior.  To control 

for teaching experience, three variables were used in the model including total years of 

teaching experience, total years of teaching experience at the school being surveyed, and 

total number of hours a teacher reported working during the most recent full week of 

teaching.  

It is known that violent acts directed at teachers will have a negative effect on 

their teaching impact and emotional wellbeing (Wilson, Douglas, & Lyon, 2011) and 

may consequentially cause them to view their students in a more negative light.  

Therefore, a dummy variable was included in the models asking if the teacher has ever 

been physically attacked by a student (1=Yes).    Research also shows that 

dissastisifaction among teachers is associated with teachers’ attitude towards students and 

student outcomes including an increase in disciplinary problems (Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 

1996; Ostroff, 1992; Renzulli et al., 2011).  Considering this association, controls for 

teacher satistifaction were included.  First, teacher satisfaction is meassured by two 

questions asking if teachers either strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or 

strongly disagree that 1) doing their best at their job is a waste of time and 2) that they are 
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generally satisfied with being a teacher at the school they are currently working at.  

Another measure of teacher satisfaction is measured by a scale of a teacher’s perception 

of school management.  The scale which has a standardized alpha of 0.862 was created 

using answers to five questions about the principal and school administration with higher 

scores indicating that the teacher feels more positively about school management.  

Teachers were asked on a four point Likert scale if they agreed that: their principal lets 

staff members know what is expected;  administration's behavior toward staff is 

supportive and encouraging; the prinicpal enforces school rules for student conduct and 

backs up teacher when needed; the prinicpal knows what kind of school is desired and 

communicates this to staff; and if staff members are recognized for a job well done.  

Lastly, another scale (alpha of 0.783) was included to measure how autonomous a teacher 

feels in their classroom.  The scale was created using a combination of six responses to 

how much control a teacher feels they have in their classroom in terms of instructional 

materials, content being taught, teaching techniques, evaluation of students, discipline of 

students, and the homework assigned. 

 Since the main focus of this study revolves around the race of the teacher and 

their varying perceptions of student behvior at different schools, a set of dummy variables 

controlling for teacher’s race was included in the models.  White non-Hispanic teachers 

were compared to Hispanic teachers, black non-Hispanic teachers, Asian non-Hispanic 

teachers, and other non-Hispanic teachers2. 

                                                            
2 Henceforth the term ‘black’, ‘Asian’ and ‘other’ will be used to describe teachers in these 

categories.  It should be understood that teachers in these categories are not Hispanic.  This is done to avoid 
confusion and so that the term ‘black not Hispanic teacher’, etc. does not have to be said repeatedly. 
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School Level – Independent Variables 
 
 School level independent variables are measured at the school level.  There are 

five school level variables including a set of school level dummy variables included in 

the analysis.  The student/teacher ratio of the school is included in the model to control 

for the effect higher ratios may have on teachers’ perceptions of student behavior.  The 

student/teacher ratio is calculated by the number of students in the school per full-time 

equivalent teacher.  One observation was dropped from the sample because it heavily 

skewed the data with a value of 745 considering the mean without this value is 15.34 for 

the entire sample.  A dummy region variable is included to control for any lasting 

historical effects between schools in the South and the rest of the country (Plank, 1990). 

 A control for the level of security at the school is also included in the models.  

The level of security variables is a scale of four questions concerning if the school has the 

following: random metal detector checks for students, drug sweeps, daily presence of 

police or security, and video surveillance.   Items were coded as either the school having 

or not having the security feature and the range of the scale is from zero, meaning the 

school does not have any of these features, to four, meaning the school has all security 

features.  This variable is included to control for the aesthetics of the school having a 

prison-like feel which could make one think more negatively of people in this 

environment (Devine, 1996). 

 Since area poverty statistics were not readily available for the schools in this 

dataset, a dummy variable measuring if the school has any student receiving Title I 

services is included in an attempt to measure schools dealing with economic 

disadvantage.  Similar strategies of using proxies of poverty at the school level like free 
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and reduced lunch have been used in other studies (Dee, 2004; Downey & Pribesh, 2004; 

Farkas et al., 1990; Frankenberg, 2006; Renzulli et al., 2011).  Title I is a federally funded 

program designed to aide students living in low-income areas which is determined by the 

number of students who enroll in the free and reduced lunch program (Malburg, 2011; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2004).  Another proxy of disadvantage is the dummy 

variable for LEP students (Frankenberg, 2006). Schools considered LEP schools are 

those who have any students enrolled in the school identified as limited-English 

proficiency.  A series of dummy variables was also included to control for the community 

setting of the school where urban (large or mid-sized central city) and suburban (urban 

fringe of large or mid-size city) schools are compared to rural (small town or rural 

community) schools (Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2002). 

 
Analytic Strategy 

 
The analysis consists of four hierarchical OLS models and a reference model 

which includes the entire sample not categorized by percent minority.  A hierarchical 

structure to the models was chosen due to the intraclass correlation of .1571, meaning 

that 15.71% of the variation in the dependent variable (teachers’ perception of student 

behavior) is being explained at the school level.  The dependent variable discussed above 

is regressed in separate hierarchical OLS models on the control variables described 

earlier.  By running four separate models with a reference model, variations are allowed 

to be seen among schools with different levels of minority enrollment to investigate 

differences in perceptions of student behavior vary among teachers’ race.   Data are grand 

mean centered due to theoretical considerations (Kreft, Leeuw, & Aiken, 1995) such that 

the main unit of analysis is teachers in different schools.  Previous research has also 
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grand mean centered similar variables in hierarchical multi-level models (Renzulli et al., 

2011). 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Findings 
 
 
 Although all four models will be presented and discussed, Table 3 shows the 

difference in means test between schools with less than 5% minority students and schools 

with 50% or more minority students.  This difference is highlighted to show the stark 

differences in the school attributes between what can be considered white schools 

(schools with less than 5% minority student population) compared to minority schools 

(schools with greater than 50% minority).  As can be seen in Table 3, there are significant 

differences between each school and the dependent and independent variables except for 

a teachers’ age and teachers’ view of administration.  The first notable difference can be 

seen in the dependent variable as teachers in minority schools tend to view students’ 

behavior more negatively than teachers in white schools.  There is also a greater 

proportion of Title I and LEP schools in the minority school sample than in the white 

school sample. 

 Turning attention to the race variables, 97% of teachers in white schools are white 

which is in contrast to the 57% white teachers found in minority schools.  Black teachers 

make up the largest proportion of minority teachers in minority schools and Hispanics 

make up the largest proportion of minority teachers in white schools.  These data show 

that minority teachers will generally teach in minority schools and that white teachers 

will teach in schools that are predominately white.  This does not seem to be a function of 

income as teachers in minority schools earn significantly higher incomes on average. 
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Table 3 

Difference of Means Tests between White and Minority Schools 

Variables

Less Than 5% Minority 
(White Schools)

50% or More Minority 
(Minority Schools) Significance

Dependent Variables

Student Behavior Scale 14.812 18.762 ***

Level 1 Variables

Sex 0.361 0.293 ***

Age 1.738 1.729 -

Income 1.228 1.515 ***

PhD 0.005 0.012 ***

Masters 0.415 0.396 *

Bachelor's 0.995 0.991 ***

Years Teaching 15.491 13.598 ***

Years Teaching in This School 11.103 8.319 ***

Total Hours Worked 50.205 49.647 ***

White not Hispanic 0.975 0.573 ***

Hispanic 0.009 0.123 ***

Black not Hispanic 0.004 0.176 ***

Asian not Hispanic 0.004 0.070 ***

Other not Hispanic 0.009 0.057 ***

Attacked by Student 0.063 0.104 ***

Satisfied with Job 4.732 4.529 ***

View of Administration 10.392 10.336 -

Teacher Autonomy 19.461 17.784 ***

Level 2 Variables
Student/Teacher Ratio 14.095 15.809 ***

Region 0.203 0.481 ***

Security Scale 0.828 1.380 ***

Title I 0.406 0.635 ***

LEP 0.291 0.742 ***

Urban 0.033 0.399 ***

Suburban 0.354 0.288 ***

Rural 0.613 0.313 ***

School N 1878 1525

Teacher N 8812 7607

Data Source: 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey (Public-Use Data)

 This could be due to selection bias as there are more white teachers overall in the 

teaching workforce (80%) while less than 60% of students are white (Renzulli et al., 
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2011).  It naturally follows then that white teachers will be more represented in both 

white and minority schools. 

 Table 4 displays the results from all of the hierarchical OLS models including the 

reference model. As can be seen in the reference (‘No Distinction’) model, males, higher 

paid teachers, teachers who have more experience in the surveyed school, teachers who 

work more hours, teachers who have been attacked by a student, and teachers who have 

higher feelings of autonomy think more negatively about student behavior at their school.  

Although teachers who have more experience in years teaching at their current school 

feel more negatively about student behavior, teachers who have worked in the profession 

for longer feel more positively about student behavior.  Also, a factor of teacher burnout 

can be attributed to more negative views of students’ behavior as teachers who work 

more hours report more negative student behavior.  Not surprisingly, the higher the 

student/teacher ratio the more negatively teachers think about student behavior.  Looking 

at the security scale, for every point increase in the scale, there is a 2.768 increase in 

reporting negative student behavior.  This relationship remains throughout all the models 

with a one point increase in the security scale leading anywhere between a 2.227 - 2.871 

increase in reporting negative student behavior.  The security scale being positively 

associated with negative views of student behavior indicates one of two things.  Either 

these schools have more behavioral problems in general and the scale is measuring 

precautions taken by the school to placate these problems, or there is a link between the  

amount of security measures a teacher is exposed to and their perceptions of student 

behavior. 
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Table 4 

Hierarchical OLS Regression of Student Behavior Categorized by Percent Minority in School 

No Distinction Less Than 5% 5-19% 20-49% 50% or More
Variables B B B B B

Intercept 16.26 14.893 15.247 16.849 18.635
Level I Variables

Sex (Male=1) 0.717*** 0.97*** 0.521*** 0.498** 1.102***

Age -0.033 0.012 -0.214* -0.17 -0.131 

Income 0.201*** 0.186* 0.033 0.029 -0.117 

PhD 
a 0.187 0.684 -0.332 -0.213 0.519 

Masters 
a -0.005** 0.155** 0.175** 0.212** -0.152**

Years Teaching -0.058*** -0.049** -0.053*** -0.032* -0.042**

Years Teaching in This School 0.032*** 0.029* 0.059*** 0.045** 0.053***

Total Hours Worked 0.049*** 0.045*** 0.049*** 0.053*** 0.068***

Race Variables 
b

Hispanic 0.081 -0.02 -0.15 -0.577 -1.697***

Black not Hispanic 0.368* -0.622 -1.213 -0.588 -1.082***

Asian not Hispanic -0.516* 0.406 -0.584 -1.081 -2.697***

Other not Hispanic 0.142 -1.251 0.153 -0.188 -1.919***

Teacher Perceptions

Attacked by Student (Yes=1) 1.201*** 0.699* 0.481 0.861** 1.6***

Satisfied with Job -1.411*** -1.375*** -1.392*** -1.371*** -1.291***

View of Administration -0.429*** -0.384*** -0.399*** -0.472*** -0.454***

Teacher Autonomy 0.045*** 0.079*** 0.105*** 0.074** 0.006 

(Continued)
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No Distinction Less Than 5% 5-19% 20-49% 50% or More
Variables B B B B B

Level II Variables

Student/Teacher Ratio 0.025* -0.019 0.107*** 0.042 -0.073**

Region (South=1) -0.733*** -0.51** -0.56*** -1.644*** -2.372***

Security Scale 2.768*** 2.227*** 2.635*** 2.871*** 2.847***

Title 1 (Yes=1) -0.736*** -2.537*** -0.79*** -1.191*** -0.559**

LEP (Yes=1) 0.441*** 0.169 -0.027 -0.135 -0.319 

Urban 
c

0.243* -1.99*** -0.534* -0.405 0.074 

Suburban 
c

-1.188*** -1.157*** -1.256*** -0.954*** -0.826**

AIC 223035.9 58551.1 62395.2 48434.6 52430.3

School N 6672 1878 1819 1450 1525

Teacher N 33039 8812 9407 7213 7607

Data Source: 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey (Public-Use Data); a - Reference Category is Bachelor's or Less; b - Reference 
Category is white; c - Reference Category is rural;   *P<.05, **P<.01, ***P<.001
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The poverty indicator variables have different directions in the reference model as 

teachers in schools which are considered Title I view student behavior more positively 

teachers in schools which are considered Title I view student behavior more positively 

(negatively associated) than teachers in LEP schools (positively associated).  The 

categories of Title I and LEP are not mutually exclusive so there is overlap in the schools 

and the reference model is the only place this contradiction appears. 

Teachers who are more satisfied with their jobs are also more likely to have a 

positive view of student behavior.  The significance of this relationship remains through 

all models except the 5-19% model.  Also, in all models teachers who have a positive 

view of their administration are more likely to have positive views of students’ behavior.  

Teacher autonomy has statistically significant positive relationships with perceptions of 

student behavior in all models except for minority schools where there is no difference 

between teachers’ feelings of autonomy and their perceptions of students’ behavior in the 

school. 

 
Race Matters 

 
In the reference model in Table 4, black and Asian teachers are significantly 

different in their views of student behavior compared to white teachers.  In this model, 

black teachers report more negative behavior than white teachers while Asians report less 

negative behavior than white teachers.  Hispanic teachers and teachers in the ‘other’ 

category do not differ in their views of student behavior compared to whites in this 

model.  The key distinction in race can be seen by comparing the less than 5%, 5-19%, 

and 20-49% models with the 50% or more model.  As can be seen in Table 4, there is no 
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significant difference among race in the first three models until the school is comprised of 

50% or more minority students. 

When a school has a student population of more than 50% minority students, 

white teachers view student behavior more negatively than teachers of any other racial 

category.  When controlling for all other variables in the model, Hispanic teachers report 

1.697 less behavior problems than white teachers on average.  On average, black teachers 

report 1.082 less student behavior problems than white teachers.  Asian teachers’ 

perception of student behavior disagrees most with white teachers teaching in minority 

schools as they report 2.697 less negative behaviors than white teachers.  Teachers of 

other racial background report 1.919 less behavior problems than white teachers on 

average.  These findings simultaneously support the racial mismatch theory and the non-

symmetry theory as white teachers view students more negatively when teaching in 

predominately minority schools meaning they are racially mismatched.  The same though 

cannot be said of minority teachers.  In all categories where white students are the 

majority, they view students’ behavior the same as white teachers on average.  Even as 

these models control for various teacher demographic variables, school perception 

variables, and school level variables, there is still a real racial difference in minority 

schools.  This evidences that a real difference in teacher perceptions exists based off of 

the teacher’s and student’s race. 

 
Years Teaching and Similarity-Attraction 

 
 It was hypothesized earlier that teachers teaching in new settings (i.e. new to a 

school) will treat and evaluate those who are similar to them more favorably.  This can be 

explained by the similarity-attraction thesis as teachers will form in/out groups based off 
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of superficial attributes like race and gender.  I have hypothesized that this effect will 

wear off as teachers become more comfortable and knowledgeable with their schools and 

will not have to rely on superficial characteristics, but will be able to judge students’ 

behavior more accurately. 

 To test this hypothesize, an interaction effect was added to each model to control 

for years teaching and teacher’s race.  Since there are many more white teachers than 

other racial categories, a dummy variable was used for race comparing white non-

Hispanic teachers with non-white teachers.  Also, another dummy variable for years 

teaching was created where teachers teaching more than one year at the survey school 

were compared to those teaching there a year or less.  Teachers teaching in their first year 

were chosen as the comparison group because they exhibit a unique peculiarity for being 

affected by workplace conditions (Kukla-Acevedo, 2009).  In two of the models (20-49% 

and 50% or more) there were significant interaction effects.   

Figure 3 shows a bar chart for the interaction effect for race and years teaching at 

schools with 20-49% minority student population.  The bar chart shows that there is no 

difference between non-white teachers and the number of years teaching at these schools.  

White teachers in their first year of teaching at these schools will, on average, report 

more negative student behavior than white teachers in their second year or minorities in 

any year of teaching.  It is interesting to note that white teachers with two or more years 

of teaching at these schools will, on average, think more positively about student 

behavior than minority teachers in any year of teaching.  

Figure 4 displays a bar chart of the interaction effect for race and years teaching at 

minority schools.  As was predicted, whites with little exposure and knowledge (1st year 
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teachers) of the school will think more negatively of the students than white teachers with 

more than a year of experience at the school.  As white teachers gain more knowledge 

and exposure to students at minority schools, they will think less negatively of them on 

average.   

 
Figure 3. Racial comparisons of teachers’ perceptions of student behavior based on years 
teaching at schools with 20-49% minority student population. 
 
 
 The findings in Figures 3 and 4 lend support to the hypothesis stated earlier that 

first year teachers will rely on superficial factors (whether similarity-attraction or 

stereotypes) when creating their judgments of students.  These findings are not uniform 

for whites and non-whites though.  In both figures, white teachers have more negative 

views of students at these schools than non-white teachers.  Also in both figures, white 

teachers think significantly different about student behavior in their first year of teaching 
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Figure 4. Racial comparisons of teachers’ perceptions of student behavior based on years 
teaching at schools with 50% or more minority student population. 
 
 

compared to subsequent years.  On the other hand, non-white teachers do not share this 

distinction.  This could be because white teachers in their first year of teaching may be 

unaccustomed to differences in culture found among minority students and interpret these 

differences as deviant behaviors.  This culture shock, does not fully explain the story 

though because the data show that minority teachers teaching in predominately white 

schools (less than 5% minority) do not respond the same way.  This difference between 

minority teachers and white teachers is best explained through the non-symmetry thesis 

which states that minorities will react differently than whites when placed in social 

settings where they are part of the minority group because they are familiar with this 

environment.  It would be important to know the quantity and quality of interactions 
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these teachers had with other racial groups throughout their lives in order to state this 

with more confidence, but that information is not present in the data.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Discussion 
 
 

  The findings presented in this paper suggest that racial mismatch is important to 

understanding teachers’ perceptions of student behavior.  White teachers working in 

predominately minority schools report more negative student behavior than any other 

racial category.  The racial difference is not surprising and is in line with previous 

research that has found evidence of racially based differences in how teachers evaluate 

students (Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Ehrenberg et al., 1995; Zimmerman et al., 1995).  

The non-symmetry theory predicted that minority teachers do not share the same pattern 

of perceptions as white teachers.  The data show this as minority teachers, on average, do 

not think any more negatively of white students compared with white teachers when 

teaching in predominately white schools.  Explaining this difference can be essential in 

guiding possible policy changes schools can make to reduce these racial differences. 

Examining the interaction effects shown in Figures 3 and 4 can inform this 

explanation.  As these interaction effects show, white teachers, in their first year of 

teaching, think more negatively of student behavior compared to minority teachers when 

teaching at schools comprised of 20% or more minority students.  Teachers with two 

years or less teaching experience at the surveyed school were also compared with 

teachers teaching more than two years.  No significant interaction effects were found in 

any of the models using this dichotomy either.  This non-finding lends support that the 

main racial difference exists in the first year of teaching.  Something within this first year 
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of teaching differentiates white teachers from minority teachers in their perceptions of 

student behavior.  

It is possible that white teachers have had limited interactions throughout their 

lives with minorities and experience some type of culture shock during their first year of 

teaching at minority schools.  As the years of teaching at these schools increase, white 

teachers become accustomed to and familiar with the behavioral patterns.  This is not to 

say that minorities exhibit more negative behavior, but the way this behavior is perceived 

changes as familiarity of distinct cultural styles are understood.  One way to better test 

this culture shock theory is to find when teachers completed the survey during their first 

year of teaching.  If the survey was conducted earlier in their first year, then more 

negative views of student behavior would be expected compared to surveys conducted 

later.  Unfortunately, the data are limited in this regard so this test of the culture shock 

theory cannot be tested. 

 Another possible explanation for this first year difference may be found in 

teachers’ preconceived notions about the school.  Teachers may choose to work in school 

with high concentrations of minority students because they believe that the school is in 

desperate need of help.  This idea would predispose teachers into thinking that these 

schools are worse off or that students in these schools have more problems in general.  As 

the years progress, teachers either find that these schools are not as bad as they originally 

thought or teachers become complacent with the situation and accustomed to the 

problems.  This would explain the significant difference in means on the behavior scale 

for minority schools seen in Table 3.  However, this does little to explain the racial 

differences seen among white and non-white teachers. 
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Limitations 
 

The study has some important limitations worth mentioning.  First of all, the 

school categorization, although helpful, limits what can be explored concerning 

percentage of minority students at the school.  If each school’s percent minority 

composition were known, curvilinear effects could have been tested for to see what the 

inflection point was for differences among white and non-white teachers.  Also, not 

knowing the specific racial composition of the school limited the type of analysis that 

could be done.  Would the same results be found if a school consisted of 50% or more 

Hispanic students, compared to a school with 50% or more black students?  This is 

something that could not be analyzed as all minorities were group and compared against 

white students.   

Without knowing more about the teachers besides basic demographic information, 

it is difficult to say why they perceive the students the way they do.  As Renzulli et al. 

(2011) theorize, there may be a difference between teachers who actively choose to teach 

in predominately minority schools and teachers who were forced into the situation.  

Teachers may be forced into the situation through a lack of other opportunities or the 

shifting demographics around them.  Teachers who choose to teach in these schools may 

do so as part of programs like Teach for America and have a completely different lens on 

their entering posture.  If there are differences among teachers who actively choose to 

teach in these schools compared with those who are forced into the situation, it may shine 

light on why teachers perceive students the way they do. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Conclusion 
 
 
 There are many unresolved and contentious issues in American education like 

funding, busing, and the curriculum surrounding it that makes teaching and learning 

difficult.  Issues of racial differences have been revealed through research, but outside of 

this research little has occurred in the way of public discourse.  It appears that the 

discussion surrounding racial inequalities has died down in the public arena after being at 

the forefront of public thought and opinion during the 1950’s and 60’s.  This may be due 

to the fact that race-based discrimination and race-based differences today are not as 

overt as they have been throughout American history.  Regardless of the overtness of 

racial differences in education today, I would argue that they are just as important due to 

their effects on children’s educational outcomes. 

As discussed throughout this paper, race still plays an important part in predicting 

educational outcomes for students.  Teachers are in a unique position in our society to 

affect monumental change in individual lives through their roles as mentors, encouragers, 

and instructors.  What happens, though, when these teachers treat students differently and 

operate out of innate (whether cultural or biological) responses to complex social 

situations?  When teachers are placed into novel situations like entering a new school 

where they teach students of different racial backgrounds, they respond by creating in- 

and out- groups to order this new social setting.  The problem is not that teachers respond 

to new social settings similar to most other social beings, but that the basis for judging 

who is deemed worthy of trust and praise ends up being decided through a process of 
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similarity-attraction.  Students who are closest in terms of superficial attributes, like race 

to the teacher, end up being a part of the in-group and are more likely to receive the 

social benefits that follow from this categorization.   

 A deeper problem arises beyond just individual discrimination against a handful 

of students as observable systemic discrimination is seen.  It is not difficult to imagine 

how this systemic discrimination occurs when examining the demographics of the 

teaching occupation compared to the student population.  As much as 80% of the 

teaching workforce is white, while less than 60% of the students they teach are white 

(Renzulli et al., 2011).  If it is true that white teachers teaching in minority schools will 

treat and view non-white students more negatively than non-white teachers teaching in 

white schools, then this raises more concern (Casteel, 1998; Dee, 2004; Downey & 

Pribesh, 2004; Renzulli et al., 2011). 

To help curtail some of the differences discussed in this paper, teacher trainings 

may need to be adapted to allow exposure to and understanding of different racial and 

cultural groups. Regardless of race, this would help teachers become more impartial in 

terms of superficial qualities of students and allow for more accurate assessments of these 

students.  Increasing the number of minority teachers in the teaching profession could 

provide role models to an increasingly minority student population.  Also, having more 

non-white teachers in classrooms can help white students by exposing them to 

professional minorities challenging ingrained racial stereotypes these students may have 

(Frankenberg, 2006).  Race still matters in discussions of student achievement, but 

ignoring the problem is hardly a way to remedy it.  Instead, public discourse informed by 

active and relevant research can go a long way in continuing the process of racial 



 

  44 
 

 

reconciliation which began with fervor and sacrifice by many who dreamed of a day 

when race would no longer be a relevant factor in determining the outcomes of any 

citizen or student.  
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