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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

These gaps in research all point to a major 
disparity in literacy and social justice. Not only 
is there is a lack of research in literacy among Black 
boys, but researchers have failed discuss how 
literacy may be connected to
the school-to-prison pipeline. 



PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

Evaluate the connection between literacy,
and the school-to-prison pipeline phenomenon



RESEARCH QUESTIONS
How are the suspension experiences of these 
teenage Black boys situated in a literacy context?

What are their perceptions about school and 
suspensions?

What are their perceptions about literacy 
(books/reading)?



SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROBLEM

Amid the schoolmen’s quest for a one best 
system and the politics of pluralism the history 
of black urban education posed a strange 
anomaly.  While publicists glorified the 
unifying influence of common learning under 
the common roof of the common school,

Black Americans were rarely 
part of that design - DAVID TYACK

“THE ONE BEST SYSTEM” (P. 109 -110)
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• DIVORCING THE DEFICIT

• RELATED RESEARCH
• SITUATING THIS RESEARCH



HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Children—and humans, everybody—all need both windows 
and mirrors in their lives: mirrors through which [they] can 
see [themselves] and windows through which [they] can 
see the world. And minority children have not had 
mirrors Hollady, 1998



HISTORICAL CONTEXT

It isn’t just the denial of literacy that was 
problematic for Blacks; it’s the 
connection that the denial has to 
humanity. Because those seeds were 
planted plentifully, the roots of 
dehumanization via literacy denial 
run deep. The current state of Black 
boys and literacy is certainly the reaped 
harvest.

-RONI DEAN BURREN



RESEARCH GAP

There is an absence of interdisciplinary depth,
theoretical grounding, and focus on responsive 
pedagogy required to provide effective literacy instruction 
for [African American] young men.

Tatum
(2008)



CRITICAL PEDAGOGY

Oppression and humanity are 
chief role players as related to 
Black boys and literacy, thus 
making critical pedagogy a 
logical theoretical framework for 
this research.

-RONI DEAN BURREN



CRITICAL PEDAGOGY

Oppression can be visible, taking the grotesque forms of 
genocide, enslavement, imprisonment, and exploitation, 
but it can also operate with a quiet violence under the 
cover of hegemonic discourses and imagery
distributed via popular media and social institutions…

…(like schools)

(Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2004)
(2004)



RIGHT TEXTS

As a result of the often-tenuous situation that the inner city 
Black boy finds himself in, the literacy model must be 
adjusted to take his life, and his oppression into 
account. The literacy cornerstone of this study is the 
anatomically complete literacy model.

Tatum
(2008)



ON…
THE SCHOOL TO PRISON PIPELINE

The school-to-prison pipeline, 
creates a permanent 
underclass of people.

-RONI DEAN BURREN



DIVORCING THE DEFICIT

The deficit model paints a pathological portrait 
of minorities and other low-income groups (Hill 
1993), that presumes the crises they experience 
are innate as opposed to external. 

THIS RESEARCH WILL WHOLEHEARTEDLY DIVORCE THE DEFICIT MODEL. 



RELATED RESEARCH

It just couldn’t 
have been our 

school (Terrell, 2000)

What’s happening to 
boys? (Roderick, 2005)

A model for 
educating African 
American males 

(Hunter, 1999)

Cooperative 
learning in 

African American 
males (Wilson-Jones & 

Caston, 2004)



SITUATING MY RESEARCH

By having Black boys make meaning, of their experiences 
with suspension and having them think and talk through 
the ways in which reading may have contributed to their 
suspensions, this research offers the oppressed an 
opportunity to play a role in their own liberation.



METHODOLOGY



SITE

• 2,825 student body population

• 19.3% African American, 43.5% Hispanic, 31.2% White, 
3.1% Asian, 0.5% Native American, 0.2% Pacific Islander 
and 2.3% Two or More Races

• 54.4% of student body population labeled as economically 
disadvantaged

HOUSTON AREA SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL: 



DESIGN

TRANSCENDENTAL PHENOMENOLOGY: a phenomenological 
study describes the common meaning for several individuals of their 
lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon (Creswell 2012). 
Transcendental phenomenology focuses less on researcher 
interpretations, and more on participants’ descriptions of the 
experiences (Moustakas, 1994). 



PARTICIPANT PROFILES

• 3 BLACK BOYS
• 11TH GRADE

• SELF-IDENTIFY AS BLACK

• HAVE AT LEAST ONE EXPERIENCE WITH SUSPENSION (AFTER 4TH GRADE)



DATA COLLECTION & 
PROCEDURES 
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OBSERVATIONS: serve as a tool to help researchers gain an 
understanding of the participants they will be studying.  

COMPLETE OBSERVER PARTICIPANT AS OBSERVER COMPLETE PARTICIPANT



Clusters of Meaning

Textural Descriptions

Imaginative Variations

Essence

METHOD OF DATA 
ANALYSIS
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TRUSTWORTHINESS &
CREDIBILITY

BRACKETING
QUALITATIVE SOFTWARE REDUCTION AND ELIMINATION

METHOD OF DATA 
ANALYSIS

CLUSTERING & THEMATIZING BRACKETING/EPOCHE



FINDINGS • PARTICIPANT PROFILES

• DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

• EMERGENT THEMES



PARENT RECRUITMENT MEETING

Some of the parents were interested in their sons 
telling their suspension stories, but their sons were 
not.  Their sons expressed reticence about sharing 
their experiences with a stranger.  

Another reason some families made decisions not to 
join the study was because they feared some form of 
backlash from the school. 



AFRICAN-AMERICAN 
VERNACULAR ENGLISH

The participants’ use of African American Vernacular 
English (AAVE) is written out whenever participants 
used it in order to accurately capture the essence of 
who they are (Brown & de Casanova, 2014). 



PARTICIPANT PROFILE • JONAH

Jonah chose his name based on the Biblical 
character Jonah. He said, “Jonah didn’t want to go 
where he was actually supposed to go, but he sorta
was made to. And sometimes I don’t be wanting to 
do what I’m supposed to do, but I do it anyway.” 



PARTICIPANT PROFILE • THE GENERAL

The General chose his name because he gives the 
marching orders. He said that in his friend circle he 
was the one that everyone looked to for how they 
were going to act, behave, and dress. He's also 
Jonah's best friend. 



He chose his name because he's “going to be great 
one day”.  He said his father, a tattoo artist, was 
already a king and he's just a young king in training.  
When the researcher read the recruiting script to 
Young King’s class, he seemed fully disinterested.  
However, after that class period Young King said, 
“Aye what you doin’ is tight more people need to 
talk about that stuff.”

PARTICIPANT PROFILE • YOUNG KING



SUSPENSION DEMOGRAPHICS

Participant K-6 Suspensions K-6  Suspension Reason(s)

“The General” Kindergarten Violation of Student Code of Conduct

“Jonah” Kindergarten Violation of Student Code of Conduct

“Young King” Grade 1 Insubordination



SUSPENSION DEMOGRAPHICS

Participant 7-8 Suspensions 7-8  Suspension Reason(s)

“The General”
4 ISS

2 OSS

Dress Code

Fighting

“Jonah”
2 ISS

2 OSS

Dress Code/Tardy

Fighting

“Young King”
6 ISS

1 OSS

Insubordination/Dress Code

Fighting



SUSPENSION DEMOGRAPHICS

Participant 9 -11Suspensions 9-11Suspension Reason(s)

“The General”
2ISS

1 OSS

Insubordination

Insubordination

“Jonah”
4 ISS

Insubordination

“Young King”
4 ISS

1 OSS

Insubordination

Fighting



TEACHER STATEMENTS 
ON PARTICIPANTS

“The General”

• “Hey man listen, you have to finish your rough draft by tomorrow. Don’t tell me 
you can’t because you can write well.”

• “General, will you read aloud for this chapter and do your voices for the 
characters! It makes it good”

“Jonah” • “Jonah that book you’ve been waiting on is back on my shelf. You can take it 
home today….you’ll like that one so I think you’ll only need a few days with it.” 

“Young King”
• “You remember when you told me how reading music was like reading 

books….you said something about reading is a feeling. Share that with your 
group because some of them are struggling with Gatsby.” 



SIGNIFICANT STATEMENTS
SIGNIFICANT STATEMENT FORMULATED MEANING

“I been in trouble but I’m smart. That’s how I would describe myself” Suspensions are not related to intelligence. I’m confident in my intelligence. 

“I didn’t even know I was gonna get in trouble for……” An unawareness of what may cause me to get in trouble or suspended

“After the first time, my momma whooped me” Initial experiences with suspensions were met with harsh punishment from 

home

“I didn’t like how she came at me” Expressing unhappiness with how my teacher spoke to me.

“The teacher kept picking at me” Feelings of being singled out by teacher

“When I said something back, they said I was disrespectful” Verbal self-defense was seen as disrespect

“We not supposed to say nothing back to them” Inability to defend self against teachers’ attack

“My momma wasn’t even mad….she knew I didn’t do nothing” Undeserving of punishment and parent belief in child’s innocence

“I don’t be doing nothing” Undeserving of punishment/reprimand



SIGNIFICANT STATEMENTS
SIGNIFICANT STATEMENT FORMULATED MEANING

“They over powered. Yeah” Teachers have too much power

“I didn’t do what she said I did” False accusations from teacher

“We have to read to get by” Reading is an important part of life

“Black people and adventure stories…” Interested reading areas/topics

“When I got older I didn’t like to read as much” Reading has become less of a priority as I’ve gotten older

“I don’t have much time for reading” Reading takes up too much personal time

“My momma laid the belt on me” Harsh punishment from home based school behavior 

“My momma read a lot….“I catch my pops reading too” Observing parents engaged in reading reinforces the importance

“Can’t nobody tell me about myself” Someone’s thoughts about reading activities or interests are insignificant 

“She would target people with colored skin, like minorities” Teacher approach to discipline was rooted in prejudiced practice

“It was this white lady…it was a white teacher” Recalled suspensions are connected to white women



CLUSTERS OF MEANING
CLUSTER 1 CLUSTER 2 CLUSTER 3 CLUSTER 4 CLUSTER 5

“I been in trouble but I’m smart. 
That’s how I would describe 

myself” 

“I didn’t even know I was gonna
get in trouble for……” 

“After the first time, my momma 

whooped me”

“I didn’t like how she came at 

me”
“We have to read to get by”

“When I said something back, 

they said I was disrespectful”

“The teacher kept picking at 

me”

“Black people and adventure 

stories…”

“Can’t nobody tell me about 

myself”
“I don’t be doing nothing”

“My momma laid the belt on 

me”

“We not supposed to say 

nothing back to them”

“When I got older I didn’t like to 

read as much”

“I didn’t do what she said I did” “They over powered. Yeah”
“I don’t have much time for 

reading”

“My momma wasn’t even 

mad….she knew I didn’t do 

nothing”

“She would target people with 

colored skin, like minorities”

“My momma read a lot….I catch 

my pops reading too””

“It was this white lady…it was a 

white teacher”



EMERGENT THEMES

1. I DON’T BE DOING NOTHING

2. MY MOMMA LAID THE BELT ON ME

3. OVERPOWERED, YEAH

4. CAN’T NOBODY TELL ME ABOUT MYSELF

5. WE HAVE TO READ TO GET BY



I DON’T BE DOING NOTHING

THE GENERAL: I don’t really know. That’s my 
question. Why me, man? I don’t even be doing 
nothing. I’m a good kid. I mind my own business and 
he just be finding a way get me in trouble.

YOUNG KING: But it really wasn’t.  So she was just 
putting a lot of stuff in there that I did a long time ago 
or exaggerating things. 



MY MOMMA LAID THE BELT ON ME

JONAH: Yea. My momma said her kid ain’t gon’ act 
a monkey in school.  So she whooped me.
act a monkey – misbehave

THE GENERAL: She laid the belt on me. I was little 
but she said I should’ve known better.



OVERPOWERED, YEAH

JONAH: Because they the teacher, they feel like 
they just got the most power.

THE GENERAL: Over-powered, yeah.



CAN’T NOBODY TELL ME 
ABOUT MYSELF

JONAH: I don’t really care what people say, though.

THE GENERAL: Yeah, I don't really care—

JONAH: I’m myself. Imma do me regardless

THE GENERAL: Like, if I’m reading something that I want to read 
about, like I need to know about it or something like that, then I’ll 
read it. It don’t really matter what nobody say.

JONAH: Can’t nobody tell me about myself. I’m me and Imma
do me



WE HAVE TO READ TO GET BY

YOUNG KING: I mean it’s like not a good idea to 
not read. We have to read to make it in this world. 
How can you get a job or a career or make money if 
you don’t read?



PERCEPTIONS ABOUT SCHOOL
& SUSPENSIONS

Almost incredulous in their recollection of their 
suspensions, they view their punishments as 
undeserved and unwarranted. 



PERCEPTIONS ABOUT SCHOOL
& SUSPENSIONS

All three of their initial suspensions were met with 
swift and stern discipline from their mothers.  This 
seemed to frame their understanding of their initial 
experiences, as they felt their mother’s “hand” 
confirmed that they were deserving of the 
suspension. 



PERCEPTIONS ABOUT SCHOOL
& SUSPENSIONS

In every way, the boys expressed a hopelessness in 
their teachers and in their school.  They perceived 
themselves as sitting ducks with no real power or 
voice in their school lives. 



PERCEPTIONS  ABOUT LITERACY

The boys thought it was preposterous that they 
would concern themselves with what others thought 
of them when it came to reading. 



PERCEPTIONS  ABOUT LITERACY

Reading to “get by” was their way of acknowledging 
the power, priority and paramountcy of reading in 
their lives. 
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– “Guilty” Black boy

I DON’T BE 
DOING 

NOTHING

INTERPRETATIONS OF FINDINGS THEME 1



Parental involvement in 
school discipline

MY MOMMA 
LAID THE BELT 

ON ME 

INTERPRETATIONS OF FINDINGS THEME 2



Over-powered teachers

OVER-
POWERED, 

YEAH 

INTERPRETATIONS OF FINDINGS THEME 3



Reading as self-affirmation

CAN’T NOBODY 
TELL ME 

ABOUT MYSELF 

INTERPRETATIONS OF FINDINGS THEME 4



Reading is essential 

WE HAVE TO 
READ TO 
GET BY 

INTERPRETATIONS OF FINDINGS THEME 5
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Although the plight of black males in schools 
is well-documented, there has been little 
change in policy or practice and little 
learning from this student group that is not 
associated with negative indicators

- GARIBALDI, 1992;
PRICE, 2000

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SCHOOLS



LIMITATIONS OF STUDY

There is a qualitative research price to pay for being 
a black woman, mother and researcher 



REFLECTIONS 

Cautioning the qualitative researcher, Shank (2006) 
warned not to commit the sin of appropriation. As a 
qualitative research study, the goal was not to 
prove personal perspectives were correct. The 
essence of qualitative research is to explore new 
insight and provide understanding of the 
phenomenon. 



FUTURE RESEARCH & 
DISSEMINATION 

• REPLICATING THE STUDY
• BLACK GIRLS AND SCHOOL SUSPENSIONS
• CONFERENCE PROPOSALS
• FORD POST-DOCTORAL FELLOWSHIP
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COMMITTEE QUESTIONS
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