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CHAPTER 9

“Nice Kids,” the N-Word,
and Signs of Respect

Culturally RelevantKnowledgeofUrban Youth

WENDY LUTTRELL, JAMES C. HOLLAND, AND JANIE WARD

IT IS ThE first dayback at schoolandstudents greeteachotherafter the
longsummerbreak.Racial,gender,andsexualepithets—allspokenwith-
out apparentmalice—punctuatestudents’ dialogueas they hail each
other and renew their friendships.One teacherwalking down the hail
bristlesevery time she hearsthe “n-word” but remainssilent. Another
teachercalls out, “Hey, watchyour mouth.” “Sorry, miss,” one student
replieswhile anothersays,“Come on,that’s just the way we talk.” The
two teachersexchangeglances,and one saysto the other, “You haveto
pick your battles.”A newhighschoolyearhasbegun.

Whatanxietiesandemotionsare tappedas teacherswrestlewith their
decisionsaboutwhat battlesto pick in their everydayinteractionswith
youth? Why do teachersintervenewith somestudents but notwith oth-
ers?Why do teachersinterveneaboutsomeissuesandnotothers,in some
spaces,suchas classrooms,more thanin others,suchascorridors?Flow
do teacherssttugglewith issuesof ethical responsibility—responsibility
to the community, responsibility to the students,and responsibility to
themselves?

Thesequestions andconcerns wereraisedby urbanhighschool teachers
participating in a 5-year researchand curriculum development project
calledProjectASSERT (AccessingStrengths andSupportingEffectiveRe-
sistanceinTeaching). Theprimary goal of theproject,whichstartedin 2001,
is to develop research-basedprofessionalgrowth materials that engage
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teachersin dialogueand reflectionabouthard-to-talk-aboutissues,includ-
ing racial, gender,sexual,and class-baseddisparities.Another goal is to
provide teacherswith strategies,support,anda forum for addressingthe
emotionsandanxietiesthatget evokedaspart of their role meetingthe ed-
ucationalanddevelopmentalneedsof their students.Suchconversationsare
essentialto the well-beingof bothstudentsandteachersin urbanschools,
where increasingracial andethnic diversity in the studentpopulationis
juxtaposedwith faculties thatare disproportionatelyWhite and female,
with little prospectof significantchangein the immediatefuture.

Othershavewritten about the needfor teachersin urbanschools to
adapt culturally relevantpedagogy(Delpit, 1995; Foster, 1997; Irvine,
1990;Villegas & Lucas,2002). The principlesandpropositionsof cultur-

ally relevantpedagogyare basedon researchfindings from studiesof
African Americaneducatorswho are effectivein helping Black children
achievesuccessin schools(Delpit, 1995;Villegas& Lucas,2002).Thereis
an assumptionin this literature that for Black students,the culture of
school is often quitedifferent from the cultureof homeand community.
The lackof appropriateadaptationto theseculturaldiscontinuitiesis said
to contributeto studentunderachievement(Foster,1997).Culturally rele-
vant pedagogy speaksto the learning environment, teachers’ instruc-
tional styles, curriculum design, and teacher-studentinteractions.
JacquelineIrvine (1990,p. xix) refersto “cultural synchronization”as the
“correlation betweenteachersand students”in the “unstatedrules and
subtleties”of their commonor uniquecultures. Researchersidentify spe-
cific teachercharacteristics,which relateto cultural synchronizationor
culturally relevantpedagogysuchasholding highexpectationsfor Black
students,seeingoneselfas a surrogateparent(“othermothering”),pos-
sessinga willingnessto augment thecurriculum with content thatis spe-
cific to thehistory andcontemporaryrealitiesof Blacks andotherPeople
of Color (Ladson-Billings,1994).Theseteachersbelieveit is their respon-
sibility to advocateon behalfof studentsandchallengethestatusquo“by
questioninganddefyingrulesand regulationsthatare not in the bestin-
terestof their students”(irvine, 2003,p. 56). Finally, educatorswho adopt
culturally relevantpedagogiesusepersonaland cultural knowledge and
life experiencesto inspire,motivate, andteachBlack childrenhow tonav-
igateracism,prejudice,andbias.

We take the view that for teachersto adaptculturally relevant
pedagogiesthey need to develop an insider’s view of the school and
communitycontext,includinga fuller awarenessof youth culturalprac-
tices.Developinganinsider’sview is difficult andbeginswith identify-
ing one’s own take-for-granted(taken for granted or ingrained or
intrinsic) assumptions andanxietiesabout life in the urbancommu.ni-

ties in which teachersteach.Finding a way to tap into theseassump-
tions and anxietiesthrough teacherdiscourseis what guidedour re-
searchprocess.

THE RESEARCH PROCESS

The Projectgenerateda wide arrayof teachertalk—drawnfrom ongoing
teacherfocus-group discussions,individual interviews with teachers
abouttheir careerhistories,and naturallyoccurring discoursegathered
in classroomsandroutine teachermeetings—usedto examine thecom-

plicateddynamicsof teachingacrosssocial,andexplicitly, racialdivides.
In the first 2 yearsof theProject,co-principalinvestigators WendyLut-
trell andJanieWard1 conveneda seriesof after-schoolfocusgroupswith
Boston-areateachersto investigatetheir perspectivesaboutthe pressing
issues affectingthe learning and developmentof urban youth. Tran-
scripts from thesemonthly meetings, sustainedover a 2-year period,
form the primary basis of the Project’s workin developingprofessional
growth materials.We also gathereddata from studentsincluding focus
groupsand individual interviews. Teachersfrom threeschoolspartici-
pated inProjectASSERTdiscussions:two high schoolsandonepublic el-
ementaryschool,At eachof the high schools,a group of teachersmet
monthly for 2 years,andat the elementaryschool,theentirefacultymet
monthly for1 year.

We were not surprisedby the wide rangeof concerns teachersex-
pressedabouttheinfluenceof youthcultureon schoolclimate. Theteach-
ers spoke about concernsranging from inappropriatelanguageuse to
“improper” stylesof dress(suchas “do-rags”) to someof the “X-rated,”
sexuallyprovocativemannerismsthat characterizemale-femaleinterac-
tions at their schools.In offering examplesof issuesandsituationswhen
they did or did not intervenewith studentsconcerninglanguageand
dress, teachersspokeabouttheir conflicts negotiatingrelationshipsin
which dimensionsof careand authority contendwith aspectsof racial
and gendered identitiesfor teachersand studentsalike. In somecases,
teachers’senseof careandconcernprompted interventionsintendedto
build and strengthenrelationshipswith their students,but, in other
cases,the exerciseof authority raisedissuesof power and control, and

Our cross-racial collaboration(Wendy is white and Janie is African American) has

greatlybenefited thisresearchandcurriculumdevelopmentproject aswe havewrestled
with our own reactionsand assumptionsthroughoutthe project. Similarly, the Project
ASSERTresearchteamhasbeenraciallyand ethnicallydiverse,whichhasprovidedcon-
tinual opportunity for dialogue, disagreement,and, attimes, avoidanceof racial aware-
nessandconflict.
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theseissueswereespeciallychargedwhentherewereracialand/or gen-
derdifferences betweenteachersandtheir students.

In analyzingour data,we haveidentified certain topicsthat serveas
exemplarsof the conflictsteacherswrestlewith andthat embodycrucial
aspectsof teachers’exerciseof careandauthority inwaysthatmaynotal-
waysbenefit their students.We offer two exemplarsas starting points
thatallow usto surfaceteachers’assumptionsandanxieties, andto ques-
tion what teachersknow aboutaspectsof youthculture.Theseexemplars
also focusattentionon issuesof teachers’ethical responsibilitiesfor cre-
atingandmaintaininga schoolcommunitythatsupportsthe educational
andsocialdevelopmentof urbanstudents.In discussingeachexemplar,it

is not our intention to determinethe individual thoughts,understand-
ings, or intentionsof anyparticular teacheror student.Rather,we focus
on thewaysthatcertain discoursesandpatternsof interactionsupportor
thwart a senseof connectionand recognition between studentsand
teachers,especiallywhensymbolsof youth cultureare involved.

CASE VIGNETTE 1: THE “N-WORD”

“The Kids Use tt Constantly”

Manyteachersin the Projectdescribedlhen-word as ubiquitous, a“filler word” that
students used to “call everybody.” As one White female teacher explained, “The kids
use it constantly. It’s like they almost didn’t know each other’s names, you know.
And as a term of endearment, it’s sort of strange because now and then they’d call
me, they’d say, ‘You’re my nigger.’” Another White teacher agreed lhat use of then-
word is widespread among her students and added, “You know, for me, ‘nigger’ is
not an acceptable word in the Iclasslroom, and the kids use that with each other all
the time. And they say to me, ‘But you know, that’s just how we talk to each other.’”

We saw wide variation in the ways teachers responded to students’ use of the n-
word. Many teachers, whether White, African American, or Latino, made a distinction
between what kinds of language and behavior they tolerate from students in class-
rooms arid what they tolerate in hallways. Both teachers and students acknowledged a
difference between classroom culture, which is regulated more actively by teachers
and their values, and hallway culture, which they saw as influenced more by students.

In general, the teachers who worked in the smallest school community in which
we conducted the research were more likely to intervene in hallway spaces when
they heard racial and sexual epithets. As one White female teacher noted, “A lot of
teachers say something in the halls. I mean, I don’t make a big deal of it, but lust let
the student know I heard that and I don’t like it.”

Another White teacher added that, for the most part, students respond well to this
strategy: “They look honestly embarrassed, too, if they’ve said something that’s re-
ally offensive and they see you there. They’ll he like, ‘[gaspi I said that in front of a
teacher’?” In this small high school setting, some teachers viewed the issue as part of

normal adolescent development. As one White teacher ref lected, “They’re very, very
different by the time they’re seniors than when they were freshmen. A change does
happen. You don’t hear that kind of stuff. They become much more gentle with each
other.’ An African American male teacher agreed, but added, “I can see the kids ma-
ture, and that is a point that we have to grant ... but again, we need to reinforce
that it is not correct. I mean, ‘nigger’ is a very insulting word.”

There was a different sentiment among teachers who worked in the large, compre-
hensive high school. These teachers were more reluctant to confront students they
didn’t know personally. Deciding when to pick their battles depended on their rela-
tionships with students and the support they could garner from administration. Ex-
plaining that she is more likely to intervene if she knows the student involved, this
White female teacher explained: “If I hear an inappropriate swear word or cussing I
will always call the student’s name. I don’t get into a big fight about it. I just say, ‘So-
and-so . . .‘ [Then, the student replies,) ‘Sorry, Miss.’ And then it stops there.” An-
other White female teacher described her experience as follows: “I used to
intervene, and then I got so many threats and I got called so many names and I got no
backup and I said, ‘okay.’ . . . And now it is hands off. But if it happens in my class-
room, it’s a little different” (italics added).

“My Classroom Is My Home”

In both high schools, teachers experienced the use of the n-word in their classrooms
as problematic; yet interestingly, this was not an issue they had uniform strategies for
dealing with nor one they had spoken about as a whole faculty. In reflecting on their
practice, teachers often claimed classroom space as their own, associating it in par-
ticular with their “home,” a place in which their position and authority were more
secure. This association especially occurred when teachers justified their enforce-
ment of classroom rules regarding the n-word. One White teacher explained her ap-
proach as follows: “II tell my students,l ‘I don’t use that word, so I don’t want it used
here, okay? . . . Hey, you don’t go to your grandma’s house and call her a nigger. So
don’t come into my house and call somebody in here a ‘nigger.’ . . . Kids can’t say
‘nigger’ in my room. They have to say ‘neighbor.’”

In a pattern we noted in a number of our conversations with middle-aged, White,
femaleteachers, this teacher views “home’ as a female domain, where women (“your

grandma and I”) hold authority. She also claims her status as a White authority fig-
ure and her ability to serve as a role model in the socialization of predominantly
African American children through her maternal (and therefore gendered) role.

“Passing Judgment”

Whether in hallways or classrooms, however, White teachers (who were mostly female,
as reflects the urban high school teaching population) expressed more anxiety and self-
doubt aboutinterrupting the use of the n-word than did African American and Latino
participants. Given that the teachers who volunteered to participate in this project
were those who had previous experience with or were committed to discussing
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diversity issues in their teaching, we found it especially striking that there was such in-
ternal conflict and uncertainty among the White teachers participating in the project.2

Questions about their position and authority hung in the air as White teachers ex-
changed their perspectives, struggles, and strategies. Although African American
and Latino teachers often intervened without hesitation when students used the n-
word, White teachers reported interventions that were much more selective and
context dependent. One White female teacher summed up her concerns about how
to discuss the n-word with her predominantly African American students as follows:
“How much do I really know about this thing? Am I equipped to be someone who
can give a IBlack) child wisdom about this?”

Like the White teachers quoted earlier who believe that the n-word holds different
meaning for teachers than for their students, the following two White teachers ex-
pressed concern about unfairly “judging” kids who use the n-word. This White female
teacher echoed the belief that her classroom was her “home,’ hut she wondered aloud
abouthow “hard a line’ she should take with her students and wrestled with her place
and the potential impact of her actions: “This classroom is like my home and I spend a
lot of time here. I just don’t want to hear these words. Actually I don’t want to hear
them at home either. But maybe what I’m trying to say is, yes, I would like them to
have a more respectful way of dealing with each other. But then, I’m not quite sure.
Am I passing . . . (long pause)—mayhe the judgment I pass is not entirely useful.”

This teacher was not alone in questioning her impact or her moral authority as her
students ‘step out of her classroom’ (i.e., her sphere of influence). Still another
White female teacher grasped for words as she described her conflict: “I don’t cor-
rect students. I mean, I don’t call students on that when I hear them calling each
other ‘nigger,’ depending on the intention certainly. But I have not heard it used ma-
liciously in the school, and I’m sort of in conflict with this It’s so complicated. I
feel like it’s not my . . . (long pause)—-] don’t feel like I’m in a position to tell them
whether or not they can use that word.’

Concerns about how to exercise one’s authority as a White teacher in racially,
ethnically diverse settings and how to earn the trust of students with whom one does
not share the same background were expressed by the younger and less experienced
teachers with whom we spoke. That White teachers might worry about correcting or
“passing judgment’ on students’ language use (whether Black dialect or the n-word)
is part of a larger debate about the role of culture and pdwer in education. Lisa Del-
pit (1995), author of the now classic book Other People’s Children, offers one expla-
nation for the reluctance of White teachers to intervene in certain situations. She
notesthat White, middle-class, progressive pedagogical views don’t always help stu-
dents understand what she calls “codes of power,’ the vocabulary and language skills
that are necessary for academic success. When students use language in contexts
that can limit their opportunities for development, Delpit (1995) would regard judi-

2
There wasobvious selectionbiasin thesampleof teacherswho volunteeredto meetand

talk abouttheir concerns,and we do not meanto suggest thatthe viewsof the participat-
ing teachersrepresentall White teachersor all teachersof color. Rather,we wereinter-
estedin hearingfrom thoseteacherswho identified themselvesas “urbaneducators”and
who wereconcerned aboutthechallengesof teachingraciallydiverse,urban students.

cious and respectful intervention not as an option, but as a responsibility and an
obligation if teachers are to serve their students of color in the most effective way.

Our project suggests, however, that White teachers’ discomfort has other sources
as well, including feeling a lack of support from administration, a sense of alienation
from kids they do not know, and anxieties about not feeling “equipped to provide a

• lBlackl child wisdom about lcontested cultural issuesl.’ Interestingly, to exercise
their authority about this issue, teachers claimed the classroom space as their
“own’----either a “home’ where as women they feel comfortable claiming authority

• or as a professional space in which they are the boss. Teachers spoke of wanting to
avoid being seen as exercising their authority as a “White’ adult, One teacher, who
expressed great confidence in her ability as a math teacher, still worried that her
race played a dominant role in her teaching practice. She said, “As a White educa-
torI’ m reinforcing the concept of White education by my appearance. Now that

• doesn’tmean my actions can’t say something else, but yet my appearance immedi-
ately, you know, speaks for itself.’

During one teacher conversation, the group focused on an incident in which a
Black student complained of mistreatment by a White teacher who constantly cor-
rected his English in class. One White female teacher reflected on her strategies for
dealing with this situation. She added a powerful shift in point of view at the end, re-
flecting the centrality of race in making these judgment calls: “If a kid was telling a

• story in class . . . I would not correct his grammar in class. But if I saw there were
chronic issues—and I could see it in speech and see it in writing, I would say after
class, ‘Do you know, do you realize that you do that? Let’s talk about that construc-
tion.’ But I would not stop him in class. If I were a Black teacher, would I do that
Iwait until after class]? Probably not.”

Although it is clear that there are many White teachers who are highly successful
in working with students of color, conversations about race remain difficult and fre-
quently go unspoken. It is essential to acknowledge the role that race plays in the
strategies teachers use to impact the lives and learning of their students and to
openlyaddressany conflicts or discomfort teachers experience. It is in this spirit that
we hear this White teacher imagining what she might do as a Black teacher. Skeptics
might ask whether this sort of racial awareness improves her teaching practice. Per-
haps not directly. But we suggest that, at the very least, opening up rather than
avoiding discussions about the role race plays is a crucial starting place in teacher
education and professional development.

CASE VIGNETTE 2: THE SEARCH FOR RESPECT

“Oh My God, They Changed”

The first exemplar raises questions about teachers’ authority and responsibility in
the school building, yet even in the building we have found that teachers sometimes
perceive their roles differently depending on the location—classroom or corridor—
and the socializing influences that operate in them. In a related example, a teacher
describes her experience with students on a school field trip, where the shift in lo-
cation from the school to the subway train serves as a catalyst for dissonant percep-

• tions in the teacher and reinforces the differences between some students and their
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teachers in their interpretation of symbolic behaviors, in this case, student dress and
appearance.

Arlene, an experienced White teacher, related the following incident. Her tone
and demeanor in presenting this narrative combined puzzlement, shock, and even
disbelief:

I have a decent relationship with most of the kids, and we were on a class trip,
and we were walking out of the building, and the kids were laughing, it was a
fun thing, going to the T. We’re good, we were like 80 or 90 kids and adults.
We get on the T, before the kids even hit the T, we’re going down the stairs, all
of a sudden, the whole dress or the climate of the students, the male students
in particular, hoods went up . . . and I’m looking around and I’m just saying,
oh, my God they changed from these laughing, kidding-around kids to these
big black hoods, do-rags whatever, side by side muscle type guys on the T, and
I went over and I said, “What are you guys doing?” I said, “You look like a
bunch of thugs, take the hoods off, take the do-rags off, let the ladies sit
down.’ And they were right by the door, so everybody had to push by. We told
them to move, move, move, and they’re standing like a blockade, and one of
them said to me, “This is respect. They’re not near us for respect.’ I said, “No,
they’re not near you for fear.’ I said, “They’re afraid of you,’ but they took this
whole thing, and they thought everybody moving away from them was a sign
of respect, like they were respecting who they were, and they didn’t under-
stand that people were afraid of them. That they thought they were thugs.
There were women, and even men were afraid to sit near these kids, and
they’re nice kids, right?

Arlene’s narrative raises several crucial issues about (a) teachers’ assumptions
and anxieties; (h) how teacher and student identities are situated in particular
contexts; and (c) how available discourses, both literal and symbolic, shape and
constrain options for interaction and understanding between teachers and stu-
dents. Arlene offered this particular story as part of a larger teacher conversation
about a perceived lack of respect and civility among students and between
teachers and students, attributed, in part, to oppositional youth culture. From
the way that she tells the story, we can infer that Arlene does not observe these
particular student styles----hoods worn up, do-rags, “muscle type’ stances—at
school, or if she does, she feels comfortable asking students to change. On the
field trip, she expects the students to behave as if they are still at school, and she
is surprised when they do not.

At the conclusion of this narrative, Arlene looked at her colleagues and added,
“and they’re nice kids, right?’ This question portrays starkly the contrast between
the “nice kids’ that Arlene knows on the basis of her interactions with them at
school and the hooded strangers that she encounters on the train. Both Arlene and
the students agree that the change in appearance is meaningful—yet they disagree
as to the meaning. From Arlene’s story, we can infer that the boys’ behavior is, from
their point of view, a response to the change in the environment, not a change in

their identities. The change in their appearance, however, disrupts the connection
between Arlene and them, with the consequence that they become unrecognizable
to her. She looks to her colleagues to affirm her knowledge of the boys themselves,
despite the uncomfortable and contradictory feelings that their changed appearance
has evoked. MarIa, an African American teacher responds that these boys are, “Very
nice, wonderful.”

After relating how the very same boys used their knowledge of the subway system
to keep her from getting lost, thus affirming their status as “nice,” Arlene adds, “But
on the T, if I walked in and saw them I’d be afraid to sit near them if I didn’t know

• them. And they thought that was respect. They think this dress and this hood and
this persona is how they gain respect, and they don’t realize the negativity it has at-
tached to everybody else who was hoarding that T or looking at them.” Arlene can
see only the “negativity it has attached to everybody else,’ and she generalizes this
response. It is not only the symbolic meaning of the dress and behavior that is con-
tested here but also the meaning of respect itself.

Concernaboutthe lack of respect in schools—between students, between stu-
dents and teachers, and between teachers and administrators—was a familiar refrain
across all the teacher discussions, a situation often called a “crisis of respect.’ The
notion of a crisis of respect is not new. For 30 years, educators have been decrying a
respect deficit, especially in urban schools. The crisis has been attributed to (a)
structural factors, such as overcrowding or inadequate supervision; to uncaring or
poorly trained teachers (Noguera, 1995; Valenzuela, 1999); (b) increased concentra-
tion and marginalization of low-income students; (c) a lack of social trust and the
breakdown of the moral contract (Sizer & Sizer, 1999); and (d) oppositional youth
culture or what Annette Hemmings (2003) calls a “youth culture of hostility born of
poverty, police brutality, and violence.” Although the teachers with whom we spoke
agreed about the need for more respect, there was no agreement about the meaning
of respeci and the ways that it could be demonstrated, as this example shows.

In the discussion that followed Arlene’s narrative, Lawrence, an African American
teacher, suggests that the students’ behavior could have a legitimate purpose, under
certain circumstances: “They want their space respected for one thing, they don’t
want anyone invading their space, they don’t want anyone approaching them, search-
ing them, robbing them. They don’t want to appear vulnerable, Those are the sur-
vival things they have to go through.”

In this instance, Lawrence offers a perspective that frames the students’ behavior
in terms of a wider social landscape, one that recognizes that different situations elicit
different behaviors. In linking the students’ behavior to his own experience, as he also
does, he adds a social-historical context to this behavior, with recognition that what
is happening is linked to the legacy of African American men in American culture.
Lawrence’s perspective affirms the highly contextual nature of relations of respect,
and that for many youth growing up in impoverished urban areas respect is a valued
social commodity worth fighting for, To ensure respect, many students “front” types
of masculinity and femininity that they deem necessary for survival (Dance, 2002),
Students “need respect to garner the social status, esteem, and protection necessary
to give them some sense of control over their lives’ (Hemmings, 2003, p. 426).
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By contextualizing the students’ behavior in this way, Lawrence also reintroduces
the issues of care and authority that underlie some of the teachers’ conflicts, From
the point of view of authority, teachers can exercise their power to regulate the lan-
guage, style, and behavior of students in accordance with certain community stan-
dards. From the point of view of care, these same teachers can recognize their
students’ need to negotiate a wider world of symbolic behavior in ways that can re-
duce their vulnerability. Taking this wider perspective, what Rosalie Rolon-Dow
(2005)might call an exercise of “critical care,’ Arlene might be able to view these
changes in the boys’ appearance without the frightening shock of the impression
that “they’ have “changed.’ Our research suggests that efforts to cultivate respect
in school communities require more attention being paid to how teachers grapple
with their assumptions and anxieties that are inevitably mobilized as part of their
own understanding and place in these battles for respect.

CULTURAL iNQUIRY AND TEACHER EDUCATION

PeterMurrell (2001), an experiencedteacher educator,articulatesthe
needfor what he calls“cultural inquiry” as the basisof creatingand
sustaininga senseof communityin a school.Our approachto cultural
inquiry drawson Murrell’s (2001) conceptof communityascomposed
of both individuals andgroups thatoccupymultiple positions inrela-
tion lo oneanolherin termsof power, cultural knowledge,and social
awareness.We usethe conceptas ameansto engageteachersin identi-
fying their own discoursesand toexaminetheframesthey are using to

understandandinteract witheachotherandwith students.Engaging
sucha processascentralto a school’smissionmakesit possible,Mur-
rell says,for teachersto “know the depth andtexture of the social
landscapeof the young peoplewho go to their school” (personal
munication,May 6, 2005). Wesuggestthat the exemplarsdiscussed and
analyzedhere allow for such a cultural inquiry—an explorationof

teachers’complex and situated emotional responses to contestedas-
pectsof youth culture.

The goalof the conversationselicited by theseexemplarsis not to de-
terminewhat a teacher shouldor shouldnotdo in aparticularsituation
but rather tobring to the surfacesomeof the unspoken dimensionsof
the relationshipsbetweenteachersand students, andamongteachers

themselves.RichMimer, also a teacher educator,hasoutlinedthe com-
plexity of preparingteachersto meettheneedsof diversepopulationsof
urban students:“It isn’t a bag of tricks, it isn’t a skill you learn. It’s
about, everyday,goingin thereandengagingin this levelof inquiry, en-
gaging in this level of research,sothat you are ableto go to the next
level, every day” (personalcommunication,May 6, 2005).Milner (2003)
advocatesfor the importanceof teacherreflection aboutracein specific

cultural contexts,andas somethingthat requirespracticefor both White
teachersand teachersof color. His perspectiveis confirmedby our re-
searchandwe agreethat thereis no recipeor set of instructionsthat
will neatly resolvethe conflictsandtensions inherentin working with
urbanadolescents.Instead,we advocatea form of cultural inquiry that
rests on teacherreflection and dialogue, and thatincorporatesan un-
derstandingof the positionality of both studentsandteachers,the role
of cultural symbols in reproducingsocial inequities,andthe historical
context of racially andethically chargedsocial interactions. Through
suchdialogues,a schoolcanbegin to createa legacyof practicethatcon-
nectsteacherswith oneanotherandwith their studentsandthat estab-
lishesa link betweenthepast,present,andfuture that will enhancethe
experiencesof urbanadolescentsat school.So, in thecaseof then-word,
the entry pointof discussionis to tap theemotionalimmediacyof this
issue (for both studentsand teachers)and to demonstratethe wide
rangeof perspectivesthat individuals bring tobear.Beforesimplerec-
ommendations banningcertainlanguageat school, there is important
knowledgeto be gained, including engagingteachersand studentsin
the complexdistinctionsdrawnbetweenthe historicalviolence-stained
useof “nigger” andthe contemporaryappropriation andempowerment
thatmay be embodiedin the useof the similarsounding“niggah.” The
samecanbe said aboutissues regarding youth hairstyle,dress,andde-
portmentabout whichsymbolicmeaningsteachersand studentscould
explore togetherrather than focusing only on stylesand mannerisms
that divide.

WHAT TEACHERS KNOW

As education scholar Linda Darling-Hammond (1990) once wrote,
“Teachers teach fromwhat they know. If policymakerswant to change

teaching,they mustpay attention to teacherknowledgerand make] in-
vestmentsin thosethingsthatallow teachersto grapplewith transforma-

tion of ideasandbehaviors”(p. 339).
We believethat the two exemplarsexploredin this chapterhighlight

teacherknowledgein its broadestsense,including whatteachersknow
about themselves,their strengths,weaknesses,worries,anddilemmasin
workingwith diverseurbanyouth.To the alreadyclear bodyof culturally
relevantcurricula (Irvine, 2002; Ladson-Billings,1995), we suggestthat
teachersparticipatein acultural inquirythat allows for:

• Exploring the meaningof youth cultural practices(including lan-
guage) andexpressionsof cultural agency (including dress,style,
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and participation in cultural/conununity organizations) so that
teacherscanlearnmoreabout students’ everydaylives andstruggles

• Surfacing,ratherthancoveringover, teachers’conflicts thatemerge
in daily interactionsandthe role that teachers’multiple identities,
positionality,andemotionsplay in the decisionsteachers makeand
strategiesthey use

• Rethinking themeaningandexerciseof care,authority,andrespect,
paying attentionto when,where,andhow teachersclaim (or abdi-
cate)authority in their advocacyon behalfof urbanstudents’social
andacademic development

To the extentthat African Americanand Latino teachershold a firmer
senseof comfort or entitlementto exercisetheir authority to influence
the socializationof racially diverseyouth (asdid the teachersin our re-
search),this aspectof their cultural knowledgebenefitstheir students.
White teacherswho do not sharethis comfortmustbe supportedin gain-
ing cultural knowledge,andsortingout their conflictswith the support
of colleaguesso that they can arrive at a placewhere they feel, in the
wordsof oneWhite teacherin theseconversations,“empoweredto influ-

encestudents’lives.”
But for all teachers,we wonderwhat it would take to redefine the

sourceof their authoritysothat theywould be encouragedto exerciseit
in newways, moving from “This is me and my space,and you will do
what I say,” to “This is how we are going to createa respectful,cross-
racial community,andwe bothhaveastakein—andshareresponsibility
for—doing so.”
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