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Dissertation Directors: Dr. Grace Francis and Dr. Anya Evmenova 

 

The study used an arts-informed narrative inquiry design to better understand the 

perspectives and experiences of a former K-12 public school student (Haley) with a 504 

plan and an emotional disability when navigating structures of authority in schools, in 

order to uncover factors that may facilitate or prevent stigmatization toward the 

population of students like her.  

The study aimed to understand Haley’s experiences and interactions with school 

authority regarding labeling and stigma, her struggles and challenges growing up, how 

she coped with these experiences, what she learned about self-awareness and personal 

growth, and how her experience can inform interactions between school authority and 

students with emotional disabilities. It is hoped that by understanding and critiquing these 

interactions through the lens of power, school staff can begin to gain self-awareness, 
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reflecting on and acknowledging how their discourse may be marginalizing students, 

perpetuating cycles of dominance, and maintaining the status quo. 

The study utilized a critical theory framework rooted in the sociological 

discipline, critical discourse analysis (CDA), and semiotic visual analysis (SVA) to 

examine the institutional arrangements that push certain students to the margins of 

society and through such marginalization perpetuate social inequality, maintaining 

systems of power and dominance. CDA was used to examine how the micro-dimensions 

of discourse in classrooms are connected to and reproduced by social structures at the 

macro-level—how differentiating and selecting, including and excluding, with power as 

the central concept, impact people, groups, and societies (Blommaert, 2005). The analysis 

was informed by social conflict theory and neo-Marxism at the macro level and symbolic 

interactionism at the micro level, the sociological concepts of labeling and stigma, and 

the overarching theme of disability and deviance as social constructs.  

While the results supported the literature in relation to authority abuse of power as 

a means of social control to marginalize perceived outsiders (e.g., labeled students), 

preserve the status quo, and maintain the authority’s position within the center of the 

status quo, other concepts emerged, including a description of supportive student-teacher 

interactions and a framework outlining how to build student-teacher relationships through 

the lens of power. The findings are discussed as follows: (a) critical theory and abuse of 

power interactions, (b) liberatory ways of being and supportive interactions, and (c) 

social change and building student-teacher relationships. The current study has presented 

a preliminary framework; future research should focus on the development of steps 
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towards a testable conceptual model that can be used in teacher preparation programs and 

professional development. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The following chapter outlines the statement of the problem, importance of the 

research topic, conceptual framework, research design, and research purpose. Following 

the statement of the problem, the section on the importance of the topic discusses special 

education legislation, exclusionary discipline practices, and post-school outcomes, as 

well as the gaps in the literature. The conceptual framework section outlines the critical 

theory framework rooted in the sociological discipline, to include macro- and micro-level 

theories, which are further informed using concepts and overarching themes. The chapter 

concludes with the research purpose and key terms. 

Statement of the Problem 

Disability is a social construct that is often seen as a deficit or defect to be solely 

remediated through interventions by medical experts or other service providers (Connor 

et al., 2008; Society for Disability Studies, 2016). Policies and systems do not include the 

voices of marginalized populations; such voices are generally absent from traditional 

scholarship in general, and in particular in regard to students with disabilities (Connor, 

2006; L. T. Smith, 2013). This study examined disability as a social construct and how 

power and stigma influence interactions between students with emotional disabilities, 

specifically those receiving services under special education legislation, and those in 

positions of authority in the education system. This research was framed within a critical 
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epistemology to address institutional arrangements that push these students to the 

margins of society. 

Abuse of power may arise among people in authority in institutions, such as the 

education system (Ball, 1990; Foucault, 1977). The education system is a conduit through 

which individuals are socialized into contributing members of society (Bruner, 2006). 

Students with disabilities experience exclusionary discipline practices within this system 

at a higher rate than their same-aged peers without disabilities (National Center for 

Learning Disabilities, 2020). Of these students, those receiving special education services 

under emotional disturbance as defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA, 2004), hereafter referred to as emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) or 

emotional disability, are suspended more often than students with other disabilities (U.S. 

Department of Education [USDOE], 2021). Further, mental health problems (i.e., the 

clinical symptoms of a developmental and/or personality disorder, as defined in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) have been estimated to be present 

in nearly half or more of the incarcerated population (Kim et al., 2015). If we do not 

address this inequality, we will exacerbate detrimental post-school outcomes for students 

with EBD (e.g., imprisonment, unemployment, low graduation rates) and perpetuate the 

cycle of dominance that these students experience directly through ableism, unequal 

structures of power, and unequal access to resources and opportunities (Bruner, 2006; 

Foucault, 1977; Kincheloe, 2008).  

While some research exists on the importance of the student-teacher relationship 

to establish positive learning environments that improve social, emotional, and academic 
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outcomes for students labeled with EBD (Breeman et al., 2018; Cefai & Cooper, 2010; 

Mihalas et al., 2009; Simpson et al., 2011; Valenti et al., 2019), there is limited research 

on the factors that contribute to developing such relationships between these students and 

special education teachers (Valenti et al., 2019). Additionally, while some research exists 

on building such relationships from the perceptions and experiences of students labeled 

as EBD (Capern & Hammond, 2014; Garwood & Moore, 2021; McIntyre & Battle, 1998; 

Owens & Konkol, 2004; Zolkoski, 2019), there is no research examining the perceptions 

and experiences of these students that utilizes a neo-Marxist theoretical framework 

through the lens of authority and use of power.  

This gap is especially apparent when considering students with mental health 

impairment as defined under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, specifically in the 

event of a perceived disciplinary infraction, when these students do not receive the same 

Manifestation Determination Review (MDR) protections that they would under IDEA 

(Fisher et al., 2020). Further, only one previous study provided a reflection on school 

experiences for students with EBD after exiting the school system (Zolkoski, 2019). 

While this study provided relevant information, it included only one interview, all five 

participants were male, and it focused on the differences in experiences for participants 

having attended both the traditional school setting and the alternative school setting. 

Therefore, the present research addressed this gap in the literature through an in-depth 

case study of a former K-12 public school student with a Section 504 plan and a mental 

impairment, as defined by the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and hereafter referred to as 

emotional disability, about her experiences with navigating structures of authority in 
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schools. Examination of such interactions is critical, given that discipline is a way in 

which power can be exercised over marginalized populations, specifically those with 

emotional disabilities (Foucault, 1977).  

Importance of the Topic 

The importance of this study is rooted in the need for social change surrounding 

how the education system marginalizes students with emotional disabilities. Through 

critical analysis of a former K-12 student’s experiences navigating structures of authority 

in schools, we may begin to understand and critique the ways in which teachers and 

administration interact with this population. Through such understanding and reflection, 

school staff can begin to acknowledge how their discourse with students privileges and 

maintains dominance in schools and use this knowledge for self-awareness of how such 

actions are marginalizing students, perpetuating cycles of dominance, and maintaining 

the status quo. This section explores special education legislation, the student populations 

receiving special education services for emotional disabilities, and the 

underrepresentation of female students receiving such services. 

Special Education Legislation 

IDEA (2004) and Section 504 Subpart D of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 are 

laws and regulations that are intended to protect the rights of students with disabilities. 

IDEA, formerly the Education for all Handicapped Children Act of 1975, is a federal 

statute intended to guarantee that eligible children with disabilities, as defined by criteria 

met under one of the 13 specific disability categories within the regulations, receive a 

free appropriate public education that is designed to meet their individual needs.  
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The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a civil rights law designed to prohibit 

discrimination on the basis of disability in any program receiving federal financial 

assistance, to include employment practices (Subpart B), accessibility in existing and new 

construction (Subpart C),  preschool, elementary, and secondary education (Subpart D), 

postsecondary education (Subpart E), and health, welfare, and social services (Subpart F). 

The act defines disability as a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one 

or more major life activities. Mental or psychological disorders are listed as mental 

retardation, organic brain syndrome, emotional or mental illness, and specific learning 

disabilities; major life activities are listed as caring for oneself, performing manual tasks, 

walking, seeing, hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, and working.  

Under IDEA, students aged 3–21 whose disabilities adversely affect their 

educational performance are provided with an Individualized Education Program (IEP) 

that specifically addresses the educational services and specially designed instruction to 

be delivered, includes a postsecondary transition plan for students over the age of 16, and 

may include a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP). While Section 504 does not include an 

IEP, a documented plan is required outlining accommodations, supports, and/or 

supplementary aids necessary for the child to participate in the general education 

curriculum. Additional federal funding is provided to states to meet the needs for eligible 

students under IDEA. However, such funds are not provided under Section 504 and such 

additional IDEA funds may not be used to serve children under 504.  

 When comparing IDEA and Section 504, differences exist in rights and services. 

IDEA has more protections than Section 504 for students with disabilities, given the 
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federal regulations and specific procedural criteria outlining requirements of school 

personnel (deBettencourt, 2002). To be found eligible for special education services 

under IDEA, a comprehensive Multi-Factored Evaluation (MFE) performed by a 

multidisciplinary team is required, including multiple assessment tools and evaluations. 

Additionally, if parents disagree with the school-based evaluation, they may request an 

independent educational evaluation at the expense of the school district. Eligibility for 

students served under Section 504 does not require an MFE but rather a documented 

physical or mental impairment, as defined under the civil rights law; evaluation is 

vaguely explained as including a variety of sources and a knowledgeable group. Further, 

parents whose children are served under Section 504 are not eligible for an independent 

evaluation at the expense of the school district.  

Students served under IDEA are provided with individualized educational 

services and supports, while students with 504 plans are provided with accommodations, 

supports, and auxiliary aides that eliminate barriers to participating and being served in 

general education. For example, students served under IDEA have access to placement in 

the least restrictive environment, which could be a smaller classroom environment. 

Students with a 504 plan are educated in the general education classroom and do not have 

access to such environments except for small group modified testing procedures. Further, 

students served under IDEA whose behavior is thought to impact their education are 

eligible for a BIP informed by a Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA). For students 

served under Section 504, behavior intervention strategies may be an accommodation 

they receive, but they are not eligible for a formalized FBA and BIP.  
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Finally, students served under IDEA receive protections under MDR in the event 

of a perceived violation of school code that may result in further disciplinary action. 

While MDR remains highly subjective (Fisher et al., 2020), students served under 

Section 504 are not given these protections in the event of a disciplinary infraction. 

Student Populations 

The following section outlines the demographics and issues related to 

disproportionality and post-school outcomes of students receiving special education 

services under IDEA for EBD and those students with accommodations under Section 

504 for mental impairment. Information on both populations is given to show the amount 

of data on obtained on students served under IDEA and in contrast, the limited data on 

students served under Section 504. Additionally, underrepresentation of female students 

receiving services or accommodations under both laws is discussed, given the gaps in 

collected data and the need for further research on this population. 

Student Population: IDEA. According to the USDOE’s (n.d.) Civil Rights Data 

Collection database, in the 2011-2012 school year, students served under IDEA made up 

12.3% of the total student population. Of these students, those with EBD had the highest 

rate of suspensions (Fisher et al., 2020; Vincent et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2004), despite 

making up only 1% of total student enrollment and 6% of students who received services 

under IDEA (Snyder & Dillow, 2015). Of the students with high-incidence disabilities 

(EBD, learning disabilities, and mild intellectual disability) receiving special education 

services under IDEA, students with EBD are less likely to be educated in the inclusive 

setting and more likely to experience exclusionary discipline practices. Overall, 
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exclusionary discipline practices are twice as likely to occur for students with disabilities 

than for their same-aged peers without disabilities (Katsiyannis et al., 2012; Snyder et al., 

2019; USDOE, 2014). In addition to being more likely to be suspended, students with 

EBD are more likely to receive their education in residential settings and have lower 

grades than same-age peers with learning disabilities and other health impairments who 

scored similarly on standardized measures (C. R. Smith et al., 2011). Furthermore, the 

National Longitudinal Transition Study–2 (Wagner & Davis, 2006) reported that students 

with EBD were twice as likely as their general education peers to drop out of school, and 

post-school, one third were employed and 58% had been arrested (C. R. Smith et al., 

2011).  

MDR. Introduced in IDEA 1997 and amended under IDEA 2004, the MDR 

process is intended to protect students with disabilities pending disciplinary infractions 

for violations of school code. However, the process remains problematic for several 

reasons. Fisher et al. (2020) explained that this highly subjective regulation shows 

inherent racial bias that is apparent in the vague process, the minimal guidance of the 

required members of the MDR team, and blind reliance on propagation of a race-neutral 

framework. The authors recommended policy reform from a multicultural perspective to 

create change in a system that reflects the larger segregative sociopolitical climate. 

Student Population: Section 504. For almost 20 years, researchers have called 

for comprehensive data collection on students receiving services under Section 504 

(Holler & Zirkel, 2008). While the data collection has improved to include demographics, 

I was unable to locate any data on disciplinary statistics for this population. Furthermore, 
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data from the USDOE did not include the specific disabilities for which students were 

being served. Additionally, post-school outcomes, such as graduation, employment, and 

incarceration rates were not reported for students receiving services under Section 504. 

Demographic data from the Civil Rights Data Collection indicated that in 2011–

2012, students served under Section 504 made up 1.5% of the total student population 

(USDOE, n.d.). Of those students, 62.3% were male and 37.7% were female. The 

breakdown by race was as follows: White 65%, Latinx 15.9%, Black 13.8%, two or more 

races 2.5%, Native American or Alaska Native 1.8%, Asian 1.6%, and Native Hawaiian 

or other Pacific Islander 0.3%.  

While the USDOE has not reported specific disabilities served under Section 504, 

Holler and Zirkel (2008) surveyed 89,301 public schools in the United States to collect 

data on Section 504 students, with a response rate of 45.2%. They found that ADHD 

(80%) was the most common impairment for students under Section 504, followed by 

Other (45.7%), of which 25.4% were disability categories included in IDEA. However, 

the authors did not report the specific categories and noted that percentages added up to 

more than 100% due to respondents being able to select more than one category. These 

results regarding ADHD align with data from the National Survey of Children’s Health 

2018-2019, which showed that 8.7% of children in the United States had been diagnosed 

with ADHD (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2019). 

Underrepresentation of Females. The underrepresentation of female students 

receiving services or accommodations under both laws is apparent when enrollment is 

compared to data on mental health. According to the USDOE (n.d.), in 2011–2012, 
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students receiving services under IDEA made up 17.3% of the total enrollment. 

Specifically, 1.1% of the total population were males served under the emotional 

disturbance category and 0.4% were females served under that category. Further, students 

receiving accommodations under Section 504 were 62.3% male and 37.7% female 

(USDOE, n.d.). However, the mental health data show that females are more likely to be 

impacted by anxiety and depression, as well as more likely to experience three or more 

comorbid disorders (World Health Organization, n.d.). This discrepancy between females 

receiving special education services and those identified as having emotional disabilities 

documents the underrepresentation of females receiving needed services and support in 

education. 

Conceptual Framework 

This study utilized a critical theory framework rooted in the sociological 

discipline to examine the institutional arrangements that push certain students to the 

margins of society, specifically those with emotional disabilities under Section 504. At 

the macro level, social conflict theory and neo-Marxism are discussed, followed by a 

micro-level analysis utilizing symbolic interactionism, all in general as related to social 

institutions and specifically in terms related to the education system and the target 

population. Further, as informed by symbolic interactionism, the sociological concepts of 

labeling and stigma are explored in relation to the education system and further examined 

through the overarching theme of disability and deviance as social constructs. These 

theories, concepts, and themes are used to address the perpetuation of social inequality 

through othering and marginalization that maintain systems of power and dominance. 
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Finally, through the lens of possibilities in education reform, culturalism and critical 

pedagogy are discussed. 

Research Purpose 

 The purpose of conducting this research was to better understand the perspectives 

and experiences of a former K-12 public school student with a 504 plan and an emotional 

disability when navigating structures of authority in schools, in order to uncover factors 

that facilitated or might prevent stigmatization and disproportionality toward this 

population. This work aimed to fill the gap in the literature by directly asking a former 

student with an emotional disability about her perceptions of and interactions with 

structures of authority through the lens of power. 

Key Terms 

Co-researcher—used to refer to what is traditionally referred to as a research 

participant in the current study. 

Critical theory—a social theory involving a critique of social structures that 

challenges abuse of power, domination, and oppression and focuses on transformation 

and social change. 

Disproportionality—overrepresentation of a group in a particular category. 

EBD—used throughout the current study in place of the IDEA disability category 

of emotional disturbance, which is defined in Sec. 300.8 (c)(4)(i) of the regulations as 

follows: 
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(i) Emotional disturbance means a condition exhibiting one or more of the 

following characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked degree that 

adversely affects a child’s educational performance: 

(A) An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, 

or health factors. 

(B) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal 

relationships with peers and teachers. 

(C) Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal 

circumstances. 

(D) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression. 

(E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with 

personal or school problems. 

(ii) Emotional disturbance includes schizophrenia. The term does not apply to 

children who are socially maladjusted, unless it is determined that they have an 

emotional disturbance under paragraph (c)(4)(i) of this section (IDEA, 2004). 

Emotional disability—used throughout the current study to refer to what the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 refers to as a mental impairment. 

Macro vs. micro level—in the sociological context, the macro level examines 

large-scale social processes, while the micro level examines small-scale individual 

interactions. 

Stigmatization—a situation in which an individual or group of persons is 

discredited in a social setting for having a particular attribute (Goffman, 1963).  



13 
 

Chapter 2: Relevant Literature 

Within a critical theory framework, from a neo-Marxist perspective, this section 

includes a review of the literature on the current state of education in the United States, 

examining the institutional arrangements that push certain students to the margins of 

society, specifically those labeled with emotional disabilities. Specific information is 

provided regarding disproportionality in school discipline and the school-to-prison 

pipeline. Then, existent literature on the perceptions of students labeled as EBD and the 

student-teacher relationship is outlined. To follow, an overview of the conceptual 

framework that framed this research is presented. This includes outlining social conflict 

theory and neo-Marxism at the macro level and symbolic interactionism at the micro 

level, all in general as related to social institutions and specifically in terms related to the 

education system. Additionally, sociological concepts of labeling and stigma are 

explored, along with how disability and deviance as social constructs further inform the 

perpetuation of social inequality through othering and marginalization, maintaining 

systems of power. Further, culturalism and critical pedagogy are discussed as a lens for 

possibilities in transformation.   

Inequality, Access, and Disproportionality 

The public education system in the United States is often said to be in a state of 

crisis, largely due to issues surrounding educational disparities based on race, class, and 

ability in relation to school funding, academic achievement, high dropout rates, tracking, 

teacher shortages, and school violence. While some school funding comes from federal 
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and state sources, funding also comes from property taxes collected from people in the 

local community (USDOE, 2005), creating unequal school budgets and immense 

differences in schooling. In alignment with Gramsci’s (1891–1927) sociological concept 

of cultural capital, this results in fewer resources for neighborhoods in poverty, evident in 

decrepit school buildings, crowded classrooms, and teachers with fewer qualifications. 

Fewer resources and poverty are also linked to gaps in academic achievement (Reardon, 

2011).   

As a result of gaps in achievement, students are often tracked into different 

educational programs and assigned labels such as at-risk (Riele, 2006), further 

stigmatizing and perpetuating such inequalities and often creating a self-fulfilling 

prophecy in which students begin to act out their assigned role (Becker, 1963; Goffman, 

1963; Merton, 1948). This phenomenon further leads to higher dropout rates for Black, 

Latinx, Pacific Islander, and Native American students when compared to their White 

peers (Snyder et al., 2019). Moreover, each year there are close to half a million teacher 

shortages across the U.S., which is more apparent in poverty-stricken communities 

(Wiggan et al., 2020). Another nationwide issue, school violence, is more prevalent in 

low-income communities due to lack of resources and toxic school environments. 

Schools in these communities may have lower pay for teachers, outdated textbooks, 

dilapidated infrastructure, and little to no access to technology. Often, such schools are 

seen as holding cells for youth until they end up in the criminal justice system. 
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Disproportionality in School Discipline 

While discriminatory discipline has been well-known for decades, there has been 

little progress to ameliorate the gap. Black students, boys, and students in special 

education are overrepresented in disciplinary referrals, suspensions, and expulsions (Aud 

et al., 2010; Fisher et al., 2020; Vincent et al., 2012; Wallace et al., 2008). American 

Indian, Alaska Native, and Latinx students are also disproportionately disciplined 

compared to White students (Brown & Di Tillio, 2013; Sprague et al., 2013; Whitford & 

Levine-Donnerstein, 2014).  

Students with disabilities are another group that is overrepresented in disciplinary 

data. Office discipline referrals, suspensions, and expulsions occur at higher rates for 

students with disabilities compared to their same-age peers without disabilities (Brown & 

Di Tillio, 2013; McElderry & Cheng, 2014; Sullivan et al., 2014; USDOE, 2014). A total 

of 7.4% of students are suspended each year, and 19% of those are students with 

disabilities (Sullivan et al., 2014). Students with EBD experienced exclusionary 

discipline practices 11 times more than their same-age peers without disabilities and nine 

times more than their same-age peers with other disabilities (McElderry & Cheng, 2014). 

Further, a third of students with EBD have had multiple suspensions, and almost half 

(47%) have been suspended multiple times (Sullivan et al., 2014). 

School-to-Prison Pipeline 

The school-to-prison pipeline is made up primarily of minority youth with 

disabilities and youth coming from impoverished communities. Up to 85% of youth in 

juvenile detention facilities have disabilities that would make them eligible to receive 
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special education services; however, only 37% were reported as receiving such services 

from their school (National Council on Disability, 2015). Black youth are six times more 

likely to be incarcerated than White youth, and Latinx youth are twice as likely 

(Houchins & Shippen, 2012). Further, it is estimated that over half of the adult 

incarcerated population has emotional disabilities (Kim et al., 2015). 

There is a lack of special education teachers with the preparation needed to reduce 

the negative effects for these students along the school-to-prison pipeline (Shippen et al., 

2012). Common practice relies on punitive responses to behavior (e.g., office discipline 

referrals, suspension, and expulsion) rather than a preventative approach such as staff 

development to create positive school communities (Gonsoulin et al., 2012). In general, 

exclusionary discipline practices are used more for students with disabilities than for their 

same-aged peers without disabilities, particularly for minority students with disabilities 

(Katsiyannis et al., 2012).  

Perceptions of Students Labeled as EBD 

In a search for existent peer-reviewed literature on students labeled with EBD and 

their perceptions and experiences of student-teacher relationships, six studies were found. 

Of those studies, three used qualitative methods (Iqbal et al., 2019; McIntyre & Battle, 

1998; Owens & Konkol, 2004) and three studies used mixed methods (Capern & 

Hammond, 2014; Garwood & Moore, 2021; Zolkoski, 2019). Theoretical frameworks 

were used in two studies, which included attachment theory (Iqbal et al., 2019) and 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological approach (Zolkoski, 2019).  
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From the student perspective, those labeled as EBD wanted emotionally 

supportive, caring teachers who knew them on a personal level. When the perceptions of 

secondary students labeled as EBD were compared with those of secondary students 

labeled as gifted, the students labeled as EBD were concerned primarily with a teacher’s 

warmth, understanding, and patience, which needed to be established before learning 

could be supported. This was in contrast to the perceptions of students labeled as gifted, 

who were concerned with the friendliness of teachers for the purposes of promoting 

academic success and extending their learning (Capern & Hammond, 2014). Students 

labeled with EBD were concerned with respectful treatment of students in which teachers 

cared, listened, and stayed calm; behavior management practices that were consistent; 

teachers noticing when students tried; and applicable, real-life instruction (McIntyre & 

Battle, 1998). Additionally, strict, authoritative teacher behavior exacerbated challenging 

student behavior, while warm, welcoming behavior ameliorated it (Iqbal et al., 2019). 

Students labeled as EBD reported an increase in school connectedness over time in a 

residential treatment facility that focused on the following factors (as reported by the 

principal): bonding (e.g., staff believed that establishing a relationship with students was 

needed before teaching could take place), engagement (e.g., minimal lecturing, hands-on 

learning, social-emotional learning, focusing on the root cause of behavior), climate (e.g., 

being authentic and honest), and teacher personality (e.g., not taking behavior personally; 

Garwood & Moore, 2021). Further, students labeled as EBD in both alternative and 

traditional school settings cited the need for authentic and respectful relationships with 

teachers to be successful in school (Owens & Konkol, 2004). Finally, five male students 
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labeled as EBD, ages 18–23, who had since exited the school system, reflected on their 

experiences in a single individual interview, comparing experiences in a traditional 

school setting and an alternative school setting (Zolkoski, 2019). These students viewed 

their experiences with teachers in traditional schools as primarily negative, stating that 

the teachers didn’t care about them, were not there to help them learn, and picked on 

them, as well as the students didn’t believe they were even being taught. Teachers who 

made a positive impact were passionate and understanding, actually cared, taught these 

students, and motivated them. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

While some “how to” literature exists, it consists of extremely vague, broad 

constructs (e.g., empathy, adapting to differences, and genuineness), and there is a 

specific lack of research on how to concretely establish relationships with students 

labeled with EBD. Such research should inform both pre-service training and in-service 

professional development for teachers (Capern & Hammond, 2014). Additionally, the 

voices of students labeled as EBD telling their experiences and perceptions of the 

student-teacher relationship will provide clarity and ground the context of such 

interactions (Zolkoski, 2019). Further, continued inquiry into the perspectives of students 

labeled with EBD can inform how to create a welcoming school environment in which 

such students feel a sense of belonging (Garwood & Moore, 2021). 

Conceptual Framework 

The critical theory framework supporting this study is rooted in the sociological 

discipline and examines macrostructures through a Marxist lens of social conflict theory 
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and microstructures through symbolic interactionism. The importance of the connection 

between the macro and micro is to understand how the macrostructure influences social 

interaction and behavior in the microstructure, and from a critical perspective, how power 

is maintained through such interactions. This conceptual framework supports the research 

process from a critical theorist perspective by examining how institutional structures 

privilege and normalize certain experiences while marginalizing and pathologizing others 

in order to maintain the status quo. The framework is further supported by neo-Marxist 

concepts of labeling and stigma in exploring how dominance and the social constructs of 

disability and deviance marginalize perceived outsiders (e.g., labeled students) by 

pushing them further away from a conformist, normative society while keeping those in 

power (e.g., authority figures under the status quo) at the center.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 

 

Social Conflict Theory 

Social conflict theory, as developed by Karl Marx (1818–1883) and more 

contemporarily by C. Wright Mills (1916–1962) is a macro-level analysis that examines 

the source of conflict that arises in society when institutions are controlled by and 

maintained in the interests of the dominant economic class. It maintains that society is in 

itself inequality, in which power and the means of production are kept in the hands of the 

capitalist class, or bourgeoisie, to reinforce social control at the expense of the working 

classes, or proletariat. Such institutions of power produce structural inequality through 

unequal distribution of resources, resulting in resource scarcity and unequal structures of 

power. This ruling class view becomes accepted as the norm, resulting in what Marxist 
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Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) termed cultural hegemony, the domination of those 

holding the power as a result of economic advantage, which in turn creates systems that 

maintain the status quo. Marx referred to social institutions, like education, as a means of 

mental production controlled by those in power, who provide the parameters of 

normative thought in a top-down approach that reflects and reinforces a social order 

serving their interests. 

Neo-Marxism 

Neo-Marxism continued the critique of institutions of power, first in the Frankfurt 

school in Germany from 1923 until 1933 and later reestablished by Habermas in the 

1970s in the United States. In classical sociological theory, Weber (1864–1920) defined 

power as the ability to influence others against their will and authority as the differential 

allocation of this power. Further expanding, Foucault (1977) stated that power is 

maintained through social control, which operates under the logic of discipline and 

through the guise of benevolence within social institutions, such as schools, prisons, 

military, and hospitals. Under this premise, social control is oriented by the panoptic 

principle, which involves surveillance, and all social institutions operate under this same 

logic. An example is the panopticon of the modern prison, which creates docile bodies 

that self-police due to being under surveillance and the threat of punishment. Under the 

system of social control, people are seen as needing to be transformed or improved 

through disciplinary acts overseen by those in power. 
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Social Conflict Theory and Neo-Marxism in Education and Mental Health 

Social conflict theory and neo-Marxists explain how social inequality is 

perpetuated within the education system. Patterns of inequality within schools are passed 

down through generations and reflect social inequality in other institutions. One such 

pattern is the link between education and the prison system regarding literacy: 85% of 

juveniles involved in the court system and 70% of the adult incarcerated population are 

functionally illiterate (Kohlenberg, 2019). As explained, certain categories (e.g., race, 

income, ability) of students are privileged over others, as apparent in exclusionary 

discipline practices, as well as unequal school funding and resources, tracking, dropout 

rates, and teacher shortages. Further, schooling and mental health are additionally 

explained as institutions of social control. 

Schooling, Mental Health, and Social Control. The process of schooling 

socializes students into obedient citizens who blindly respect authority (Foucault, 1977). 

Students learn a hidden curriculum that supports the status quo, which is focused on 

following directions and fitting into a system rather than how to think critically and 

creatively (McLaren & Giarelli, 1995). Those in power want to stay in power and 

therefore institute a system of social control in which people are taught to believe that 

individual effort and talent are the reasons for success or failure rather than examining the 

flaws of the system that maintain dominance over others. For example, what Foucault 

(1965) termed “madness” is explained as a social construction relative to the society in 

which it exists, and people with mental health diagnoses have experienced a history of 

domination over time. 
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Symbolic Interactionism 

Symbolic interactionism, as developed by George Herbert Mead (1863–1931), is 

a micro-level analysis that examines how people create meaning from the symbols in 

everyday life and use such interpretations to inform how they interact within the world. 

As such, individuals begin to act out their assigned roles in what is known as a self-

fulfilling prophecy (Merton, 1948). To further explore symbolic interactionism, the 

sociological concepts of labeling theory and stigma will be discussed. 

Labeling Theory. Becker (1963) expanded on symbolic interactionism and the 

self-fulfilling prophecy through the examination of deviance as a social construct. This 

sociological concept can shed light on the process of labeling that may be experienced by 

students with emotional disabilities who are seen as deviant. In alignment with 

postmodern theory, the concept of deviance does not exist until there is an audience to 

label such behavior as deviant. Social reaction is a main tenet of labeling theory: when an 

individual’s behavior is perceived by others as inappropriate, the person is labeled as 

deviant and society treats them according to their label. As a result of this social reaction, 

the individual engages in the self-fulfilling prophecy by accepting and acting out the 

label. Further, Becker noted that the social groups who label are also the ones who make 

the rules, and infringement upon the rules results in the rule makers labeling said deviants 

as outsiders. 

Stigma and Stigma Management. A stigma is the discrediting of an individual 

or group of persons in a social setting for having a particular attribute (Goffman, 1963). 

How one hides, discloses, and identifies (or does not identify) with stigma is referred to 
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as stigma management. Outsider stigma may be experienced by students with emotional 

disabilities. Goffman (1963) categorized stigma into three types—blemishes of individual 

character, abominations of the body, and tribal stigma (behavior, characteristics, and/or 

race/ethnicity or nationality)—in order to understand how stigma operates in social 

interactions. For example, the relationship between what Goffman called the disabled and 

normal is concerned with how the disabled have to navigate this complex social 

environment where they are othered. Goffman also explained that a dual consciousness 

exists in that people have the ability to take the perspective of both their ingroups and 

their outgroups. For instance, an outgroup might be everyday society and an ingroup 

might be the disabled community.  

Goffman (1963) further described that in the private sphere, the private self is not 

on display and not judged. However, in the public sphere, there is a two-part process of 

stigmatization. First, audiences label an action, belief, or characteristic as deviant. Then, 

the audience labels the perpetrator as deviant by proxy. When characteristics, behaviors, 

and beliefs are seen as wrong, deviant, and abnormal, people that show or express them 

become stigmatized. 

Reflection on Possibilities: Where Do We Go From Here? 

The purpose of this section is to outline culturalism and critical pedagogy as 

essential to critique the systemic use of power and perpetuation of social inequalities 

particularly within the educational institution, while providing reflection on possibilities 

for transformative practices. The focus on students who have been labeled and 

marginalized by the institution of education and society itself comes from my perspective 
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as a social activist teacher and activist scholar. The idea is to look at the biases within 

exclusionary practices, maintenance of the status quo, and use of power within the 

educational system.  

In U.S. society at large, power is concentrated within White majority culture, 

keeping others out of the center. Structures are in place for maintaining this construction. 

However, if people are unable to get into the center, they are pathologized and told 

something is wrong with them, regardless of the fact that this construction was created 

and maintained by the dominant culture of White patriarchy. Many questions emerge on 

how to approach this deeply embedded structural inequality. How does one adapt when 

they are not invited to the center or given the tools or resources to make it to the center? 

Who decided where the center is in the first place? No one in power is held responsible 

for the ways that marginalized groups cope. Rather, these groups are punished and 

disciplined by those in power, kept in the margins, and the cycle of dominance continues. 

What if their adaptations are positive given the circumstances? Often, disciplined actions 

are labeled as maladaptive, maladjusted, aberrant, or abnormal. Compared to what? 

Compared to what a system of power has determined normal, with little regard for how 

that system got them there in the first place.  

 The emergence of culturalism and critical pedagogy was related to ideas 

surrounding late 20th-century postmodernism, which emphasized individual 

consciousness and development of thought, critique of culture, and interpretation of 

contexts. Both are rooted in possibility and empowerment of marginalized individuals, 

advocating for those who do not quite fit into the center. While empowerment is the goal, 
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culturalism and critical pedagogy also challenge the roots of historical and current 

perpetuations of power and disempowerment in the education system.  

Modernism in the late 19th and early 20th century can be understood in context 

with the occurrence of World War I, the most destructive and fatal war up until that time 

due to the use of technology-enabled weapons such as machine guns and tanks. The ideas 

of the time period focused around structure and involved logic, objectivism, capitalism, 

colonialism. technology, mass production, and objectivism.  

Postmodernism was a response to the war’s mass destruction at the hands of what 

was thought to be truth. The philosophy called for a dismantling of the way of thinking 

that brought about such annihilation. The Dadaists, a postwar art movement disillusioned 

by the culture of power, had the motto that if war and destruction were what made sense, 

then they wanted nonsense. Postmodernism engages in the intellectual process and 

critical judgment over formal decisions and conventional aesthetics. The objective 

thought of modernism is traded in for subjectivism and symbolism. Postmodernism also 

values socialism over capitalism and advocates an awareness and critique of societal 

structures.  

In the following sections, the main ideas behind culturalism and critical pedagogy 

are discussed. Then, examples of power over empowerment are given in the context of 

juvenile prisons. Here, the term deviant is not used to classify the behavior of individuals. 

When considering the power structures at play, the term further pathologizes and 

oppresses people, labeling them with a term that means “not in the center,” insensitive to 

the fact that they were not given the proper tool set to even get close to the center in the 
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first place (Becker, 1963; Bruner, 2006). How systems maintain this behavior and impede 

progress is examined, and the term divergent cultural adaptations is used for behavior 

elsewhere labeled as deviant. Implications for research are discussed, followed by 

personal reflections on these ways of knowing. 

Culturalism 

Students are labeled and stigmatized by an educational culture that is in support of 

maintaining the status quo. Culturalism offers a critique and solution specifically in terms 

of the social institution of education. 

Bruner (2006) emphasizes that meaning is constructed within the situatedness of 

one’s culture. This differs from the modernist computational approach of viewing the 

mind, in which the focus is on information processing. Culturalism acknowledges the 

postmodern aspect of symbolism within each culture and the tools necessary to 

participate with and understand that culture, while computationalism encompasses the 

retrieving, storing, and use of information. Learning is situated within cultural settings 

and depends on the utilization of its resources. The culturalist approach to education asks 

the following questions: 

• What function does education serve in the culture and what role does it play in 

the lives of those who operate within it? 

• Why is education situated in the culture as it is and how does this placement 

reflect the distribution of power, status, and other benefits? 

• What are the enabling resources made available to people to cope? What 

portion of those resources are made available through education, 
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institutionally conceived? What are the constraints imposed on the process of 

education? (Bruner, 2006, p. 11) 

Culturalism looks at both the macro and micro sides of structural institutions, 

examining such aspects as values, opportunities, rights, and power and how individuals 

are affected by the demands of operating within that culture. “In that latter spirit, it 

concentrates on how individual human beings construct ‘realities’ and meanings that 

adapt them to the system, at what personal cost, with what expected outcomes” (Bruner, 

2006, p. 12). Ideas center around education as an embodiment of culture that should 

guide students in developing a sense of self. If a single toolkit is constructed and 

disseminated to students with little to no regard for their cultural situatedness, they are 

cornered into underachieving as constructed by authoritative powers, and not given space 

to create an identity within the culture of the institution of education. If schools are not 

supporting these students, they will find another culture to belong to, often encompassing 

values that the majority culture considers deviant.  

Education Is Political. The education system is a political institution and 

therefore cannot be viewed as a neutral environment. This is especially the case for 

students who are marginalized and pushed to the side as a result of stigmatization. Bruner 

(2006) stated that the power given to the educational system should be examined and 

critiqued on the basis of perpetuating social inequalities. He wrote that the education 

system is an institution of social power, in which students are tracked and channeled into 

particular places within society. Schools, being located within communities, tend to 

perpetuate the racism, poverty, prejudice, and social class entitlements found within the 
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larger society. Inside each of these schools, the teacher disseminates information to 

students and provides them with set tools to navigate various situations within the culture, 

perhaps teaching some students to know when and how to use certain skills. Students 

who are able to use this set toolkit begin to earn distinctions and rewards, and are thus 

given an “in” into the education system, perhaps leading to honors and advanced 

placement courses. Picking up and being able to utilize these tools determines a child’s 

position within the educational institution, thus leading to being tracked into a specific 

place in the larger society.  

Critical Pedagogy 

Critical pedagogy provides insights on how possibility and empowerment can be 

fostered in the education system for marginalized populations. It is not a matter of getting 

students to conform to the status quo and become one with the oppressor, but rather 

empowering students by giving them a voice and meeting them where they are, all while 

acknowledging and discussing the use of power that perpetuates racism, classism, sexism, 

cultural oppression, and homophobia. Thus, critical pedagogy generates an understanding 

of power and the ideologies behind it. 

How can the oppressed, as divided, unauthentic beings, participate in developing 

the pedagogy of their liberation? Only as they discover themselves to be ‘hosts’ of 

the oppressor can they contribute to the midwifery of their liberating pedagogy. 

As long as they live in the duality in which to be is to be like, and to be like is to 

be like the oppressor, this contribution is impossible. (Freire, 1970/2000, p. 48) 
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Kincheloe (2008) delineated the components of critical pedagogy, all while 

acknowledging that it was his voice disseminating the information and should be taken 

just as that. The characteristics are as follows: 

• Grounded on a social and educational vision of justice and equality 

• Rethinking of what human beings are capable of 

• The role of the social, cultural, and political in shaping human identity 

• Relationship between community and schooling  

• The way that power operates to create purposes for schooling that are not 

necessarily in the best interests of the children that attend them 

• How teachers and students might relate to knowledge 

• The way schooling affects the lives of students from marginalized groups 

• The organization of learning and the relationship between teachers and 

learners (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 6) 

In critical pedagogy (Kincheloe, 2008), schools are not seen as neutral sites, but 

rather as places shaped by power that maintains the status quo. The social activist teacher 

is then given the task to examine how the dominant power is maintained within the 

school and curriculum. The teacher becomes a critical analyst of the subject matter, the 

school, and the culture by examining how power portrays, constructs, and oppresses 

identity, excludes bodies of knowledge from marginalized groups, socially regulates, and 

shapes the curriculum. Teachers should critique what they learn in teacher education 

programs and determine if what are disseminated as “best practices” really are, or if they 

are simply indoctrination into the status quo in order for teachers to maintain power 
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structures with no regard to cultivating a democratic consciousness within the classroom. 

Such critique creates an awareness of who really creates and controls the information. 

This analysis will enable teachers to create a pedagogical vision that challenges passive 

regurgitation of dominant culture to marginalized groups and allows student voices and 

experiences to shape the curriculum. Rather than receiving the status quo as essential 

information to be memorized for standardized tests, students gain multiple perspectives, 

including being able to give their own.  

Socially Regulated Versus Empowered. Critical pedagogy involves taking a 

look at how educational practices impede the progress of marginalized youth. Are the 

curriculum and systems in place focused on social regulation and order or on 

empowering students? Schools tend to focus on order and efficiency, disseminating 

information in a machine-like fashion. If students cannot sit still and listen or engage with 

the subject matter, schools “categorize, punish, restrict, and restrain those students who 

failed to fit the proper demographic” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 7). Emphasis on social 

regulation stunts potential and pathologizes students for not staying in the center. 

Education in a systemic context directly relates to macro-level exercises of power and 

dominance. 

A tenet of critical pedagogy is that students need to see themselves reflected in the 

curriculum to become engaged. Including student experiences gives them a voice and 

allows them to relate to each other, and to the subject matter when inclusive information 

from marginalized groups is studied. If students cannot relate to academic work, how can 

the education system expect them to value it, let alone feel part of the culture of 
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education? Students need to be respected and heard. A social activist teacher meets 

students where they are by listening to what they already know, engages them in the 

curriculum, and discerns what can be useful to them in their lives. “Such students don’t 

need to be tamed, controlled, and/or rescued; they need to be respected, viewed as experts 

in their interest areas, and inspired with the impassioned spirit to use education to do 

good things in the world” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 8) 

Often, student behavior can be a form of self-protection. When students from 

marginalized groups are given a curriculum designed to perpetuate the status quo, they 

cannot situate themselves within the curriculum. They are then tracked into “at-risk” 

groups or pathologized, further situating them away from the center and what is deemed 

sufficient academic progress as measured by research and testing formulated by the 

dominant culture. When students are given standardized tests, the curriculum allows little 

to no room for exploration of alternate sources, and environmental factors are not 

accounted for. It becomes the teacher teaching to the test with material that has been 

deemed essential by the status quo and is far removed from student experiences. It is 

power presented as fact-based and unquestioned. 

Kincheloe (2008) further stated that suffering is humanly constructed and 

therefore can be humanly dismantled. He added that schools should not be blaming 

students for their failures. Critical pedagogy involves an awareness of how certain groups 

are marginalized within the educational system and makes an active change to include 

these groups, while acknowledging the power structures that got them there in the first 

place. Social activist teachers understand the goals underlying cultural hegemony and 
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restructure their pedagogy to be critically conscious of how the educational system 

maintains its power and perpetuates social stratification.  

Juvenile Prisons 

 An application of the destructive properties of power over marginalized youth 

comes in the form of one of the most vulnerable populations: youth in prisons. Both 

Bruner and Kincheloe referenced human possibility. Bruner (2006) stated, “Education is 

risky. For it fuels the sense of possibility” (p. 42). Kincheloe (2008) further iterated, “In 

this context, educators deal not only with questions of schooling, curriculum, and 

educational policy but also with social justice and human possibility” (p. 7). Both also 

addressed the constraints imposed by cultures, the adaptations necessary to fit into a 

culture and adapt to the system, and the costs or outcomes. As stated previously, schools, 

being located within communities, tend to perpetuate the racism, poverty, prejudice, and 

social class entitlements found within the larger society. 

 The Pew Charitable Trusts published a report on incarceration titled One in 100: 

Behind Bars in America 2008 (Warren, 2008). The report began with the fact that the 

U.S. incarcerates more people than any other country, with 2,319,258 people behind bars 

at the time of the study. Of those incarcerated, the majority were minorities between the 

ages of 20 and 30, with the highest rates within gender among Black males and Black 

females. In FY2006, overall state funding for corrections was the fifth largest budget 

category but increased at the second fastest rate, behind transportation and ahead of 

education (Warren, 2008). From 1987–2007, corrections budgets increased by 127%, 

while higher education increased by 21%. In addition, correction budgets were at $44 
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billion in 2007, compared to early childhood spending at $4.8 billion, which research has 

shown correlates with a later decrease in juvenile and adult crime (Warren, 2008). The 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (2021) reported that in 2019, the 

total number of residents in juvenile correctional facilities was 36,479, with an additional 

3,400 youth under the age of 18 in adult jails and 699 in state prisons at the end of 2018. 

The U.S. spends $5 billion a year to keep kids in juvenile corrections; $88,000 a year per 

individual is spent to keep them detained, in comparison to an average of $10,652 per 

year to keep them in school (Bernstein, 2014). 

Rehabilitation Versus Deprivation. The teenage years are a crucial 

developmental time for identity and sense of self. Our identities are developed through 

interactions with our environment. By taking youth out of society and putting them in 

prison, overarching powers are communicating to them that they do not belong. They 

have not been able to successfully use the educational institution’s toolkit, so they are 

taken out of that institution and put into a more restrictive one. As a result, they are 

further marginalized and disadvantaged by such isolation. The correctional facility is an 

institution driven by isolation and deprivation of relationships, when rehabilitation occurs 

in the context of relationships (Bernstein, 2014). This connects to the culture of education 

and how critical pedagogy examines the role of the environment in shaping human 

identity. Nellis (2012) reported that of 1,579 juveniles serving life sentences, two out of 

five received special education services, less than half had actually been attending school, 

and 84.4% had at some point been suspended or expelled during their time in school. In 

addition, these youth had experienced high rates of exposure to violence, abuse, and 
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significant socioeconomic disadvantages (Nellis, 2012). When no place is created for 

these youth to belong, they will create it themselves. They will develop their own 

divergent cultural adaptations. 

The Dehumanization of Youth. Given that adolescence is a time for personal 

discovery, youth who are locked up are denied the space in which to form an identity. 

Rather, systems of power have decided who they are for them. Bernstein (2014) wrote 

that upon entering prison, youth are given a uniform and a number, and told to walk in 

line, conform, follow the rules, not show fear. They become victims or victimizers; it 

becomes a game of survival and self-protection. Bernstein continued that only one fourth 

of juveniles are detained for violent offenses, and it is said that some youth are put in 

corrections to keep them safe. However, one out of 10 juveniles reported sexual assault 

from a staff member, compared to one in 50 that were sexually assaulted by their peers. 

The staff are rarely held accountable for their actions, which are often worse crimes than 

what landed the youth in corrections. Bernstein advocated for an end to juvenile prisons, 

which have an 80% recidivism rate, and a focus on community-based rehabilitative 

programs. 

Implications for Research 

The essential questions and characteristics for the two ways of knowing, 

culturalism and critical pedagogy, were given above. Implications for research involve a 

critical consciousness and understanding of the power structures that create barriers for 

marginalized youth to succeed. Both ways of knowing advocate for a student-centered, 

empowered education that gives youth access to possibilities. However, this cannot be 
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done without an awareness of how the effects of power maintain the status quo in 

schools, through tracking students and curriculum that limits opportunities for alternative 

dialogues and culturally inclusive subject matter. Research designs and curricula need to 

be constructed in the best interest of students. Students need to feel as if they belong to 

the culture of education, or they will create their own culture away from it. Schools have 

the responsibility to educate all students, and this should be done from a student-centered, 

reflexive perspective, while being cognizant of each individual student’s context and 

situatedness within society. Research should be grounded in social justice, with an 

understanding of how the distribution of power maintains social stratification, and should 

be used in ways that empower those on the margins. Researchers need to understand that 

schools are not neutral and each has its own particular goals in place, whether they are 

maintaining order, social regulation, and the status quo or engaging and empowering all 

students.  

As a New Personal Way of Knowing 

 Culturalism and critical pedagogy both give terms to how I feel as an educator 

and researcher. Bruner’s culturalism gives me specific questions to ask myself regarding 

education and power. Critical pedagogy provides me with outlines and ways to 

implement the practices of the theory within schools. Both have given me ideas on how 

to become a better, more conscious researcher and teacher.  

As an art educator, I have found that art curriculum includes context, narrative, 

and personal voice. Students are given space to express themselves on a personal level, 

and each individual work of art is different. Prior to the production of a piece, it is best 
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practice to include artists from a variety of cultures and genders within art history lessons 

that lead to discussions with students about the artists’ context and how it personally 

relates to them. Students study aesthetics and art criticism, learning that there are many 

different viewpoints as to what is considered beautiful, and they learn to judge artwork 

with their own set of standards and explanations. The content area of art lends itself to 

culturalism and critical pedagogy, if the teacher is aware of the need to implement these 

ways of knowing into their curriculum. 

However, in special education, the curriculum is different. It is driven by 

standardized testing, with very little room for alternative ways of thinking. I found it 

more machine-like, and the students seemed less eager to participate. I have come across 

many students who have repeatedly experienced failure and disconnection from school at 

the hands of the adults entrusted with their education. The focus has been on 

dissemination of information rather than a cultivation and honoring of the self. Critical 

pedagogy acknowledges that teachers are given little room to create a student-centered 

approach in the realm of teaching to the test and regurgitation of information.  

It is important to create more awareness within the educational institution as a 

whole. I feel that all teachers should be exposed to Bruner’s Culture of Education and 

Kincheloe’s Critical Pedagogy, as well as other authors of critical applications in 

awareness of power structures and the resulting impact on students. More so, school 

systems and policy makers need to be aware of what is going on in the classrooms and 

how decisions driven by power are not made in the best interest of students and staff. I 

believe that both of these ways of knowing can be incorporated into my future research 
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with students and colleagues to conduct work that centers around empowerment and a 

critique of power, through awareness of how the culture of education structures and 

regulates lives, widening the center for inclusivity, and listening to student voices, 

allowing them to tell and create their own stories. 

Pilot Study 

I conducted a pilot study consisting of semi-structured interviews (Appendix B), 

in which the co-researcher for the current study, Haley, and two other participants were 

asked to describe specific K-12 experiences, including both positive and negative 

memories of school and interactions with school authority; a time they felt a sense of 

belonging in school; a time they felt like an outsider in school; how they dealt with said 

experiences; the ideal learning environment; and recommendations for other youth 

experiencing challenges in the school environment. 

Pilot Study Themes 

Four major themes ran throughout the pilot interview data: (a) teacher persona, 

meaning the teacher’s character, how they carried themselves, or self-presentation; (b) 

student-teacher relationships, meaning interaction between two people; (c) school 

environment; and (d) student persona, or what students did in reaction to the 

environment. Themes were categorized into effective and ineffective sub-codes (see 

Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Pilot study themes. 
 

 

Teacher Persona. Participants described effective and ineffective elements with 

regard to teacher persona.   

 Effective. Teachers who were mentioned as effective were described as genuine, 

understanding, and passionate. Genuine teachers were described as actually liking what 

they were teaching and showing students that they cared. In particular, the co-researcher 

stated: 

I think if the teacher is, like, excited about what they’re doing, you can tell either 

because you can tell when someone’s just, like, hates their fucking life and 
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doesn’t want to be there. You know what I mean? If you’re, like, nice to your 

students and you’re, like, not mean and you, like, at least look like you don’t want 

to kill yourself, then that’s ideal for me. 

Additionally, the co-researcher stated about one specific teacher, “Like, I feel like most 

teachers have this attitude like ‘I’m trying to get my day done and, like, get the fuck out 

of here,’ and I’m sure [she felt] like that sometimes, but [she] never like made us feel like 

that.” This teacher’s class was described as “like, super like chill and like, not annoying, 

and [she] like, never made us feel like, uh, you know, like we were bothering [her] if that 

makes sense.” 

Participants stated that understanding teachers were knowledgeable about the 

population they were working with and understood the life challenges the students were 

going through. Specifically, the co-researcher remembered a time when the school 

resource officer threatened to write her up, but ended up not doing so because he 

understood what she was going through. She explained that she was “having such a bad 

day” and “told him what was happening,” and continued:  

He was just like, “Okay, well, like, just put [the cigarette] out and, like, don’t do it 

again, and, like, I hope your day gets better,” and all this stuff. So, I was like, 

“Damn, that was really cool of him.” Like, he didn’t have to do that. 

Participants further described effective teachers as passionate about teaching. 

These teachers were “really enthusiastic about [their] job” and participants “could tell 

[that the teachers] really enjoyed . . . teaching the kids [their] age.” Participants could tell 
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that the teachers “want to be doing what they’re doing.” A passionate teacher was 

additionally described as “like animated, like loud, like fun.” 

Ineffective. Participants cited ineffective teachers as apathetic, aversive, and 

dispiriting. A participant described an apathetic teacher by stating that she “just, like, 

never really, never smiled or anything” and was “really monotonous and boring and 

seem[ed] like she was, like, dragging through the day.” As the co-researcher stated, 

“Like, I feel like most teachers have this attitude like, ‘I’m trying to get my day done and, 

like, get the fuck out of here.’”  

Participants noted that aversive teachers were “harsh,” “crass,” “sarcastic,” and 

“immature.” These teachers often resorted to actually yelling at the students. The co-

researcher explained, “Then, middle school I was like starting to be an asshole. Like I 

started, like, causing trouble and stuff. So, teachers never liked me.” When conversing 

with a peer, a participant “was like, ‘Yeah, Miss M hates me.’ And she’s like, ‘Yeah, she 

does.’ I was like, ‘Okay, true. Okay, wow.’ So, it was that obvious, either like she told 

her, other people also noticed.” 

Dispiriting teachers made students feel like they did not belong in their classes. 

The co-researcher thought that a teacher felt that some students “weren’t good enough to 

be in her class and she would constantly make us feel stupid for, like, whatever it was 

that day.” Further, these teachers singled students out and talked about them behind their 

backs, as described by the co-researcher: 

Like, she would always call us out in front of the whole class and, like, make us 

feel stupid, and, like, when I wasn’t there, like, she would say shit to [friend] 
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about me, and, like, when [friend] wasn’t there, she would say shit about [friend] 

to me, and it was just not a welcoming classroom experience . . . Like, it’s just 

like you don’t have to single people out because they’re not the student that you 

want them to be, you know what I mean? It’s just fucked up. 

 These teachers would also make students feel like what they were doing was not 

good enough. As the co-researcher noted, “I don’t think I ever heard her say something 

positive about, like, anything that I was doing.” This teacher was further described as “an 

eye roller . . . she would, like, see me and [friend] talking, literally doing anything, and 

she would roll her eyes.” The co-researcher further explained, “Like, that bitch was 

crazy.” 

Student-Teacher Relationships. Participants described effective and ineffective 

elements with regard to student-teacher relationships.   

 Effective. Participants described an effective student-teacher relationship as one 

where the teacher was communicative and had time for them. Participants stated that it 

was important to be able to communicate with teachers in order to connect with them. 

These teachers were mentioned as being able to talk to them like a person, which led 

students to realize that there were some teachers they could get along with. Further, these 

teachers could talk to them about topics unrelated to the class, and students found 

common interests on topics outside of school. 

Participants described that in an effective student-teacher relationship, the teacher 

would have time for them. Such teachers were described as people who would talk to 

them outside of class or school for even 5 minutes. 
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Ineffective. On the other hand, participants described ineffective student-teacher 

relationships as those where the teacher was conflictive, controlling, or showed 

favoritism. They described conflictive teachers as demanding and engaging in power 

struggles with students, and as not at all the right kind of person to be working with them.  

Controlling teachers were described as “ha[ving] to have [their] way in the class 

just all the time over, like, little things” because they “ran out of ways just trying to, 

trying to control [the students].” The co-researcher described one controlling teacher for 

whom she would have to “line his desks up” in detention. 

Like, he would point to like a certain tile on the floor and be like, “Oh, line this 

row of desks, the desks up with this tile.” And then he would come back and be 

like, “Oh, no, I said this tile, not that tile,” and I would line up his desks for, like, 

hours. I was like, “What the fuck?” He was psycho for real. 

Conflictive teachers also often reprimanded or yelled at their students. The co-

researcher noted a time in first grade when she had taken a gel ball out of an air freshener 

that was in the bathroom. She remembered the teacher “like, seeing [her] with it and [the 

teacher], like, screamed at [her] in front of the entire class and said [she was] a thief and 

all this crazy shit.” In high school, an advanced placement teacher required students to 

come in early to school one day so the teacher could project a single slide that said, “Stop 

disappointing me and get your shit together.”  

Ineffective teachers were cited as “pick[ing] favorites for sure.” For example, the 

co-researcher stated that one teacher “loved all the popular kids, and, like, a bunch of 
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people actually loved him as a teacher and were, like, pissed when he got fired. But I was 

like, ‘Fuck you, man.’” She described another teacher as showing favoritism: 

Well, I think that she had, like, a very specific idea of, like, the type of art she 

wanted in her art show and, like, in her class, and also had, like, a very specific 

idea of, like, what kind of students she wanted to participate in her class, and I 

think a lot of times, like, me and [friend] didn’t give her exactly what she wanted 

to hear. Like, she would play like us these, like, stupid fucking inspirational 

videos and, like, ask us our opinions, and, like, we were the only ones that 

wouldn’t, like, suck her asshole and be like, “Oh, man, this is like the best thing 

I’ve ever seen in my life.” And I think that really bothered her that we weren’t, 

like, super trying to impress her like everyone else was. So, I think that’s why she, 

like, hated us. But honestly, I hated her too. So, fuck it. 

School Environment. Participants described effective and ineffective elements 

with regard to school environment. 

 Effective. Participants described effective school environments as laid back, 

relevant to their interests, and having small classes. While they described effective 

environments as laid back, they also wanted structure in combination with that. 

Regarding class sizes, the co-researcher stated, “Um, yeah, I think small is definitely the 

way to go.” 

Ineffective. Participants cited ineffective school environments as isolating and 

irrelevant, saying they felt like they didn’t quite belong there. Specifically, the co-
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researcher described her K-12 experience as “low-key rough,” especially in elementary 

school: 

Cause, like, my family didn’t have any money, so, like, it was really weird going 

to this, like, rich, like, upscale-type, like, school, if that makes sense. Um, and, 

like, I got bullied a lot because I never, like, I always wore, like, the same shit all 

the time and, like, never really had lunch or anything, so people made fun of me a 

lot. 

Participants described ineffective schools as failing to connect to student interests and 

feeling like a waste of time. They stated that schools needed to be more hands-on and 

visual in order to be an ideal learning environment. 

Student Persona. Participants described effective and ineffective elements with 

regard to student persona. 

 Effective. Participants cited effective student personas in reaction to the school 

environment as involving coping skills, self-awareness, connection, and personal growth 

despite adversity. They suggested having hobbies outside of school, specifically playing 

music and being creative. Drawing was an activity that participants engaged in both 

during and after school to get through otherwise boring classes or to get their minds off of 

things after school. In particular, if they were having a bad day, or after a long day of 

school when they did not want to be there, they were able to do something that helped as 

soon as they got out.  

Participants suggested that students increase self-awareness and avoid being self-

destructive. They recommended trying to find a connection with at least one teacher or 
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staff member, and cited these kinds of relationships as definitely helping them want to 

stay in school. 

Despite adversity, the co-researcher described how she found opportunities for 

personal growth: 

Like, I hated her [the teacher] a lot. Like, I would, like, talk about her. So, 

obviously it bothered me. Like, I can’t be like, “Oh, I didn’t care at all.” But, like, 

I think that I wanted her to like my art because I like her art. Right? I was like, 

“Oh, like this, this might be cool.” Because I heard, like, a lot of people like her, 

um, but she didn’t like my art and she didn’t like me, so it felt like I didn’t really 

care about showing up to that class. Like, I didn’t feel like, you know, but also it 

liberated me in a way, because I just made whatever I wanted to for my 

concentration and, like, I didn’t care about, like, what her advice was, in a way. 

Ineffective. Participants cited ineffective student personas in reaction to the 

environment as apathetic, defiant, avoidant, and engaging in substance abuse. They 

reported that they often responded to apathetic teachers and lack of connection to school 

itself by being apathetic as well. If teachers did not act as if they cared, the students in 

turn would not care about the class, which often led to just not going and skipping that 

period.  

In response to feeling isolated, participants became defiant. When teachers acted 

like they did not care about students, participants responded in the same manner (e.g., “I 

think that really bothered her that we weren’t, like, super trying to impress her like 

everyone else was. So, I think that’s why she, like, hated us”). Additionally, once 
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perceived as defiant by school authority, students rose to the occasion. As the co-

researcher stated, 

If anything, getting in trouble made me care less about getting in trouble more, if 

that makes sense. Like, fuck it, I’m already known as, like, the person who causes 

trouble, so, like, why even try to change their minds. 

Once they were perceived as outsiders by school authority, participants began 

exhibiting avoidant behaviors such as skipping class and shutting down. They found 

belonging elsewhere or became self-destructive. As one participant stated, “Well, I mean 

you fit in with a certain crowd [when you’re] doing drugs.” Another participant noted,  

I think that a lot of the time I just didn’t really care, because most of the time, 

like, when I did get in trouble in high school, like, I was on drugs anyways. So, 

like, I just, like, didn’t actually give a shit if I got in trouble or not, and it didn’t 

really bother me. But I’m like, for, like, middle school and, like, elementary 

school when I got in trouble, like, it actually did really bother me. Like, I felt like 

I was, like, a disappointment to my teachers and stuff like that. 

From the co-researcher’s responses to the pilot study interview questions, it was clear that 

she had more of a story to tell and that her story mattered. I found that three cases were 

even too many to understand the phenomenon in the pilot study. Therefore, the current 

study narrowed down to an in-depth account of one person’s experience through a case 

study design with a critical phenomenological approach to examining the data, expanding 

on the pilot study themes and using them as a starting point to further explore the case. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

The purpose of this arts-informed narrative inquiry was to better understand the 

perspectives and experiences of a former K-12 public school student with a 504 plan and 

an emotional disability to uncover factors that facilitate or prevent disproportionality of 

disciplinary practices toward this population. This work fills the gap in the literature by 

seeking the storied experience of a former K-12 public school student and inquiring about 

her perceptions of and interactions with structures of authority. The study is in alignment 

with narrative inquiry research texts, which enable relational understanding that supports 

readers in connecting the narrative to their own experience and reimagining ways of 

being with others. Additionally, this study further informs the meaning and structure 

behind the essence of this population’s lived experiences by utilizing a critical theorist 

perspective and critical discourse analysis to understand ways to restructure and 

transform discourse to create new possibilities and liberatory ways of being in the 

education system. 

Research Design  

 In order to understand the co-researcher’s experience within the K-12 public 

education system, an arts-informed narrative inquiry design was utilized along with a 

critical lens to examine the data. This section describes the narrative inquiry and arts-

informed methods as well as the selection of the co-researcher. Table 1 delineates the 

alignment of the research purpose, research puzzle, research design, participant selection, 

data collection, and data analysis. 
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Table 1  

Elements of the Research Design 

 What Why 
Research purpose To better understand the experiences 

of a former K-12 public school 
student with a 504 plan and an 
emotional disability when 
navigating structures of authority in 
schools 

To begin to understand the story 
behind the interactions between 
students with emotional disabilities 
and school authority through the 
lens of power 

To begin to uncover factors that 
facilitate or prevent marginalization 
and stigmatization toward this 
population  
 

Research puzzle What were Haley’s experiences in the 
public education system through 
the lens of power?  

What were Haley’s experiences with 
labeling and stigma? 

What were Haley’s experiences with 
struggles and challenges growing 
up?  

How did Haley cope with such 
experiences?  

What has Haley learned about self-
awareness and personal growth? 

How can Haley’s experiences begin to 
inform interactions with students 
with mental health needs? 

 

Narrative inquiry is guided by a 
research puzzle centered around 
understanding the temporal 
situatedness of Haley’s experience 

To understand the interaction between 
Haley’s temporal situatedness 
within the experience, including 
existential conditions, the 
environment, and its surrounding 
factors and forces through the lens 
of power 

Research design Narrative inquiry  Focuses on understanding the 
phenomenon of experience behind 
Haley’s interactions with school 
authority through the lens of power 

To create meaning from the view of 
lived experience by understanding 
how Haley perceived interactions 
with school authority 

To use storytelling as a way to build 
communities by giving voice to 
Haley’s experience as a 
marginalized student 

Use of relational aspect as way to 
understand the interaction of how 
Haley’s experience is also shaped 
by the environmental contexts of 
social, cultural, and institutional 
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 What Why 
narratives—the situatedness of 
Haley’s story within the larger 
societal narrative 

The researcher and Haley create a co-
compositional narrative  

Is used to promote social change by 
creating a space to give voice to 
Haley, as a marginalized student, to 
tell her story and to examine how 
she was enabled or constrained by 
social resources—to facilitate a 
social change agenda 

 
Arts-informed Art as another form of communication 

that tells a story beyond what can 
be vocally communicated 

Acknowledges the physical, 
emotional, spiritual, social, and 
cultural aspects of Haley’s 
experience 

Haley is a visual artist who uses art to 
engage in the world—she has a 
daily art practice, has a degree in 
art, and is an art teacher 

 
Participant Haley The co-researchers have established 

rapport, which is critical when 
discussing traumatic events and this 
study engages in highly sensitive, 
personal events  

Has more of a story to tell as 
evidenced by pilot study—
information-rich case and was open 
to sharing extensively 

Marginalized student voice to 
understand use of power in 
interactions with authority that 
marginalize or liberate 

Provides a reflection of the K-12 
United States public education 
system experience post-graduation 

Five comorbid mental health 
diagnoses; inpatient treatment 
several times, dual diagnosis—
mental health and drug 
rehabilitation programs 

Visual artist—uses visual 
communication abundantly in daily 
life and has specific education in 
this mode of communication 
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 What Why 
Data collection Interviews 

Letter writing 
Visual art journal 
 

Semi-structured interviews allowed 
for co-creation in dialogue by 
providing an open-ended 
framework to guide in 
understanding Haley’s experiences  

Shift in perspective provided by 
having Haley act out the personas 
of specific teachers, write a letter to 
an ineffective teacher, and 
create/lead an interview of the 
primary researcher 

Visual journal included work from 
provided prompts that aligned with 
the interview topic from each 
session to further expand on 
Haley’s modes of communication 

 
Data analysis Paradigmatic analysis of narratives 

 
Haley’s storied experience was 

organized into categories, patterns, 
and common themes 

To derive concepts in the data both 
inductively from Haley’s stories 
and deductively from the critical, 
theoretical framework of power —
use of both descriptive and 
theoretical lenses to understand 
how experiences were shaped in the 
institutional context 

To arrive at themes and 
commonalities across multiple 
sources of data (i.e., interviews, 
letter writing, and visual journal)  to 
create meaning from the view of 
the storied narrative  
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 What Why 
Critical discourse analysis (CDA)  
 

To expand upon Haley’s experience 
by using a widened theoretical 
context to explore how the micro-
dimensions of discourse in 
classrooms (i.e., Haley’s 
interactions with school authority) 
are connected to and reproduced by 
social structures at the macro level 
(i.e., institutions operating under 
capitalism) 

To describe, interpret, and explain 
important problems in education 
and to to understand the 
connections between discourse 
practices and social practices 

Power is a central concept in CDA—
to examine the use of power in 
relation to its impact on people, 
groups, and societies  

To use the widened context of the 
neo-Marxist perspective, a political 
critique of institutions of power 
rooted in capitalism, to code 
transcripts to examine the impacts 
of structural inequality in the public 
education system—specifically the 
impact on students that exhibit 
behaviors that deviate from norms 
rooted in institutional and social 
control 

 
Semiotic visual analysis (SVA) 
 

Use of semiotics to understand the 
layered meaning of visuals in each 
of Haley’s art pieces to further 
inform the paradigmatic analysis of 
the textual narrative 

 

 
Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative inquiry was an appropriate design due to its focus on understanding the 

phenomenon of experience through storytelling as a way to build communities by 

creating meaning from the view of lived experience (Clandinin, 2007; Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990). Additionally, the relational aspect of narrative inquiry was an accurate 
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fit for the study as a way to understand how an individual’s experience is shaped by the 

environmental contexts of social, cultural, and institutional narratives. This included the 

relationship between the researcher and the co-researcher as a co-compositional narrative 

formed in the process of living, telling, retelling, and reliving that emerged as a result of 

the interaction between contexts and situatedness of understanding the story. Further, 

narrative inquiry is the study of experience through the three-dimensional space of 

temporality, sociality, and place as informed by Dewey’s theory of experience, which 

includes the continuity of experiences, the past informing the current and the future, as 

well as the interaction between the individual’s temporal situatedness and the experience, 

including existential conditions, the environment, and its surrounding factors and forces 

(Clandinin, 2007; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Dewey, 1938). Narrative inquiry is 

guided by a research puzzle centered around understanding the temporal situatedness of 

an experience rather than a research question that seeks a specific answer (Caine et al., 

2013; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Finally, narrative inquiry can be used to promote 

social change by creating a space that gives voice to marginalized people to tell their 

stories and to examine how individuals are enabled or constrained by social resources 

(Chase, 2018). 

 

Table 2  

Narrative Inquiry in Education (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) 

 What How 
Purpose To understand the human experience 

through storytelling 
Haley told her story of how she 

related to school authority 
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 What How 
To study the ways humans experience the 

world, individually and socially 
To focus on experience and the qualities of 

life and education 
 

throughout her K-12 
experience in the education 
system 

Characteristics of 
narrative inquiry 

Personal and social stories that construct and 
reconstruct as a person is engaged in 
living, telling, retelling, and reliving 
stories 

Narrative is both phenomenon (the story) 
and method (inquiry) 

Informed by Dewey’s theory of 
experience—temporality, sociality, and 
place 

Multidisciplinary roots—narratology—
social sciences—literary theory, history, 
anthropology, drama, art, film, theology, 
philosophy, psychology, linguistics, 
education, and evolutionary biological 
science 

Sociology—groups and the formation of 
community 

 

Haley reflected on her 
experiences in the education 
system by reliving her story 
through inquiry methods 
based in the vocal, textual, 
and visual 

 
Haley’s experience was 

examined within the 
sociological context of 
institutions and the use of 
power 

Data collection Multiple conversations (e.g., 3-5) 
Related artifacts and documents (e.g., letter 

writing, autobiographical writing, field 
notes, visual data) 

 

This study used a variety of 
data collection methods to 
understand Haley’s 
experience (see Table 4: 
Data Collection Process) 

 
Data analysis Co-construction of stories using time, place, 

plot, and scene 
Scene—place where action occurs—

context—including social and cultural 
constraining and enabling roles 

Plot—temporal orientation—structure of 
past (significance), present (value), and 
future (intention) 

 

This study used paradigmatic 
analysis of narratives, 
critical discourse analysis 
(CDA), and semiotic visual 
analysis (SVA) to 
understand the context of 
Haley’s experience through 
the lens of power 

Narrative report focus Relational understanding between reader 
and participant 

Showing participant experience—
temporality, sociality, and place—
continuity of experiences and situational 
interaction 

 

The reader of the study will be 
able to understand Haley’s 
storied experience due to the 
multiple modes of 
communication (i.e. vocal, 
textual, visual) in the 
context of the education 
system 

 
Researcher/participant Collaborative, mutual construction of the 

research relationship 
 

Purposeful selection was used 
to futher understand Haley’s 
experience, as there was an 
established relationship 
between Haley and the 
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 What How 
primary researcher prior to 
the study, which aided in the 
mutual construction of the 
collaborative narrative 

 

Arts-Informed Research 

Arts-informed research (AIR), as developed by Cole and Knowles (2008), 

emerged out of the central purpose to further understand the human condition outside of 

conventional methodologies and bridge the gap between the academy and the 

community. AIR is a form of qualitative research based in the social sciences that is 

influenced by the arts and uses alternative processes and representational forms of inquiry 

to make scholarship more accessible by reaching diverse audiences. AIR is further 

defined by the developers as follows: 

• Can be a methodological enhancement to other research approaches or a 

standalone qualitative methodology 

• Infuses literary, visual, and performing arts with scholarly inquiry (e.g., two 

and three-dimensional visual art, fiction, poetry, dance, music, creative 

nonfiction, readers theatre) 

• Acknowledges multiple dimensions that constitute and form the human 

condition 

• Physical, emotional, spiritual, social, cultural 

• Many ways of engaging in the world—oral, literal, visual, embodied 
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• Methodological integrity is dependent upon how well the art works to 

illuminate and achieve research purposes 

• Not prescriptive or codified 

• Reflects the emergent nature of the creative inquiry process and the 

researcher-as-artist—no set of rigid guidelines for gathering and 

working with research material 

• Choice of art form that will guide the inquiry process 

• Two main questions for qualities of goodness/broad assessment 

• How do the arts inform the research process 

• How do the arts inform the research representation 

§ Communicability and transformative potential 

§ Accessibility—potential for audience engagement and response 

Co-Researcher Selection 

For this study, I purposefully recruited a former student with a 504 plan and an 

emotional disability (Haley), who had also participated in the pilot study. The pilot study 

included three former students who were selected due to the challenge of developing trust 

with students with EBD, as stated in the criteria for the disability.  

The term co-researcher was used to refer to Haley to validate her experience and 

to situate her within the research process and the development of the co-narrative, which 

acknowledges the collaborative, mutual construction of narrative inquiry rather than the 

traditional methodological view of the primary investigator as an authority who situates 

the experience (Given, 2008).  
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The term sampling has been critiqued in qualitative research as a primarily 

quantitative concept concerned with generalization of findings (Maxwell, 2013). 

However, this study used purposeful sampling, as a the primary sampling method in 

qualitative research, due to its focus on the relation of the co-researcher to the core 

constructs of the study, such as having had experiences that aligned with the research 

purpose.  

The co-researcher’s data from the pilot study were used to inform the interviews 

for the current study. After I built rapport with her and checked for trauma, she was open 

to sharing her experience, so a follow-up extension on the pilot study was reasonable. In 

addition, she was interested in understanding the meaning behind the research, and 

consented to lengthy recorded interviews, possible follow-ups, and publication of the 

data.  

 

Table 3  

Co-Researcher Selection Criteria 

Category Criteria 
Experiences that align 

with the research 
purpose 

 

A former K-12 public school student with a 504 plan and an emotional 
disability  

A history of school-based disciplinary actions within the education system 
 

Demographics 18+ years old 
No longer in the K-12 education system, whether graduated or dropped out 
Has an emotional disability (clinical diagnosis) 
Had a 504 plan 
 

Consent Interested in understanding the meaning behind the purpose of the study 
Willing to participate in lengthy recorded interviews and follow-ups, as 

needed 
Willing for the data to be published 
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 Haley was asked to participate as a co-researcher in the current study because she 

was an information-rich case and was open to sharing extensively, as evidenced by the 

pilot study data indicating she had more of a story to tell. One of the struggles for people 

with mental health needs is difficulty forming and maintaining interpersonal 

relationships. Due to the highly sensitive and personal nature of the study, Haley was an 

ideal case, given that we had an established relationship and rapport: I was one of her 

teachers in her junior year of high school and she became my teaching assistant later that 

year.  

At the time of the study, Haley was 23 years old and had graduated from the K-12 

public education system, during which she had a 504 plan for an emotional disability and 

had experienced a history of school-based disciplinary actions within the education 

system. Her emotional disability included five comorbid diagnoses and she had been 

hospitalized for treatment several times in a dual diagnosis program, the term used in 

treatment facilities to refer to those needing services related to both mental health and 

drug rehabilitation. Haley was a unique co-researcher because in addition to her personal 

experiences within the education and mental health systems, she was also a visual artist, 

which lent itself to a rich document analysis through collaborative discussions on 

interpretation and aesthetics relevant to specific interview topics.  
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Data Sources and Collection Procedures 

The following section outlines data sources and collection procedures in the 

study. Institutional Review Board approval and researcher ethics are discussed, followed 

by data collection and organizing procedures. 

Institutional Review Board Approval and Informed Consent 

 Institutional Review Board approval was obtained from George Mason 

University, and informed co-researcher consent was obtained prior to conducting the 

study. The co-researcher was provided with the nature and purpose of the study, was 

assured of confidentiality, and was made aware of the expected commitment, as well as 

the right to withdraw from the study at any time. The ethical standards for research with 

human subjects were maintained throughout the study.  

Researcher Ethics 

Researcher ethics was both relational and reflexive throughout the research 

process, which involved addressing power, identity, and context while remaining 

reflective and collaborative. This is especially important in narrative inquiry because 

research has traditionally benefited the status quo, informing a knowledge base in 

congruence with the ideologies of the dominant structures in society (L. T. Smith, 2013) 

and this particular narrative approach was person-centered and co-created, viewing the 

individual traditionally seen as a participant as a co-researcher with ownership of her 

storied experience. Freire (1970/2000) distinguished between dialogue for knowledge 

gain versus praxis, engaging in dialogue as a means for critical reflection upon the 

environment to come to informed action and social transformation.  
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Finlay (2009) outlined a relational approach to phenomenological research that 

was applied in this narrative inquiry and entailed four connected dimensions: open 

presence, embodied intersubjectivity, dialogic co-creation, and entangled selves.  

1. I used open presence in this study by remaining both physically and 

emotionally present, grounded in my own emotions and thoughts while 

listening to the co-researcher in empathy.  

2. Embodied intersubjectivity meant I recognized the co-researcher as a separate 

person, but also connected to her experience.  

3. Dialogic co-creation was used through engaging in active questioning and 

open reflection while in dialogue with the co-researcher.  

4. The dimension of entangled selves gave me the understanding that each 

person brings a multifaceted self to the dialogue and that both the co-

researcher and I came to the conversation with personal histories that 

interacted with and informed the experience. 

Establishing Boundaries. My role as primary researcher was established prior to 

conducting interviews with the co-researcher. I have known Haley since August 2014, 

where I was her art teacher and she was also my teaching assistant. For the purposes of 

this study, I established boundaries in the following ways:  

• I let Haley know that I was a fellow researcher and that I was no longer in my 

former teacher role.  

• I also let Haley know that while this research was highly personal, my role 

was not as a therapist. 
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• I had resources ready in the event that trauma was triggered and the co-

researcher had more questions about what she should do. 

• To address trauma, I asked the co-researcher what she needed, offered to stop 

the interview, redirected with a different question, or started talking about 

something more positive. 

• I informed the co-researcher that I am a mandated reporter in the state of 

Virginia and required to report suspected abuse and neglect.  

Data Collection 

Narrative inquiry research uses multiple conversations (e.g., three to five), as well 

as related artifacts and documents (e.g., letter writing, autobiographical writing, field 

notes, visual data) to engage in comprehensive, in-depth inquiry into the co-researcher’s 

story. For this study, sources of data included multiple interviews, letter writing, and a 

visual art journal to understand the co-researcher’s experiences in the K-12 public school 

system.  

As outlined at the end of Chapter 2, a pilot study was previously conducted with 

three former K-12 public school students, including the co-researcher. Data from the co-

researcher’s interviews in the pilot study were used to inform the current study. 

Additionally, the pilot study provided an opportunity to build rapport with the co-

researcher, to check for trauma, to ensure that she was willing and happy to share 

information, and to confirm that the constructs made sense.  

The co-researcher was an ideal candidate for the study due to having experiences 

in alignment with the purpose of the study and having graduated from the K-12 public 
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school system, giving her time to reflect on her experience. For this study, interview 

prompts were informed by the co-researcher’s responses during the pilot study interview, 

in which questions were asked in a different way to get more details for all themes 

outlined at the end of Chapter 2 and especially for the themes with limited initial data. 

The co-researcher brought up having a “terrible memory” for being able to recall 

experiences in the moment; therefore, I provided brief pilot study data from her answers 

to assist in memory recall.  

Interviews were conducted via a secure video-conferencing application and were 

recorded using the in-app feature, as well as the voice recording feature on a cellular 

phone as a backup. Interviews were scheduled at least a week in advance, and the co-

researcher received the secure video-conferencing invitation link and interview protocol 

via email right before the start of each interview.  

The themes from the pilot study that were focused on student interactions with 

school authority (Figure 2) informed the interview topics in the current study through the 

lens of power (Appendix C). Specifically, in the current study, the pilot study themes of 

teacher persona, student-teacher relationships, school environment, and student persona 

were further explored through multiple semi-structured interviews, allowing for co-

creation in dialogue by providing a framework to guide in understanding the co-

researcher’s experiences. As outlined in Table 4, the data collection processes entailed 

nine meetings between the co-researchers. The semi-structured interview protocols 

included open-ended questions and other narrative approaches, such as having the co-

researcher act out the personas of specific teachers and writing a letter to an ineffective 



63 
 

teacher. The protocol also included an interview in which the co-researcher interviewed 

me, as the teacher of a class where she reported feeling she belonged in the school 

environment. The visual journal included work from provided prompts that aligned with 

the interview topic from each session. Follow-up questions were asked when the co-

researcher’s answers needed clarification or extension. Semi-structured interviews 

allowed for co-creation in dialogue by providing an open-ended framework to guide in 

understanding Haley’s experiences. A shift in perspective and alternate modes of 

communication were provided by having Haley act out the personas of specific teachers, 

write a letter to an ineffective teacher,  and create/lead an interview of the primary 

researcher (Appendix C, Topic 6). Additionally, the visual journal included work from 

provided prompts that aligned with the interview topic from each session to further 

expand on Haley’s modes of communication. 

A Contact Sheet (Appendix D) was completed during each interview, and 

member checks were conducted at the end of each interview, in which information 

provided by the co-researcher was summarized and expanded upon or clarified, as 

necessary. The co-researcher was then asked if there were any additional follow-up 

questions she recommended and if there was anything she would like me to consider 

when analyzing the interview. After each session, the co-researcher received an art 

journal prompt aligned with the interview topic from that session. She responded to art 

journal prompts between interviews, and subsequent interviews began with collaborative 

discussions on interpretation and aesthetics of the artwork. AIR was selected as an 

approach to communication, in addition to vocal and textual responses, to provide Haley 
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another way to expand upon her story. As my former art student, Haley was familiar with 

creative inquiry techniques. I left the choice of art form open to Haley to decide. Haley 

was only given prompts that were open-ended and related to each specific interview topic 

(see Table 4). In alignment with AIR, Haley’s art responses were not prescriptive and 

were based soley on her own creative process. 

After each interview, I engaged in memo writing on researcher identity, 

positionality, and insights such as main issues or themes that stood out as salient, 

interesting, or illuminating, as well as new or remaining target questions to address 

(Appendix D). Each interview was followed by a peer debriefing meeting using dialogic 

engagement, which was a process allowing for collaboration through discussion with a 

critical thought partner, Dr. Francis, to iteratively discuss trustworthiness of the data 

collection and analysis process throughout the study by challenging possible biases in 

interpretation (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). Additionally, the co-researcher engaged in post-

analysis member checks of descriptive and theoretical codes as well as themes to ensure 

narrative congruence and address any researcher bias. Saturation was reached when the 

co-researcher determined that the data collected accurately captured her experience.  

The data collection and iterative processes outlined above concluded with a 

closing activity in which the co-researcher and I met to reflect on the journey thus far and 

we both created art, informed by her choice of art technique and process of mixed media 

collage. 
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Table 4  

Data Collection Process 

Meeting Interview Length Art prompt (create a 
two-page spread on…) 

1 Topic 1: K-12 experiences 
 

55 min Class struggle and 
bullying 

2 Topic 1 art discussion 
Topic 2: Teacher persona 
 

1 hr 19 min Opposing classroom 
environments 

3 Topic 2 art discussion 
Topic 2 follow-up 
 

48 min The pyramid—
empathy, effort, 
advocacy 

4 Topic 2 follow-up art discussion 
Topic 2 follow-up continued 
Topic 3: Relationships (part 1) 
 

1 hr 2 min Authority in schools 

5 Topic 3 art discussion 
Topic 3: Relationships (part 2) 
Homework: Letter writing 
Topic 4: Student persona (part 1) 
 

1 hr 8 min N/A—catch-up meeting 

6 Topic 4: Student persona (part 2) 
 

1 hr 15 min 
 

Struggles and 
challenges growing 
up 

7 Topic 4 art discussion 
Topic 5: Ideal learning environment 

and recommended coping 
strategies 

 

56 min Self-awareness and 
personal growth 

8 Topic 5 art discussion 
Topic 6: Co-researcher-led 

interview 
 

56 min N/A 

9 Closing activity 2 hr N/A 
Note. Total interviews = 8; total art pieces = 6; total letters = 1. 
 

 

Organizing Data 

As data were collected, they were stored on the primary researcher’s password-

protected computer with an additional, unique password to access the content folder. 

Voice recordings of interviews were transcribed by a transcription service, then de-
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identified and cleaned by the primary researcher. Notes and memos were scanned into an 

electronic document and saved in the content folder. Data were consistently organized 

and saved using appropriate data source labels. Contact summary forms were completed 

for each interview, including the main issues or themes that arose, a summary of the 

information obtained for each target question, and remaining follow-up questions.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis consisted of paradigmatic analysis of narratives, CDA, and semiotic 

visual analysis (SVA), which all expanded upon the codes from the pilot study (Figure 2). 

The process of immersive engagement, as outlined by Ravitch and Carl (2019), guided 

the analysis as follows. 

 

Table 5  

Data Analysis Process 

What How Example 
Multiple data 

readings 
Initial, unstructured read to get oriented 

with the entire collection of data 
Inductive read for insights, themes, and 

patterns 
Deductive read to connect data to 

theoretical frameworks 

Read Topic 1 transcript once without 
making notes 

Read Topic 1 transcript again, inductive 
read using Haley’s words for codes 

Read Topic 1 transcript again, 
connecting Haley’s words to use of 
power 

 
In vivo coding Inductive, descriptive coding using 

Haley’s words 
“[Teacher] would just openly make fun 

of me in front of the entire class” 
 

Critical discourse 
analysis (CDA) 
coding 

 

Widened context, deductive, theoretical Dehumanized through public shaming 

Development of 
categories 

Informed by in vivo and CDA codes 
across data sources 

 

Student-teacher interactions 
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What How Example 
Development of 

themes 
Informed by emerging patterns and 

concepts repeated across data 
sources 

 

Abuse of power interactions 

Connecting 
strategies 
(Maxwell, 
2013) 

Examined the significance of each 
transcript as a whole, within a 
context, to unite data into a coherent 
narrative to form the essence of the 
phenomenon of experience 

Finding connections and relationships 
between interactions within the 
context of schooling 

Data displays were developed to assist in 
integrating analysis across data 
sources  and to draw conclusions 
(Miles et al., 2014) 

 

Paradigmatic Analysis of Narratives 

A paradigmatic mode of analysis was utilized to organize Haley’s storied 

experience into categories, patterns, and common themes. In alignment with 

Polkinghorne’s (1995) paradigmatic analysis of narratives, concepts identified in the data 

were both inductively derived from the stories and deductively derived from theoretical 

and conceptual frameworks to arrive at themes and commonalities across multiple 

sources of data to create meaning from the view of the storied narrative and to understand 

the phenomenon of experience. While data were analyzed with attention to temporality, 

sociality, and place found in the narrative mode of analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995), data 

was not organized by the temporal orientation into a plot structure of past, present, and 

future. This was justified by the intention to understand Haley’s experience through both 

descriptive and theoretical lenses to understand how experiences were shaped in the 

institutional context. 
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Figure 3. Paradigmatic analysis process of this study. 

 

CDA 

CDA, specifically The Frame Tool (Gee, 2004, 2010), was utilized during the 

axial coding process. As outlined by Rogers (2017), CDA is a form of data analysis that 

enables investigators to describe, interpret, and explain important problems in education 

due to its utilization of transdisciplinary methods and tools to understand the connections 

between texts, discourse practices, and social practices. In CDA, texts are spoken, 

written, multimodal, and digital; discourse practices are communicative events; and 

social practices are society-wide processes. From the point of view of CDA, an 

investigation into meaning can never be considered neutral, due to the fact that through 

different sign systems, discourse reflects as well as constructs the social world that is 

composed of systems of meaning bound by political, social, and cultural institutional 

formations. With power as a central concept, CDA engages in the effects and outcomes 

of power in relation to its impact on people, groups, and societies and as a result of 

domination by differentiating and selecting, as well as including and excluding 

(Blommaert, 2005). As such, the methods and tools of CDA are applicable in exploring 

how the micro-dimensions of discourse in classrooms are connected to and reproduced by 

social structures at the macro level, all enmeshed in power, and relate back to the 

In Vivo Coding 
(inductive; 
descriptive)

Widened Context 
CDA Coding 
(deductive;  
theoretical)

Categories Emerging 
Patterns Themes 
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research question of how students with EBD experience and navigate structures of 

authority in schools. 

The Frame Problem and the Frame Problem Tool. The Frame Problem (Gee, 

2004, 2010) can be thought of as both a problem to explore and a tool to use. It 

investigates the idea that analytic interpretations of discourse change as we widen the 

context of such interpretations. The Frame Tool involves how we go about widening the 

context of an interpretation, carefully examining what has been left out of the discourse. 

Context can range from matters such as eye gaze and body positioning to personal beliefs 

or institutional, cultural, and historical settings. Interpretations of discourse can come 

from a narrow or widened context; in the latter, multiple aspects of context can 

significantly change the meaning we give to discourse. It is important to note that once an 

interpretation is given, there are still opportunities to consider additional parts of the 

context.  

In this study, the widened context of the neo-Marxist perspective, a political 

critique of institutions of power rooted in capitalism, was utilized to code transcripts to 

examine structural inequality in education that marginalizes students with emotional 

disabilities, specifically students who exhibit behavior that deviates from norms rooted in 

institutional and social control. 

SVA of Artwork 

 Art was used to further inform the paradigmatic framework outlined above. Each 

of Haley’s art pieces was analyzed using SVA, followed by applying the multimodal 

CDA Frame Tool as outlined above. I guided Haley through SVA during collaborative 
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discussions of artwork, which is reported using in vivo codes, then applied CDA to its 

interpretation to understand visual communication from a critical theory perspective.  

Semiotics is the study of signs and their meaning within the social world. SVA 

was informed by Roland Barthes, a 20th-century theorist, semiotician, and Marxist, who 

described the layering of meaning as the key concept in visual semiotics, which consists 

of denotation followed by connotation (Van Leeuwen, 2001). Visual analysis of Haley’s 

artwork consisted of a combination of SVA and CDA by examining the following: 

1. Denotative meaning—the literal interpretation of what or who is being 

depicted (e.g., photo of a chair) 

2. Connotative meaning—the culturally created meaning informed by its ideas 

and values (e.g., empty single chair communicating lonliness) 

3. Critical meaning—meaning informed by the widened context of power in 

social structures (CDA; e.g., isolation as a consequence of stigmatization) 

Trustworthiness 

 Various methods were utilized to ensure the quality and rigor of the study to 

include meeting criteria for trustworthiness (Guba, 1981) and quality indicators in special 

education research (Brantlinger et al., 2005), as well as engagement in reflexivity 

practices (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). Guba (1981) outlined four criteria for assessing 

trustworthiness in qualitative research—credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability—and aligned each concept with terms found in quantitative research such 

as internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity. 
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Credibility, aligning with the quantitative concept of internal validity, is a 

researcher’s ability to take factor patterning, or complexities in data, into account. This 

study accounted for such effects through triangulation of multiple data sources by 

examining repeated themes and concepts and using connecting strategies to unite analysis 

into a cohesive whole. 

Transferability, aligning with the quantitative concepts of external validity and 

generalizability, involves the ability to transfer contextual factors in findings while still 

maintaining context-specific richness. This study accounted for situational uniqueness 

through purposeful sampling, collecting thick descriptive data, and developing thick 

description.  

Dependability, aligning with the quantitative concept of reliability, refers to the 

consistency and stability of data over time. This study accounted for instrumental 

changes that could affect validity by ensuring that the research design aligned with the 

guiding questions in the research puzzle and was informed by the rationale for the study.  

Confirmability, aligning with the quantitative concept of objectivity (even though 

qualitative researchers do not claim to be objective), is the researcher’s ability to 

acknowledge researcher bias. This study accounted for such bias through triangulation of 

data sources and reflexivity practices. 

Qualitiy Indicators 

The quality indicators in special education research (Brantlinger et al., 2005) were 

met in the following ways during the study: 

• Triangulation 
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o Data triangulation—multiple interviews, co-researcher-led interview, 

letter writing, visual art analysis 

o Investigator triangulation—co-researcher, peer debriefer 

• Member checks 

• Peer debriefing—dialogic engagement throughout the research process (e.g., 

memos, coding, analysis) 

• Particularizability—documenting cases with thick description so that readers 

can determine the degree of transferability to their own situations 

• Researcher reflexivity—iterative engagement in a systematic assessment and 

critical reflection of how my positionality and subjectivities impact the 

construction of meaning (Ravitch & Carl, 2019) 

Reflexivity Practices 

Throughout the research process, the primary researcher iteratively engaged in a 

systematic assessment of and critical reflection on how researcher bias, positionality, and 

subjectivities could impact the construction of meaning (Ravitch & Carl, 2019). The 

following reflexivity practices were used. 

Researcher Memos. To reflect and gain analytic insight, the primary researcher 

composed and revisited memos on researcher identity/positionality and data collection 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2019). The primary researcher used an interactive process for writing 

memos on the following topics, as proposed by Maxwell (2013): reflection on research 

purposes, experiential context, research (puzzle) questions, and research relationships. 

The memos were discussed on a regular basis by participating in dialogic engagement 
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with the peer debriefer and addressed the positionality of the established relationship 

between me and the co-researcher (see Appendix D). 

Researcher Interviews by Peer Debriefer. The primary researcher used these 

interviews to reflect on insights documented on a generative interview summary table in 

which key themes and key discussion points were outlined for each interview. Contact 

summary forms and memo analysis were discussed with the peer debriefer after each 

interview/art discussion topic.   

Member Checks Throughout the Research Process. The primary researcher 

discussed the contact summary forms with the co-researcher at the end of each interview. 

The primary researcher also provided the co-researcher with a summary of her answers to 

target questions to ascertain if the summary appropriately captured her answers and if 

anything needed to be clarified or added. The co-researcher was asked if there were 

additional follow-up questions she would recommend and if there was anything she 

would like me to consider when analyzing the interview. Throughout and after data 

collection, the primary researcher shared findings with the co-researcher to determine 

whether the findings resonated with her and whether she thought there were any 

researcher assumptions or biases that needed to be challenged (see Appendix D).  

Research Journal. As recommended by Ravitch and Carl (2019), the primary 

researcher kept a journal in which they developed and reflected on questions and ideas 

related to the research process, including questions to be answered during peer debriefing 

meetings, concepts for future research, and action steps or changes to the research 

approach.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

The purpose of this study was to better understand the perspectives and 

experiences of a former K-12 public school student with a 504 plan and an emotional 

disability when navigating structures of authority in schools to uncover factors that 

facilitate or prevent stigmatization toward this population. This chapter presents the 

findings from the data collection process with co-researcher Haley. Findings were 

reported across all interviews and all data sources (see Table 4) using the paradigmatic 

analysis of narratives process outlined in the previous chapter (see Table 5), which 

allowed for both inductive descriptive coding and deductive theoretical coding, as well as 

connecting strategies (Maxwell, 2013) to examine the significance of each transcript as a 

whole, within the context of power, to unite the data into a coherent narrative to form the 

essence of the phenonmenon of Haley’s experience. While data were collected in a linear 

process (see Table 4), unsurprisingly, the interview conversation did not occur linerally, 

as humans do not tell stories with book ends. Haley spoke about the topics and 

experiences as she desired. Therefore, the primary researcher listened as Haley spoke, 

encouraging her to lead the process and then worked across data collection periods to 

piece together Haley’s story- purposefully integrating extensive quotes from differing 

interviews to provide rich descriptions of her experiences, as a story she intended to tell. 

Data were organized by categories and themes, first using in vivo coding that was 

further examined under the widened context of the theoretical framework using CDA. 

Haley’s exact language in her responses is directly quoted, as the use of rich narrative 
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adds detailed and powerful information, which is essential when using this method 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Further, all names and places in the story have been 

deidentified by use of pseudonyms, with the exception of when Haley referred to me as 

Ashley or Ms. Stride. Analysis of the data revealed three themes: (a) abuse of power 

interactions, (b) supportive interactions, and (c) building student-teacher relationships.  

Abuse of Power Interactions 

 Within this theme, four primary categories emerged: (a) student–school staff 

interactions, (b) student–mental health provider interactions, (c) student-peer interactions, 

and (d) student-self interactions.  

 

 

Figure 4. Data display of abuse of power findings. 
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Student–School Staff Interactions 

The following patterns of abuse of power interactions with school staff emerged 

from the data analysis process across interview topics, art journal responses, and letter 

writing: dehumanized through public shaming, differential allocation of discipline, abuse 

of teacher privilege, and maintaining status quo over student need. Haley described 

interactions in which she experienced stigmatization and marginalization through acts of 

social control and dominance. School staff dehumanized her and other students with 

public shaming, allocated discipline based on social status of students, abused authority 

privilege by labeling and writing students off, and defended their professional identity 

and position as appointed authorities in the interest of maintaining status quo over student 

need.  

Dehumanized Through Public Shaming. Haley described many of her K-12 

public school teachers as “so obviously miserable” that they “hate their job and hate 

kids,” and said it was clear that “they’re not enjoying themselves.” Haley questioned 

these teachers, “What are you doing here? Why are you a teacher and when did it all go 

wrong for you? Who hurt you? What was the last straw?” 

For example, Haley spoke about Ms. Wallace, her second-grade teacher, as “a 

fucking bitch, dude,” “evil,” “a psychopath,” “a narcissist,” “fucking crazy,” and “insane, 

bro.” Haley continued that Ms. Wallace “made so many kids cry all the time” and Haley 

questioned, “Who am I to you? [both laughing] I know you’re not here for the paycheck, 

so I can’t figure it out.” Haley stated that Ms. Wallace “would constantly make fun of me 

for being stupid and shit.” Haley described herself as not having “a brain that’s built for 
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book smart stuff,” “not good at math,” “not good at history or remembering dates,” and 

“my brain doesn’t work like that [traditional academic learning].” In turn, Ms. Wallace 

would  

make fun of me, especially with math stuff, ‘cause I would be counting on my 

fingers or making tally marks on my paper, and she would just openly make fun 

of me in front of the entire class and basically call me a dumbass without saying it 

[laughing]. 

Another “fucked up” situation that Haley said she would “always remember” was 

when Ms. Wallace made an autistic student sit in a “fucking cardboard box ‘cause he was 

acting out and stuff . . . she made him get in a box . . . it was really fucked up, she was 

just like that kind of lady, she was just fucked up.”  

In Ms. Wallace’s classroom environment, the “vibe was nowhere to be found.” It 

was “shitty,” “terrible,” and “just sucked the life out of everything.” Ms. Wallace “had 

quite the distaste for us” and “didn’t ever care to address anyone as a person or ask how 

they were doing.” Rather, “it was like, ‘Come into my classroom and be quiet and do the 

assignment or we’re going to have a problem.’” It was a “boot camp” and Haley 

recommended to “just steer clear away from that one [laughing]. I give it a one star out of 

five.” Ms. Wallace “was really evil to a lot of students” and “yelled a lot.” Haley 

continued, “I don’t think you should really ever be yelling at elementary school kids 

unless they’re killing someone or something. I don’t know, man, like, save it for 

something serious.” Ms. Wallace “would yell all the time, like, all the time at all of us, 

and just say mean things, and poor fucking [autistic peer] had to sit in a box. What the 
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fuck?” Ms. Wallace also “accused me of stealing shit from her, like, ‘Hey, girl, you know 

that’s fucked up, just ‘cause I’m poor doesn’t mean I’m stealing things from you.’ I don’t 

know, she just made me feel like a little bitch baby.” Ms. Wallace would also be that 

“type of hoe” that would say, “‘Let’s make Valentines for your parents’ and then if 

somebody’s turned out in a way she didn’t like, she’s like, ‘This is ugly. Let’s try again.’ 

That was her personality, dead ass.” Haley also spoke about a “bold” peer, “Lindsay,” 

who was “using big-boy curse words in elementary school.” Haley knew the words but 

“wouldn’t have said those to the teacher.”  

Lindsay straight up cursed out Ms. Wallace one time [and] was just like “Fuck 

you, bitch” [squeaky voice] and just left the classroom, and we were like 

[gasping; laughing]. It was so hard. Big ups to that girl, for real. That’s raw. 

Haley stated that, in general, her elementary school teachers made her “feel like a 

bad kid” and “had an issue with [her].” Haley described how these teachers would engage 

in “public shaming shit” like making her “walk laps at recess or go sit in the hallway 

while everyone does this fun thing. It’s like, what the fuck? Am I a dog?” Haley “hated” 

having to “walk laps around the blacktop at recess.” Haley said that was “the one part of 

the day that elementary schoolers get to let loose and you’re taking that away. I think 

that’s kind of fucked up.” Also, the “public embarrassment, just making me feel lesser 

than for some reason.” The same teachers would “constantly” write “rude-ass shit” on 

Haley’s report card, stating that she had “behavioral issues” and “could never sit still or 

be quiet.” However, the teachers would never actually talk to Haley about it other than 

“correcting” her in front of the whole class. Haley continued, “I just never felt like 
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anyone cared about me as a person. None of my teachers would ever be like, ‘Are you 

okay?’ or like, ‘What’s going on with you?’” but “they would discipline me or write 

notes about me or be like, ‘Go walk in the hallway.’” Haley emphasized that “elementary 

schoolers are way smarter than people think they are” and “are fully conscious of what 

you [adults] are saying about them,” which included an awareness of “your mannerisms 

and your body language.” She continued that “if you can feel fat in a swimsuit in sixth 

grade, you can tell when your fucking teacher thinks you’re a piece of shit. You know 

what I mean?”  

Haley also spoke about another “rough teacher” in elementary school and 

mentioned her third-grade teacher, who was “always being so mean to me about some 

random shit, like she would always give me a red card.”  

She had one of those systems in her classroom where she would take out a red 

card and put it in your name slot if you were talking too much. At the front of the 

class she would change your name to a yellow card, and she would watch you, 

and you would say one more thing and she would, like, change it to a red card, 

and that meant she would call your parents later. I was like, “I don’t give a fuck” 

[laughing]. I was like, “Go ahead.”  

 Haley spoke about Mr. Bernard, a high school teacher who “hated my guts, hated 

that I existed [laughing]” and thought that she was “an abomination of a human being.” 

Haley described a time when he “ripped up my paper in front of the whole class ‘cause 

he’s a piece of shit.” It was the first project Haley had done all quarter, and she thought 

“it was an art thing and I was like, okay, I can do an art thing, whatever.” Haley 
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completed the assignment but forgot to put her name on it, and Mr. Bernard “had this 

psycho anal rule about writing your name on everything [sigh].” After she turned in the 

assignment, one day Mr. Bernard held Haley’s work up in front of the class and asked, 

“Whose beautiful piece of art is this? [snotty voice]” and Haley replied, “Oh, it’s mine, 

thanks [high-pitched bashful voice].” Then, Mr. Bernard “just ripped it up and he was 

like, ‘Too bad you didn’t put your name on it, such a shame that I have to give you a zero 

for this assignment.’” Right then, after having “spent so long on that piece of art,” Haley 

“was like, ‘Fuck this.’ I was like, ‘Fuck school.’ I was like, ‘Fuck this.’ I was like, ‘I 

can’t do anything right.’ I remember just being like, ‘No, I’m done,’ in that moment. I 

was, like, so over it. I was like, “Nope!’ [laughing].” 

 There was another high school teacher, Ms. Martin, whose name was brought up, 

and Haley stated, “I’m literally getting irritated just thinking about her.” Haley continued 

to explain how Ms. Martin was “just a vibe killer, dog” and “just weird as fuck, dog,” 

“has a shitty personality,” and “has screws loose, like seriously. She’s not okay.” Haley 

continued that Ms. Martin was “just some washed-up mean-ass bitch [laughing]” and that 

Ms. Martin’s “opinion literally doesn’t mean anything, but I didn’t know that in high 

school.” Ms. Martin “would make you feel stupid, call you out in front of the whole class, 

[and] talk shit about her students to their friends when they were absent.” Haley said she 

would “never forget that moment” when Ms. Martin made the whole class come in early 

to school one day and projected a single slide that said “Stop disappointing me and get 

your shit together.” Haley stated,  
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I didn’t feel like I like had a teacher actively, you know what I mean? I just felt 

like she was there. Kind of felt like, she would do these fucking bullshit-ass five-

minute meditations at the beginning of class, and it was all so fake. It’s like dude, 

you’re a bitch. What do you mean, five-minute meditation? Fuck off with that 

shit, it’s ridiculous. Why don’t you meditate, Ms. Martin? You can fucking use it. 

 Ms. Martin was “classic playing favorites,” “it was really obvious” and “so over 

the top.” Haley said that “it wasn’t just in anyone’s head, that was the first thing people 

would say about her.” Ms. Martin favored “the girls that could draw hyper-realistic shit, 

like, she was so about it. She was just like, ‘You guys’ [high-pitched voice], and she 

would try to be the weird cool hip mom personality.” Ms. Martin “literally would love on 

those students.”  

[Ms. Martin would] be like, “Guys, what are we getting into this weekend” to the 

ones that she liked. It was so cringe to watch. I’m so glad she didn’t like me 

‘cause I would not put up with that shit, high key. I would be like, “Bitch, I don’t 

know why you’re talking to me” [laughing]. 

Ms. Martin “had favorites out the ass” and “was just generally really rude to me and [my 

friends].” She “hated all of us” and “hated our art.”  

She would always glom onto these people that she thought their art was good and 

talk to them for an hour and a half during class and then never talk to us, unless 

she was, like, saying some snarky-ass shit [laughing]. 

Ms. Martin was “condescending” and “would constantly come up to us and be like, ‘I just 

don’t see where this is going. I’ll check back in’ [snotty voice; laughing]. Okay, I’d rather 
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you didn’t, but . . .”  Haley continued, “It just felt like not a teacher. It felt more like this 

mean girl that we had to deal with while we were making art ‘cause she would just say 

rude shit.” 

 Haley described how Ms. Martin targeted Haley’s best friend, Anna, “all the time. 

In front of the whole class.” In a sarcastic tone, Haley commented, “That’s how you form 

really meaningful relationships with your students. Create healthy boundaries, high 

expectations [laughing].” Haley brought up when Ms. Martin was “super terrible” to 

Anna: 

[Anna] was having a panic attack in the bathroom and Ms. Martin just was such a 

fucking bitch. She walked in the bathroom like four times and was like, “Anna, 

you have five more minutes, five more minutes and you have to do your 

presentation or I’m giving you a zero,” [snarky voice] or something like that. I 

was like, “You’re not helping. Who allows people like that to be teachers, dog?”  

Haley stated that Anna was always Ms. Martin’s “butt of the joke in the class.” Another 

time, Anna was late to depart for a field trip and Ms. Martin “instantly was just talking 

shit about Anna on the bus” by “saying, ‘Hmmmm, anyone wanna guess why Anna’s not 

here’ [and] ‘I’m gonna give Anna five more minutes, but pretty sure we all know that 

she’s not going to show up’ [snotty voice] and shit like that like to all these people.” As 

the person who had just tried to get Anna out of bed by throwing rocks at her window, 

Haley was “just sitting there like, ‘The fuck?’ I was like, ‘Ew. I don’t like this.’ I was 

like, ‘This is not cute behavior. It’s really not.’ I’m just like, ‘I’m literally right here’ 
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[laughing]. Like, the fuck? Stupid bitch.” Ms. Martin was “constantly” singling out Anna, 

and Haley “could literally come up with 100 different examples.” 

[When Anna] would be absent, she’s like, “Hmm, convenient that Anna is absent 

today when she needs to clean her entire workspace” [snarky, condescending 

voice], [and] “Oh, looks like Anna’s on her phone, everybody. Let’s wait for 

Anna to finish sending her text so we can continue with the morning warm-up” 

[snarky, condescending voice]. Things like that. Like, it’s not funny. 

Haley stated, “I hated her and I made it clear that I hated her.” Haley continued that she 

“could have maybe had a relationship with her, but I really didn’t like the way that she 

treated my friends.” Haley would just give Ms. Martin “her energy back, ‘cause she 

would say some condescending, rude-ass shit.” Haley said she was “not gonna be like, 

‘Alright!’ [high-pitched voice], ‘Okay, anything else’ [monotone voice].” Haley 

continued, “It’s crossing a boundary and you shouldn’t make fun of your students.”  

Haley reported that Ms. Martin would constantly “talk to another student about 

other students that are in the classroom,” like this “fucked-up” time when she made a 

“homophobic” comment in response to flirting, when she said, “I don’t mind people 

finding relationships in high school and stuff like that, but I just don’t tolerate this in my 

classroom [snarky voice].” Haley brought up that Ms. Martin would always say “Not 

cool, guys” in response to what she deemed inappropriate: 

She would always say that shit, dog. So we were kind of clowning on her. She 

should always be like, “Not cool, guys” [snarky voice; both laughing]. We’re like, 
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“Not cool,” I would look at Anna all the time in that era of our lives and I’d be 

like, “Not cool [snarky voice; laughing]. Not cool.” 

Haley wrote the following reflection letter in response to the prompt “Write a 

letter to Ms. Martin. What does she need to know to be a better influence? What do you 

wish you could have told her back then?” 

Dear Mrs. M, 

I’m writing this letter because you need to know that your words hold 

power and your actions have consequences. Kindness, empathy, and patience go 

much further than cattiness, petty attitudes, and playing favorites. Your art 

classroom has never felt like a safe (or welcoming) place for me or any of my 

friends. We don’t meet your standard of “realistic art” and therefore you don’t 

give a shit about us or anything we’re doing. 

If you think it isn’t painfully obvious that you have favorites, like other 

students better than us, and monopolize your time with those that you arbitrarily 

deem more valuable than others, you’re sorely mistaken. High schoolers are 

human beings too, and we can tell when someone is fake, ill-intentioned, burned 

out, or just plain doesn’t care. To be honest, you fit right into most of these 

categories. 

What changed? I’m sure when you started teaching you saw the value in 

educating all adolescents—uplifting students and helping them find their voice 

through art. So, what changed? Are you just too tired to give a fuck about the 

student’s whose art doesn’t fit your personal tastes? Are you too good to associate 
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with students that don’t have a similar background to you? What has made you 

into this bitter, hurtful version of your former self? Regardless of what it is, I 

suggest you take a long break from being around children and in the classroom. 

You made me and my friends feel small, unimportant, like failures. I never had to 

ask if you believed in me because I could tell you didn’t. On this long break away 

from students and vulnerable minds, you should consider why you decided to 

become a teacher in the first place. Do you even like children anymore? If so- 

think about the fact that you have a responsibility to extend yourself in the same 

way (or individualized ways with the same level of support) to each and every 

student you come in contact with. Your words can hurt and your actions have 

consequences. Think about this before returning to work with children. 

Differential Allocation of Discipline. When Haley described another high school 

teacher, Mr. Bender, she said, “Dead ass, I have never respected anyone less.” She 

continued that “he picked on me because I wasn’t a cool kid and it made him look cool in 

front of the cool kids.” Mr. Bender “wanted to always kiki [gossip] with the students and 

joke with them and be the cool teacher,” and “it would always be with the most popular 

kids.” Haley stated, “I was not popular in high school, obviously, like, that’s very 

obvious [laughing]. I was the druggie weirdo that people were fucking terrified of, so I 

didn’t matter to his social scheme.” Haley emphasized that Mr. Bender “was making fun 

of one of his students to look cool in front of other specific students that had a better 

social standing than me” and “even as a 16/17-year-old, I knew how fucking insane that 

was and I had no respect for him at all.” Mr. Bender also targeted another one of Haley’s 
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friends, Daniel. Mr. Bender was “relentless” with Daniel, was “so mean to him too,” and 

“was probably worse with him than me.” Haley described Daniel and herself as “the 

weird druggie kids in our class. The kids that obviously held no social standing ‘cause 

nobody even looked at us or acknowledged that we were alive [laughing].” Mr. Bender 

“would target us because we weren’t as popular as everyone else and they [popular peers] 

would think that it was funny.” 

Haley described a specific time when Mr. Bender gave her detention. Haley’s 

grandma had passed away, so she asked Mr. Bender to sign her absence form for the 

week that she would be out of school. Mr. Bender’s response was, “Oh, you’re gonna be 

gone for a week, oh, we’ll see who decides that [snarky voice].” 

[Haley] literally was like, “This is for my fucking grandma’s funeral. Honestly, 

fuck you.” That’s what I said to him. I was loud enough for everyone to hear it, 

‘cause he said the original thing loud enough for everyone to hear it, ‘cause he 

was trying to impress everyone. 

Then, Mr. Bender “was like, ‘See me after class,’ and I was like, ‘Okay,’ and he gave me 

detention.” Haley thought, “Dude, it’s so fucked up that he’s allowed to give me 

detention when he made fun of my shit. He should not be allowed to do that.” Haley 

continued: 

So I went to detention and this moth-er-fuck-er [clapping w/syllables] had me 

lining his desks up to a specific tile on his floor. It was four rows of six desks and 

it was a square graph tile floor [and] he would be like, “Line the desks up with 

this square” or whatever, . . . I would do that. I did the whole thing. [Then,] he 
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went back to the beginning and he changed where he wanted them and I had to 

keep doing that. [Researcher: Wow.] This man did that to me after he made fun of 

my shit and he knew that my grandma just died the day before, like, he did that to 

me and he knew that my grandma just died. 

Abuse of Teacher Privilege. Most teachers “didn’t care enough to try” to meet 

Haley’s mental health needs and were quick to “label” students and “write students off.” 

Haley described having “teachers that were on the empathy level” with her and teachers 

that “really felt for me and were like, ‘Damn, this girl’s in a really bad situation,’ like 

they could tell that I was not okay, but it never went further than that ever for most of my 

teachers.” Haley continued that “there was a lot of teachers that knew I was, like, down 

bad, like, down atrocious, and was, like, on drugs, and they didn’t care.” Haley stated: 

Teachers knew that I was not really doing well, but they didn’t care enough to 

actually talk to me about it, [and] that always made me feel like my teachers 

didn’t like me, but also made me feel like they didn’t think that they could get 

through to me or they just didn’t care enough to try with me. I would be like, 

“Okay, cool, they just already think I’m a piece of shit.” 

 Other teachers would “make light of the situation” by saying things like “I don’t 

want you arrested this weekend.” Haley stated, “I knew that I was a shitty kid or was 

going through shit . . . [Mr. McGinny] thought it was funny or thought it was 

inconsequential, and I was just like, ‘Trueeee . . . okay, I’m just this kid struggling and I 

guess it doesn’t matter.’” She continued: 
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I just felt like it was a joke to most of my teachers, to be honest. Like the ones that 

like would be like, “Haley, nice of you to show up this week,” [condescending 

voice] or something like that. I’d be like, “Alright bet, this is a joke to you. Cool.”  

Haley elaborated: 

I don’t know how to explain how unsettling that was even at the time for me, like, 

I was aware of that and it unsettled me. I was not coming to school and on hard 

drugs, and then I would come to school and it’s a joke to my teachers and they 

actually don’t care, and a lot of them knew that I was on drugs and they just didn’t 

care, which still doesn’t sit right with me. 

Often, Haley “would be in the office and [she] wouldn’t really even know why.” 

This made her feel like her “teachers didn’t care enough to have a conversation” with her 

and it made it seem like teachers were “just snitching” on her to the principal. Haley’s 

thoughts were “Fuck you guys . . . They’re snitches. They hate me. This is fucked up.” 

[attitude voice; laughing]. Haley felt like teachers “didn’t actually really give a fuck if I 

was in their class or not, like they didn’t actually care. They were just doing their 

protocol or whatever.” 

Haley made the point that teachers were quick to “label” students and “write 

students off” without making the connection between mental health and behavior. She 

stated that “just ‘cause you [teacher] don’t struggle with mental health doesn’t mean your 

students don’t struggle with mental health,” and that “teachers assume that kids couldn’t 

be having, like, real life experiences that are affecting them in a way that affects their 

performance in the classroom.” Haley passionately continued:  
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These are human beings, like, these are actual human beings. People forget that 

high schoolers are adults, like, they’re not adults but they function as adults and 

they have feelings like adults and they have complicated emotions and complex 

feelings about things and opinions and situations affect them really severely in the 

same way that they would affect an adult, and a lot of kids go through fucked-up 

shit, like really fucked-up shit, and for some reason teachers, a lot of teachers, just 

don’t believe that or forget that or have never gone through something. I don’t 

know what it is, but a lot of teachers, genuinely I feel, don’t believe that a kid 

could be going through something so awful and traumatic that it’s like rendering 

them completely useless in the classroom or in an educational environment and 

that’s not their fault at all. I really don’t think teachers consider that or care 

enough to try to dig into that when it is happening, which is a really big shame to 

me. 

Haley specified that schools “are so quick to classify a behavior for no fucking 

reason” and label “this kid’s a troublemaker or this kid’s lazy [and] let’s just characterize 

someone based off of two weeks with them and not knowing anything about what’s going 

on in their life [sarcastic tone].” Haley went on to describe a high school principal who 

“has a book of all the kids, and he writes adjectives next to their names, and sometimes 

they’re so terrible, like, there’s this one kid named Ethan and he wrote ‘lazy’ next to 

him.” Haley stated that Ethan was “not lazy, his mom died a year ago and he takes care of 

his younger siblings ‘cause his dad’s a deadbeat and [Ethan] literally is suicidal 

[awkward laugh], like, the principal wrote ‘lazy’ next to his name.” She continued, “I 
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mean, seriously, it is dehumanizing.” Haley emphasized that “a lot of teachers also make 

mental health assumptions without having a conversation with their students.” She stated: 

As far as the people who were disciplining me in high school goes, I felt just very 

talked down to a lot and I don’t even know, like, judged, just a very judgmental 

vibe and lots of give up vibes. Lots of teachers just 100% didn’t try at all. Just 

didn’t try. Which is shitty. 

Haley emphasized that teachers thinking they had students “pinned” as “lazy” or 

having “written them off” was “an excuse for low expectations,” with the teacher’s 

thought being, “Oh, this kid’s lazy. He’s not going to do the work anyway, so I’m not 

even going to try with him.” According to her, this was “what teachers do all the time, is 

write kids off because they’re difficult or they take more of their time.” Haley continued 

that teachers who chose to ignore a student who was “not working, not participating in 

class, [and] not paying attention” in favor of “sit[ting] over at [their] desk and 

respond[ing] to emails” were the ones that were “lazy as fuck.” She said that type of 

teacher was a “shitty person if [they] just write that kid off as like lazy or whatever, like, 

it is [their] fucking job to get up and go talk to that kid and see what’s going on.” It was 

the “teachers not giving a fuck about the one kid in the corner who’s not doing the work. 

It’s like, ‘Hey, maybe go talk to them’ [laughing]. Like, what the literal fuck?” Haley 

elaborated: 

Adults forget that, like, they don’t have all the information. It’s like, “Oh, I can 

totally pin this kid for what he is. I’ve been a teacher for 30 years. I know this kid 

when I see him.” And it’s like, “No, you fucking don’t.” You don’t know 
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anything about this kid, that’s the whole point is that every person is an individual 

and they have a different experience and it’s your job to find out why they are the 

way they are, why they operate that way, how you can help them function in a 

way that works for them. That is literally your job. And if you get lazy, you’re the 

lazy one, as a teacher, if you’re pinning a kid as lazy. It’s like, that is such a lazy 

mindset, like, oh, okay, this kid’s lazy ‘cause he’s not doing his work. This kid’s a 

troublemaker because he’s acting out. This kid is whatever, he’s annoying 

because he just talks all the time during class. It’s like you don’t have the 

answers. Teachers act all the time like, “Oh, that’s the type of kid this person is.” 

Even if you have them for a whole god damn semester, unless you have a 

conversation with them and you know their backstory and you know what’s going 

on in their life, you do not know what kind of kid that person is, and I hate that 

attitude. 

 Haley spoke about how labeling and writing kids off further continued in the form 

of break room gossip, and how teachers “for the past two years in faculty situations with 

me have felt comfortable talking shit about their students.” She asked, “What the fuck are 

you doing? Why is this so normalized?” She continued that “a lot of my field instructors 

and cooperating teachers would be like ‘Ugh, yeah, [student’s] a handful,’ and I’m like, 

‘You’re a fucking handful, bitch [laughing]. Like, don’t talk about your students.’ Like, 

are you serious?” Haley elaborated that “it’s always made me so so so uncomfortable 

when adults discuss children in that context. It makes me so uncomfortable.” She 

described an elementary teacher who “would go the fuck off about her students” and 
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Haley “would just be sitting there like looking at her.” Haley “would never participate 

[and] would just sit there” and question, “Whyyyy? You’re comfortable with this and I’m 

literally so confused [banging on desk]! They’re fucking six-year-olds!” Haley described 

these gossipy teachers as “really good at being fake empathetic” and saying things like 

“Oh, it’s really sad what they have going on, right? [snotty baby talk voice].” However, 

she added, 

It’s like they don’t actually think about it for five minutes outside of that comment 

[and] go back to eating [their] salads and Coca-Cola. Then they’re back to calling 

[students] lazy and shit, [and] it’s just like they don’t actually care. They don’t 

actually have empathy to the situation. 

Haley stated that maybe these teachers “had empathy at some point or wanted to help 

kids,” but had become “too comfortable in thinking that [they] have all the answers.” 

Further, Haley said that when she was in high school, “just based on just the attitude that 

I would get from teachers sometimes, I felt like they knew of me before knowing me.” 

She emphasized “how gross and gossipy is it that teachers talk shit like that about 

students.” She brought up how Mr. Bernard “hated me the second that I was in his class. 

He had definitely had some sort of conversation about me with someone I don’t know. 

But he, off the bat, just really didn’t like me.” She thought teachers were probably saying, 

“Oh, Haley, she’s a druggie. She’s a junkie or she’s lazy. Whatever. They probably said 

all that shit about me. That’s probably why all my teachers hated me.” She continued, 

“It’s evil and that’s exactly what was probably happening to me in high school.” 
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Haley questioned teachers, saying, “It’s like, a kid who is difficult to work with 

and doesn’t bend to your authority is all of a sudden a terrible student and a bad kid and 

can’t do anything, it’s like, hmmm, how true is that, really?” Haley brought up Ms. 

Wallace as an example of “a really privileged woman [who] had no experience with 

people that weren’t like her or like immediate family, and she had no patience or 

tolerance for anything that wasn’t normal or acceptable to her.” Haley pointed out that 

this lack of tolerance for outsiders was “a really poor place to start as a teacher 

[laughing]. I think you’re probably gonna go wrong from there.”  

Further, teacher privilege was apparent in discrepancies between teacher 

expectations of students and the teacher’s own behavior. For example, Haley described 

Mr. Bender as “intense” and “overly emotional,” saying he would “get visibly emotional 

like past a boundary [and] it was definitely way too frequently.” He “would randomly 

start crying” and would “freak the fuck out on our entire class.” One time, Mr. Bender 

had been set off by a student who had made a comment toward him and “he flipped shit 

on our class [and] everyone was scared, like everyone was scared of him in that moment, 

even the popular kids that kikied with him. Everyone was afraid of him in that moment.” 

Haley emphasized that “as a teacher, you can’t break down when someone’s mean to 

you, like, are you fucking serious?” 

 Maintaining Status Quo over Student Need. School staff were also in defense 

of their professional identity and position as appointed authorities, often putting protocols 

and accolades before student need. Haley compared Ms. Martin, who was “intimidated” 
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by the kids she was actively stigmatizing, to a “chihuahua” who was “mean because 

they’re scared [laughing].” Haley continued:  

They [chihuahuas] are terrified, it’s their defense mechanism, just like Ms. Martin 

does not want to step to me. She’s terrified, but it’s a defense mechanism. She’s 

scared of the kids that smell like weed and are vaping in the back of her classroom 

[laughing]. Her voice is shaking and she’s like “Get the fuck out!” [high-pitched 

voice; laughing]. 

Haley stated that the “funniest part” was that Ms. Martin “thinks she’s vicious,” but when 

she got up in front of the class, “She’s like, ‘Okay guys, so today’ [quiet, shaky voice] 

and her voice is like shaking [laughing] and I’m like, ‘How are you so mean and so 

scared at the same time?’ It’s crazy. It’s unbelievable. It’s like, pick a fucking struggle.” 

 Haley also described her high school administrator, Principal Park, as putting 

policies and accolades over student needs. He was “the vibe of that kind of principal 

that’s there to get funding, make sure that grades are good, standardized tests are good, 

and everyone’s getting into the governors show and scholastic awards. It’s like fuck the 

students, lowkey [laughing].” Haley contrasted the previous administrator, Principal 

Adams, who “was worried about the students,” while Principal Park was more “worried 

about the statistics or standards.” Principal Park was also interested in “micromanaging” 

students, which was apparent in his policies: “like, immediately everyone eats lunch in 

the cafeteria [angry boss voice]” when students were previously free to eat anywhere in 

the school. Principal Park even further implemented control by directing a “Segway lady” 

to “toot toot her way around the science hall on her Segway to make sure no one was 
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eating lunch in the hallways, which was just insane.” Haley “had a lot of run-ins with 

her” and “she was really mean to me. She really didn’t like me.” Haley continued that 

“people [the student body] literally made hate accounts on Twitter, and they’re like, 

‘Fuck Dr. Park’ [deep voice].”  

Haley further communicated on abuse of power interactions in schools in Figure 5 

in which her artwork aligned with her rich description. Haley continued to describe 

school authority as “micromanaging,” “controlling,” “jarring,” and “lacking chill vibes” 

when speaking about the meaning behind her artwork on the topic. The layout of the two-

page spread represented “authority on the left vs the push against authority on the right.” 

For example, the repeated “No” on the left side illustrated how school authority are quick 

to deny students wants and needs in order to maintain the status quo and their 

overarching power, while giving little thought as to what would actually help students.  

 



96 
 

 

Denotative (in vivo) Connotative (in vivo) Critical (CDA) 
Big figure on left side Overarching 

Dr. Park-type guy 
 

Abuse of power 
Dominance 
Social control 
Status quo over 

student need 

Repeated “No” on left side Saying no to what students want, 
what students say that they 
need, what students say is 
important to them 

Repeated no as opposed to really 
giving a reason or giving 
thought to what students say 
that they need and assert that 
they need, what would make 
them feel better 

Authority just exercising power 
because they can and think 
they should be 

 
Images that remind me of 

Corrine’s bedroom on right 
side 

She was the ultimate struggle 
against authority 

Us pushing our ideals out 
despite being told no over and 
over again and fighting 
against that authority 

 

Deviance as a social 
construct 

Figure 5. Haley’s artwork on authority in schools. 
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Student–Mental Health Provider Interactions 

The following patterns of abuse of power interactions with mental health 

providers emerged from the data analysis process across interview topics and art journal 

responses: dehumanized through public shaming, dominated by use of force, and the 

abusive, for-profit troubled teen industry. Haley described interactions in which she 

experienced stigmatization and marginalization through acts of social control and 

dominance. Mental health providers dehumanized her and other teens at the dual-

diagnosis inpatient hospital with public shaming and dominated them through force by 

overusing sedative shots. Further, Haley discussed the implications of the abusive 

institution of the for-profit troubled teen industry. 

Dehumanized Through Public Shaming. Haley described “one of the lowest 

moments of my entire life” as having “a staff member, when I was initially put into 

inpatient, when I was literally withdrawing off heroin, make fun of me for withdrawing,” 

and added that “they said it in front of other staff members too”: 

It was like, when people are, like, “What was the worst moment of your life?” I 

don’t know if anyone’s asked that question before, but that’s kind of one of the 

moments I think of, and that was in an inpatient facility, because of a staff 

member being blatantly evil to me for no reason, like, a child. 

Haley continued: 

I was throwing up all throughout the entire night. I couldn’t stop throwing up. My 

body was shaking and I was sobbing while I was throwing up. I hurt so bad. I just 

felt like shit and I couldn’t, like, talk to anyone, and I couldn’t do anything to 
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distract myself, and I was throwing up and crying . . . I was literally curled over 

the toilet crying and throwing up, and they [staff] were like, “Get it together. You 

sound like a baby,” and “No one wants to hear that,” something along the lines of, 

like, definitely got called a baby, [and] I just remember being like, “Holy shit, I 

wish I was dead right now.” I could literally, that was the peak moment of that in 

my life, holy shit, I wish I was dead. Literally, that was like the worst moment 

ever. I was like, “You’re gonna make fun of me right now?” I was like, “You’re 

gonna fucking make fun of me?” Oh god, I still get so mad thinking about that 

moment, and then all you can do is cry harder when someone says something like 

that to you. 

Further, Haley continued that inpatient staff “were really, really, really, really weird 

about the phones” and “would just hang the phone up for you” after 10 minutes. “They 

wouldn’t just be like, ‘Okay, finish.’ They would just take the phone out of your hands. 

Like what the fuck?” 

Dominated by Use of Force. Haley spoke about how inpatient hospital staff 

“way overused” what was termed a “code six” situation, in which teens were “shot with 

sedatives” and would “wake up in a padlocked cell room just wide enough for your 

body.” Haley continued: 

A code six would be called on the unit twice a day where they would hold down a 

child and sedate them and then throw them in these little cell rooms. I’m not 

kidding when I say the room was as long as my body and as wide as like this 

[holds hands to sides of body], and there was only a mattress pad on the floor, and 
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they would lay your body on it, and there’s only enough room for your body in 

the room, and the door is padlocked shut with bolted locks. 

Haley spoke of a time when “they literally held me down and shot me with a sedative and 

I woke up in a tiny fucking room.” 

I had a panic attack because someone stole my fucking pen from me when I was 

in the middle of writing my parents a letter, and it was a long letter. I spent a long 

time on it, and one of the fucking people, the staff, were like, “Oh, we’re 

switching whatever, give me your pen,” and I was like, “No,” I was like, “I want 

to finish writing my letter in the same ink color.” It was a very specific ink color 

and feel of pen, and this motherfucker was like, “I’ll hold on to it for you,” and he 

fought me at every fucking turn with this for no reason when he could have 

helped me out. I was willing to give him the pen if he was gonna give it back to 

me and let me finish my letter. It was so fucking annoying and I started getting 

really, really mad. I didn’t touch him. I didn’t come at him in any way at all. I was 

freaking out ‘cause when I get pissed off I get upset and I cry, which is 

embarrassing, but I cry when I’m really pissed off, and that’s what was happening 

and I started panicking. I was like, “I don’t understand why you won’t let me have 

the pen,” and I was like really, really fucking pissed, and he called a code six on 

me, and they sedated me, and I remember them coming at me, and I remember 

realizing what was about to happen to me, and then I was on the floor and then I 

woke up on a mattress pad. I literally didn’t do anything to deserve that. I 

seriously didn’t, [and] it’s just very easy for them to do that [abuse power] and not 
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even think about it. You know what I mean? For that guy to code six me over 

crying because I’m pissed about a pen. Like, you have to sedate me for that, like, 

really [laughing]? Jesus. 

Abusive, For-Profit Troubled Teen Industry. Haley spoke about the “troubled 

teen industry” being a “for-profit industry” and how “a lot of inpatient facilities fall into 

really bad habits” and “lose sight of helping the kids,” including other “for-profit 

industries, especially boarding schools and reform schools.” Haley also brought up the 

lack of options for help: 

There’s a few things that really do not sit right with me about my experience 

there. Just in general, but I needed to go. I mean, my parents didn’t have an 

option. They didn’t, and that’s the problem with the troubled teen industry, you 

know what I mean? What are parents supposed to do? They have to look for help 

if they can’t help, and then it’s like you have to trust these institutions that are 

abusive. It’s fucked up.  

Haley reflected on her inpatient hospital experiences. “Looking back on certain 

things that happened to me in inpatient facilities, it feels really wrong.” She mentioned 

that “as someone who loves and cares about children and wants to protect them, I feel 

really bad for child me and a lot of the situations I was in.” She continued, “Just really 

inappropriate behavior and things that were not okay happened to me there.” Haley 

described some of this inappropriate behavior:  

One staff member that worked at [psychiatric hospital], specifically. He hit on me. 

He said something sexual to me, and he’s one of the staff members that had to 
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check rooms all night, like every ten minutes, and I remember one night I just 

stayed up all night ‘cause I felt scared that he was gonna do something to me. 

Isn’t that fucked up? 

Student-Peer Interactions 

The following pattern of abuse of power interactions with peers emerged from the 

data analysis process across interview topics and art journal responses: classism and 

social isolation. Haley described interactions with peers in which she experienced 

stigmatization and marginalization through acts of social control and dominance. Peers 

isolated Haley as an outcast through classism and social isolation. 

Classism and Social Isolation. Haley spoke about how she “didn’t have that 

many friends in elementary school.” She described how the “class factor really added to 

that [and] people didn’t give me a chance because of the way that I looked.” Haley 

described herself as “weird” in elementary school and said that “not having the 

Abercrombie T-shirt going on and all of that, I think, really added to that.” She continued 

that she did “remember more than anything else being made fun of for that kind of shit.” 

She described how there were “definitely a bunch of rich kids” that went to her 

elementary school and it was “one side of the spectrum versus the other.” 

These kids were rude and spoiled and they would just make comments on the 

things I was wearing. I remember ever since I was a tiny kid, like being ingrained 

in my head that you can’t repeat an outfit during a week, ‘cause I remember being 

made fun of for that so many times when I was younger. It’s not cool to wear the 

same thing more than once in a week or something, which is just unbelievable to 
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me. That just wasn’t feasible for me at the time at all. I got made fun of for that a 

lot. 

Teachers never responded to Haley’s peers making fun of her because the peers 

were “sneaky” about it. “It never happened in the middle of a classroom” or when 

everyone was “silent [and] doing our own little activities.” The comments from peers 

would occur in the “hallway lining up or waiting to go into the cafeteria or whatever, you 

know, shit like that.” 

 Haley described having “one friend,” Jessica, in elementary school who “just 

sucked” and “was terrible.” Haley’s parents were friends with Jessica’s parents, “so they 

really wanted us to be friends, but we didn’t get along with each other at all.” Their 

“parents tried to get us to be friends until we no longer went to school together, so that 

also was a shitty thing.” Jessica was “really mean” to Haley “all the time, she was always 

mean to me ever since I can remember.” 

 In middle and high school, peers did not think of Haley as a “person to hang out 

with or be around,” and she “would just seem kind of lame.” She was “not a popular kid, 

people did not like me and people were mean to me.” Haley was not “explicitly bullied,” 

but peers were “mean” to her and would occasionally call her a “freak or something.” 

However, Haley stated that “there was a definitely a specific attitude towards me in high 

school where people wouldn’t even know who I was but they already disliked me.” Haley 

further described this: 

No one would ever say anything to my face, but I remember hearing people’s 

opinions of me through other people. I don’t know, especially senior year when I 
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was like more normal [laughing]. I remember people were becoming friends with 

me being like, “Oh, this person said this about you,” or, like, “This person said 

this about you,” and just being like, “Okay, so that’s how people, like, feel about 

me.” You know what I mean? People felt like I was a bad person, so that’s kind of 

sad and made me feel, like, not welcome there, [and] that would put me off too, 

‘cause also near the end of high school I was trying to be a better person and shit, 

and I feel like I like kinda had my shit a little bit more together, and I think I was 

nice enough, and people just were not having it. People did not fuck with me at 

all. So that was kind of disappointing too, ‘cause I feel like I got my shit together 

a little bit and people just like, people just didn’t fuck with me still. 

Haley described how in high school, “everyone had these packs, and it’s like if you don’t 

like this person, like, we don’t like that person.” She “wholeheartedly believes” that she 

had “wronged enough people that full packs of people were probably like, ‘Yeah, fuck 

that girl’ [laughing], and probably, like, rightfully so.” 

Student-Self Interactions 

The following patterns of abuse of power that affected Haley’s interactions with 

herself emerged from the data analysis process across interview topics and art journal 

responses: internalized student persona, reaction to stigma and marginalization, and 

effects of mental health on learning. As a consequence of stigma and marginalization, 

Haley “internalized” and was reactive to the socially isolating actions she experienced in 

institutional contexts from school staff, peers, and mental health providers. Haley also 
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described how such interactions combined with her emotional disability affected her 

learning. 

Internalized Student Persona. Haley described herself as “annoying,” “stupid,” 

and “unmanageable” in elementary school, “mean” and “shitty” in middle school, and 

“reckless” in high school. “I mean, I had unmedicated ADHD and a whole other slew of 

shit going on in my life, so I was just not a fun student to have [and] they hated me.” 

Haley spoke about how her teachers in elementary school “thought I was unmanageable 

[and] definitely thought I was fucking annoying, ‘cause I was annoying as fuck.” Haley 

brought up Ms. Wallace, the second-grade teacher who “made fun” of her and “yelled a 

lot,” and how Ms. Wallace “just thought I was a dumb kid and she she definitely thought 

that I wasn’t worthy, [and] even as a kid I could get that vibe from her.” She continued 

that elementary school “was overall kind of shitty. I just felt stupid ‘cause my only friend 

actually hated me and no one thought I was cool and I didn’t relate to anyone.” Haley’s 

peers “were just shitty” to her, and she stated, “Maybe I was just annoying, but I 

remember kids making fun of me for what I wore a lot, like, that kind of sticks out to 

me.” In an art journal prompt on class struggle and bullying, Haley again mentioned 

being “annoying” but also “not fitting in,” “wanting to belong,” and wanting “a friend to 

understand and listen to her.” 

Haley further communicated on the impact of abuse of power interactions on the 

self in Figure 6 in which her artwork aligned with her rich description. For example, 

Haley communicated about feeling desparate for someone to care and not feeling like she 
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could find that anywhere, such isolation and loneliness as related to a consequence of 

stigma. 

 

 

Denotative (in vivo) Connotative (in vivo) Critical (CDA) 

Man with the cow in the TV 
Dude bringing flowers 

home 
Dice 
Shitty broken-down house 

Reminds me of my dad being forced to 
appreciate the simple things 

Living through media—our entertainment 
as a family was watching TV—not 
going to Disney World and doing all the 
shit a lot of the kids in my area were 
doing—we had to appreciate the simple 
things and we didn’t have an option for 
that 

Played games together when we were 
spending time together—those were our 
only options 

These represent my more fond memories 
of childhood even though I don’t have 
that many 

Class struggle—unequal 
distribution of resources 
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Brokenness of the class struggle and also 
my parents being gone so much 

 
Beams coming out of the 

eyes of the two kids and 
the leaves 

Me and my sister, we had to use our 
imagination and be together and play 
together 

 

 

Written text  
“Do you want to come 

over” repeated 

Bullying 
Me wanting so desperately to have a 

connection with people at school and 
wanting to fit in and not fitting in 
because of that class struggle and that 
unrelatability  

 

Peer abuse of power—
marginalization, unequal 
class relations, 
isolated—social outcast 

Written text 
“You hurt my feelings but I 

don’t think you really 
care anyways.” 

Directed not only at my classmates but 
also at my parents at the time 

I felt super misunderstood by everyone and 
like my feelings didn’t matter to anyone 
and that I was just an annoyance and a 
burden, and that’s kinda sad but it’s true 

 

Internalizing stigma 

Written text 
“Do you wanna be my 

friend?” 

I was desperate for that feeling of someone 
caring about me and wanting to be 
around me and relating to me and I felt 
like I couldn’t really find that anywhere 

Consequence of stigma—
isolated, loneliness 

Figure 6. Haley’s artwork on class struggle and bullying. 

 

As a middle schooler, Haley described herself as “mean, “shitty,” and “kind of a 

lot.” She spoke about how “it was just expected, I just knew that my teachers wouldn’t 

like me [and] I was never worried about impressing them.” Haley would “cause problems 

in class” by saying “mean things to people out loud” and making “rude comments just, 

like, all the time.” She stated that “if I was my teacher I would’ve hated me too in middle 

school, that’s the truth.”  

In high school, Haley “felt like an outsider” and thought most teachers “would 

rather me be absent.” Haley described how Ms. Martin made her “feel mediocre” and 

how she “already felt mediocre but it kind of was a confirmation.”   
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[Ms. Martin] was always giving me a side eye for something, like I would speak 

too loud or something and she would be like [side eye; laughing]. I’m literally not 

exaggerating either, she literally gave me that look at least 1,000 times in her 

class, just like [side eye; researcher laughing]. I can see it in my head. 

Reaction to Stigma and Marginalization. Haley described “coping” and 

developing a “fuck everybody attitude” from being stigmatized and marginalized: 

It’s like a forever alone, like, me against everyone, like, Rage Against the 

Machine type attitude. I don’t know, like, I wanted to be opposite of everything 

and everyone. I didn’t want to like the cool stuff, and I wanted to be, this was 

middle school especially, I remember wanting to be something. You know, in 

middle school I was a scene kid and I would dye my hair and go to weird shit with 

Anna [laughing] and make little candy bracelets, and I was trying really hard to fit 

into something when I was in middle school. I was trying to be something, I 

guess. It just, like, felt unnatural [laughing]. I don’t know. I think that was a 

coping mechanism, though, from being shunned in elementary school by other 

people and shit, so I definitely found my weirdo loner group in middle school. So 

that was a coping mechanism, I guess, and we all were shitty kids, so that’s 

always a good combo. 

Haley described how she and her friend group “developed a similar attitude from [their] 

very short life experiences [laughing]. We all just had shitty attitudes.” She continued, “It 

was kind of our basis of conversation was like, ‘Look at all these fucking losers,’ we’re 
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like, ‘Everyone is so fucking lame,’ like, ‘Everyone else in this middle school is so 

fucking lame.’” 

Haley spoke about how “I had a bad attitude ‘cause I felt like everyone was out to 

get me even though they weren’t.” Haley said that in eighth-grade science class, she and 

Anna sat at a table with “Johnathan, this fucking football asshole” and “would draw him 

during class and make fun of him while we were sitting there and he would see it.” 

Johnathan “never did anything” to Haley or Anna and “was never mean” to them, but 

they were “sitting there openly making fun of him in science class. That’s what I mean by 

a shitty kid. I was just mean, [and] it’s me doing the thing I disliked in the first place.” 

Haley spoke about how being “mean” and “shitty” to peers that “didn’t deserve it” was a 

“self-defense thing. “It was an unhealthy coping mechanism for me ‘cause I just assumed 

that everyone would hate me.” Haley continued, “I also had a lot going on in my personal 

life and family life and home life all throughout the entirety of all those years.”  

Haley emphasized that “in middle school nobody fucked with me. I didn’t get 

bullied in middle school or high school. People didn’t like me, but I was not bullied 

because people were afraid of me.” Haley described how she was “always there, in the 

building for middle school but never gave a shit about the academics of it and wasn’t 

focused on that or making friends.” Haley continued: 

But god, middle school, what at a time. What a time. I was like, “Yeah, I’m a 

scene girl. I’m a motherfucking scene princess, bitch, get out of my fucking way” 

[high-pitched attitude voice]. I was that kind of bitch, like the get out of my 

fucking way type person, [and] especially in high school, like, nobody wanted to 
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make me upset [laughing]. So I think either the attitude towards me in high school 

was either, like, avoid her completely or, like, some people thought I was nice. I 

guess some people liked me, but it was mostly my friend group that liked me, and 

everyone else avoided me [laughing]. ‘Cause I don’t know, like, yeah, the way 

that I acted in middle school definitely made people avoid me in high school, I 

think, ‘cause I was just mean in middle school. I just didn’t want anyone to talk to 

me. I didn’t want any new friends and I didn’t want, I just like, wasn’t interested, 

I don’t know, in anything anybody had to say, [and] then in high school I wasn’t, 

I don’t know, there were times in high school where I didn’t go that much to high 

school [laughing], and there were times where when I was there, I would just have 

my headphones in the entire day and not talk to, like, anyone except for, like, 

Anna or Callie [other best friend]. 

 In high school, Haley was “reckless,” “did not care,” and had “no regard” for 

herself. Haley described herself as a “little shit” because she “didn’t care about being at 

school” and “was just trying to go to school and get it done with.” She spoke about how 

she “never had a good attitude towards academics” until she “went to college and actually 

cared.” Haley spoke about how her “own life was not good” and how she was “doing 

drugs” and was “completely not thinking about a future” for herself.  

I had definitely tried to kill myself in high school before, but I wouldn’t describe 

it as suicidal more than just so reckless. I was just so fucking reckless and I did 

not care. I literally did not care about the consequences of my actions at all. I did 

not care. I genuinely had no regard for myself in any way, which, it just blows my 
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mind thinking back. It’s mind-blowing to me, ‘cause I would never put myself in 

situations that I had, like, I was just very, very reckless in high school. 

 Haley’s “friends were the ones who actively encouraged” her to be “reckless” and 

that was what her “whole friend group was based around, was just being stupid 

[laughing].” Haley and her friends were always doing “stupid shit” and it was “like being 

in like a little bubble in a way.”  

It was not understanding that my actions would affect my future, and even the 

concept of a future was abstract to me. I think that had something to do with the 

fact that everyone I surrounded myself with, we had this similar attitude and we 

just kind of like fed off of each other’s negative attitudes about the world and 

other people and being alive and all of that stuff. It was just a very negative group 

of people, and I love all these people to this day, genuinely, and I don’t think that 

any of us are this way anymore. That group of people together at the time, that 

was very negative for all of us, and we all fed off of each other, and it just got 

worse and worse. I think we felt like it was okay or something because we were 

all, like, spiraling together in the same way. 

 Haley further communicated on the impact of abuse of power interactions on the 

self in Figure 7 in which her artwork aligned with her rich description. In an art journal 

prompt on Haley’s struggles and challenges growing up, she described herself as 

“angsty” and “all over the place.” She spoke about her class struggles and her family’s 

money difficulties growing up. When reflecting on the piece, Haley thought that it was 
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“depressing” and “sad” because she had gone back into her journal from high school and 

incorporated some of the text into her artwork. 

 

 

Denotative (in vivo) Connotative (in vivo) Critical (CDA) 

Written text 
“How will I know when I’m 

doing the right thing?” 
 

“How will I know when I’m 
coming in to myself?” 

I had a lot of trouble coming 
into myself and loving myself 
because no one made me feel 
really welcomed and 
appreciated and respected for 
a long time growing up 

 

Marginalization 
Lack of belonging 
Isolated 
Written off 
Stigmatization 
Consequences of stigma  
Internalization 

Picture of Frida Kahlo Represented the pain that I went 
through in feeling so 
discarded by everyone around 
me—my teachers, my friends, 
my family even—a lot of 
times I just felt thrown away 
and like I didn’t belong 
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anywhere and I was a burden 
more than anything else 

Coming into myself was such a 
struggle growing up—
believing that I had worth, 
believing that I had a voice 
and something to say that 
mattered was really, really 
hard for me 

 
Beer Represents addiction issues for 

me—I grew up not only 
around [others’] issues with 
addiction but obviously I 
faced my own struggles with 
addiction, which was really, 
really hard 

 
Face with same pattern/texture as 

the background 
I felt like I blended into the 

crowd in a certain way. 
People allowed me to become 
a statistic before I had even 
become one and that was 
really hard for me to come to 
terms with and accept—a lot 
of people in my life saw me 
struggling and saw me going 
down a horrible path and just 
let it happen and didn’t care 
and just kind of let me be a 
lost cause in their mind 

 

Figure 7. Haley’s artwork on struggles and challenges growing up. 

 

Haley also described herself as “low-key combative” and spoke about one of her 

experiences in an intensive outpatient program that followed an inpatient stay at the 

psychiatric hospital. Haley “hated” the program, saying she went “every single fucking 

day” and it was “terrible.” Haley described: 

Okay, so the lady that worked there, like 90% of the time didn’t even know my 

fucking name. She called me Holly the whole time, and I was kind of still 
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combative at this point. I just was pissed the whole time. I was really mean to 

them. I was like, “Fuck you, you don’t even know my name.” I remember I 

screamed at her one day because she was like, “Holly, we all know that you like 

blah blah blah” [bitchy voice], and I’m like, “Bitch, you don’t know shit about 

me. You don’t even know my fucking name, like, shut the fuck up.” I was really 

mad. So, that one was wack as shit because we did music therapy and we would 

just sit in a room and have tambourines and sing, like, fucking “Wonderwall” and 

shit [both laughing]. So it was just garbage. 

Effects of Mental Health on Learning. Haley spoke about how comorbid mental 

health diagnoses impacted her learning. She described how a late ADHD diagnosis left 

her feeling “stupid as fuck” and like there was “something wrong” with her during her 

early years. She also spoke about how her mental health impacted her “ability to give a 

fuck about anything,” how “unprocessed trauma” left her “never present” in the moment, 

and how she felt too “far gone in high school” and had “fucked up too much” to be a 

“redeemable person.” She felt “beaten down by all the bullshit,” “exhausted,” and “really, 

really alone” due to a “lack of a positive support system” up until her junior year of high 

school. 

Haley described having “undiagnosed ADHD” and how “that shit really hit 

different” for her. She felt like she “couldn’t do anything” and thought that she “was an 

idiot,” “like fucking stupid as fuck.” Haley “really felt like there was something wrong” 

with her as a kid. She “felt incompetent” because she “just couldn’t focus on anything” 

and “couldn’t hold on to concepts, especially math stuff was so fucking hard.” Haley  
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continued that her home life made her “really depressed” and she “retaliated” as a sort of 

“coping mechanism.” Haley said, “I was rude and off-putting as a coping mechanism 

because I didn’t want anyone to hurt me or make me feel bad about myself.” Haley 

continued: 

I was the type of person who would shove things down a lot, like I would never 

talk about the way that I was feeling, because I just was under the assumption that 

nobody wanted to hear it, ‘cause that’s the way I grew up, like, that’s kind of what 

I learned growing up the way that I did was that no one cares about the way that 

you feel, so I don’t even say anything about it because it’s annoying or it’s a 

burden or you’re being too sensitive or this and that, like, nobody wants to 

fucking hear about how you feel.  

 Haley spoke about how feeling this way as a kid “kind of fucked me up.” She 

continued that “it was my undiagnosed ADHD, that’s where it all started mental-health-

wise, [and] then when I was super depressed and anxious and shit.” She stated that 

“obviously that affected my ability to give a fuck about anything . . . and it’s a whole 

different thing when it’s dual diagnosis and you’re depressed and doing drugs. It’s a 

whole different monster.” 

Haley continued: 

I literally was never thinking about whatever I was learning at school in high 

school up ‘til the day I graduated, unless it was art class. I mean, I wasn’t 

listening at all, like I was always in my head about everything . . . I have weird 

anxiety ‘cause I don’t have academic anxiety in the way that some people do, like 
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a lot of my friends have anxiety around their grades. I didn’t really have that kind 

of anxiety. I was anxious without knowing why I was anxious, and just, like, lots 

of unprocessed trauma shit that I felt like shit all the time, but I, like, I don’t think 

I even really knew to the full extent of, like, how disassociated and shitty I felt all 

the fucking time in high school. I was never present. I just feel bad for the people 

who, like, had to interact with me because I really was barely ever, like, really in 

the room. I had to really like you if I was having a conversation and, like, in it. I 

was always somewhere else when I was at [high school; and] not even present to 

social interactions sometimes at school, like, just not present at all. I would go full 

days sometimes where I would just have my head down or I would have my 

earphones in the whole day. I was one of those kids that the teacher would ask to 

take my headphones out and I would be like, “Nah.” 

Haley described how she “felt a little bit far gone in high school” and that she 

didn’t think she was “redeemable as a person or as a daughter or a friend or like 

anything.” She “felt irredeemable as a person.” 

When it came to high school, I just felt like I had fucked up too much in my life 

and I disappointed too many people and I could never come back from that. I was 

so suicidal, in high school, like not even in a way that I actively wanted to kill 

myself, but it got there, but like more in the way that I just really did not want to 

be alive, and it was so much of my thoughts and energy is, like, going towards 

that, and it’s like all my other thoughts and energy was going towards making it 

go away by doing drugs or getting drunk or distracting myself or any number of 
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things. If I wasn’t thinking about how depressed I was, I was doing something to 

distract myself from how depressed I was, and I feel like I didn’t have a future in 

mind for myself in the way that I literally didn’t think about it. It’s not like I was 

actively like, “Oh, I’ll be dead,” or actively like, “Oh, whatever,” like I’d literally 

never thought about my future for one second, never thought about a foot ahead 

of me as far as time goes or my life or the consequences of my actions. I just 

didn’t care. I didn’t care at all about anything. Which is really sad. 

Haley described how being “so beaten down by all the bullshit,” “exhausted,” and 

feeling “really, really alone . . . super alone in high school” made her “not fucking care 

more than anything.” She went on to describe the importance of connection during this 

time: 

It’s like, when you sit down and think about “Why do I care about the things that I 

care about?” it always, like, for me it always comes down to the people that I have 

connections with and the people that I love and care about and the things that I’m 

passionate about, like teaching or art or whatever, and at the end of the day, the 

reason that I feel grateful or happy is because of the connections that I have with 

other people, and I, like, didn’t have that. I didn’t have a positive support system 

backing me up at the time when I was, like, that depressed, you know? 

Supportive Interactions 

Within this theme, four primary categories emerged from the data analysis 

process across interview topics and art journal responses: (a) student–school staff 
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interactions, (b) student–mental health provider interactions, (c) student-peer interactions, 

and (d) student-self interactions. 

 

 

Figure 8. Data display of supportive interactions findings. 

 

Student–School Staff Interactions 

Haley described supportive interactions with school staff in which she 

experienced a sense of “belonging” from staff that were “committed” and focused on 

“relationship-building” and “mutual respect.” Haley was able to “relate” to school staff 

Supportive Interactions

Student-School Staff 
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Focused on relationship-
building

Mutual respect
Relatable

Real person
Listened

Showed they cared
Opinion mattered 

Student-Mental Health 
Provider Interactions

Caring
Calm

Specific, genuine 
comments

Encouraging
Not overbearing

Showed vulnerability
Person-centered

Student-Peer 
Interactions

Connection
Relationships

Not alone

Student-Self 
Interactions

The shift
Connected
Supported

From let’s go to 
let go
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who acted like a “real person,” “listened,” “showed they cared,” and showed that her 

“opinion mattered.” 

That “One” Elementary Teacher. When asked to elaborate on her earliest 

positive memory in the education system when she had brought up Ms. Monroe during 

the pilot study, Haley responded by saying how Ms. Monroe was the “one teacher” that 

she “really liked in elementary school.” 

She just was super nice. She’s one of those, like, textbook teachers, that’s like, 

“Hi, Haley. Hi, Joshua.” Like, says hi to everyone, you know what I mean? 

Knows everybody’s name, remembers everything about everyone, would ask you 

questions. “Oh, I remember you were gonna do this last night. How did that go for 

you?” Just the most adorable fucking lady ever. Super nice. 

Ms. Monroe was “committed to education and children,” “motivated,” “selfless,” 

“resilient,” “protective,” “dedicated to the cause,” and “intense in the right way.” Haley 

spoke about how Ms. Monroe was a “really intense lady but in a good way” and said that 

she “put a lot of weight” into the “way that kids are educated.” Ms. Monroe could be 

“almost overbearing sometimes” and “teetering in that area of almost toxic positivity,” 

but Haley thought this way of being was “important [especially for] a teacher of younger 

children.” Ms. Monroe had a “we have to stay positive no matter what kind of a vibe . . . 

we must stay on the positive path, like one of those type of people, but it’s in a good way 

for sure.” Haley continued to describe Ms. Monroe: 

She’s great ‘cause her life is like a fucking mess and she’s just like, “We got this, 

man,” like, “Let’s go,” and I’m like, “I don’t know how you do it, don’t 
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understand,” but she’s incredible [and] she’s just the perfect example of someone 

who wants to prevent harm from everyone, especially kids. She just loves kids so 

much. You can tell that she just wants to get all the little kiddies and just like grab 

‘em and help ‘em. It’s cute. I don’t know, she’s just like so worried about 

everyone all the time. It’s adorable. 

Haley described how this “by the book, intense, dedicated” approach “works for 

[elementary] students, it really does.” She continued: 

I mean, it’s hard sometimes to be around those type of people, but it’s really great 

that those people exist, because it really does work out well for the kids, like, kids 

really need people like that who are so intensely dedicated to protecting and 

helping them, even when it’s, like, maybe a little off-putting [both laughing]. It’s 

like, that’s dope. Like, yeah, protect the kids, man. 

Haley described Ms. Monroe as “funny” and “flexible” and spoke about her 

classroom environment. Haley stated, “I remember her being funny. All of us would 

laugh at the stuff that she would say. So, she knew how to make elementary schoolers 

laugh, which is kind of tough. I’m not gonna lie.” Haley continued, “She was a very 

flexible lady too, [and] she was ready to pivot at any moment.” In addition, Ms. Monroe 

had an “inviting” classroom with the “dopest setup, bro” where Haley was “never bored” 

or “acting a fool.” 

You walk in, there’s an earth mat and rainbow letter mat and she had blocky 

blocks, you know those ones, the puzzle mats where you could rip puzzles up, 

like, yeah, man, I fuck with those. Ahh, I want those right now. So there is that, 
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and there was a little section with desks that were spread out, but there was cute, 

colorful carpets under each desk, and then there was so much color in the room. 

There was posters all over the whole entire, every single wall, and there was so 

many toys, [and] I was just in heaven in that classroom. I was like, “Man, there’s 

Legos in this bitch.” I was like, “Let’s get it.” So she had a bunch of toys and they 

were so well organized, she had shelves of books and different kinds of books and 

different kinds of toys, and I remember it being a really big classroom, but it 

probably wasn’t that big, I was just little, but there is a loft bed in the classroom, 

but there was no bed on the top of it. It was something else, and then underneath 

the loft there was, like, these little cubbies and shit. I remember playing house in 

that structure [laughing], like, I like, I don’t even know, man. It was the coolest 

classroom ever. There’s like a lot of different colors and textures and things to 

play with, and for me that was perfect, ‘cause I was never bored in that classroom 

or acting a fool, because there was always something for me to fuck around with 

[laughing].  

Haley described Ms. Monroe’s classroom management as “seamless” with “cute 

stuff” like visuals and clapping. The students also “liked her,” so would listen. Haley 

stated, “I never felt like I was being managed or wrangled in the classroom.” She 

continued that “we liked her, so if she was like, ‘Hey, guys, can we be a little more 

quiet?’ We would be like, ‘Okay’ [both laughing]. You know what I mean?”  
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Haley spoke about the importance of the student-teacher relationship and 

compared Ms. Monroe’s kindergarten and first-grade classroom to Ms. Wallace’s second-

grade classroom: 

I really think it has so much to do with the student-teacher relationship, as much 

as people like to pretend that you can’t have a student-teacher relationship with a 

child, like, you actually definitely can, and children have so many thoughts about 

everything all the time, and you’re fully conscious as a second-grader. You’re 

fully conscious as a human being with your own feelings and thoughts, and, like, 

really deep shit. So, for people to be like, “Oh, the only way to manage second-

graders is to have this strict protocols set out for them,” is such bullshit. It’s like, 

respect them and make them feel like people and make them feel cared about and 

they will respect you back. I believe that so much, ‘cause Ms. Monroe never had 

an issue wrangling us in. I don’t ever remember any disciplinary issues at all ever 

happening in her classroom, and I was with the same fucking kids all throughout 

elementary school. These kids didn’t just develop behavioral issues in second 

grade when we were with Ms. Wallace, you know what I mean? Ms. Monroe 

knew how to manage them, and then Ms. Wallace did not know how to manage 

them. You know what I mean? I think it all has to do with relationships, ‘cause 

Ms. Wallace never attempted to develop a relationship with any of her students. I 

think I could say confidently [laughing]. 

Haley further communicated on the contrast between abuse of power interactions 

and supportive interactions in school in Figure 9, in which her artwork aligned with her 
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rich description. In an art journal prompt on opposing classroom environments, Haley 

contrasted the way she felt in Ms. Monroe’s classroom (right) to Ms. Wallace’s 

classroom (left). She described how Ms. Monroe was a “leader” and “guide” whose 

classroom environment was “dope,” “fun,” “silly,” and “cute.” Then, she described how 

Ms. Wallace’s classroom environment was “terrible.” She felt “uncomfortable” and “sad” 

in that classroom, which invoked “boredom” and a sense of “dread.” She stated, “You 

don’t wanna be there, you hate being there, and you just want it to stop.” Haley spoke 

about how her “thoughts were always elsewhere in [Ms. Wallace’s] classroom. I was 

never present or focused on anything because I didn’t feel comfortable there. So I would 

make my own mental escape from the classroom [laughing] and do my own thing in my 

head.” 
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Denotative (in vivo) Connotative (in vivo) Critical (CDA) 

Left side A lot of negativity, the teachers 
that didn’t make me feel 
welcome, didn’t make me feel 
cared about 

 

Abuse of power 
Dehumanized through public 

shaming 
Marginalization 
Stigmatization 
Consequences of 

stigmatization—isolated, 
loneliness 

Lack of belonging 

Written text “HA HA HA” 
repeated 

Laughing because I felt like I 
was being made fun of by my 
teachers a lot  

Ms. Wallace was publicly 
humiliating and such a bitch 

 
Empty chair Me alone in the classroom and I 

had to advocate for myself 
when I didn’t know how to do 
that 

 
Images of adults Felt alienated by adults—angry-

looking adults 
None of these people are paying 

attention. They’re kind of all 
looking off in separate 
directions. They have their 
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own kind of separate inner 
things. 

 
Black and white color scheme Felt very bleak when I was in 

the classroom with those 
kinds of teachers—felt really 
unsupported, fruitless 

I felt like I just really didn’t 
belong there at all 

 
Right side—colorful More welcoming environment 

like when I had Ms. Monroe 
Joy 
 

Supported = belonging 

Big door Feeling of openness, a feeling of 
being welcome there 

 
Sweets (candy) Cute 

Represents giving and receiving 
and having both ends to that 

 
Free-flowing background 

pattern 
 

Felt less stagnant and bleak and 
more like I had a place in that 
classroom, like I belonged 
there and that I was wanted 
there 

 
 
Figure 9. Haley’s artwork on opposing classroom environments. 

 

That One Middle School Teacher That “Got Me.” Haley described Ms. 

Johnson as that “one English teacher in middle school.” Haley stated, “I felt like she got 

me. I felt like she like understood me. She wasn’t nice to me, but she understood me and 

she respected me, and I, like, felt that.” Haley continued: 

I was like, “Dope, I like this girl,” because I felt like my teachers didn’t take me 

seriously in middle school. Which, like, I mean, are you gonna take a middle 

schooler seriously? Like, probably not [laughing], but I feel like if you’re gonna 

be a middle school teacher, you should be good at that, and props to the people 



125 
 

who can do that. It’s not me, but anyways, so I felt like she respected me or 

thought I was a human being, and I didn’t get that from my other teachers. I 

wasn’t ever considered a good student in literally anything ever until she thought I 

was a really good writer. I remember she was like, “You’re really talented,” she’s 

like, “You’re all,” I don’t even know what, I don’t remember what she said, but I 

remember I wrote a paper or something and she was really complimentary of it 

and she was like, “No, you can actually write stuff, you’re good at this,” and I was 

like, “See, I knew I was a genius the whole time and nobody else got me” 

[laughing]. 

Haley continued that she was “not even good at English” but Ms. Johnson made 

her feel like she “could do it,” and like she “had something to add to the class.” Haley 

stated that it’s “so important to make your students feel that way, because if you make a 

student feel like they’re shit at writing, they’re not going to want to fucking put any effort 

into writing for your class.” However, “If you’re like, ‘Dude, you have potential, like, 

this paper, this paper, it slaps, bro, like, you did that,’ kids are gonna be like, ‘Yeah I 

did!’” Haley continued: 

I remember putting effort into [Ms. Johnson’s] class, like, actually trying to do 

well on her assignments and wanting her to think that my stuff was good, and 

that’s the way to do it, man. I felt like, and who knows if she, like, even 

remembers me or remembers anything about my class or my grade, but she made 

me feel like I could do her class, and I had something to add, and that she got 

what I was saying, and I think that’s an important feeling. 
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High School Swag. Haley said that “what turned around” for her “was having 

people who cared” in high school. It was when her “parents got their shit together and 

started caring” and when she had teachers like Ms. Stride (myself) and Ms. Fletcher 

(described in the Approach to Important Conversations section) who “expressed concern 

for me and my life, things like that heal a person or make life worth living for someone, 

genuinely.”  

Honestly, I’m not even trying to gas you up, but you had a lot to do with it, 

because I really needed in high school, like, I desperately needed someone to care 

about me as a person or show me that they thought that I mattered in some way, 

and I just felt like there were certain teachers, like you and I can think of a few 

other teachers, that really made me feel like a person, and I didn’t get that at home 

at the time. I didn’t get that from my family or at school, and I just felt alone all 

the time, and those specific teachers made me feel like not only was I worth 

living, that sounds dramatic, but like I was worth, like, trying to have a successful 

life or do something with myself . . . it’s like a make or break type situation at that 

age [high school] and I genuinely believe that. 

Haley spoke about how Ms. Stride was a teacher that “really helped” her, was 

someone that she could “relate to on a personal level” as a “real person,” and was 

someone who “valued” her opinion and “cared” about her. 

You weren’t just, like, this like big scary adult person that I couldn’t, that was, 

like, not cool at all, like Mr. Jackson. Like, shut up, Mr. Jackson, like, you don’t 

know anything about my life [in attitude voice; laughing]. But like, you, you I 
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could relate to, and I was like, “Oh, she’s cool, like, she has tattoos, like swag” 

[cool kid voice]. So I was like, yeah, you valued my art and my opinion and it was 

like, I mean, you valued everyone’s art and everyone’s opinion, but that’s what a 

good teacher should do. But you actually cared about me and valued me and 

thought that I had something to offer. I was like, “Whoa, look at me.” I was like, 

“Maybe I’m not that bad at everything” [proud voice], was like, “Maybe I’m 

kinda good at art, like, maybe my art’s not that bad,” and I was like, “Whoa, big 

brain,” and then I was like, “Okay, maybe I could, like, TA for her class or 

something,” and then I was like, “Look at me, like, I’m a fucking TA, like, look at 

me doing things” [proud voice]. 

Haley described Ms. Stride’s classroom environment as “It was a vibe.” She 

spoke about how she “felt like a person” when in Ms. Stride’s classroom and “wasn’t 

immediately bombarded with a warm-up paragraph or a bell ringer that is like six 

paragraphs . . . [unlike] every academic class I went to, you walk in and they’re like 

assaulting you with information and activities and shit.” She continued that she felt like 

she “could walk in [my] classroom and take a deep breath for a second.” Haley 

continued: 

You actually waited for a second to see if anyone else is coming [after the bell 

rang], and then you we’re like, “What’s up, guys?” [laughing]. What a greeting 

does is severely undervalued, the teacher just being like, “Hey guys, what’s up,” 

like, we need that shit, bro. We’re having a long day, like, thank you for asking. 

And then we would do activity things but they would be opinion based, which I 
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think is so important, because kids love their own thoughts. They just think that 

their own opinions are so cool, and if anyone wants to hear about their opinions or 

what they like, that is the best thing ever to a high school student. So you always 

did these activities that would, like, give us the opportunity to talk about how we 

felt about things, and it wasn’t, like, go find this artist or do research on this or 

whatever. It was like, “Look at this toilet. Is this art? What do you think? You tell 

me.” And I remember doing that activity where we were talking about what was 

art and what wasn’t, and I was like, “Whoa, she cares about what I think? Fuck 

yeah!” I was like, “Dooope.” I was like, normally my art teacher would just be 

like, “That’s not art or this is art but this isn’t art” [pretentious voice], and you’re 

like, “What’s art?” [philosophical voice; both laughing]. 

Haley continued that Ms. Stride “immediately remembered my name, probably 

within a week of me having your class. I walked in and you’re like, ‘What’s up, Haley?’ I 

was like [surprised gesture], ‘How do you know me?’ [laughing] ‘cause like nobody 

normally cared that much.” Also, “you would always write notes on anything we turned 

in, like an actual note. It was obvious you read what I wrote [laughing].” Haley 

continued: 

I was like, “Oh my god, like this bitch.”  I was like, “She’s so cool” [clapping 

w/syllables], but you genuinely really were so good with instruction and projects, 

and I don’t remember a time where anyone didn’t want to do your work . . . I’m 

sure there were kids that didn’t turn stuff in for you, but it felt like everyone was 

participating most of the time. We also were allowed to talk to each other a lot 



129 
 

and chat, and you kind of allowed a little bit of goofing off. You would redirect 

but, like, in a cool way [both laughing]. I would be fucking off and you would be 

like, “This looks cool,” like, “Ya gonna work on it some more” [both laughing]. It 

was, like, a good balance of instruction and free work time to the point where it 

wasn’t, like, we were just not doing anything during the work time . . . I think you 

hit that balance really well.  

Haley contrasted her two high school art teachers. In Ms. Stride’s class, “I wasn’t a total 

loss cause I loved your class. I had fun in your class and I would look forward to it.” Ms. 

Martin’s class “wasn’t an uplifting class,” while Ms. Stride would say things like “Find 

your voice,” “You’re on the right track,” and “Keep going.” When in Ms. Martin’s class, 

Haley would think, “I need Ashley energy. I was like, ‘I’m gonna die’ [laughing]. I 

literally can’t be with Ms. Martin. She just sucks dog.” Haley stated, “That’s why I TAed 

for you and I stayed in your classes all the time.” Haley continued, “You were always 

encouraging, but not in a way that felt fake or overbearing.” She contrasted this to other 

art teachers that would put on a “customer service voice” and added, “You would be 

shocked at the amount of teachers that use a [this type of] voice with their high school 

students,” which made her “feel like a dog.” Haley elaborated: 

I’m a fucking adult, you know, like, I’m a human, like, I’m not of a different 

species than you, like, it’s just mind-blowing, and kids will warm up to you if you 

just talk to them like they’re a peer or like a person . . . if you can joke around 

with your students a little bit and make them feel comfortable, that really makes 

such a difference . . . not only in how they feel in the classroom, but also their 
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willingness to do work for you. If they like you and they think that you’re like a 

person and they respect you and you respect them back, they’re going to be way 

more inclined to put effort in for your class. 

Haley reiterated that Ms. Stride knew “how to talk to high schoolers in a way 

that’s effective . . . not to put a voice on with high school students [laughing].” Haley 

spoke about how Ms. Stride “would say things that were encouraging and cool but not 

overbearing or fake” and “would have serious conversations too when necessary.”  Haley 

described, “ In certain instances with me, you didn’t shy away from talking about serious 

things, which I think is important too. Like honestly, you have to know how to talk about 

stuff like that if a student comes to you.” 

Student–Mental Health Provider Interactions 

Haley described supportive interactions in her adolescence with mental health 

providers in which she experienced staff who were “caring” and “calm” and made 

“specific, genuine compliments” that were “encouraging” and “not overbearing.” 

Additionally, supportive staff made themselves “vulnerable” during sessions by sharing 

their own struggles and tailored sessions to “the people that needed it” rather than the 

“irrelevant,” “disconnected,” and “regimented” curriculum and worksheet agenda she 

experienced in intensive outpatient. 

Vibing in Group Therapy. Haley described her “favorite” group therapy that she 

“loved” with Mr. Pete, who led discussion-based sessions centered on client need in that 

moment. Mr. Pete was “the shit, bro . . . he was literally the coolest fucking old man, he 

made pottery, and he was so sick. I loved this man.” 
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It was once a week and it was in this weird building . . . we would sit in this cozy-

ass room with all these couches. There’s like eight of us. We would all huddle in 

and just sit there and talk about shit. I loved these kids, man . . . lifelong friends 

from that group . . . I felt like people were listening to me and I felt like I had 

friends in that group that cared about me who would reach out to me during the 

week and be like, “Yo, how are you? Are you doing okay? How did this thing 

go,” . . . [Mr. Pete] would be like, “So what happened this week? What are we 

gonna talk about? How is everyone doing?” We would all go around and say a 

little bit about our week and if we struggled with anything or what was going on 

with us, and he kind of allowed us to make the session about the people that 

needed it that week.  

Mr. Pete was a “gentle redirector” that “would just be like sitting there vibing”and 

facilitated a “group of people that really cared about each other.” Haley “could tell that he 

cared and was interested and would ask questions when necessary, but let us kind of do 

what we wanted to at the time, which was cool, and he was just not annoying.” Haley 

continued to describe Mr. Pete as “calm,” “chill,” and “a really caring person.” 

Haley stated, “You can’t fake that, man.” He was also “complimentary but only in a 

genuine way.” He “would compliment people but not a lot” or in a way that was 

“overbearing.” 

I just remember he was really good at making me feel better about myself. If he 

said something, I would be like, “Aww, thanks. No one’s ever said something like 

that to me before.” He had very specific, genuine compliments and would be 
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really encouraging, but also not in a weird, overbearing way, like how some 

people are just not genuine and just constantly throw compliments at you. It 

wasn’t like that. It was more like he would notice something that you were doing 

and he would be like, “Hey, I really like how you did that or said that specific 

thing. That was really nice of you,” or like, “That was really cool.” He was just a 

really observant person too. 

Haley contrasted Mr. Pete’s group therapy to the hospital intensive outpatient 

program approach that felt “regimented” and “classroom-based,” which Haley described: 

We need to get this learning target done today, like this anger management 

worksheet, and we can sort of talk about our own experiences while we do this 

worksheet that no one fucking wants to do and is irrelevant to everyone currently, 

and everyone feels disconnected in the room because everyone has to do this 

weird worksheet that doesn’t make sense for what we’re all going through. You 

know what I mean? We always had to do stuff like that. Everyone was just sitting 

there depressed and we had to do an anger management worksheet and we’re all 

like, “Yeah, man, like, I’ve been angry before.” 

Staff Showing Vulnerability. Haley described how some psychiatric facility staff 

would be supportive by coming from a “real place” and sharing “vulnerable” experiences 

during sessions. 

I feel like it’s very similar to a teacher vibe, ‘cause the ones that I liked, the 

workers at the facilities that I enjoyed, were always conversational and not 

condescending. I could tell that they were being genuine, coming from their real 
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selves and just talking to us like real people. I really enjoyed that aspect of it and I 

really enjoyed when group leaders could truly be vulnerable or share an 

experience that they had that paints them in a not-so-great light. You know what I 

mean? I think it means so much more to kids than we understand when we can be 

like, “Oh, I did this terrible thing,” and it’s not something that you want to say, 

like as a teacher or as a mentor, but if you can bring yourself down to their level 

or really relate to them, I feel like the trust there, there’s so much more trust there 

and understanding, and the empathy or any sympathy you could give that kid feels 

like it’s coming from a more real place. 

Student-Peer Interactions 

Haley spoke about how her actual learning experiences during inpatient treatment 

came more from the “connections” and “relationships” built with peers than “anything 

the actual facility did.” Haley learned that: 

I wasn’t alone in what I was going through, and that lots of people feel the way 

that I do about things, or lots of people had gone through the things that I had also 

gone through. It was nothing that I was taught there. It was really just the 

experiences that I was able to have with my peers there and the conversations 

with my peers I was able to have, and just, like, connections I was able to make. I 

think those were the really valuable things for me . . . it’s kind of those side 

effects of it, you know, like, not really being there, though. The groups that were 

specifically designed to help me, I learned nothing from. 

Haley continued: 
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Right up until then, I felt really removed from the experience that most of my 

peers at school had growing up. It’s not even my assumption. I knew that a lot of 

my friends growing up never really went through that much or nothing awful or 

traumatic had ever happened to them, and I felt so alone. I felt really, really alone 

a lot of the times. I had these few people like Anna and Corrine, that I was like, 

we were the only people that have ever been through something this fucked up, or 

like, no one could understand me because, like, I’ve been through so much and 

I’m only this old, like it’s just this like my shit, like it’s like the fucking trauma 

Olympics or whatever, it’s like who fucking, it’s like shut up. I don’t know why I 

assumed so hard that I was the person with the most pain and no one could 

possibly understand. Finding out that so many people go through really, really 

excruciatingly fucked-up things like all the time and everyone is still expected to 

keep moving and the world is not punishing you specifically and life is just hard 

and we have to be here for each other, learning those things are really, really 

important lessons, and that’s kind of what I learned while being inpatient. 

Whether they were trying to teach me that or not. I just kind of came to the 

conclusion, yeah, that I’m not the only one with pain, that felt good, I guess. 

Student-Self Interactions 

Haley further described “the shift” and spoke about how her experiences feeling 

“connected” and “supported” helped her to “understand” herself better. She stated that 

she became aware of “why I acted the way that I did and why I felt the way I did about 

certain things.” Haley learned: 
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That certain feelings that I had were really irrational about certain situations and 

certain people, and that not everyone was out to get me, and, like, a lot of people 

would love to and be willing to help me and be there for me and be my friend if I 

wasn’t just such a an offensive, terrible person to be around [laughing]. I feel like 

I just kind of stopped feeling sorry for myself, like about everything in my life, 

and I was just like, either I can be a person and graduate high school and go do 

something with my life or I can just sit and pity myself forever. So I just kind of 

like made that decision, I guess. It felt more of a decision than a genuine feeling 

confident in myself or stable, and it kind of worked [laughing]. 

From Let’s Go to Let Go. In an art journal prompt on self-awareness and 

personal growth, Haley stated, “I had felt so lost inside,” “I had no idea what I wanted or 

who I was as a person,” and spoke about realizing her “own strength” in college when 

challenging, new experiences were a “catalyst for growth and personal change.” 

It represents my sophomore year of college, I would say, because I lived in this 

place called Dogwood and it looked exactly like that picture in the very middle. 

That’s exactly what the view from my front window looked like in that house, 

pretty much, and I think I did a lot of growing in that house specifically. I just 

learned a lot when I was living there. I realized that I wanted a future and wanted 

to be happy in my life, and I wanted to do things for myself and not go through 

the motions anymore and try to please other people. I started doing things for 

myself in that house, and a lot of bad shit happened to me in that house too, [and] 

it was a big catalyst for personal change for me, and because when I graduated 
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high school I didn’t want to die anymore and I wanted to make people proud and I 

wanted to make art and I knew all of those things, but I didn’t know what I really 

wanted out of my life. I didn’t know that I had it in me to want things for myself 

or feel good about goals that I had or, like, set goals for myself. Up until that 

point, people had always told me what I should be doing and I had, like, opposed 

it for so long. 

Haley continued: 

I feel like I was forced to do a lot of growing from the types of situations that I 

was put in in that house, because it was like different levels of shit. Like, it was 

things that I hadn’t really had to deal with in a way before, so I didn’t know how 

to deal with it or I didn’t have coping mechanisms in the arsenal ready to go for 

the type of shit that was going on, and I, like, realized that I was, like, a resilient 

person and I could handle my shit and I was gonna be okay and things weren’t 

gonna ruin my life. I lived in fear for a long time, like, being a senior and 

freshman, things are going okay, like, what’s gonna happen? You know what I 

mean? Like what’s gonna happen, and then all this awful shit happened to me my 

sophomore year and I was okay, and that blew my mind, I guess, or made me feel 

differently about myself and the way that I handle things and my own strength. So 

I think it was like almost like showing myself that I’m okay, even though I didn’t 

think that I would have been in situations like that, [and] I grew the most as a 

person in that year, like, more than I had ever previous in my life combined 

[laughing], and found out what I was about and the way that I handle situations, 
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and I just learned a lot about myself, and I feel like I’ve been doing more and 

more growth every year since then, but that was kind of the catalyst to all of that. 

Haley described how she “transitioned” from a “toxic productivity mindset” of 

“let’s go” into a “let go mindset.”  

Before I was like, “What can I do? What can I, how can I prove myself to people 

or to myself or whatever?” Now, I’m really in a phase of my life where I’m trying 

to let go of more and more and simplify for myself, and it’s like, more is 

definitely not better, like, less is more [laughing]. Like, let it go. 

Haley further communicated on the impact of supportive interactions on the self 

in Figure 10 in which her artwork aligned with her rich description. In her artwork on 

self-awareness and personal growth, she demonstrated how being liberated from the grip 

of power allowed space for exploration and self-expression. The overall piece 

communicated gratitude for everything that she had been through and where she was now 

in her life, as her experiences “forced me to build up an inner strength within myself and 

an authority within myself to say no to that and to say no to that feeling.” 
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Denotative (in vivo) Connotative (in vivo) Critical (CDA) 

Overall piece About where I’m at now. I’ve really gotten to 
this point where I’m so beyond grateful in 
my life. 

I’m extremely grateful for everything that I 
have in my life, and I’m actually really 
grateful for the shit that I’ve been put 
through and the worthlessness I’ve been 
made to feel throughout my life in certain 
ways, because it forced me to build up an 
inner strength within myself and an 
authority within myself to say no to that 
and to say no to that feeling. 

 

Liberated from the grip of 
power—space for 
exploration and self-
expression 

Written text  
“It’s funny how I really 

don’t need you at all.” 
 

It’s about the people that made me feel less 
than and how it’s almost laughable to me 
that I really allowed that to grip me 
emotionally for so long, is that people 
found me to be worthless or a burden. I 
allowed that to really, really influence the 
way that I felt about myself and the way 
that I felt about others. 
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Lady looking through 
binoculars 

 

Looking towards the future, looking towards 
not only what she can do with her own life 
but how she can help impact others. 

 
Swirl on the inside of the 

body (center) 
It’s this ever-changing, ever-growing feeling 

of not only gratitude and growth, but 
figuring myself out and being happy for 
that and being happy to be here. 

 
Written text 
“You hurt me but I’m 

better than you.” 

Has to do with a lot of the people that grew up 
making me feel like I would never have a 
voice or never have an impact or never do 
anything important with my life, or 
worthwhile. It hurt me a lot and it hurt me 
for a long time, but I’m better than those 
people and I know that now, and that’s 
really been such a huge part of me coming 
into myself and being self-aware and 
growing as a person. 

 
Little hearts and flowers 
 

Nice imagery that makes me feel like where I 
am right now that makes me feel grateful 
for what I have, and I think my biggest self-
awareness lesson is that everything is not 
perfect and everything is never going to be 
perfect in my life, but I’m really okay with 
that. I’m cool with that. I’m chillin and I 
always will be chillin, and nothing that life 
can throw at me is gonna fuck me up, and 
feeling resilient in the face of anxiety and 
feeling grateful in the face of frustration is 
my biggest tool to stay grounded and do 
what I need to fucking do. 

 
 
Figure 10. Haley’s artwork on self-awareness and personal growth. 

 

Building Supportive Student-Teacher Relationships 

Haley described how “supportive” student-teacher relationships and 

“connections” or “lack of support” can “make or break” a student. Haley and I developed 

a preliminary framework for building supportive student-teacher relationships from a 

“level up” approach referred to as “the Pyramid” (Figure 11) and a teacher’s location 
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within the system that begins with empathy, then adds effort, and then adds advocacy. 

Haley and I discussed different ways that a teacher’s approach to students can foster or 

impede important conversations, as well as a teacher’s responsibility to “be that 

approachable person.” In response to an interview question developed by Haley, “What 

do you think a teacher should do when they become burnt out or feel overwhelmed by 

their classroom? What advice you would give to those teachers?” the co-researchers’ 

discussion led to coming up with the concept of an “internal pyramid” for teachers. Haley 

emphasized that “the pyramid leads to a sense of belonging and a sense of self-worth.” 

What stands out to me is still the pyramid. It’s just like, you can tell when the 

teacher gives a fuck and when they don’t, like, you can just tell. I really feel that 

way, and you can also tell where their intentions are at, like when a teacher really 

has the motive to just be there to help the students and actually teach them and 

they actually care. You can feel that as a student. I really believe that, because 

even people that had similar classroom management or balanced work time [as 

Ms. Stride], well, just ‘cause those factors are there doesn’t necessarily mean that 

I would have had that same experience. You know what I mean? It’s all about the 

pyramid, man! All about the pyramid! 

When given the following summarizing statement of the interview data, “You can 

have all of the behavior techniques in the world but if you don’t give a shit or are just 

there to control students, it’s not going to work out for you,” Haley replied: 

Literally, literally, and this is what I’m trying to say with students can innately 

tell, like, if you give a fuck about them or not. Students just know immediately 
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whether or not you are there for the right reasons or if you’re in a good headspace 

or care about them, like, are invested or not. You can tell when you’re in a room 

with someone, as a human person, whether or not they are invested in you or the 

conversation or getting to know you or like helping you, like, you can tell as a 

human being when someone is connecting with you or not, and teachers think that 

students are these different species of animals that you have to use this technique 

and this technique and it’ll be perfect, and it’s like, no. You can do all of that stuff 

and if you’re acting like a weirdo robot bitch, then they’re gonna treat you like a 

weirdo robot bitch, ‘cause they’re also human beings. 

Haley described how the supportive student-teacher relationship “changes lives” 

and how a “lack of support” can impact students. This relationship shows how teachers 

“have a lot of power” to “make or break” a student. 

One of my best friends from home, she didn’t get that kind of support in high 

school from her teachers. She never had that kind of teacher that pushed her and 

she didn’t graduate high school. She got her GED, kind of, doesn’t have a job, 

still lives in her parents’ house, and hasn’t had a job ever. It’s those years that tell 

you whether or not you’re worth something. That’s really how make-or-break it 

feels when you’re that young. It really feels that way. It’s like your opinion of 

yourself is completely reliant on other people’s opinions of you, and it’s like kind 

of scary stuff, like, you really have a lot of power in your hands as a teacher, and I 

just know that I needed someone to be like, “You should apply to college,” like 

you did. You’re like, “You could totally apply to college,” and I was like, “Okay, 
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dope, so applying to college is cool. I’ll apply to college then, cool.” It’s like you 

need that and it changes people’s lives. It really does, and I was like, I if I could 

do that [be a teacher], I would love to do that.  

For the final interview, Haley developed her own questions and interviewed me. 

Haley asked, “Do you think having a relationship with your students has a direct 

correlation on their performance in the classroom?” and my response was, “My 

classroom management is to build relationships with the students,” to which Haley 

replied, “Right? My classroom management is that my students like me and don’t want to 

disrespect me [laughing].” Haley then summarized my answer in her own words:  

Yes! I love that! I love that answer! Yes! Yes! Okay, summarize. You do think 

that having a relationship with your students has a direct correlation on their 

performance in the classroom, not only because of participation, but because they 

will be more inclined to do the shit and really come in hot if you have, like, a 

good relationship with them. Also you’re able to give them opportunities to do 

things based on their interests because of that, which also helps performance. 

Haley also asked, “What do you think is the single most important aspect of 

teaching? What is the most important thing that you have to do that you have to show up 

and fulfill? What do you think is the most important thing?” to which I replied, 

“Connection with your students,” whether or not they came into the classroom space and 

felt like they “belonged,” felt “comfortable,” and felt like “there was space for them.” 

Haley summarized my answer by saying, “You think the most important aspect of 



143 
 

teaching is building connections and relationships, because the rest will follow naturally. 

I agree completely.” 

 

 

Figure 11. The Pyramid. 

 

Level 1: Empathy 

Haley described empathy as a “feeling” that “doesn’t require action” and said it 

entails “putting yourself in the situation of others in a real way.” She stated that being 

empathetic is “super, super important as a teacher,” but “a lot of people don’t do anything 

with those feelings.” Haley elaborated on how empathy is an experience within the 

individual: 

When you’re experiencing empathy for another person, you feel for them. You 

feel sadness for them or you feel hurt for them or any range of emotions, but I 

don’t think if I was feeling empathy towards you, that doesn’t necessarily mean 

Advocacy +
Empathy + Effort

Empathy + Effort

Empathy
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that would make you feel a certain way, unless I were to, like, express that in 

some way. 

For Level 1, the teacher needs to begin by being an empathetic person. Haley stated that 

“good teachers want to help so bad and will do anything to help, [and] you can’t just tell 

somebody to care.” 

If you care about kids, a lot of this shit comes naturally. If you care about kids and 

wanting them to be self-assured and confident and have a voice and you want to 

uplift them, a lot of this stuff comes naturally. I feel like as a teacher, having the 

right words to talk about is great and it really, really helps and it does do a lot, 

especially when educating other educators, but it has to, like, be there already. 

Like, you have to care, can’t say that enough. I literally can’t say it enough. 

Haley continued: 

You can’t teach human connection, and I really think that people forget that their 

students are people. I think that’s such a big thing to remember, and it sounds so 

cliché, but you really have to think about it like, “This is a person. Why am I 

treating this person different than the teacher I’m talking to in the hallway? Why 

am I speaking to this person differently than I’m speaking to this teacher in the 

hallway?” That doesn’t forge a genuine connection. That doesn’t make them feel 

like they’re in a space with someone they can trust.  
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Level 2: Empathy Plus Effort 

Level 2 of the Pyramid builds upon Level 1 and involves an empathetic teacher 

putting such feelings into action through effort. Level 2 is an inclusive, collective 

approach that involves understanding and action, as Haley stated: 

I think empathy is the feeling, it’s like, “Oh, I feel for this person. I know what 

they’re going through and I understand their situation fully.” That’s a feeling for 

yourself, and that’s why I’m like empathy plus effort, because effort would be 

like, “Oh, I feel for this person and I understand what they’re going through. So 

therefore, I’m going to put the effort in to make this accommodation for them or 

change this around or pivot this way so that we can all be included or we can all 

do this together,” you know? So I think that, especially in the classroom, it’s one 

thing to look at your student and be like, “I understand they don’t have internet. I 

totally get it. They can’t log on. I understand.” But it’s another thing to be like, “I 

understand that and I’m gonna also do something about that because I care 

enough to do something about it.” You know what I mean? So, empathy is more 

feeling, and I feel like the effort is the action. The action half of that feeling. 

Haley described how “it takes a lot of hard work to be that person for a lot of kids, 

for a big group of people. It’s not just a feeling.” A teacher needs to “put in a lot of work 

to know a big group of kids and remember things about what they’re doing and their days 

and what they struggle with.” It involves “actually talking to each of those kids 

individually. It just takes a lot of effort” and is “a matter of wanting to do it and wanting 

to have that relationship with your students and putting the work in.” Haley emphasized 
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that “being a teacher is hard work, especially being a really good teacher is super hard 

work.” Haley stated, “Whether or not you want to do that [put in the effort], you kind of 

have that or you don’t [and] you do what you gotta do to make people feel cared about.” 

Teachers need to “believe in students and tell them that.” Haley further described the 

need for “motivation” and “effort”: 

It’s effort and empathy, ‘cause you can be a really empathetic person but just kind 

of wallow in that and be sad for people. You have to have the motivation and 

effort to do something with your empathy for it to matter. A lot of people are 

empathetic, but not a lot of people do something about that and, like, actually 

work with that and use it for good. You know what I mean? You can sit there and 

feel bad for people all you want. It doesn’t do anything, [and] people be like, “I’m 

an empath,” and I’m like, “What are you doing about that?” [laughing] 

Level 3: Empathy Plus Effort Plus Advocacy 

Advocacy is the “top level” and builds upon Levels 1 and 2. In an art journal 

prompt reflecting on the Pyramid framework, Haley stated: 

You can be nice to an individual at school and help them when they’re at school, 

and that’s effort, but unless you’re advocating for that individual student, they’re 

gonna go home to the same things that are making them feel or act that way at 

school. 

Haley spoke about how “advocacy is one step above putting the effort in for an 

individual.” She continued that “advocacy is another step up and that’s always the goal, 

to be advocating for not only your individual students but groups of people as well.” She 
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elaborated on the importance of “advocating for a group and changing something as a 

whole” because “otherwise [you] will have to put that effort in again for the next student 

that’s like them.” Haley described the impact of continuing to build upon effort with 

advocacy: “Whatever the situation is, unless you’re advocating for them, that’s still their 

situation at the end of the day, regardless of whether or not you were a good teacher to 

them when they were in the building.” 

Haley emphasized, “You can put that effort in for individuals, but how are we 

going to advocate to make the system different?” She continued, “There’s definitely 

always something more we can be doing, and advocating for communities and groups of 

people is extremely important, not only just advocating for individuals, but larger groups 

also.” 

Haley further communicated on the concept of The Pyramid in Figure 12, as her 

artwork aligned with her rich description. The imagery from left to right represents 

climbing up The Pyramid by building relationships through collective power, advocacay, 

and liberation. The artwork represents empathy on the left, effort in the middle, and 

advocacy on the right.  
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Denotative (in vivo) Connotative (in vivo) Critical (CDA) 

“Tenderly watch me burn” 
 

Quote that symbolizes the lower level of the 
Pyramid, the empathy, like someone can 
watch you struggle and feel bad for you and 
do absolutely nothing for you. They can 
feel that empathy, but they don’t 
necessarily have to enact any action of 
advocacy on top of that, and that’s not 
enough as a teacher. That’s not doing 
enough for your student, and I felt that so 
often on the receiving end of the Pyramid 
where someone was like, “Oh, that’s a real 
damn shame that she’s going through that,” 
but no action or advocacy was taken on top 
of that, which is annoying as fuck. 

 

Liberation 
Advocacy 
Building relationships 
Collective power 

Other images on the left side Represent that surface-level type shit like the 
yoga, the looking into each other’s eyes, 
it’s like you can be empathetic without 
doing anything meaningful, and that’s a 
harsh reality, I think. 

 
“The ears listen and the heart 

does.” 
Quote that is more on a call to action, like 

actually doing something level. 
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Man lifting up a box to the 
other guy 

Action and doing something and starting to 
really enact change. 

 
Burst coming out of the ear 

and the ear being held in 
the palm uplifted 

 

Advocacy—that final step of not only being 
empathetic and taking individualized 
action, but uplifting what others go through 
and calling attention to it and trying to 
enact lasting change for a group of people. 

 
Imagery from left to right Climbing up the Pyramid. 

 
 
Figure 12. Haley’s artwork reflecting on the Pyramid framework. 

 

Haley discussed how teachers can level up from empathy and effort to advocacy, which 

involves first getting to know students, then figuring out their needs, followed by creating 

an action step. Haley stated that once a teacher has “gotten to know” their students, “a 

need will present itself,” and then a the teacher can “fulfill that need or help that student 

in some way.” 

Pay attention to the kids in your class that are struggling the most and ask yourself 

why they’re struggling and if that’s a larger issue. If it’s part of a larger issue, then 

maybe what can you do about that issue? Start in your own classroom, get to 

know your kids, like, who’s struggling and why and what can you do about it.  

Approaches to Important Conversations. Haley described a “difference in 

approach” to teacher initiation of important conversations with students. She stated that 

“one is more accusatory and demanding and another is more conversational.” The 

importance of understanding this difference is that “a teacher can “push students away” 

with the “right intention” but the “wrong” approach.  
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“Oh No Type of Vibe” Approach. Haley described the “oh no type of vibe” 

approach as when teachers were “abrasive,” “overbearing,” “accusatory,” “demanding,” 

“judgmental,” “cringey and complimentary,” “joking,” and “insinuating.” Haley spoke 

about her interactions with Mr. Jackson, a high school teacher, who used an 

“interrogative” approach to speak to Haley about drug use: 

He was like, “No, we have to talk about this,” like, I didn’t come to him with that. 

Were his intentions in the right place? Sure, but did he go about it the right way? 

Of course not, and that’s a thing that can really push students away, having the 

right intention but not going about it in a way that makes them feel comfortable or 

safe around you can just do the exact opposite of what you want it to do. 

Haley described how the “interrogative” approach came across to her at the time and how 

she responded to it with a “leave me the fuck alone” response: 

I definitely had teachers that really cared about me, but I perceived it as 

overbearing and controlling. I also still felt like those teachers didn’t like me 

because of the way that they acted towards me, but, like, I think that they really 

were just worried about me, [and] I had some teachers that were really worried 

about me and I could tell that they were worried about me, like when I would go 

to class or whatever, like, they would sometimes keep me after class. This is only 

in high school. But they would keep me and be like, “Where have you been,” like, 

“Are you okay? You don’t look good.” [laughing] Like stuff like that. You know 

what I mean? I definitely had teachers like that in high school that knew there was 

something going on with me, and Mr. Jackson was one of those teachers, my 
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biology teacher, freshman year of high school. He was really, really worried about 

me. I remember him [questioning me] to the point where I was really, really rude 

to him at some point. I was just like, “Leave me the fuck alone. It’s not your life. 

Just leave me the fuck alone. I don’t know why you’re acting like this.” So you 

couldn’t do anything for me. You know what I mean? At this point in my life, if 

you care too much, like, fuck you, and if you didn’t care enough, fuck you, it was 

just like fuck everyone, for me. So you could not do right by me at this time in my 

life. No matter what, you could not do right by me in my head. So he was really 

nice to me and he would always be like, “You’re a good kid,” and “You’re a 

smart kid.” He’s like, “I can tell that you’re not doing the right thing.” He’s like, 

“Do your parents know that you do drugs?” I remember him saying all this stuff 

to me ‘cause he could tell, and I just was rude to him, and I still feel bad about it. I 

think I visited him, like, all throughout the rest of high school, and we’re, like, 

tight and stuff, but I still feel bad about the way that I was to him, ‘cause he did 

not deserve that [laughing]. Sorry, Mr. Jackson. 

 Haley elaborated that she realized later on in high school that Mr. Jackson “was 

worried,” but in the moment, she was “not receptive” to his “interrogative” approach and 

“felt resentment towards him.” She stated that “it wasn’t like I was like I’m gonna act 

like this even though I know he’s trying to help me. I actually felt like fuck you, like 

‘Why are you trying to talk to me?’ kind of a thing.” Mr. Jackson “was not only being 

empathetic but he was also putting effort in with me and trying to help me, but I didn’t 

respond well to his approach with that.” He “was all up in my shit,” but “looking back on 



152 
 

it, I don’t think he was trying to be overbearing.” Haley described not knowing what Mr. 

Jackson’s intentions were at the time: 

I sometimes felt like Mr. J was interrogating me or thought I was a bad person or 

a bad kid or something, and I never could really tell with him what his intentions 

were. Looking back, I know that he was just trying to be helpful, but when I was 

in the moment I was like, “I can’t tell if you’re on my side. I don’t know if you’re 

on my team or not. I don’t trust you,” kind of a thing, ‘cause he would be like, 

“Do your parents know that you do drugs?” He would say things like that to me 

and that would make me really uncomfortable. I would not want to talk to him 

about anything after that, obviously. It’s just, like, that felt like a threat to me 

[laughing], like my parents know everything about me, bitch. Leave me alone. 

Fuck you [laughing]. Literally. 

Haley continued, “Mr. Jackson came at it from a weird angle, like definitely judgmental, 

[and] you would have never fucking said something like that to me. You know what I 

mean [laughing]?”  

 Haley also spoke about another high school teacher, Mr. McGinny, whose 

approach was “cringy and complimentary.” Haley stated, “I had tried to kill myself and 

he kept trying to compliment me.” 

I remember I was leaving class one day and he was following me out into the 

hallway and he’s like, “I don’t know what I’d ever do if you hurt yourself.” He’s 

like, “You’re so sweet and have such a beautiful smile.” I was like, “Okay.” I was 

like, “I’m gonna go.” He was trying to be nice but it was like so fucking cringe. It 
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was just too much. He was like, “You know if you ever hurt yourself I would be 

like so…,” and I was like, “Okay, bye” [laughing]. Like kept trying to 

compliment me and I was like, “Okay, bye!”  

While Mr. McGinny was “complimentary” at an inappropriate time, Haley 

acknowledged him for having an “open line” and spoke about the importance of teachers 

being able to approach students. She described how “even though in the moment I was 

cringing at it, even looking back on it, it’s kind of cringy, it’s still nice when my teachers 

had that open line. Like, ‘Hey, can we talk about this?’ without being overbearing.” 

Haley stated, “The vast majority of my teachers were made aware of the situation, 

like, not by me, [and] I knew that they were aware of it, but I didn’t know how they 

knew.” Haley described how some of these teachers approached her by “joking” or in a 

way that was “insinuating.”  

I had a couple teachers that had insinuated or had weird conversations with me 

after class, and I knew that they knew that I did drugs, and I never knew if that 

was something that was so obvious just about me. I have always, to this day, 

wondered if some faculty member knew that I did drugs and told my teachers that 

I did drugs, or if they just knew because they just knew, or ‘cause there’s 

definitely, I’ve definitely had teachers that knew I was on drugs, but I never told 

them. So I was always curious about that and I never showed up, like, nodding out 

to school, like, you can’t do that. You know what I mean? So I don’t feel like I 

was ever obviously on drugs. I mean, I would do drugs at school, though, so it’s 

like, I don’t know, it’s hard to say, this is where things get kind of hazy, ‘cause I 
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definitely would show up to school barred out, like, I would take a bar and go to 

school. And I don’t even like Xantax [laughing], but I don’t think I ever, like, was 

like, fully, like, nodding out at school, so I don’t know how these specific teachers 

would know about my drug use, but a lot of them, overall, what I’m trying to say 

is I feel like a lot of teachers knew that I was not doing well or I was in a bad spot 

in some way, and they didn’t really care or made a joke out of it. 

 Conversational Approach. Haley described the conversational approach as 

“gentle,” “not fake or feels like an obligation,” “not asking anything of the student,” and 

having a “lack of judgment.” Haley stated, “I had the rare ones like you and Ms. Fletcher 

that would have real conversations with me about it that were actually helpful and 

meaningful.”  

I appreciated teachers like you and Ms. Fletcher that would not push me to talk 

about specific things if I didn’t want to talk about specific things, like, you would 

just listen to me and then you would be like, “Yeah, man,” or you would just be 

there to listen, and same with Ms. Fletcher, she would never press me.  

Haley described a specific interaction with Ms. Fletcher: 

One time I was very visibly upset in class. I remember this day so vividly. I was 

really upset in class, and I had a really fucked-up day, and she came up to my 

desk and she was like, “Do you want to go for a walk in the hallway?” and I was 

like, “Yeah,” and she’s like, “Okay, you can go.” I was like, “Queen!” I was like, 

“What the fuck?” I was like, “Yeah, I like her.” I was like, “Yeah.” That was 

before I even really knew her that well. Most of my teachers thought I was a piece 
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of shit and would never let me walk in the hallway during class or give me a pass 

to do that or whatever. She was just like, “Do you wanna take a walk?” and I was 

like, “Yeah, I wanna take a walk really bad.” I was like, “I don’t want to be in this 

classroom right now.” I was like, “Thank you,” and she didn’t come with me, she 

wasn’t trying to get information out of me. She wasn’t just curious or nosy about 

what was wrong, like, she actually gave a fuck about the fact that I was really 

fucked up and upset, and I think that’s really important. 

Haley stated that it was about the “gentleness” and “no-pressure style” of the approach. 

“Yeah, like, you talking to me and letting me open up about shit, like, you didn’t expect 

anything out of me from that. You weren’t asking anything of me. You were just talking 

to me. Which made a difference.” Haley continued: 

It’s just knowing that someone gives a shit, knowing that it’s not fake or feels like 

an obligation. When I would have a conversation with you, I felt like I was 

talking to a peer or someone who, like, actually was interested in what I had to 

say and could, you know, like, relate to me to a certain extent and not judge me. I 

think it has a lot to do with the lack of judgment, and I think that’s more 

successful, is just being like, okay, like, let’s have a conversation about this and 

not be immediate oh no type of vibe. 

Haley also spoke about the importance behind the “intention” of the approach: 

I felt like [Ms. Fletcher] was coming to me as a person and not like my teacher or 

like a guardian or supervisor. I felt like her intention with me was like, “You look 

really upset and I just want you to do what you need to do to feel better right 
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now,” and it felt genuine, and I feel like you can’t fake that as a person or a 

teacher, either you care about people or you don’t, and you can’t fake it. 

Teacher Responsibility. Haley stated that “as a high school teacher, you can 

make or break someone’s self-esteem, not forever or for the whole day even, but in your 

classroom, you control that.” Haley reiterated that teachers have “a lot of power in [their] 

hands” and it’s each teacher’s responsibility to use that “power” to “be that approachable 

person,” because “no kid is going to feel safe opening up to you or in your classroom if 

you’re acting like a fucking dictator.” She noted that putting the responsibility of 

reaching out on students makes it “tough” for them because if that “approachable” 

teacher is otherwise not making themselves known through their actions, students “don’t 

know who to reach out to” or if they “will be received well.” She stated that the teachers 

“that are there and wanna help are on the pyramid.” 

You have to be the bigger person, you’re a teacher. If your kids are being 

aggressive or non-responsive or an asshole to you, there’s a reason for that, and 

it’s probably a completely valid reason, and you probably have no idea what it is, 

and it has nothing to do with you. It’s just the entitled energy of some teachers 

really fucking pisses me off, especially in high school. It’s like, do not stand over 

a kid and force them to do something if they’re very obviously upset or non-

responsive or shut down in some way. It’s just like these weird power dynamics.  

Haley continued: 

You just have to care and make it clear that you’re not the bad guy, that you’re 

not against them, that you don’t think that they’re a bad kid because of the way 
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that they’re acting, and that you’re here for them. They’ll open up to you, 

eventually, and it’s also about not forcing it, because that doesn’t work. 

Internal Pyramid. Our final discussion topic was fueled by Haley’s last question 

(see Appendix C for Haley’s protocol): 

What do you think a teacher should do when they become burnt out or feel 

overwhelmed by their classroom? I am more referring to the teachers that I see, 

like, I see so many asshole teachers and I know, I know that most of these people 

were not this way when they started teaching. They had to have not been, because 

why would you go through all of this work for no money to be a high school 

teacher if you hate kids and are an asshole, like, that’s not feasible, like, it doesn’t 

make sense to me. I’m sure one or two assholes decided to become teachers, but I 

feel like a lot of teachers let themselves get to this emotional burnout point where 

they start being a fucking terrible teacher, and they feel like it’s okay or they 

justify it to themselves because of the way that they feel. What do you think about 

that, or what advice you would give to those teachers? 

Our discussion on this topic led to the development of the “internal pyramid” concept, 

which would give burnt-out teachers a framework to “reflect” and “reconnect” with why 

they became teachers in the first place. We discussed how the pyramid framework 

outlined above is a way for teachers to build supportive relationships with students, while 

the internal pyramid is a way for teachers to support themselves. Haley elaborated on my 

initial thoughts that burnt-out teachers are stuck and therefore need support, a break for a 

month or two, and an opportunity to reflect and refresh: 
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How interesting would it be if it was an option to take a break from school for two 

months, but that second month is a mandatory refresher period where you’re kind 

of learning things about how to deal with your stress, or maybe even just having 

teachers who are inspired and happy and really going at it and on the pyramid in 

their classroom, like, speaking to them or showing them ideas or sending them 

new lesson plans, or just something to get them excited. It worries me seeing 

teachers like this that I can tell are educated and have cared at one point and are 

just shitty fucking teachers now. I don’t ever wanna let that happen to me. It 

scares me. It really does. 

I spoke about having burnt-out teachers reflect on why they became teachers in the first 

place and then reconnecting with that feeling (e.g., “So you’re 40-something now and 

you’re an asshole teacher. How would your 20-something-year-old self feel about this, 

and what would they say to you now?”). Haley added: 

It’s really self-evaluating, like, “If I had myself as a teacher right now, would I be 

responding well to the way that I am being treated? Would I feel happy and safe 

and productive in this classroom?” Like, really honestly asking yourself, “What 

are they getting out of this and am I showing up for them?” I even think having a 

student after school and talking to them for like an hour or whatever, inviting a 

student to eat lunch with you, just having that moment of connection may help, 

‘cause I feel like they’re so disconnected. The teachers that are burnt out like this. 

It’s like they’re always trying to figure out tasks their students can do to, like, 

leave them the fuck alone, rather than getting more involved and more present. 
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We discussed how we had been talking a lot about teachers creating an 

environment where students feel like they belong, but then we thought about how that 

concept could be applied to creating that sense of belonging in an environment for the 

teachers themselves. Haley explained: 

It goes back to the pyramid, like within yourself, for yourself. You have to not 

only be empathetic to your own issues and be like, “Oh yeah, I’m having a really 

rough day or a rough year or rough week,” or whatever the fuck, but also you 

have to put the effort in to figure out what’s going on with yourself and advocate 

for yourself too in that way, like, “I need help with this,” or “I need this 

professional development,” or “I need like a classroom aide,” or “I need this or 

that right now because I can’t show up the way I should without this.” 

Haley summarized the co-developed internal pyramid concept: 

It goes back to mostly how [burnt-out teachers] can reconnect with the person that 

they were when they started teaching, or their ideals and values about that, and 

why they started, and kind of think about how that version of themselves would 

feel about their teaching now. Then, even further than that, taking that 

information and seeing how you can make yourself, as a teacher, feel like a part 

of your classroom, like, belong there and feel safe. It goes back to the internal 

pyramid. 

Summary 

By uniting the data into a coherent narrative to form the essence of the 

phenonmenon of Haley’s experience, within the context of power, the following themes 
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emerged in the findings: (a) abuse of power interactions, (b) supportive interactions, and 

(c) building student-teacher relationships. The following categories emerged under the 

themes of abuse of power interactions and supportive interactions: (a) student–school 

staff interactions, (b) student–mental health provider interactions, (c) student-peer 

interactions, and (d) student-self interactions. The following categories emerged under 

building student-teacher relationships: (a) the Pyramid, (b) approaches to important 

conversations, (c) teacher responsibility, and (d) the internal Pyramid. Table 6 outlines 

the themes, categories, and patterns that emerged from Haley’s storied experience of how 

she related to school authority throughout her K-12 experience in the education system as 

analyzed through the lens of power. 

 

Table 6  

Findings Summary 

 Supportive interactions Abuse of power interactions 
Student–school 

staff 
Belonging 
Committed 
Focused on relationship building 
Mutual respect 
Relatable 
Real person 
Listened 
Showed they cared 
Opinion mattered 
 

Dehumanized through public shaming 
Differential allocation of discipline 
Abuse of teacher privilege 
Maintaining status quo over student 

need 
 

Student–mental 
health providers 

Caring 
Calm 
Specific, genuine comments 
Encouraging 
Not overbearing 
Showed vulnerability 
Person-centered 
 

Dehumanized through public shaming 
Dominated by use of force 
Abusive, for-profit troubled teen 

industry 
 

Student-peer  Connection Classism 
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 Supportive interactions Abuse of power interactions 
Relationships 
Not alone 
 

Social isolation 
 

Student-self The shift 
Connected 
Supported 
From let’s go to let go 
 

Internalized student persona 
Reaction to stigma and 

marginalization 
Effects of mental health on learning 
 

Building student-
teacher 
relationships 

Pyramid—Empathy + Effort + 
Advocacy 

Connection/belonging 
Teacher’s responsibility—approachable, 

conversational 
Internal Pyramid for teachers—

reflect/reconnect 
 

Disconnection 
Lack of support 
Accusatory, judgemental, demanding 

approach 
Burnt out 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The purpose of conducting this study was to better understand the perspectives 

and experiences of Haley, a former K-12 public school student with a 504 plan and an 

emotional disability, when navigating structures of authority in schools, to uncover 

factors that may facilitate or prevent stigmatization toward this population. The work 

aimed to fill the gap in the literature by directly asking a former student with an 

emotional disability about her perceptions of and interactions with structures of authority 

to understand her storied experience through the lens of power. 

The study aimed to understand Haley’s experiences and interactions with school 

authorities regarding labeling and stigma, her struggles and challenges growing up, how 

she coped with such experiences, what she learned about self-awareness and personal 

growth, and how her experience can begin to inform interactions between school 

authority and students with emotional disabilities. It is hoped that by understanding and 

critiquing these interactions, school staff can begin to gain self-awareness through 

reflection and acknowledgement of how their discourse with students may marginalize 

students, perpetuate cycles of dominance, and maintain the status quo. 

The study utilized a critical theory framework rooted in the sociological discipline 

and CDA to examine the institutional arrangements that push certain students to the 

margins of society and the perpetuation of social inequality through marginalization that 

results in maintaining systems of power and dominance. CDA was used to examine how 

the micro-dimensions of discourse in classrooms are connected to and reproduced by 
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social structures at the macro-level, and how differentiating and selecting, including and 

excluding, with power as the central concept, impacts people, groups, and societies 

(Blommaert, 2005). The analysis was informed by social conflict theory and neo-

Marxism at the macro level and symbolic interactionism at the micro level, the 

sociological concepts of labeling and stigma, and the overarching theme of disability and 

deviance as social constructs. 

Discussion of Findings 

While the results supported the literature in relation to the theoretical framework 

of authority abuse of power as a means of social control to marginalize perceived 

outsiders (e.g., labeled students) to preserve the status quo and maintain their position 

within the center of the status quo, additional findings emerged from the data, including a 

description of supportive student-teacher interactions and a framework outlining how to 

build student-teacher relationships through the lens of power. The findings are discussed 

as follows:  

1. Haley’s interactions with authority that indicated abuses of power were in 

alignment with and can be explained by the theoretical framework of the 

study. 

2. Haley’s interactions with authority figures that were supportive enabled her to 

experience a liberatory way of being, which is in alignment with culturalism 

and critical pedagogy. 

3. The Pyramid framework of using empathy plus effort plus advocacy to build 

student-teacher relationships centered around belonging and a sense of self-
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worth has the possibility to create social change by empowering marginalized 

students. 

 

 

Figure 13. Essence of the phenomenon of Haley’s lived experience. 

 

Haley’s storied experience of interactions with authority can inform how those in 

such positions use their power in two ways: authority figures can choose to use their 

power to maintain social control and to marginalize, stigmatize, and disconnect 

individuals, or they can choose to use their power to support, to create a sense of 

belonging, and to liberate marginalized individuals. We can begin to see how unequal 

distribution of power can lead to abuse of power by those in positions of authority as a 

way to maintain social control through classroom discourse in the education system. 

Interactions 
with Authority

Abuse of power
Marginalization
Stigmatization

Disconnection

Supportive Belonging Liberation
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Findings on Abuse of Power Interactions 

1. Haley’s interactions with authority that indicated abuses of power were in 

alignment with and can be explained by the theoretical framework of the 

study. 

A critical theory framework and CDA were utilized to examine Haley’s 

interactions and discourse with authority by connecting micro-level symbolic 

interactionism and the sociological concepts of labeling and stigma to macro-level social 

conflict theory and neo-Marxism in relation to disability and deviance as social 

constructs. 

Goffman (1963) described how stigma is the result of the interaction between the 

stigmatized and an audience. The stigma is in relation to some group of people that define 

themselves as “normal” and view the stigmatized as having an attribute that is less than 

“normal.” The stigma exists in that interactive relationship between that attribute and the 

audience; it is not in the person or in the attribute itself, as the attribute can be 

stigmatizing in one context but not another. Haley experienced repeated marginalization 

and dehumanization as a result of what Goffman termed enacted stigma. She was 

discriminated against by the “normal” audience, school authority, as a result of her 

disability and behavior being viewed as less than “normal” in the context of an 

educational institution that was more concerned with what social conflict theory and neo-

Marxism would describe as serving the interests of those in power—concerned with 

social control and maintaining the status quo over supporting student needs. 
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Goffman (1963) differentiated between the terms discredited and discreditable in 

relation to the impact on the stigmatized resulting in spoiled identity. He described how 

personal identity management involves actions to feel accepted and belonging over the 

fear of being a social outcast. According to Goffman, everyone has something to hide 

that, if known, would spoil their identity, and if that attribute remains hidden, the person 

is considered discreditable. When such attributes are revealed, the person is then 

discredited. The discreditable person manages their identity to maintain the identity of a 

“normal” person, while the discredited, stigmatized person has acquired a spoiled identity 

that entails being marginalized from the “normal” social group. The stigmatized person 

then engages in stigma management, which entails how they navigate this complex social 

environment where they are othered.  

The stigmatization process also involves an audience labeling an action, belief, or 

characteristic as deviant and then the audience labeling the perpetrator as deviant by 

proxy. Labeling theory (Becker, 1963) explains the social construction of deviance based 

on the interaction in which an individual’s behavior is perceived by others as 

inappropriate, which then results in that person being labeled as deviant by members of 

society, who then treat them according to their label. After this social reaction, the person 

engages in the self-fulfilling prophecy by accepting and acting out the label, which is 

then used as more evidence for “normals” to justify the stigma because of the stigmatized 

reactions. This interaction between the “normals” and the stigmatized is what Goffman 

(1963) referred to as a mixed contact, which then leads to the stigmatized making and 
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internalizing critical judgements of themselves, as well as experiencing isolation and 

loneliness. 

To maintain dominance and social control, and as a result of abuses of power, 

stigmatization, and labeling, Haley was dehumanized through public shaming and 

received differential allocation of discipline based on her social status. Her teachers 

abused their privilege as appointed authorities by labeling and writing students off and 

were in defense of their professional identity within the institutional structure in an effort 

to maintain the status quo. Teachers were complacent in their apathy due to privilege and 

the social standing that allowed them to look past the situation and to be quick to classify 

and gossip about students without making the connection between mental health and 

behavior. 

During her inpatient psychiatric hospital stays, Haley was further dehumanized 

through public shaming in the hands of mental health providers, who also dominated her 

by use of force, injecting her with a sedative and leaving her to wake up alone in a 

padlocked cell room just wide enough for her body. Foucault (1977) maintained that 

discipline is a way in which power can be exercised over marginalized populations, 

specifically those with emotional disabilities who have experienced a history of 

domination over time though abuse of power within the psychiatric institution. Madness, 

as Foucault explained, is a social construction relative to the society in which it exists. 

This is further illustrated through the neo-Marxist view that the patterns of inequality 

within schooling are passed through generations and reflect social inequality in other 

institutions, such as what Haley recognized as the abusive, for-profit troubled teen 
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industry, in which parents are often left with no other choices. Social conflict theory 

explains this situation and how this source of conflict arises within a society where 

institutions are controlled by and maintained in the interests of the dominant economic 

class and the wider capitalist system, which is firmly established in social inequality and 

reinforces a social order that serves the interests of those in power. 

Haley also experienced mixed contact with her peers, who stigmatized and 

marginalized her though an abuse of power related to unequal class relations. Affluent 

peers exercised acts of social control and dominance that left Haley as a social outcast as 

a result of classism. This interaction is in alignment with what Marxist Antonio Gramsci 

(1891–1937) termed cultural hegemony, domination by those holding power as a result of 

economic advantage, which in turn creates systems that maintain the status quo and leads 

to the ruling class view becoming accepted as the norm. From a social conflict theory 

perspective, such conflict illustrates how power is kept in the hands of the capitalist class, 

or bourgeoisie, to reinforce social control at the expense of the working classes, or 

proletariat. From this point of view, structural inequality is maintained by institutions of 

power through unequal distribution of resources resulting in resource scarcity. 

As a consequence of abuse of power interactions focused on dominance and 

social control, stigmatization, labeling, and dehumanization, Haley experienced isolation 

and loneliness, felt stigma, and carried out the self-fulfilling prophecy. Haley’s 

experience can be viewed through the lens of symbolic interactionism (George Herbert 

Mead, 1863–1931), which examines how people create meaning from the symbols in 

everyday life and use such interpretations to inform how they interact within the world. 
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Goffman (1963) used the term felt stigma to describe when a person being discriminated 

against feels less than normal due to possessing a stigmatized attribute in relation to an 

audience that defines themselves as normal because they do not possess said attribute. 

The self-fulfilling prophecy is when individuals begin to act out their assigned role 

(Merton, 1948), further illustrating labeling theory and the social construction of 

deviance (Becker, 1963), which explains Haley’s response to marginalization. 

Findings on Liberatory Ways of Being and Supportive Interactions 

2. Haley’s interactions with authority figures that were supportive enabled her to 

experience a liberatory way of being, which is in alignment with culturalism 

and critical pedagogy. 

Culturalism and critical pedagogy were utilized to examine Haley’s supportive 

interactions that led to liberatory ways of being. Bruner (2006) described the culture of 

education by drawing attention to its function as an institutional structure concerned with 

maintaining the status quo and the resulting impact on the identity development of 

students within the system. He maintained that education should guide students in 

developing a sense of self while acknowledging that meaning is constructed within the 

situatedness and embodiment of one’s culture. Therefore, if the focus within the culture 

of education is not supporting students pushed to the margins, those students will find 

another culture to belong to, often encompassing values that the majority culture 

considers deviant. Critical pedagogy provides pedagogical approaches that acknowledge 

the social, cultural, and political influences within the system that shape human identity 

and delineate ways that the practice of teaching can lead to student empowerment and 
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liberation within an otherwise marginalizing system (Freire, 1970/2000; Kincheloe, 

2008). 

Haley’s experiences illustrate how supportive relationships lead to empowerment 

and liberation from the marginalizing grip of abuse of power interactions, thus opening 

space for exploration and self-expression. Haley’s supportive interactions were in 

alignment with what Freire (1970/2000) described as the importance of humility and 

respect on the part of the teacher, valuing student knowledge similarly to professional 

knowledge, and seeing the teacher as a learner and the student as a teacher. This creates a 

reciprocal environment focused on belonging in which students feel that there is space for 

them. Further, Haley emphasized the importance of what Kincheloe (2008) called the 

intellectual warrior when she described how supportive interactions entailed teachers 

taking the time to connect with and understand students on a personal level, then using 

that knowledge to become visible advocates for their students. 

Findings on Social Change and Building Student-Teacher Relationships 

3. The Pyramid framework of using empathy plus effort plus advocacy to build 

student-teacher relationships centered around belonging and a sense of self-

worth has the possibility to create social change by empowering marginalized 

students. 

Haley identified the importance of supportive student-teacher relationships 

centered around belonging and a sense of self-worth, which lead to personal 

empowerment and are built upon a teacher showing a combination of empathy, effort, 

and advocacy. This model leading to advocacy can further be informed by critical 
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pedagogy, which emphasizes education as the practice of freedom and focuses on 

empowering education leading to liberation from oppression through what Freire 

(1970/2000) described as the awakening of critical consciousness. The process entails 

both teacher and student as co-investigators working to identify and dismantle systems of 

oppression, and consists of the following steps of critical praxis, as outlined by Duncan-

Andrade and Morrell (2008): (a) identify a problem, (b) research the problem, (c) develop 

a collective plan of action to address the problem, (d) implement the collective plan of 

action, and (e) evaluate and assess the efficacy of the action by re-examining the state of 

the problem.  

Table 7 outlines findings from existent literature, the pilot study, and the current 

study in regard to supportive interactions and elements in the school environment. The 

table demonstrates that this study expands in bredth (e.g., the number of characteristics), 

as well as depth (e.g., the richness of descriptions provided by Haley). For example, an 

author from existant literature (Zolkoski, 2019) stated that students with EBD reported 

that teachers who were passionate, understanding, and caring made a positive impact. 

Similarly, Haley stated that supportive teachers were caring, but expanded on this 

construct by providing more depth on how teachers could be passionate and 

understanding by leveling up on the Pyramid through a combination of empathy, effort, 

and advocacy. 
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Table 7 

Comparison Summary of Literature and Findings Related to Supportive Interactions 

 
Existent literature Pilot study Current study 

Warm 
Friendly 
Welcoming 
Passionate  
Understanding 
Enthusiastic 
Available 
Encouraging 
Approachable 
Humor 
Trust students 
Acknowledge teacher error 
Respectful 
Caring 
Listen 
Stay calm 
Consistent 
 

Genuine 
Understanding 
Passionate 
Communicative 
Having time 
Laid back 
Relevant 

Belonging 
Committed 
Focused on relationship building 
Mutual respect 
Relatable 
Real person 
Listened 
Opinion mattered 
Caring 
Calm 
Specific, genuine comments 
Encouraging 
Not overbearing 
Showed vulnerability 
Person-centered 
Connection 
Relationships 
Not alone 
Support 
Belonging 
Approachable 
Conversational 
Pyramid—Empathy + Effort + 
Advocacy 
Internal Pyramid—reflect/ 
reconnect 

 

In addition to extending the literature on supportive student-teacher relationships 

as told from the voices of students with an emotional disability, the current study 

examined interactions through the lens of power (Table 8) and connected supportive 

interactions and abuse of power authority interactions to student-self interactions (Table 

9).  

Unlike Table 7 that displayed similarities, Table 8 demonstrates how this study 

fills a treacherous void in the literature on abuse of power interactions (see page 16). Just 
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as Haley said what to do by providing rich descriptions of experiences of positive 

experiences, she also provided examples of what NOT to do and the impact of such 

interactions (see Table 9). 

 

Table 8  

Summary of Abuse of Power Interactions 

 Pilot Study Current Study 
Abuse of power 
interactions 
 
 
 

Aversive 
Dispiriting 
Apathetic 
Conflictive 
Controlling 
Favoritism 
Isolating 
Irrelevant 
 

Dehumanized through public shaming 
Differential allocation of discipline 
Abuse of teacher privilege 
Maintaining status quo over student need 
Dominated by use of force 
Abusive, for-profit troubled teen industry 
Classism and social isolation 
Disconnection 
Lack of support 
Accusatory, judgemental, demanding approach 
Burnt out 
 

 

Likewise, Table 9 demonstrates how this study adds to the literature by providing 

the impact of interactions on the self from the perspective of a student with an emotional 

disability. For example, the table displays how abuse of power interactions led to 

disconnection, internalization and marginalization, while supportive interactions led to 

liberation and connection. 

 

Table 9  

Comparison of Interaction Type on Student-Self Interactions 

 Abuse of power interactions Supportive interactions 
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Student-self 
interactions 

 
 
 

Disconnected 
Apathetic 
Defiant 
Avoidant 
Drug use 
Internalized student persona 
Reaction to stigma and 

marginalization 
Effects of mental health on learning 
 

Liberated 
The shift 
Connected 
Supported 
From let’s go to let go 
 

 

Implications of the Study 

“When educators evaluate reasons some students fail while others succeed they 

rarely talk about the role of shaming as a barrier to learning.” —bell hooks 

While existent literature acknowledges the importance of establishing “positive” 

relationships between teachers and students with EBD, it does not go beyond identifying 

characteristics, and an applicable, explicit framework for practice does not exist for this 

specific population (Capern & Hammond, 2014; Mihalas et al., 2009). Additionally, the 

focus of this literature has not been on disrupting the status quo, but merely on how to get 

students with EBD to fit into the dominant culture’s authoritarian narrative of social 

control, which emphasizes meeting the expectations of the educational institution from a 

top-down approach. Such “positive” student-teacher relationships are promoted for the 

purpose of disseminating social skills instruction focused on decreasing socially 

constructed deviant behavior so that students can better serve the agenda of the dominant 

class, who control the means of production and provide the parameters of normative 

thought. In contrast, the framework outlined in this study emphasizes the importance of 

the intention of educators, who can use their power to control and preserve the status quo 
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or to create new, liberatory ways of being and social change. The current study adds to 

the literature base by beginning to understand how critical theory and critical pedagogy 

can inform the development of a conceptual model specifically for establishing liberating, 

supportive relationships with students with EBD.  

 Existent literature from the perspective of students with EBD illustrates the 

importance of teacher dispositions that are necessary to be able to build relationships with 

this population (Capern & Hammond, 2014; Garwood & Moore, 2021; McIntyre & 

Battle, 1998; Owens & Konkol, 2004; Zolkoski, 2019). However, the Pyramid 

framework developed by the co-researchers expands upon the literature base because it 

provides a conceptual framework for teacher colleges in higher education. Teacher 

preparation programs measure dispositions but don’t teach disposition oriented skills like 

empathy. Using the framework and teaching pre-service and in-service teachers how to 

“level up” on the the Pyramid to include effort, advocacy, and the internal Pyramid could 

possibly reduce the attrition of highly empathetic teachers. The implementation of the 

Pyramid framework could also lead to future research into understanding teacher attrition 

and dispositions. The following questions could be examined:  

• If teachers came into the education system as empaths, was it constructive or 

destructive?  

• If teachers came into the education system as advocates, was it to liberate 

students? Or did they come in as a “do-gooder” (e.g., to help)? Or did they 

just want to teach? What dispositions brought specific teachers into 

education? 



176 
 

• Where is the teacher on the Pyramid (i.e., which level)? Who stays? If there 

was attrition, where did they go? 

• How do teachers get jaded? What leads to teacher complacency? Burnout? Is 

it because they did not have the disposition or they had it, were empaths, and 

died inside? 

Further, it is imperative that dispositions be taught to remedy the disconnect 

between teacher preparation and the Council for Exceptional Children’s (n.d.) Special 

Education Professional Ethical Principles 7 and 8: “Protecting and supporting the 

physical and psychological safety of individuals with exceptionalities” and “Neither 

engaging in nor tolerating any practice that harms individuals with exceptionalities” 

(para. 2). 

Limitations of the Study 

There were limitations to the study. While narrative research methods are widely 

used in single-case studies, the approach is not meant to be generalized, but to tell the 

story of an individual’s experience and focus on understanding the phenomenon of 

experience through storytelling as a way to build communities by creating meaning from 

the view of lived experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Haley’s story outlines the 

need for further inquiry and the development of an applicable, explicit framework for 

establishing liberatory, supportive relationships with students with emotional disabilities.  

The validity of narrative research is in the readers’ experience and their 

confidence in the knowledge presented (Polkinghorne, 2007). This study used a critical 

theory framework focused on examining the education system as a political institution 
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subservient to the means of production and capitalism. This system is not neutral; as 

such, some readers may be unwilling to relate, as they themselves have not yet reflected 

on their position of power and privilege within society.  

As a narrative researcher engages in the story, hidden assumptions can begin to 

surface (Bell, 2002). While this study had the potential to be highly biased, the primary 

researcher engaged in reflexivity practices throughout data collection and analysis. Haley 

was fully aware of the critical theory lens being applied to her story, and she was totally 

on board and in agreement with the analysis. Addtionally, Haley posted her artwork from 

the study on her personal Instagram, showing that the process was personally meaningful 

to her. 

Haley was purposefully selected due to a pre-existing relationship. However, the 

established rapport was critical when discussing traumatic events. Additionally, 

reflexivity and positionality were addressed in data collection memos, a research journal, 

and peer debriefing meetings. Further, the temporal notion of narrative inquiry showed 

how Haley’s story changed over time, indicating personal growth and rising above 

traumatic events. Narrative inquiry allows for a recognition of how one’s understanding 

changes over time in relation to people and events (Bell, 2002). 

Future Research 

 The current study has presented a preliminary framework. Future research should 

focus on the development of steps towards a testable conceptual model that can be used 

in teacher preparation programs and professional development. Initial steps could entail a 

comprehensive review of the concepts, then a delphi study for agreement across subject 
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experts, followed by a grounded theory study. The co-researchers collaborated to develop 

the conceptual Pyramid framework, and it is suggested that they continue to work 

together to develop a model that indicates what goes into each level of the Pyramid and 

the specific teacher behavior that would indicate a change from one level to another.  

 Additional areas for future research include the following: 

• Examine the effects of classroom discourse on disproportionality in 

exclusionary practices for students with emotional disabilities 

• Addressing barriers to student empowerment through an intersectional lens 

§ Supporting LGBTQ youth in the education system 

§ Abolition and disability justice—disability studies 

§ Intersectionality of disability, gender identity, and sexual 

orientation of the co-researcher as having an emotional disability, 

being a woman, and LGBTQ 

• Further exploration of the current study’s use of sociological concepts by 

incorporating psychological perspectives, such as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory, to examine how interactions within various environmental 

contexts impact child development and the resulting implications for 

educational practice 

• How international research can inform public education in the United States, 

with an understanding of how international policy and institutional structures 

differ by country (different context) 
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§ International education is beyond the scope of this study— 

implementation differs in regards to context (international policy 

and institutional structures) but can be used to inform the 

development of the conceptual model (e.g., compare UK student 

perceptions to US student perceptions within the context of the 

differing institutional structures and policies by country) 

§ Apply institutional isomorphism to each context—examine 

systemic barriers to implementation—institutional structures and 

bureaucratic constraints that prevent change in the education 

system 

• Application of Freire’s critical consciousness and empowerment theory 

specifically for students with emotional disabilities and their teachers 

• Application of abolitionist teaching to move beyond reform and the 

educational survival complex to educational freedom (Love, 2019) 

§ Mis-education, under-education, school pushout, school-based 

surveillance, culturally irrelevant curriculum and other forms of 

educational injustice 

§ Abolition and disability justice 

• How the conceptual framework can inform policy initiatives for education 

freedom 

• Teacher burnout and reconnecting to purpose; self-care 

§ Abolitionist teaching and radical self-care 



180 
 

Conclusion 

This study aimed to understand the experiences of a former K-12 public school 

student with a 504 plan and an emotional disability when navigating structures of 

authority in schools. The study used a critical theory perspective to examine how 

authority figures chose to use their power. Findings indicated a preliminary 

understanding of how power can be abused and used to marginalize students with 

emotional disabilities or how power can be used to support, to create a sense of 

belonging, and to liberate these marginalized students. The results of this study, which 

include a framework informing authority interaction with students with emotional 

disabilities, are promising and indicate the need for future research that focuses on the 

development of steps toward a testable conceptual model for building student-teacher 

relationships with this population.  
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Appendix A 

IRB Approval Letter 
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Appendix B 

Pilot Study Interview Protocol 

 
 
Describe your K-12 experience. 
 
Can you tell me about your earliest positive memory in school? 
 
Can you tell me about your earliest negative memory in school?  
 
Can you describe your interactions with school authority, such as teachers and principals, 
when you were in elementary school? Middle school? High school? 
 
Describe a time when you had a positive interaction with school authority. 
 
Describe a time when you had a negative interaction with school authority. 
 
Tell me about a time when you felt you belonged in the school environment. 
 
Tell me about a time when you felt like an outsider in the school environment. 
 
How did you deal with these experiences? What were your reactions? 
 
How effective were these strategies/reactions? 
 
Describe your ideal learning environment. 
 
What coping strategies do you recommend for youth experiencing behavioral or 
emotional challenges in school? 
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocols 

 

Topic #1: K-12 Experiences 
 
In your initial interview, you had mentioned that your K-12 experience was “low-key 
rough, elementary school was really bad for me cause like my family didn’t have any 
money so it was really weird going to this rich, upscale type like school, if that makes 
sense. I got bullied a lot because I never, I always wore like the same shit all the time and 
never really had lunch or anything so people made fun of me a lot.” 
 

1. Describe your experiences being in upscale schools as someone who didn’t have 
any money….and wore the same shit all the time...and never really had lunch.” 

a. How did this influence your friendships at school? 
b. What about your relationships with teachers?  

 
2. Describe specific experiences with being bullied. 

a. What coping skills did you develop? 
b. Tell me about how teachers intervened (or didn’t intervene) with bullying. 
c. Did bullying change in different grades? 

 
 
You had said that in “middle school I was starting to be an asshole. I started causing 
trouble and stuff. So teachers never liked me. And then in high school I eventually 
calmed down, but high school wasn’t that great either. At the beginning I’d say it was 
pretty rough.” 
 

3. Can you tell me more about your experiences with teachers never liking you? 
a. What did that look like? 
b. How did it effect your learning? 

 
4. What had happened in high school to make it “not that great”. 

a. Was it a specific event? Specific teachers? Peers? Environment? 
 
 
 
Visual Journal – Art prompt  
 
Create a two-page spread on: Class struggle and bullying 



184 
 

 
 
 
Topic #1 Art Discussion 
 

1. Tell me about your work. 
 

2. Why did you chose these specific techniques? 
a. Choice of medium(s) 
b. Art elements 
c. Design elements 

 
3. What came up for you? 

a. How did you feel while creating this particular piece of art? 
b. What did you think about while creating the piece and then after it was 

complete? 
 
 

Topic #1 Follow-up Questions 
 
You had described the turning point your senior year, can you tell me more about that? 
I’m interested in hearing more about the teacher relationships and therapeutic 
experiences.  
 
Can you tell me about a time when you felt in your heart that someone got you? 
 
Describe the therapeutic experiences surrounding that turning point. 
 
 
 
Topic #2: Teacher Persona 
 
You had described Mrs. M when asked about your earliest positive memory, “She was 
super nice and I remember she took me out after school one time because my dad forgot 
to come pick me up and bought me a bunch of stuff and that was the best day of my 
entire life at that point and that was the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me 
basically. Yeah, she was cool. I ended up babysitting for her kids.” 
 

5. Tell me more about Mrs. M. 
a. What else did she do that was helpful? 
b. How would you describe her classroom environment? 
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You had brought up Ms. W and the air freshener situation when asked about your earliest 
negative memory. You had also mentioned her having a kid on the spectrum sit in a box 
when misbehaving and her having you all dump your desks out onto the floor if they 
were messy. 
 

6. Tell me more about Ms. W. 
a. Did you have any other negative interactions with her? 
b. How would you describe her classroom environment? 

 
 
 
Visual Journal – Art prompt  
 
Create a two-page spread on: Two opposing teacher personas (effective vs ineffective) 
 
 
Topic #2 Art Discussion 
 

1. Tell me about your work. 
 

2. Why did you chose these specific techniques? 
a. Choice of medium(s) 
b. Art elements 
c. Design elements 

 
3. What came up for you? 

a. How did you feel while creating this particular piece of art? 
b. What did you think about while creating the piece and then after it was 

complete? 
 
 
 
 

Topic #2 Follow-up Questions 

- What does empathy look and feel like? 

- What does effort look like and feel like? Advocacy? Checking in?  

 

Topic #2 Additional Follow-up 
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- What made you decide to become a teacher? 
 
 
Topic #3: Relationships 
You had described being known by school authority, such as principals and school 
officers. You had mentioned that being in trouble so much made you closer to them but 
you also hated them.  
 

7. Tell me more about this relationship with school authority, such as principals and 
school officers. 

a. What was your first interaction? 
b. What was your most positive interaction? 
c. What was your most negative interaction? 

 
 
You had described Mr. B, your high school Spanish teacher when asked to describe a 
negative experience with school authority. He had dissed your absence letter for your 
grandma’s funeral, so you called him out and got detention where he made you line up 
desks. He played favorites, loving the popular kids. He also ended up getting fired. 
 

8. Tell me more about Mr. B. 
a. Did he treat others the same way he treated you? If so, how would you 

describe those students? 
b. How would you describe his classroom environment? 

 
 
When asked about a time you felt you belonged in the school environment, you had 
mentioned my art class. You had said, “everyone in that class was like super like chill 
and like not annoying and you like never made us feel like, uh, you know, like we were 
bothering you if that makes sense. Like I feel like most teachers have this attitude like 
I’m trying to get my day done and like get the fuck out of here and I’m sure you feel like 
that sometimes but you never like made us feel like that. So that class was definitely 
awesome. That was like my favorite class in high school.” 
 

9. Tell me more about the classroom environment. 
a. Did she treat others the same way she treated you? If so, how would you 

describe those students? 
 

10. Pretend you’re me.  
a. What would you say if you were me when I was your teacher? 
b. What would I say to students? 
c. What kind of advice would I give to other teachers? 
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When asked about a time you felt like an outsider in the school environment, you had 
brought up Ms. M. She would make y’all feel stupid, call you out in front of the whole 
class, talk shit about her students to their friends when they were absent, and put up the 
slide: Stop disappointing me and get your shit together, which she presented to the whole 
class when she made y’all come in early before school one day. Also, you had mentioned 
her being, “super terrible to [your friend]. I remember one time [friend] had like a panic 
attack or something and she kept coming in the bathroom like every five minutes and was 
like, you need to come do your presentation right now and like all this stuff. And um, I 
think it bothered me the most, that she didn’t understand the impact that she was having 
on people.” 
 

11. Tell me more about Ms. M. 
a. Did she treat others the same way she treated you? If so, how would you 

describe those students? 
 

12. Tell me more about the classroom environment. 
a. How did you feel being in the classroom? 
b. How do you think others felt being in the classroom? 

 
13. Pretend you’re Ms. M. What would you say? 

a. What would you say if you were her when she was your teacher? 
b. What would she say to students? 

 
14. Write a letter to Ms. M (in own time, “homework”) 

a. What does she need to know to be a better influence? 
b. What do you wish you could of told her back then? 

 
Visual Journal – Art prompt  
 
Create a two-page spread on: Authority in schools 
 
Topic #3 Art Discussion 
 

1. Tell me about your work. 
 

2. Why did you chose these specific techniques? 
a. Choice of medium(s) 
b. Art elements 
c. Design elements 

 
3. What came up for you? 

a. How did you feel while creating this particular piece of art? 
b. What did you think about while creating the piece and then after it was 

complete? 
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Topic #4: Student Persona 
 
When asked how you dealt with these aversive experiences, you had mentioned, “I think 
that a lot of the time I just didn’t really care because most of the time like when I did get 
in trouble in high school, like I was on drugs anyways. So, I just like didn’t actually give 
a shit if I got in trouble or not and it didn’t really bother me.” 
 

15. Tell me more about your experiences in the school system as someone with 
mental health needs. 

a. Tell me about how teachers met your needs? 
b. How did teachers not meet your needs? 
c. What do you wish you could tell teachers about mental health? 
d. Tell me more about your experiences with inpatient hospitalization. 
e. How did mental health effect your learning?  
f. How did missing school effect your learning? 
g. How did teachers treat you when they learned about your mental health 

needs? 
 

16. Tell me more about your experiences with drug use. 
a. Tell me how you got into using drugs. 
b. Tell me about your experiences in dual diagnosis 

hospitalization/rehabilitation. 
 

 
But I’m like, for like middle school and like elementary school when I got in trouble, like 
it actually did really bother me. Like I felt like I was like a disappointment to my teachers 
and stuff like that. 
 

17. Tell me more about feeling like a disappointment to your teachers. 
a. What did the teachers do or not do that made you feel like a 

disappointment to them? 
 

But um, for dealing with it, I feel like I just kind of, I didn’t really, like, I just, if 
anything, getting in trouble made me care less about getting in trouble more, if that 
makes sense. Like, fuck it, I’m already known as like the person who causes trouble. So, 
like why even try to change their minds. 
 

18. Tell me more about not giving a shit about being in trouble. 
a. Did you find yourself as being labeled as deviant in school? If so, how did 

this label effect your interactions with school authority? 
 

19. What do you think changed for you in high school (not giving a shit anymore)? 
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a. Was there a particular event or a culmination of events that that led to 
feeling this way? 
 

Visual Journal – Art prompt  
 
Create a two-page spread on: Your struggles and challenges growing up 
 
Topic #4 Art Discussion 
 

1. Tell me about your work. 
 

2. Why did you chose these specific techniques? 
a. Choice of medium(s) 
b. Art elements 
c. Design elements 

 
3. What came up for you? 

a. How did you feel while creating this particular piece of art? 
b. What did you think about while creating the piece and then after it was 

complete? 
 
 
Topic #5: Ideal Learning Environment & Coping Strategies 
 
You had described an ideal learning environment as, “For me personally, yeah. I think 
like small, like classroom sizes for me is ideal, having teachers work with not a large 
amount of people and having teachers who actually enjoy their job and want to be doing 
what they’re doing. I think small is definitely the way to go. And I think for me, yeah, I’d 
say visual learning works for me the best.” 
 

20. Tell me more about your ideal learning environment 
a. Why would you recommend a small classroom size? 
b. How could you tell that a teacher really enjoys their job and wants to be 

doing what they’re doing? 
c. How and why would you incorporate visual learning into schools? 

 
21. What coping strategies do you recommend for youth experiencing challenges in 

school? Both in school and outside of school. 
a. What have you personally found to be helpful? 

 
Visual Journal – Art prompt  
 
Create a two-page spread on: Self-awareness and personal growth 
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Topic #5 Art Discussion 
 

1. Tell me about your work. 
 

2. Why did you chose these specific techniques? 
a. Choice of medium(s) 
b. Art elements 
c. Design elements 

 
3. What came up for you? 

a. How did you feel while creating this particular piece of art? 
b. What did you think about while creating the piece and then after it was 

complete? 
 
Topic #6 
 
Co-researcher interviews the primary researcher as someone she cited as a teacher of a 
classroom in which the co-researcher felt they belonged in the school environment. 
Questions developed by Haley: 
 

1. What is the most valuable life lesson being a teacher has taught you? 
2. Do you think having a relationship with your students has a direct correlation on 

their performance in the classroom? 
3. What do you think is the single most important aspect of teaching? As in, like 

what is the most important thing that you have to do that you have to show up and 
fulfill? What do you think is the most important thing? 

4. How does your mental health effect you as a teacher and do you ever regret taking 
on the job like is there ever a day where you’re like Oh my God I’m not doing a 
good job or like I’m not capable of teaching these kids right now and I’m not 
giving them what they need or like, do you ever have days like that or weeks like 
that? 

5. What do you think a teacher should do when they become burnt out or feel 
overwhelmed by their classroom? What advice you would give to those teachers? 
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Appendix D 

Contact Summary and Memo Outline 

 
Adapted from Miles et al. (2014) 
 
 

- Researcher will provide co-researcher with a summary of their answers to target 

questions to ascertain if the summary appropriately captures their answers and if 

there is anything that needs to be clarified or added.  

 

Question Information Summary Co-researcher Check 
Clarification/additions 
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Ask co-researcher if: 

- There are additional follow-up questions that they would recommend 

- There is anything that they would like the researcher to consider when analyzing 

the interview.  

Memo 

Reflections on: 

- Researcher identity 
- Positionality 
- Insights  

o Main issues or themes that struck you 
o Salient, interesting, illuminating, important 
o What new or remaining target questions do you have? 

 
 
 
 
 

 



194 
 

References 

Aud, S., Fox, M. A., & KewalRamani, A. (2010). Status and trends in the education of 

racial and ethnic groups (NCES 2010-015). National Center for Education 

Statistics. https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015.pdf 

Ball, S. J. (1990). Foucault and education: Disciplines and knowledge. Routledge. 

Becker, H. S. (1963). Outsiders: Studies in the sociology of deviance. Free Press 

Glencoe. 

Bell, J. S. (2002). Narrative inquiry: More than just telling stories. TESOL Quarterly, 

36(2), 207–213. https://doi.org/10.2307/3588331 

Bernstein, N. (2014). Burning down the house: The end of juvenile prison. The New 

Press. 

Blommaert, J. (2005). Discourse: A critical introduction. Cambridge University Press. 

Brantlinger, E., Jimenez, R., Klingner, J., Pugach, M., & Richardson, V. (2005). 

Qualitative studies in special education. Exceptional Children, 71(2), 195–207. 

Breeman, L. D., van Lier, P. A., Wubbels, T., Verhulst, F. C., van der Ende, J., Maras, 

A., Hopman, J. A., & Tick, N. T. (2018). Developmental links between teacher-

child closeness and disobedience for boys placed in special education. 

Exceptionality, 26(4), 230–244. 

Brown, C. A., & Di Tillio, C. (2013). Discipline disproportionality among Hispanic and 

American Indian students: Expanding the discourse in US research. Journal of 

Education and Learning, 2(4), 47–59. 



195 
 

Bruner, J. (2006). The culture of education. Harvard University Press.  

Caine, V., Estefan, A., & Clandinin, D. J. (2013). A return to methodological 

commitment: Reflections on narrative inquiry. Scandinavian Journal of 

Educational Research, 57(6), 574–586. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2013.798833 

Capern, T., & Hammond, L. (2014). Establishing positive relationships with secondary 

gifted students and students with emotional/behavioural disorders: Giving these 

diverse learners what they need. The Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 

39(4), 46–67. https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2014v39n4.5 

Cefai, C., & Cooper, P. (2010). Students without voices: The unheard accounts of 

secondary school students with social, emotional and behaviour difficulties. 

European Journal of Special Needs Education, 25(2), 183–198. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08856251003658702 

Chase, S. E. (2018). Narrative inquiry: Toward theoretical and methodological maturity. 

In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The Sage handbook of qualitative 

research (5th ed., pp. 946–970). Sage. 

Clandinin, D. J. (2007). Handbook of narrative inquiry: Mapping a methodology. Sage. 

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in 

qualitative research. Jossey-Bass. 

Cole, A. L., & Knowles, J. G. (2008). Arts-informed research. In J. G. Knowles & A. L. 

Cole (Eds.), Handbook of the arts in qualitative research (pp. 55–70). Sage. 

https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781452226545.n5 



196 
 

Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, D. J. (1990). Stories of experience and narrative inquiry. 

Educational Researcher, 19(5), 2–14. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X019005002 

Connor, D. J. (2006). Michael’s story: “I get into so much trouble just by walking”: 

Narrative knowing and life at the intersections of learning disability, race, and 

class. Equity & Excellence in Education, 39(2), 154–165. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680500533942 

Connor, D. J., Gabel, S. L., Gallagher, D. J., & Morton, M. (2008). Disability studies and 

inclusive education—Implications for theory, research, and practice. International 

Journal of Inclusive Education, 12(5–6), 441–457. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603110802377482 

Council for Exceptional Children. (n.d.). Ethical principles and practice standards. 

https://exceptionalchildren.org/standards/ethical-principles-and-practice-standards 

Davis, D. H. (2020). The phenomenological method. In G. Weiss, A. V. Murphy, & G. 

Salamon (Eds.), 50 concepts for a critical phenomenology (pp. 3–10). 

Northwestern University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvmx3j22.5 

deBettencourt, L. U. (2002). Understanding the differences between IDEA and Section 

504. Teaching Exceptional Children, 34(3), 16–23. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/004005990203400302 

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. Collier Books. 



197 
 

Duncan-Andrade, J. M. R., & Morrell, E. (2008). The art of critical pedagogy: 

Possibilities for moving from theory to practice in urban schools. Peter Lang. 

https://doi.org/10.3726/b12771 

Finlay, L. (2009). Ambiguous encounters: A relational approach to phenomenological 

research. Indo-Pacific Journal of Phenomenology, 9(1), 1–17. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/20797222.2009.11433983 

Fisher, A. E., Fisher, B. W., & Railey, K. S. (2020). Disciplinary disparities by race and 

disability: Using DisCrit theory to examine the manifestation determination 

review process in special education in the United States. Race, Ethnicity, and 

Education. https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2020.1753671 

Foucault, M. (1965). Madness and civilization: A history of insanity in the age of reason. 

Random House. 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and punish. Pantheon Books. 

Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed (30th anniversary ed.). Continuum. 

(Original work published 1970) 

Garwood, J. D., & Moore, T. (2021). School connectedness insights for teachers 

educating youth with a severe emotional disturbance in residential treatment. 

Residential Treatment for Children & Youth, 38(2), 153–165. 

Gee, J. P. (2004). Discourse analysis: What makes it critical? In R. Rogers (Ed.), An 

introduction to critical discourse analysis in education (pp. 49–80). Routledge. 

Gee, J. P. (2010). How to do discourse analysis: A toolkit. Routledge. 



198 
 

Given, L. (2008). The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research methods. SAGE 

Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412963909 

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Prentice Hall. 

Gonsoulin, S., Zablocki, M., & Leone, P. E. (2012). Safe schools, staff development, and 

the school-to-prison pipeline. Teacher Education and Special Education, 35(4), 

309–319. https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406412453470 

Guba, E. G. (1981). Criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of naturalistic inquiries. 

ECTJ, 29(2), 75. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02766777 

Guenther, L. (2020). Critical phenomenology. In G. Weiss, A. V. Murphy, & G. Salamon 

(Eds.), 50 concepts for a critical phenomenology (pp. 11–16). Northwestern 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvmx3j22.6 

Holler, R. A., & Zirkel, P. A. (2008). Section 504 and public schools: A national survey 

concerning “Section 504-only” students. NASSP Bulletin, 92(1), 19–43. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0192636508314106 

Houchins, D. E., & Shippen, M. E. (2012). Welcome to a special issue about the school-

to-prison pipeline: The pathway to modern institutionalization. Teacher 

Education and Special Education, 35(4), 265–270. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406412462141 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. § 1400, et. seq. (2004). 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/a/300.8/c/4 

Iqbal, Z., Courtney, M., & Rashid, N. (2019). Understanding student-teacher 

relationships and the passive-aggressive behavior of students: Reduction of 



199 
 

malevolence in Pakistani classrooms. Pakistan Journal of Distance and Online 

Learning, 5(1), 233–255. 

Katsiyannis, A., Losinski, M., & T. Prince, A. M. (2012). Litigation and students with 

disabilities: A persistent concern. NASSP Bulletin, 96(1), 23–43. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0192636511431008 

Kim, K., Becker-Cohen, M., & Serakos, M. (2015). The processing and treatment of 

mentally ill persons in the criminal justice system: A scan of practice and 

background analysis. Urban Institute. 

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/processing-and-treatment-mentally-

ill-persons-criminal-justice-system/view/full_report 

Kincheloe, J. L. (2008). Critical pedagogy primer (2nd ed.). P. Lang. 

Kohlenberg, M. (2019). Booked but can’t read: “Functional literacy,” national 

citizenship, and the new face of Dred Scott in the age of mass incarceration. NYU 

Review of Law & Social Change, 44(2), 213–259. 

https://socialchangenyu.com/review/booked-but-cant-read-functional-literacy-

national-citizenship-and-the-new-face-of-dred-scott-in-the-age-of-mass-

incarceration/ 

Love, B. L. (2019). We want to do more than survive: Abolitionist teaching and the 

pursuit of educational freedom. Beacon Press. 

Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (3rd ed.). 

SAGE Publications. 



200 
 

McElderry, C. G., & Cheng, T. C. (2014). Understanding the discipline gap from an 

ecological perspective. Children & Schools, 36(4), 241–249. 

McIntyre, T., & Battle, J. (1998). The traits of “good teachers” as identified by African-

American and white students with emotional and/or behavioral disorders. 

Behavioral Disorders, 23(2), 134–142. 

McLaren, P., & Giarelli, J. M. (1995). Critical theory and educational research. State 

University of New York Press. 

Merton, R. K. (1948). The self-fulfilling prophecy. The Antioch Review, 8(2), 193–210. 

Mihalas, S., Morse, W. C., Allsopp, D. H., & Alvarez McHatton, P. (2009). Cultivating 

caring relationships between teachers and secondary students with emotional and 

behavioral disorders: Implications for research and practice. Remedial and Special 

Education, 30(2), 108–125. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932508315950 

Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., & Saldaña, J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A 

methods sourcebook. Sage. 

National Center for Learning Disabilities. (2020). Significant disproportionality in 

special education: Current trends and actions for impact. 

https://www.ncld.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/2020-NCLD-

Disproportionality_Trends-and-Actions-for-Impact_FINAL-1.pdf 

National Council on Disability. (2015). Breaking the school-to-prison pipeline for 

students with disabilities. https://ncd.gov/publications/2015/06182015 



201 
 

Nellis, A. (2012). The lives of juvenile lifers: Findings from a national survey. The 

Sentencing Project. https://www.sentencingproject.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/01/The-Lives-of-Juvenile-Lifers.pdf 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. (2021). OJJDP statistical briefing 

book. https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/corrections/qa08201.asp?qaDate=2019  

Owens, L., & Konkol, L. (2004). Transitioning from alternative to traditional school 

settings: A student perspective. Reclaiming Children and Youth, 13(3), 173. 

Polkinghorne, D. E. (1995). Narrative configuration in qualitative analysis. International 

Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 8(1), 5–23. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0951839950080103 

Ravitch, S. M., & Carl, N. M. (2019). Qualitative research: Bridging the conceptual, 

theoretical, and methodological. SAGE Publications. 

Reardon, S. F. (2011). The widening academic achievement gap between the rich and the 

poor: New evidence and possible explanations. In G. J. Duncan & R. J. Murnane 

(Eds.), Whither opportunity?: Rising inequality, schools, and children’s life 

chances (pp. 91–116). Russell Sage Foundation. 

Riele, K. te. (2006). Youth ‘at risk’: Further marginalizing the marginalized? Journal of 

Education Policy, 21(2), 129–145. https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930500499968 

Rogers, R. (2017). Critical discourse analysis in education. In S. Wortham, D. Kim, & S. 

May (Eds.), Discourse and education (pp. 33–68). Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-02243-7_3 



202 
 

Shippen, M. E., Patterson, D., Green, K. L., & Smitherman, T. (2012). Community and 

school practices to reduce delinquent behavior: Intervening on the school-to-

prison pipeline. Teacher Education and Special Education, 35(4), 296–308. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406412445930 

Simpson, R. L., Peterson, R. L., & Smith, C. R. (2011). Critical educational program 

components for students with emotional and behavioral disorders: Science, 

policy, and practice. Remedial and Special Education, 32(3), 230–242. 

Smith, C. R., Katsiyannis, A., & Ryan, J. B. (2011). Challenges of serving students with 

emotional and behavioral disorders: Legal and policy considerations. Behavioral 

Disorders, 36(3), 185–194. https://doi.org/10.1177/019874291003600304 

Smith, L. T. (2013). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples. Zed 

Books. 

Snyder, T. D., & Dillow, S. A. (2015). Digest of education statistics 2013 (NCES 2015-

011). National Center for Education Statistics. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2015/2015011.pdf 

Snyder, T. D., de Brey, C., & Dillow, S. A. (2019). Digest of education statistics 2018 

(NCES 2020-009). National Center for Education Statistics. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2020/2020009.pdf 

Society for Disability Studies. (2016, August 29). What is disability studies? 

https://disstudies.org/index.php/about-sds/what-is-disability-studies/ 



203 
 

Sprague, J. R., Vincent, C. G., & Tobin, T. J. (2013). Preventing disciplinary exclusions 

of students from American Indian/Alaska Native backgrounds. Family Court 

Review, 51(3), 452–459. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12042 

Sullivan, A. L., Van Norman, E. R., & Klingbeil, D. A. (2014). Exclusionary discipline 

of students with disabilities: Student and school characteristics predicting 

suspension. Remedial & Special Education, 35(4), 199–210. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932513519825 

U.S. Department of Education. (n.d.). Civil rights data collection. http://ocrdata.ed.gov 

U.S. Department of Education. (2005). 10 facts about K-12 education funding. 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/fed/10facts/10facts.pdf 

U.S. Department of Education. (2014). School climate and discipline: Know the data. 

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/data.html 

U.S. Department of Education. (2021). 2020 annual report to Congress on the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/2020-annual-report-congress-idea/ 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2019). National survey of children’s 

health. https://mchb.hrsa.gov/data/national-surveys 

Valenti, M., Brown, E. L., Horner, C. G., Mahatmya, D., & Colditz, J. (2019). Pathways 

to working alliances: Special educators’ emotional labor and relationships with 

students with emotional and behavioral disorders. Teachers College Record, 

121(7), 1–24. 



204 
 

Van Leeuwen, T. (2001). Semiotics and iconography. In T. Van Leeuwen & C. Jewitt 

(Eds.), Handbook of visual analysis (pp. 92–118). Sage. 

Vincent, C. G., Sprague, J. R., & Tobin, T. J. (2012). Exclusionary discipline practices 

across students’ racial/ethnic backgrounds and disability status: Findings from the 

Pacific Northwest. Education and Treatment of Children, 35(4), 585–601. 

Wagner, M., & Davis, M. (2006). How are we preparing students with emotional 

disturbances for the transition to young adulthood? Findings from the National 

Longitudinal Transition Study-2. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 

14(2), 86–98. https://doi.org/10.1177/10634266060140020501 

Wallace, J. M. Jr., Goodkind, S., Wallace, C. M., & Bachman, J. G. (2008). Racial, 

ethnic, and gender differences in school discipline among US high school 

students: 1991-2005. The Negro Educational Review, 59(1–2), 47. 

Warren, J. (2008). One in 100: Behind bars in America 2008. The Pew Charitable Trusts. 

https://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/wwwpewtrustsorg/report

s/sentencing_and_corrections/onein100pdf.pdf 

Whitford, D. K., & Levine-Donnerstein, D. (2014). Office disciplinary referral patterns of 

American Indian students from elementary school through high school. 

Behavioral Disorders, 39(2), 78–88. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/019874291303900204 

Wiggan, G., Smith, D., & Watson-Vandiver, M. J. (2020). The national teacher shortage, 

urban education and the cognitive sociology of labor. The Urban Review, 53(1), 

43–75. 



205 
 

World Health Organization. (n.d.). Gender and women’s mental health. 

https://www.who.int/mental_health/prevention/genderwomen/en/ 

Zhang, D., Katsiyannis, A., & Herbst, M. (2004). Disciplinary exclusions in special 

education: A 4-year analysis. Behavioral Disorders, 29(4), 337–347. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/019874290402900402 

Zolkoski, S. M. (2019). The importance of teacher-student relationships for students with 

emotional and behavioral disorders. Preventing School Failure, 63(3), 236–241. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1045988X.2019.1579165  



206 
 

Biography 

 

Ashley Stride graduated from James Madison High School, in Vienna, Virginia in 1999.  
They received their Bachelor of Fine Arts from the Corcoran College of Art and Design, 
Washington, D.C. in 2003. They received their Master of Arts in Teaching in Art 
Education in 2007 and their Master of Education in Special Education in 2013, both from 
George Mason University, Fairfax, Virginia. Ashley worked as a public school art 
teacher and special educator for five years. 


