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Abstract
Drawing from a larger study of teacher empathy, this article offers a critical 
race analysis of three teachers’ dispositions to discern (a) their social and 
emotional competencies (SEC) and (b) evidence of transformative social 
and emotional learning (SEL). Data sources include one-on-one teacher 
interviews, focus groups, document analyses, and more than 1,500 
minutes of video-recorded classroom observations. Findings illustrate the 
influence of race, identity, and one’s conceptions of power for determining 
transformative expressions of teacher participants’ SEC. Implications for 
creating the conditions to effectively design and facilitate transformative SEL 
programming in urban school settings are discussed.
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Introduction

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is a process through which youth and 
adults cultivate skills and abilities necessary to effectively problem solve, 
negotiate conflict, and efficaciously navigate the world around them. Redding 
and Walberg (2015) insist that for SEL implementation to be effective at the 
school or classroom level, there must be modeling by adults of the very social 
and emotional competencies (SEC) they seek to cultivate in youth. It is unrea-
sonable to expect students’ productive social and emotional development with-
out greater attention to, for example, teachers’ management of emotion (or the 
lack thereof), their social awareness of others and self, and their capacity to 
establish positive relationships with diverse learners. Furthermore, Robert 
Jagers and his colleagues have compellingly argued (see Jagers et al., 2018, 
2019) that while SEL has potential for bolstering education equity, the associ-
ated SEC must be elaborated to give more attention to the root causes of race/
ethnic and economic (dis)advantage. A hallmark of urban education scholar-
ship is grappling with justice dilemmas affecting the overall well-being of 
racially minoritized persons inhabiting metropolitan spaces or places of vary-
ing sizes (Irby, 2015; Milner & Lomotey, 2014; Warren & Venzant Chambers, 
2020). And thus, for youth growing up in predominantly black and Latinx 
neighborhoods who are adversely impacted by gentrification, displacement, 
urban blight, and long-standing municipal disinvestment, advancing SEL goals 
must include contending with the influence of race, power and place on a teach-
er’s decision making, awareness, and emotional well-being.

In addition, an SEL programming agenda intended to improve black 
youth’s experience of school—that also adequately prepares them to navigate 
an anti-black society—must substantively account for the ways that schooling 
in the U.S. sustains black people’s racial oppression, pain, and suffering 
(Coles, 2020; Dumas, 2016). This in mind, we employ a critical race analysis 
of three high school teachers’ physical classroom behavior and professional 
decision making to discern their SEC. By doing so, this study advances under-
standing of the conditions that optimize the efficacious design and facilitation 
of SEL programming in urban school settings. The next section of the article 
elaborates the value of SEL to urban education and the schooling of black 
boys in particular, followed by a discussion of the intellectual perspectives 
guiding design of this study and analysis of its data.
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SEL, Urban Education, and Black Boys

Thinking intentionally about the positive social and emotional development 
of students of color, a large proportion of whom attend public schools in the 
United States’ largest cities, there continues to be an urgent call to better 
adapt SEL programming to the unique needs of minoritized populations. 
Barnes (2019) conducted a systematic review of SEL interventions in urban 
schools over the last 20 years that might qualify as culturally responsive 
(Gay, 2000) and culturally sustaining (Paris, 2012). Of the 66 studies 
reviewed, only a few leveraged or were guided by culturally responsive prin-
ciples; with none examining the implications of systemic and institutional 
racism for exacerbating racial disparities. Whaley and McQueen’s (2004) 
study, one of the few research projects found to have culturally adapted its 
SEL intervention, partnered with a community-based organization (CBO). 
The CBO sought to engage black boys in both identity and character develop-
ment through an exploration of their connection to African culture. There was 
an observed decrease in risk behaviors among participants and increased 
community engagement. The scholars also found, however, that simply nam-
ing one’s self as culturally responsive does not guarantee that the facilitator 
was indeed modeling productive SEC or that their actions were effectively 
sharpening students’ SEC.

With respect to black boys in particular, school discipline is an area of 
one’s teaching practice where SEL has been lauded as necessary to advance 
education equity. Various school districts in the United States have imple-
mented SEL interventions to respond to race-gender disparities in disciplin-
ary outcomes for boys of color. Gregory and Fergus (2017) argued that school 
discipline policies disproportionately affect black boys for two reasons. The 
first is a reliance on colorblind approaches to design and implementation of 
the policy. These SEL-informed disciplinary systems too often ignore the 
role of “power, privilege and cultural difference” (Gregory & Fergus, 2017, 
p. 117). The second is a singular focus on students, which in turn dismisses 
the critical role of adults’ own beliefs, attitudes, and emotional intelligence 
when distributing consequences for behavior. It is possible that studying 
teachers’ SEC can explain their misperceptions of black boys’ attitudes and 
dispositions, which in turn can lead to better understanding the interpersonal 
factors that lead to more harsh punishments.

Indeed, Milner (2020) argues that punishment, not discipline, is a cause 
for disproportionality in black students’ exclusionary discipline outcomes. 
Discipline he conjectures, as conceptualized through an analysis of his inter-
view with a veteran black teacher, centers on collaboratively engaging with 
youth to cultivate students’ capacity to persistently and productively respond 
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to difficult academic tasks. Thinking of discipline in this way renders the 
concept a positive aspect of youth development. On the contrary, punishment 
reproduces inequity as the teacher’s action(s) in such a scenario is primarily 
punitive in nature—lacking restoration or an attempt to account for the 
wholistic social and emotional well-being of the young person. Examining 
teachers’ trends in observable classroom behavior to discern their SEC, and 
the philosophies/ideologies most influencing their classroom decision mak-
ing, may be key to divining more humanizing, productive SEL-informed dis-
cipline approaches.

Furthermore, by culturally adapting the Strong Start SEL intervention 
(Merrell, 2007), Graves and colleagues (2017) found that black boys who 
participated in the program showed increased emotional intelligence and an 
improved self-concept. The authors inferred that it was critical that teachers 
included “storybooks that have central characters that were African American” 
and discussion “related to the urban community” (Graves et al., 2017, p. 66). 
These outcomes resemble findings from Castro-Olivo’s (2014) investigation 
of the effects of an SEL intervention with middle and high school Latinx 
English Language learners. Latinx boys who participated in the culturally 
adapted Jóvenes Fuertes SEL program exhibited higher social emotional 
knowledge and increased resilience. In both the Graves et al. (2017) and 
Castro-Olivo (2014) studies, how teachers behaved in response to students—
including what they tended to do and say in interactions with boys of color—
mattered significantly to the success of the program.

Framing the Current Research: Teacher Dispositions, 
Transformative SEL, Critical Race Theory, and Teacher 
Empathy

Developing and effectively facilitating SEL programs for racially minoritized 
youth, as understood from our synthesis of the aforementioned literature, 
requires increased attention be given to (a) teachers’ thinking and feelings 
about their work with diverse youth; (b) teachers’ understanding of the influ-
ence race and culture may have on their professional decision making; and (c) 
teachers’ physical behavior during interpersonal classroom interactions with 
diverse youth. Likewise, we contend that discerning a teacher’s SEC is best 
captured by critically examining their trends in observable classroom behavior 
or dispositions (see Katz & Raths, 1985; Nelsen, 2015; Warren, 2018). Jennings 
and Frank (2015) also emphasize the importance of teacher dispositions “in 
shaping the instruction and learning environment in which SEL programs 
occur.” (p. 429). Teachers who effectively model the five SEL competencies 
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recognize the need for cultural adaptation of SEL programs. They also have 
some awareness of the philosophies most influencing their dispositions, and 
thus are likely to see the most positive results in their classrooms (Castro-Olivo, 
2014; Graves & Castro-Olivo, 2018; Williford & Sanger Wolcott, 2015).

This study is an examination of teacher dispositions necessary to glimpse 
SEC, and subsequently, transformative expressions of those SEC. 
Transformative social and emotional learning (TSEL), according to Jagers 
et al. (2019), “requires explicit critical examination of the root causes of 
racial and economic inequities to foster the desired critical self- and social 
awareness and responsible individual and collective actions in young people 
and adults.” (p. 178). Without thoughtful consideration of the embeddedness 
of inequity into the social structures and institutions shaping the lived reali-
ties of historically oppressed people in the United States, SEL misses the 
mark (Jagers et al., 2019). The most significant point of divergence between 
TSEL and the standard SEC commonly associated with SEL (see Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2019) is the explicit 
commitment to acknowledging and consciously reversing structural oppres-
sions accorded to race, and by extension, its interaction with other forms of 
ethnic, linguistic, class, and cultural differences. Teacher dispositions are 
informed by their beliefs, values, attitudes, and knowledge of the world 
around them (Nelsen, 2015; Warren, 2018). As such, this study also probes 
the philosophies and/or ideologies underscoring teachers’ dispositions. A 
close reading of these data reveals teacher participants’ thinking about race, 
power, and social context. The result is a more comprehensive understanding 
of how a teacher’s SEC (e.g., their decision making, awareness, and emotion 
management) may indicate their commitment to education equity, or the lack 
thereof. Such an analytic approach is necessary for noticing, and then conjec-
turing further, the conditions that facilitate an urban teacher’s readiness to 
model and engage in TSEL with racially diverse youth.

Second, critical race theory (CRT) in education informs the philosophical, 
ontological, and epistemological orientation to this research inquiry. We view 
racism as a permanent, indestructible feature of American public schooling 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solorzano, 1997; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). 
There is no escaping the influence of race and racial oppression on the school-
ing experience of black youth whose ancestors have long been exploited to 
advance America’s imperialist aims, and its global position as an economic 
superpower. We further draw upon Dumas and ross’ (2016) extension of CRT 
which argues that education scholarship must contend with the “specificity” 
of black people’s suffering in school. They insist that it is a suffering unique 
to other forms of racial discrimination/oppression encountered by Latinx, 
Asian/Pacific Islander, and Native individuals. Considering the focus on 
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black boys’ interactions with their classroom teachers in this article, CRT and 
its constituent bodies of literature (e.g., BlackCrit) enable a more expansive, 
structural view of race, power, and gender in our analysis of these teachers’ 
dispositions and the ideologies or philosophies framing trends in behavior 
derived from classroom observation data of their teaching.

Finally, there is no shortage of recent interest in empathy’s relevance to ensur-
ing a high-quality education experience for young people marginalized along the 
lines of race, class, and/or ability (Jaber et al., 2018; McAllister & Irvine, 2002; 
Meyers et al., 2019; Parchomiuk, 2019; Peck et al., 2015; Warren, 2018). The 
teachers in this study were selected, in large part, because they demonstrated 
evidence of empathy despite not necessarily having the language to describe their 
practice as such. Empathy, or the human capacity to psychologically and/or 
affectively imagine someone else’s experience or social condition (Davis, 1994; 
Decety & Lamm, 2006), is core to one’s SEL development, especially social 
awareness (CASEL, 2019; Jagers et al., 2018). We insist that examining “root 
causes for inequity” (Jagers et al., 2019, p. 163) is an act of perspective taking 
(i.e., adopting one’s psychological point of view core to empathy’s application, 
Davis, 1994) that undoubtedly informs each teacher participant’s own SEC.

Methods

Taken from a larger research project on teacher empathy, the primary research 
question for this study is: What evidence of social and emotional competence 
emerges from examination of three urban high school teachers’ dispositions? 
Our chief aim here is to clearly describe each teacher participant’s observable 
trends in behavior or dispositions documented during their classroom interac-
tions with the black boys they teach. Doing so makes each teacher participant’s 
SECs perceptible to the reader. We also closely examined the ideologies or 
philosophies that anchor and/or guide each teacher participant’s dispositions to 
discern transformative expressions of their SEC (Jagers et al., 2019). While 
different because of their race, years of professional teaching, upbringing, and 
experiential knowledge, for example, this study ultimately operationalizes 
TSEL through the eyes and from the mouths of practicing classroom teachers. 
The study offers vivid depictions of teachers who are incredibly distinct, but 
similar in terms of student outcomes. These sort of depictions are too rare in 
urban education research aimed at improving SEL programming in racially and 
socioeconomically diverse school settings.

Participants, Sampling, and Research Setting

Jackson High School (pseudonym) was the research site for the study. It is a 
non-selective public school, and member of a large charter school network 
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located in what Milner (2012) would characterize as an urban intensive 
Midwestern U.S. city. The school has an emphasis on art and design and is 
closely connected to a college of art and design. The school had been in opera-
tion about 9 years at the time of data collection. There is major emphasis 
placed on college-going at Jackson HS. The curriculum is intended to make 
each of the students “college ready,” but the primary mode of instruction cen-
ters on engaging students in hands-on experiential learning. The school’s prin-
cipal, a PhD holder, was deeply familiar with the first author’s scholarship and 
insisted that he bring the study to Jackson. Situated in a gentrified section of 
the city unrecognizable to past generations of the city’s residents, Jackson met 
the criteria for inclusion in the study considering it was not selective enroll-
ment, and a majority of its students are from nearby less-economically devel-
oped, densely populated predominantly black neighborhoods. Jackson HS’s 
student population is predominantly black in a city where a sizable proportion 
of its citizens are black youth who attend charter schools.

Three teacher participants were identified using Ladson-Billings (1994) 
community sampling approach. We interviewed school administration and 
conducted three different focus groups with black male students at Jackson. 
The interview with school administration aimed to gather a list of teachers they 
found to demonstrate evidence of culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP). At 
the end of the interview, we invited the school administrator to make a list of 
three to five teachers in their building who they felt most exemplified evidence 
of CRP. During each focus group, students discussed ideas about what qualities 
they most favored in a teacher and the specific behaviors of teachers with 
whom they had positive relationships. The students then named teachers at 
Jackson HS they perceived best represented these values and ranked those 
teachers with unanimous agreement. To determine what teachers to recruit for 
participation in the study, the research team cross-checked lists of teachers gen-
erated from both the school administration interview and student focus groups.

Three teachers were invited to participate in the study beginning with the 
top-ranked teachers on the student list whose names also appeared on the 
school administration list. All teacher participants were assigned a pseud-
onym to maintain anonymity. Teacher participant 1, Mrs. Wiley, is a black 
woman with 20 years of teaching experience at the time of data collection. 
Mrs. Wiley had been employed at the Jackson HS for eight years and is one 
of its founding staff members. As an art teacher, she approached her instruc-
tion and interaction with students in a way that students described as “real” 
and creative. She is a native of the city where she has spent her entire teach-
ing career.

Teacher participant 2, Mr. Loewen, is a white man with 14 years of teach-
ing experience at the time of data collection. Mr. Loewen had been teaching 
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various social studies classes at Jackson HS for six years. His teaching style 
and conversations with students was described by black boys in our focus 
group as reflecting an emphasis on collaborative learning. He is from the 
state where he is teaching, has spent his entire teaching career in the city, and 
traveled more than an hour to work each way after moving his growing fam-
ily into a more rural part of the state.

Teacher participant 3, Mr. Julian, is a black male teacher with 8 years of 
teaching experience at the time of data collection. Mr. Julian, a science 
teacher, had been at Jackson HS for 3 years. The cornerstone of his classroom 
community is what he describes as “family time,” where he and students 
share emotional aspects of their lives to make the classroom a more human-
izing space. Mr. Julian is from Philadelphia, PA. He moved to the city where 
Jackson is located to teach just a few years prior to data collection.

Data Collection

In addition to the aforementioned focus groups with students who served a 
dual purpose (i.e., teacher participant selection and research data source), 
data collection methods included video-recorded classroom observations 
(VCROs) as well as semistructured interviews with teacher participants. 
Over 500 minutes of VRCOs were collected for each teacher participant 
across the 16 weeks of field work to document interactions between them and 
the black boys they taught. The research team used Swivl robot cameras for 
the VRCOs, which tilt and rotate to capture teacher movement when paired 
with a sensory device that also serves as a microphone suspended around 
each teacher participant’s neck. The dates and times of VRCOs were not 
shared with teacher participants ahead of time to prevent any special prepara-
tions by the teacher to be recorded, and to ensure variation of when observa-
tions were recorded. The research team also conducted three semistructured 
interviews with each of the teacher participants. Initial interviews included 
administration of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983)—a scale 
that measures an individual’s conception of empathy across four dimensions 
of empathy’s expression including perspective taking and empathic concern. 
Results from this empathy tool helped standardize discussions of empathy’s 
relevance to one’s teaching practice in the three separate initial interviews 
with teacher participants.

Throughout the study, the team conducted follow-up interviews and exit 
interviews with each teacher participant. These interviews helped clarify 
each teacher participant’s feelings and thinking specific to their dispositions 
captured from the VRCOs. We shared clips with teacher participants during 
follow-up interviews as examples of their trends in observable classroom 
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behavior. This allowed for member checking, and also aided our critical race 
interpretations of VRCO data. The interview data alongside student focus 
group data meaningfully elaborated teachers’ knowing about issues of race 
and power fundamental to the efficacy of their professional decisions to pro-
duce favorable student outcomes for the black boys they taught.

Data Analysis

Preliminary data analysis consisted of coding VRCOs for evidence of teacher 
dispositions or habits, tendencies, and patterns in observable classroom 
behavior. Coding was conducted by a research team consisting of two of the 
authors, and two additional graduate research assistants. This arrangement 
allowed for multiple viewings of VRCOs. The team also noted trends in the 
resulting student outcomes of teachers’ interactions with black boys. We 
viewed videos multiple times to note how teacher participants tended to use 
their voice including tone, body language (e.g., hand gestures, facial expres-
sions etc.) during interactions with black male students, as well as physical 
habits (e.g., proximity to students; frequency of certain statements or habits 
in movement around the classroom). Such an analysis approach is key to 
noticing the subtleties of a teacher’s behavior, speech, and gesturing (Truax 
& Carkhuff, 2007). Once appropriately coded and chunked according to 
interaction type (i.e., social/relational, academic, and behavioral, see Warren, 
2013 for description of the interaction types), we could then do a secondary 
analysis of the observation data for evidence of each teacher’s SEC.

The research team then collaboratively analyzed follow-up and exit inter-
views for evidence of perspective taking, in part, drawing on Warren’s (2018) 
notion of perspective taking as an “act” and “process” of knowing. Codes 
included, for example, “thinking (i.e., why/how of the behavior),” “thinking 
(i.e., what of the behavior),” and “feeling/emotional state during the behav-
ior.” This gave us greater insight about the philosophies or ideologies and 
beliefs framing teacher participants’ dispositions. VRCO and interview data 
were corroborated/triangulated by the student focus group and school admin-
istrator focus group data to generate the trustworthiness of our findings.

After determining each teacher participant’s dispositions, the research 
team examined interview and observation data by applying Jagers et al.’s 
(2019) TSEL perspectives. This phase of data analysis also builds from vari-
ous CRT propositions such as Bell’s (1992) “racial realism” thesis to inform 
a critical reading of teachers’ responses to our interview protocol. As such, 
we aimed to further consider how teacher participants’ SEC might reflect 
more transformative expressions. The analysis helped unveil the significance 
of teacher participants’ knowledge of race and power to guide the physical 
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decisions observed during interactions with the black boys they taught cap-
tured by VRCOs. This last phase of data interpretation moved us to theorize 
the conditions necessary to imagine, design, and execute forms of SEL in 
urban schools that advance the justice work core to contemporary urban edu-
cation scholarship.

Findings

The first set of findings focuses explicitly on teachers’ observable trends in 
behavior or Dispositions. This is the what and how of each teacher partici-
pant’s (inter)actions with black boys. We take care in the narrative reporting 
of these findings to nuance dispositions that are shared among the three 
teacher participants and those that distinguish Mrs. Wiley, Mr. Loewen, and 
Mr. Julian one from the other, such that the reader can start to discern evi-
dence of these teacher participants’ social and emotional competencies (e.g., 
relationship skills, evidence of their responsible decision making, social and 
self-awareness, and emotion management). The second section of the find-
ings is a close look at the philosophies, ideologies, and source of knowledge 
shaping or informing their dispositions with respect to transformative expres-
sions of SEL (Jagers et al., 2019). This second subsection of the findings 
elucidates the teacher participants’ thinking about privilege, race, and disad-
vantage, for example, specific to decisions they make negotiating interac-
tions with black boys captured by the VRCOs.

Dispositions

There was significant variation in how the three teacher participants tended 
to use their bodies while interacting with black boys in the classroom. It was 
clear that Mr. Loewen, the one white man teacher participant, admittedly 
maintained the most physical distance between himself and the black (boy) 
students he taught. Trends in his observable classroom behaviors demon-
strated that he tended to teach, lecture, and facilitate course discussion by 
primarily standing stationary in front of the classroom. One-on-one conversa-
tions with him most often required students to approach him, generally seated 
on a high chair at the front of the classroom. When asked was this read of his 
behavior accurate, he responded, “one hundred percent . . . Literally, you 
nailed it,” admitting that being stationary, near his desk in the front of the 
room, is where he felt most comfortable. He concedes, “the days I move 
around is a reaction to me realizing I stay too much in the front of the class.” 
When he did move around the classroom to consciously narrow physical 
proximity between himself and his students—tepidly entering their physical 
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space to inquire about progress on an assignment or query a student’s per-
spective about a pop culture moment—he did so rarely physically touching 
students. Seldomly did Mr. Loewen lay his hand on a student’s shoulder or 
pat them on the back in affirmation, for instance. “I’m not one to approach a 
group of people. That’s not how I work. I have a number of smaller conversa-
tions and bounce things around inside my head, and then if I need to, I’ll stop 
the big group.” Mr. Loewen is a self-proclaimed introvert, and this is likely 
guiding his decision making when choosing how to interact with students, 
with black boys not being an exception.

On the contrary, the two other teacher participants—both black people—
Mrs. Wiley and Mr. Julian, tended to move around the classroom incessantly. 
Even when offering direct instruction, they spent little time stationary. They 
could be found leading short mini-lessons that would last not more than 20 
minutes from time to time, during which they stood immobile. It was during 
these times that they tended to give specific project directions or reinforce a 
specific skill or scientific concept. When they were standing still, it was not 
always in the same location, near the front at a chalkboard/whiteboard for 
instance. Mrs. Wiley’s classroom was rather spacious spanning almost the 
full length of the short side of the school building—an art studio made to 
accommodate multiple large projects. She would often nestle herself in the 
middle of her students, while they looked on from multiple directions. 
Making eye contact as she spoke, Wiley might turn and twist soliciting a 
student’s nod to demonstrate physical confirmation (e.g., verbal yeses and/or 
head nods) they were comprehending the instructions she was giving con-
nected to the day’s learning objectives. The majority of the class session was 
spent moving about the large instructional space scaffolding students’ cre-
ative expression, deftly inserting herself into tabletop conversations being 
had among students as they toiled away to produce artistic masterpieces.

Recounting the origins of her physical style reflected in the frequency of 
specific observed classroom behaviors, Mrs. Wiley divulges an astute obser-
vation made by her mother about how much she resembled her father’s char-
acter. “You know what, [I am] actually a lot like him. [I am] very charismatic 
and [I] know how to work the room.” By “work the room” she was referenc-
ing her ability to be all things to all people; charmingly carry on multiple 
conversations with intention and eye contact, which in turn tended to make 
students feel heard, seen, and valued by her. She goes on to offer more of her 
mother’s revelation, confirming the observation that “[she knows her] audi-
ence, and how to talk to people [who Wiley may know or doesn’t know well, 
if it at all].” Mrs. Wiley believes it is quite important to be in her students’ 
faces, literally. She gets in their physical space, up close to them as they 
work. At other times, she could be found whisking a student away by the arm 
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for a private one-on-one conversation in a corner of the classroom, audibly 
whispering “let’s go into my office.” In other instances, she’ll stop to gently 
pat a young person on the back as an attempt to help them build confidence 
in their creativity when the substance of their work product renders them 
insecure or uncertain of its quality.

Similarly, when questioned about trends in Mr. Julian’s interactions with 
black boys specific to the ways he uses his body, he confirms “my heartset,1 
is to become all things to all men.” Drawing from a deeply spiritual explana-
tion, he goes on to say,

So, when I’m in my classroom I try to appeal to my students’ nature or to their 
character, whatever it is, so that they’re open to my influence. If the kids aren’t 
open to my influence, then I don’t think I have a shoe-in to teach them or share 
anything with them . . .

Mr. Julian could often be found sharing his food, sitting next to students 
with his arms around their shoulders, or leaning over a group of students to 
observe evidence of their scientific thinking as they worked to solve prob-
lems he had prepared in accordance to the day’s lesson objectives. Even when 
taking attendance and attempting to digest a quick bite after realizing he had 
not eaten lunch, or preparing materials for a class that had not yet begun, he 
made a habit of purposely pausing to listen to students who wanted his ear. 
Observation data suggested that it mattered very little the subject of students’ 
inquiry or lament. Mr. Julian tended to lean into the dialogue by making eye 
contact and more often than not, foregoing what he was doing in that moment 
to demonstrate attentiveness to the one-on-one student–teacher discourse for 
which he chose to be presently engaged.

Both Mr. Loewen and Mrs. Wiley had numerous comparable interactions 
that outsiders to the classroom might read as welcoming, but their interac-
tions rarely matched the inspired warmth and sincere interest demonstrated 
by Mr. Julian. Each teacher might briefly pause to engage a student on a 
personal or academic matter—Mr. Loewen much less so than Wiley and 
Julian—disrupting the teacher participant’s original action. We more often 
found that Loewen would entertain multiple students not giving a dispropor-
tionate amount of time to any one student, perhaps projecting to students that 
he is listening intently to each of them. This was less the case, however, with 
Mrs. Wiley and Mr. Julian, who were often found to calmly tell students, 
“give me a second,” focusing themselves on one student at a time before 
engaging more fully with another.

An analysis of the ways these three teacher participants tended to use 
their voices in the classroom revealed a few significant similarities and 
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differences. When looking across the dataset, it seemed that Mrs. Wiley, 
Mr. Julian, and Mr. Loewen tended not to raise their voices when speaking 
to students, even if it seemed they were frustrated negotiating behavioral 
interactions. Behavioral interactions are those coded interpersonal 
exchanges with black boys captured by the VRCOs that suggest an inten-
tion by the teacher participant to urge a modification or adjustment in stu-
dent conduct. The goal of behavioral interactions ultimately being to 
ensure the classroom remains orderly and productive. The two male 
teacher participants tended to be fairly monotone—the pitch of their voice 
neither rising or falling—during interactions with students, black boys 
included. Mr. Julian a subtler, calm, relaxed tone of voice, likely to be felt 
as soothing to the listener. His demeanor potentially reminiscent of a ther-
apist whose goal it is to facilitate the comfort of a client, thereby position-
ing themselves as a safe place to unload the client’s worries and burdens. 
We also noticed Mr. Julian smiled quite a bit when he spoke, his counte-
nance light. Mr. Loewen on the other hand tended to maintain a straight 
face, rarely smiling or grimacing during interactions with black boys or 
any other student. Analyzing his interactions documented by the VRCOs 
rarely yielded evidence useful to discern his emotional state. Whereas, 
Mrs. Wiley and Mr. Julian were found to more often lavish compliments 
on students, vocally express disappointment, or emote in ways that offered 
some behavioral evidence the research team might use to infer, and then 
query, their emotional state.

The most physically emotive of the three teacher participants was Mrs. 
Wiley. In our attempt to characterize trends in observable behavior during her 
classroom interactions with the black boys she taught, we described one of 
her dispositions as “familial” in nature. Unlike Mr. Julian whose interactions 
were also inferred to be familial because of the “fictive kinship” shared with 
students, Mrs. Wiley was far more “motherly” in nature and Julian far more 
“brotherly.” The difference centers on the two black teachers’ vision of 
authority, or their conceptions of power and responsibility to produce par-
ticular outcomes when negotiating interactions with the black boys each of 
them taught. Such a vision in turn underscored the moment-by-moment deci-
sions they made during interactions that we will discuss more in the follow-
ing section of these findings. Mrs. Wiley confirmed our description of her as 
maternal by conceding our read of her behavior as “pretty accurate,” during 
our first follow-up interview with her. She felt compelled to demonstrate nur-
turing with her students, imagining them “as her own.” And the observation 
data suggests she was keenly sensitive to their emotional state, prompting her 
to sometimes isolate a student, initiating a private conversational check-in to 
inquire of their well-being.
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For instance, while reflecting on a young woman who named the veteran 
art educator as her favorite teacher, Wiley, recounted her surprise at the stu-
dent’s revelation. She gushed, “the young lady . . . said [of Wiley] . . . I’m 
knowledgeable but I teach her . . . in a nurturing sense, like a mother. And I 
never thought of myself like that.” Mrs. Wiley goes on to say, “I guess, you 
know I’m the age that I would be if I had children . . .” suggesting that she 
was old enough to have children the age of her students. In attempting to 
discern the emotional state of her students, it was also characteristic of Mrs. 
Wiley to boisterously call a student out from anywhere she was standing in 
the classroom if she suspected they were off-task. Numerous times in the 
VCROs, Wiley was found laughing at what she would later deem “an inap-
propriate joke,” failing to censor the joy or adulation she felt in that moment. 
She would then come to herself, admitting, “I shouldn’t be laughing at that.” 
She went on to share during another follow-up interview,

I always said, that if I had had kids, “Oh I’m not gonna be friends with my kids 
. . . because you always hear people talking about their kids are their friends or 
you wanna be your kids’ friends.” And I feel like you wanna be friendly with 
them to an extent. They need to be able to trust you, to be able to come to you 
. . . but they should still always, there should always be that clear delineation 
between parent and child, because things run amuck if you think you my age. 
So, I’m always one to let you know, “Okay this is how far we can go,” we have 
a boundary, but I’m gonna reel you back in.

It seems, different from the two male teacher participants, she was more often 
willing to make herself emotionally available to students. By this we mean, 
her affect read as far less stoic than Mr. Loewen, but her facial expression and 
body language tended to be more pronounced when compared to Mr. Julian.

Indeed, Mr. Julian similar to Mrs. Wiley considers the familial nature of 
his interactions as “deliberate,” even though he tended to more often than not 
wear a smile or gesture on his face that one might perceive as altruistic. His 
physical proximity to students and determination to consciously demonstrate 
his listening to them when they were talking to him—careful to repeat back 
what he heard and then following up later—suggested he may view himself 
as more brotherly than paternal. Mr. Julian confirmed our analysis as “very 
accurate,” conceding during our conversation that he (inter)acts in ways that 
project softer boundaries than the more rigid expectations around, for 
instance, “appropriate” topics for classroom conversation Mrs. Wiley was 
found saying multiple times during the VRCOs. She demonstrated less kin-
ship as evidenced by actions such as her unwillingness to share food like Mr. 
Julian would, for instance. And while Mr. Julian often did this, he also tended 
to offer little pushback when students invaded his personal space, which is 
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opposite of Mrs. Wiley, even though she did not mind exerting her authority 
to encroach upon students’ personal space as she deemed necessary to keep 
them on task or to scaffold their progress.

Regardless of what the three teacher participants said or did with respect to 
their dispositions, our probing during follow-up interviews with them left us 
with grand uncertainty about how they managed their emotions during interac-
tions with black boys. Analysis of the context of an interaction, including its 
antecedents, were important for attempting to pinpoint specific emotions on 
display, but such analyses were not definitive. When showing each of the 
teacher participants sample clips of their dispositions, teacher participants 
tended to elaborate on the circumstances or conditions of their interaction(s) 
with youth. Rarely did they make definitive statements about their emotional 
state or well-being, despite being asked explicitly. Teacher participants’ 
response to our queries about emotion often stumped them, leaving Mrs. Wiley, 
Mr. Loewen, and Mr. Julian with few words to describe what they may have 
been feeling in the moments captured on video that we shared with them. There 
were some exceptions, however. Mr. Loewen, for example, admitted that he 
tends to feel initially “nervous” teaching new social studies content, or propos-
ing an activity never before done in his classroom. Not being able to predict 
student responses or strategize approaches to counter distractions to the focus 
and intention of his lessons seemed to be a major source of discomfort for him.

Moreover, Mr. Loewen’s emotion management was generally the most 
challenging of the three to infer. In reference to the particular clip that featured 
a discussion of economics—an area that Mr. Loewen concedes he has little 
academic expertise—he insisted that, “I’ve already anticipated certain things 
. . . I’ve already anticipated where some of these conversations could go.” In 
this way, the data suggest his emotional state is more connected to his desire 
to control the potential unfolding of course discussion than it is responding 
moment-to-moment to students’ personal needs—emotional or otherwise. On 
the contrary, Mrs. Wiley and Mr. Julian’s observation and interview data sug-
gest that their emotional state is more tied to real-time perceptions of student 
needs, most anchored by each teacher participant’s vision for their students’ 
holistic (human) well-being. These data do not reveal if these are personality 
traits, a reflection of temperament or something deeper. Such findings do sug-
gest pathways for future probing and exploration with respect to studying 
emotion in examinations of teacher dispositions.

Transformative Expressions of SEC

The dispositions described above offer glimpses of these three teachers’ social 
and emotional competencies (SEC). We make no claim that our findings are a 
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conclusive measure of Mrs. Wiley, Mr. Loewen, and Mr. Julian’s SEL (i.e., self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, responsible decision making, 
and relationship skills). On the contrary, probing the data further to deepen our 
understanding of the philosophies framing each teacher’s dispositions, we do 
begin to notice how the aforementioned dispositions might reflect transforma-
tive expressions of their SECs. For example, Mrs. Wiley, Mr. Loewen, and Mr. 
Julian seem fairly knowledgeable with respect to their relationship (building) 
skills and responsible decision making, in part, because of the explicit connec-
tions they make between their lived race–gender realities, their content knowl-
edge, their professional decision-making, and their understanding of power to 
mediate (dis)advantage along the contours of race, gender, and socioeconomic 
class. Data from the focus groups with black boys and school discipline data 
disaggregated by teacher demonstrate that black boys taught by the three teacher 
participants tended to perform better academically in their classes as well as 
received significantly fewer disciplinary referrals when compared to other 
classes for which they are enrolled.2 This is not by happenstance. Mr. Loewen, 
Mr. Julian, and Mrs. Wiley are intentional about the ways that they respond and 
react to the black boys they teach, albeit differently for each of the three high 
school educators. The remainder of this findings section describes how these 
teacher participants may have cultivated more transformative expressions of 
SEL, namely belonging and engagement, agency, and identity (Jagers et al., 
2019) during interactions with black boys.

Belonging and Engagement. Co-creating and co-constructing the social and 
cultural norms of a space are core to belonging and engagement. Jagers and 
colleagues (2019) insist,

Belonging implies not only recognition but also full involvement in meaning 
making and the building of relationships and institutions. It connotes 
co-constructing or producing the nature, terms, and goals of interactions and 
institutions. In this sense, students authentically partner in and/or lead the 
schooling process. (p. 171)

Belonging and engagement became most salient in our analysis of the ways 
that Mrs. Wiley, Mr. Julian, and Mr. Loewen thought about authority in their 
classrooms. For the most part, authority seemed to be shared, and power 
negotiated in the best interest of the student. Students were rarely found to 
raise their hands before they spoke in either of the three teacher participants’ 
classrooms. With our gaze on the antecedents of specific interactions with 
black boys, each teacher participant’s VRCOs captured students’ relative 
freedom of physical and verbal expression as evidenced, for example, by how 
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casually they physically moved about the classroom space, or their comfort 
asking questions that may or may not be content related. The teacher partici-
pants’ own reflections on various trends in behavior shared with them from 
our analysis of their VRCOs, indicate that they indeed nurtured the practice 
of co-negotiating boundaries of authority with students that they believed 
would lead to the most favorable student outcomes.

Mr. Julian for example, does not imagine control and manipulation as core 
to his interactional style. He desires for students to autonomously make mod-
ifications to their behavior such that they have greater agency in his class. In 
this way, students also contribute meaningfully to creating the conditions that 
optimize their learning. He offers,

I believe that in a parent dynamic with your children, there may be a father and 
a mother, but just to be a father or mother doesn’t mean that you’re better or 
more important. It just means you serve a role and that role is to be a guide . . . 
I’m not here as an authoritarian to dictate and tell you what you should and 
should not do. I’m a guide and my role as teacher is not more valuable than 
yours but it is a different role. So, I’m going to respect your role, respect my 
role . . .

He sees himself as a guide—drawing on his life experience growing up with 
a single mother, having attended an all-male historically black college, and 
his perceived kinship with the black boys in his class. The logics he uses to 
establish the cultural ethos of his classroom, and the tenor of his one-on-one 
interactions with students across the board, directly reflect these experiences 
as a black boy turned black man in urban America.

Agency. Each of the three teacher participants nurtured a personal mission 
that was core to their professional decision making and the goal of cultivating 
collective efficacy. A transformative expression of SEL would have it that 
educators proactively negotiate the range of professional responsibilities in a 
way that systematically restores humanity (e.g., desire, voice, autonomy, etc.) 
to young people who too often have had such virtues stripped away by their 
schooling. Mrs. Wiley and Mr. Julian’s teaching agenda tended to be tied 
more to their imagining about who or what their black students could become; 
giving much thought to the ways that they as black teachers might be useful 
in positively shaping the future lives of the black students sitting in front of 
them. Likewise, Mr. Loewen had an agenda that centered primarily on stu-
dents’ intellectual development, always working, however, to inspire their 
criticality about commonsense aspects of their participation in American 
democracy.
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In one VRCO, a black male student shared with Mr. Loewen what the 
student thought he knew about a topic area. Mr. Loewen quickly rebutted, “I 
don’t think you know what you want.” It was not a mean-spirited declaration. 
As a social studies teacher who admittedly often anchors his teaching to 
issues of race and power, he described feeling strongly about what he believes 
to be essential knowledge for the predominantly black students he teaches. 
He asserts, “I’m gonna take agenda-driven as an extreme compliment,” when 
responding to our inference about his dispositions. He held no contention 
with being perceived as someone with the institution-sanctioned authority to 
organize the education space in whatever way he thought was relevant and 
valuable. Taking this responsibility serious, he vigorously focused his teach-
ing on drawing students’ attention to their own social location in the matrix 
of racial and economic oppression, consistently noting the consequences of 
living in a large American city historically unkind to its black citizens.

Mr. Julian and Mrs. Wiley were much more flexible in the nature of dis-
cussion they had with students about race. And while they both shared a deep 
commitment to content area success, they were not necessarily beholden to a 
specific set of intellectual checkmarks when prioritizing how to interact with 
their black students. The two black educators interacted with students pur-
posely thinking forward about students’ futures—accounting for the signifi-
cance of race and social class status as key determinants to students’ access to 
future opportunity—economic and otherwise. When asked in our exit inter-
view what he wanted most for the black boys he teaches, Mr. Julian remarked, 
“I just want them to be free.” He and Mrs. Wiley, like generations of black 
teachers before them, wanted their students to be well—in all of the ways, 
wellness might manifest itself for black youth overwhelmed by poverty, but 
whose lives reflect much promise and possibility. This notion of collective 
well-being is highlighted among the TSEL element of responsible decision 
making (Jagers et al., 2019). It cannot be assumed that Loewen did not feel 
the same way as Julian and Wiley, but this is not the way he spoke about his 
practice, and it was a cultural ethos much more difficult to discern in observa-
tions of his interactions with the black boys he taught.

Identity. Findings from this study suggest that the teacher participants’ self-
concept, understanding of their own race-gender identity, and why they 
teach—in the social context where they were teaching (i.e., Jackson HS)—
mattered tremendously to how they chose to negotiate interactions with (black 
boy) students. Although Mr. Loewen, Mrs. Wiley, and Mr. Julian were vastly 
different one from the other in terms of personality, life experience, race–
gender identity, years of teaching, upbringing and so on, our data indicate that 
they each worked hard to be genuine in their interactions with students, and 
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when necessary, acknowledge the shortcomings of their interactional approach. 
Mr. Loewen and Mr. Julian, in particular, talk quite a bit in our interviews 
about not feeling as if they caught their professional stride until after their 
fourth and fifth year of teaching. Each teacher participant’s emotional attach-
ments were difficult to detect in the VRCOs, and for Mr. Loewen, this was 
quite purposeful, feeling it necessary to maintain (emotional) distance. The 
difficulty this poses for creating a space friendly to students’ displays of emo-
tion requires further study. Similarly-vague to Mr. Loewen when asked to 
elaborate on their emotional state during our interviews, Mr. Julian and Mrs. 
Wiley, on the other hand, were more forthcoming about their own emotions, 
and more willing to audibly articulate feelings of joy or disappointment during 
actual interactions with black boys. We surmise the closeness they feel as 
black educators concerned about the well-being of their black students urged 
their intention toward checking in with students, offering greater personal 
transparency, and being present with—or attempting to align themselves to—
students’ emotional state.

Reflecting further on these teacher participants’ identities led us back to 
considerations of the centrality of race in these teachers’ own lives. This con-
versation of identity is most tied to the SEL component of self-awareness 
(Jagers et al., 2019, p. 168). Mr. Loewen had a deep intellectual knowledge 
of race and power, while his counterparts lived the consequences of race and 
power in ways he had not and could not as a white, cisgender, heterosexual 
man. Mr. Julian and Mrs. Wiley’s experiential knowledge as black people 
who happen to teach, can be thought to overwhelm their knowledge of, and 
function as, classroom teachers. Such a social positioning rendered them as 
living examples of what is possible for their black students’ future—a respon-
sibility they took seriously, placing them in the long line of black educators 
across space, place and time who similarly understood themselves to be a 
role-model for the black youth they taught (Anderson, 1988; Foster, 1997; 
Horsford, 2011; Siddle-Walker, 1996).

Furthermore, Mrs. Wiley and Mr. Julian’s visions of closeness to the black 
boys they taught were alike in the sense that they viewed their black students 
as versions of, for example, the children Mrs. Wiley does not have or Mr. 
Julian’s younger cousins—like siblings—back home in his native Philadelphia. 
The two black educators are different, but their imagining about what it takes 
to meet the social and emotional needs of their students are quite similar. Mrs. 
Wiley is at least 10 years older than Mr. Julian, has a significantly larger gap 
in age to her students than Mr. Julian, is from the same city where they both 
teach, and has been a teacher 12 years longer than Mr. Julian—many of those 
years in the same school. She has incredibly deep understanding of the histori-
cal, political, and social context where she’s teaching. Such knowledge has 
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shaped her “cultural orientation” to teaching at Jackson in profound ways. As 
a result, Mrs. Wiley’s pedagogical approach links her professional skills, atti-
tudes, and beliefs to her geographical place-based identity, and her lived real-
ity as a black woman teacher hailing from a city she loves that has 
systematically disenfranchised and displaced much of its black citizenry over 
the last half-century. Such a positioning undoubtedly shapes her social aware-
ness, self-awareness, responsible decision making, relationship skills, and 
self-management.

On the contrary, Mr. Julian taught somewhere else prior to joining the 
faculty at Jackson HS, was still within 5 years of living in the city where 
Jackson was located, and had far less teaching experience than both Wiley 
and Loewen. When reflecting on his ability to build and sustain substantive 
connections/relationships with multiple black male students for example, he 
concedes,

I share a lot about the challenges that I’ve experienced in my household. 
Physical abuse with my . . . just abuses, if you will. I share about all of those 
things with my kids and my hope is to cultivate a humanness [emphasis added], 
this relational dynamic where you know that I am real and I experienced what 
you experience.

His identity as a black man teaching black boys profoundly drives how he 
thinks about interactions with them. VRCO and interview data indicate that 
Mr. Julian tended to be far more transparent with students about his personal 
life than were Mr. Loewen, but similar to Mrs. Wiley. Mr. Julian reveals his 
conviction,

I believe that I am the children . . . I can relate to exactly what they go through. 
Not because I’m walking [in] their shoes . . . specifically, but I think our 
experiences are kind of mirror images.

He believed that by making his personal truths available to students, that 
it would give students more permission to share their own truths; to feel com-
fortable being vulnerable with him.

Urban Education, Transformative SEL, and 
Teacher Dispositions

This study was conducted in a major U.S. city struggling with the shifting eco-
nomic landscape accorded to displacement and gentrification, and the reality 
that its public schools have failed to adequately educate black children for more 
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than four decades. Disparities in education achievement are not the fault of 
families and communities who have long struggled against inadequate funding 
for schools or the economic disenfranchisement of predominantly black neigh-
borhoods (Todd-Breland, 2018). It is, however, a function of racism and the 
many structural impediments in a society erected to ensure black people remain 
a permanent underclass (Anyon, 1997; Bell, 1992; Carter & Welner, 2013; 
Ladson-Billings, 2006). Not unlike education reform initiatives in other major 
cities with a history of race rioting and white flight, Jackson HS was founded 
to help remedy long-standing failures to educating urban-dwelling black youth. 
And it is in this particular social, cultural, and historical context that we set out 
to understand the actual behaviors and philosophies of three high school teach-
ers identified as effective based on the efficacy of their interactions with black 
boys to produce evidence of culturally responsive teaching.

We did not intend to assign value to any one of the dispositions described 
in the findings or applaud aspects of these teachers’ decision making that 
reflect transformative expressions of SEL. Instead, our goal was to simply 
describe in rich detail the similarities, nuance, and differences among three 
teachers’ ways of being. Furthermore, we aimed to clarify the thinking that 
contributed significantly to their trends in behavior. By doing so, this article 
reveals how SEC can materialize substantively different for different indi-
vidual teachers in the same professional teaching context, and each teacher’s 
student outcomes remain fairly identical. There is no standardizing teacher 
behavior to ensure educators demonstrate, practice, and/or model SEC that 
align with Jagers et al. (2019) conception of TSEL. The findings do yield 
insights useful to conjecture the conditions that may sharpen teachers’ knowl-
edge and personal awareness of race and power, such that they are better 
equipped to model forms of SEL that advance education equity and poten-
tially improve the life trajectories of black youth. And because we agree with 
critical race scholars and those in Black Education who argue the myriad 
ways that schooling is a dehumanizing enterprise for black people (Coles, 
2020; Dancy, Edwards, & Davis, 2018; Dumas, 2016; Dumas & Ross, 2016), 
it is our stance that certain investments must be made to advance the vision 
of transformative SEL.

Improving SEL Programming in Urban Schooling Contexts

As the field of urban education continues to grapple with making schools safe 
and equitable for youth pushed out of their home communities, struggling in 
place to find safety and caring that extends to their whole person, SEL programs 
emerge as important sites of urban education transformation. Building ample 
opportunity for students to give voice to aspects of their home lives too often 
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hidden away from the design, policy, and execution of such programs is a neces-
sary pathway toward achieving TSEL. Such opportunities to intentionally learn 
directly from students about their home lives, and what it means to grow up in 
particular geographical spaces, undoubtedly enhanced the three teacher partici-
pants’ social awareness, responsible decision making, and relationship building 
skills. Warren (2017) in his study of black boys’ journeys to and through college 
from the south side of Chicago, describes the significance of place-based intel-
ligences black boys utilized to navigate the space between home and school. 
Yosso (2005) might refer to such intelligences as their “community cultural 
wealth.” Improving SEL programs might include organizing critical profes-
sional learning communities aimed at digging into popular (youth) culture and 
productive immersion projects into the neighborhood/community contexts 
where a school is situated. As teachers are positioned to facilitate culturally 
adapted SEL programs, it is to their benefit that these programs have infrastruc-
ture that honors students’ place-based intelligences.

Our admonition is for SEL programs to encourage the type of open dia-
logue between students and adults described in the findings. Such engage-
ments, and the ability of teachers to develop their practice of listening to 
students at the point of their need—entertaining students’ queries regardless 
of its alignment with course objectives—is an important non-negotiable SEL 
programs aiming to reflect commitments to education equity. The organiza-
tion of such a program might also include insisting that adults apprentice 
their students, for example, following them into their home communities to 
gather deep insights about the people, physical places, and cultural spaces 
shaping students’ ever-changing race-gender-class identities.

Moreover, TSEL, while concerned with developing a deep understanding 
of the root causes of inequity, also beckons educators to notice and nurture 
their own racial/ethnic identity development. In doing so, a teacher charged 
with modeling SEL for youth, necessarily begins the work of discovering 
where and how they are implicated in systems of oppression, advantage, and 
privilege. Jagers et al. (2018) offer examples of exemplary programs that 
invite practitioners to develop their cultural competence such that these indi-
viduals might develop greater awareness of their social location in hierarchies 
of power and oppression (i.e., racism, heterosexism, ability, sexual orienta-
tion, etc.). The nuance in dispositions among the two black teachers in the 
study versus the one white teacher does suggest a deeper awareness Mrs. 
Wiley and Mr. Julian may have had about specific ways that race and racial 
systems determine access to opportunity for the black boys under their charge. 
This does not, however, preclude Mr. Loewen from his own knowledge of 
structural racism, albeit experientially distinct from Mrs. Wiley and Mr. Julian. 
It is precisely this knowledge, developed largely as a result of his training in 
social studies education, that anchors Mr. Loewen’s instructional agenda, and 
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drives his intense desire to provide students with the baseline knowledge nec-
essary to notice how unjust systems play out in their everyday lives.

Conclusion

Certainly, more research needs to be conducted that pointedly gets at urban 
teachers’ SEC, the ways that these competencies might be elaborated to 
advance contemporary justice imperatives in urban education, and the asso-
ciations between teachers’ SEC and the organization of urban classrooms to 
strengthen TSEL-related outcomes. This article is an important step in the 
right direction for its utility to clarify classroom scenarios that reflect the 
vision and possibilities of transformative SEL. Mrs. Wiley, Mr. Loewen, and 
Mr. Julian demonstrate how their deep knowledge of the neighborhood and 
city where they were teaching, their conceptions of race and commitment to 
overall student well-being informed trends in their observable classroom 
behavior. Albeit different, their dispositions seem to have yielded uniformly 
significant humanizing social engagements with black boy students.

In sum, all teachers do not need to look, think, talk, act, or be the same for 
there to be a shared commitment to racial justice and diverse students’ social 
and emotional well-being. Contemporary SEL programs and teacher profes-
sional development for educators in urban contexts should emphasize the 
importance of authenticity, which may include being able to admit when one 
does not know something. Such programs should also be intentional about 
bolstering educators’ awareness of anti-black racism, its operation in the 
place and space where they are teaching, and emphasize building each 
adult’s racial literacy. Such efforts need to compliment, enhance, and empha-
size teachers’ agency. Doing so is necessary to further operationalize TSEL 
for both youth and adults in urban schooling contexts and beyond.
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Notes

1. This is the language he used verbatim, which we take to mean, his heart’s desire.
2. Issues of disproportionality in discipline at Jackson, for example, are not too dis-

similar from national trends.
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