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ABSTRACT 

 Despite multiple reforms, the education system of the United States continues to leave students 

behind, particularly those from marginalized groups. Student empowerment is defined as a process by 

which students gain more control over their lives and develop empowered academic outcomes including 

competence, self-determination, and a sense that their voice is heard. The current study expands the 

literature on school climate and applies the literature on empowering settings to an urban, public high 

school with the goal of identifying characteristics of schools which are related to student empowerment.  

 A qualitative case study was conducted using observations, focus groups, and interviews on one 

urban high school campus. A participant research team collected and analyzed data over the course of 

one semester. A conceptual model of student empowerment was developed for this study and used to 

interpret the data. 

Results identified a total of eleven characteristics which were related to student empowerment. 

Empowering classrooms were characterized by positive relationships (teachers believed in students, high 

sense of community in class, equitable teacher-student roles) and opportunities for classroom 

involvement (shared decision-making in class and engaging classroom practices). On the school level, 

the impact of positive traditions, valuing of student leadership, and embracing cultural diversity were 

connected to student empowerment along with adequate resources and sense of community and 

empowerment among staff. The results supported the conceptual model by identifying characteristics of 

academic settings which related to student empowerment and the development of empowered outcomes.  

The current study presents a valuable addition to the literature by extending the literature on 

school climate to include the concepts of power and empowerment, while applying the literature on 

empowering settings to a public high school setting. Implications for educational reform and future 

research are discussed. Suggestions include expanding school evaluations, enhancing teacher training, 

and modifying curriculum. Future research questions include measuring the identified characteristics 

across settings and empirically testing programs, policies, and practices designed to promote student 

empowerment. Limitations and future directions are discussed.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

 The United States spends more money per student on education than all other 

top nations, yet ranks far behind other countries on many education indicators 

(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2009). Approximately two-

thirds of students in 4th (68%), 8th (70%) and 12th (65%) grades fail to read at grade 

level with similar percentages for math proficiency (Children’s Defense Fund, 2010). In 

fact, almost four out of five (77%) American High school seniors fail to reach grade level 

in mathematics (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2007). Estimates show 

that by reaching high school, 40% to 60% of all students are chronically disengaged 

from school (Blum, 2005). These statistics paint a picture of an educational system in 

need of reform. 

 Not only are there cracks in the system as a whole, but dramatic disparities exist 

between groups. For example, only 15% of Black and 16% of Hispanic/Latino 4th-

graders can read at their appropriate grade level or above, and only 6% of Black and 

8% of Hispanic/Latino 12th-graders are proficient in mathematics (National Assessment 

of Educational Progress, 2007). At the same, Black students are three times more likely 

than White students to be suspended from school (Children’s Defense Fund, 2010). 

Although some progress has been made, the achievement gap between the privileged 

and the marginalized remains large in regard to test scores, grades, and educational 

attainment (Kao & Thompson, 2003) with achievement gaps between high-income and 

low-income students continuing to grow (Reardon, 2011).  
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 These persistent gaps are most alarming because students from marginalized 

groups stand to gain or lose the most from their educational experience. As Horace 

Mann (1848) wrote: 

Education then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is a great equalizer of 
the conditions of men,—the balance wheel of the social machinery. I do not here 
mean that it so elevates the moral nature as to make men disdain and abhor the 
oppression of their fellow men. This idea pertains to another of its attributes. But I 
mean that it gives each man the independence and the means by which he can 
resist the selfishness of other men. It does better than to disarm the poor of their 
hostility toward the rich: it prevents being poor (p. 154). 
 

 Preventing poverty via education is a key concept in the work of Paulo Freire, 

who pioneered a pedagogy of liberation for marginalized groups. According to Freire, 

educational pedagogies which ignore the political and social context only serve to 

maintain cycles of poverty and oppression. In Freire’s work, classroom lectures are 

traded for dialogue and power is shared between teachers and students (Freire, 1970).  

 Freire’s critical pedagogy stands in contrast to recent school reform efforts which 

focus on test scores and imply that educational disparities are the result of poor 

teachers and/or underachieving students. Critical pedagogy takes into account the 

broader sociopolitical and historical factors that affect the school environment (Ladson-

Billings, 2006; Bass & Gerstl-Pepin, 2010). At the core of these issues is an 

understanding of power dynamics and the process of empowerment, by which students 

from marginalized groups gain opportunities to control their educational path. 

 While a great deal has been written about empowerment and empowering 

settings on one side and school climate on the other, the present study adds to both of 

these literatures by identifying characteristics of classrooms and schools which 
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contribute to the process of student empowerment. These data will add a new viewpoint 

to typical approaches toward “fixing schools” including higher testing standards, more 

teacher training, and increases in funding (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009), 

with implication for educational practice and school reform.  

School Climate 

 While many recent efforts have ignored the nature of the school setting, the study 

of positive school characteristics has been under way for more than 100 years (Perry, 

1908). These characteristics have typically been grouped under the title “school climate” 

(Cohen et al., 2009). Analogous to what “personality” means in individuals (Halpin & 

Croft, 1963, p. 1), school climate can be defined as “impressions, beliefs, and 

expectations held by members of the school community about their school as a learning 

environment, their associated behavior, and the symbols and institutions that represent 

the patterned expressions of the behavior” (Homana, Barber, & Torney-Purta, 2006).  

 In early work on organizational climates, Taguiri (1968) identified culture (beliefs, 

values, source of meaning), social system (patterns of relationships), ecology 

(physical structures), and milieu (social dimensions) as factors in promoting a positive 

climate (Tagiuri, 1968; Anderson, 1982). Since then, a great deal of research has 

studied organizational climates including schools. In a review of the school climate 

literature, Cohen et al. (2009) outlined four areas which are connected to climate in 

schools. These include physical and social-emotional safety, positive relationships, 

quality teaching and learning, and adequate environmental structures and resources 

(Cohen et al., 2009).  
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 Two recent studies have further described the multi-dimensional construct of 

school climate. Zullig, Kooperman, Patton, and Ubbes (2010) used factor analysis to 

identify eight factors of school climate with positive teacher-student relationships, school 

connectedness, academic support, and order and discipline as the most significant 

areas (Zullig et al., 2010). Nation et al. (2010) used a community-based participatory 

research project with the goal of increasing school climate. They used a total of thirteen 

indicators to describe the construct, including teacher/student and peer relationships, 

school organization, and physical environment of the school. Teacher descriptors 

included staff sense of community and collective efficacy among the teachers. Student 

indicators included connectedness to school, sense of community in the classroom, 

support for cultural diversity, and safe, supportive teacher roles (Nation et al., 2010). 

 In summary, it is clear that the relationship between teachers and their students 

influences the climate of the school (Zullig et al., 2010; Nation et al., 2010; Cohen et al., 

2009; Crosnoe, Johnson, & Elder, 2004), although the description of a “positive 

relationship” differs from study to study. In a review of the literature on teacher-student 

relationships, Murray and Pinata (2007) identified factors that contribute to positive 

teacher-student relationships. These included an organizational structure which values 

relationships, cooperative learning in the classroom, high teacher expectations for 

students, and teachers who are trained to interact with diverse groups. A safe and 

stimulating physical environment is also important (Uline & Tschannen-Moran, 2008). 

An overview of the key characteristics of school climate are highlighted in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
Key Characteristics of School Climate 

Cohen et al. (2009) Zullig et al. (2010) Nation et al. (2010) 

Positive 
Relationships 

Positive Student-Teacher 
Relationships 
 
School Connectedness 
 
School Social Environment 

Teacher/Student Relations 
 
Student Peer Relations 
(Closeness, Conflict, & 
Dependency) 
 
Sense of Community 
(Teachers and Students) 
 

Quality Teaching 
and Learning 

Academic Support 
 
Academic Satisfaction 

Teacher Support/ Conflict 
 

Physical and 
Social-Emotional 
Safety 

Order and Discipline 
 
 

School Organization 
 
Safety & Supervision 

Adequate 
Environmental 
Structures and 
Resources 

School Physical Environment Physical Environment 

 Students’ Perceived 
Exclusion/Privilege  

  Staff Collective Efficacy 

  Support for Diversity 

 
  

 School climate has also been connected to a number of positive outcomes both 

inside and outside of the school (see Cohen et al., 2009 for a review). Research has 

shown a direct connection between students’ perceptions of the school environment, 
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their motivation, and later academic success (Wang & Holcombe, 2010; Brand, Felner, 

Seitsinger, Burns, & Bolton, 2008; Fenzel & O’Brennan, 2007). Behavior in school has 

also been associated with positive school climate. These behaviors include better 

school attendance, less suspensions from school (Cohen et al., 2009; Gregory, Cornell, 

& Fan, 2011), fewer problem behaviors (Simons-Morton, Crump, Haynie, & Saylor, 

1999), and less school disorder (including safety, bullying, and behavioral incidents) 

(Welsh, 2000).   

 A positive school climate has been associated with socio-emotional development 

as well. Using a four-pronged definition of school-climate, Loukas, Suzuki, and Horton 

(2006) found that satisfaction with classes, friction and cohesion between students, and 

competition amongst students were all significantly related to school connectedness, 

which mediated the relationship between school climate and later onset of depressive 

symptoms and conduct problems in school. This confirms findings from other studies 

which established connections between school climate and mental health (Cohen et al., 

2009). School climate has also been linked to positive youth development (Lerner & 

Benson, 2002) and increased civic engagement (Homana et al., 2006).  

 School climate has typically been measured at the school-level, although recent 

efforts have included classroom-level perceptions. Two recent studies in the U.S. and 

Italy have used multilevel models to demonstrate that while individual characteristics 

(e.g. gender, race, socioeconomic status) have the greatest effects, classroom level 

factors and school-level factors impact student connections to education (Koth, 

Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2008; Vieno, Perkins, Smith, & Santinello, 2005) with teachers more 

likely to identify behaviors related to their classroom and students more attuned to 
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school-wide factors (Mitchell, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2010). Outcomes in these studies have 

included achievement motivation, sense of order and control, and school sense of 

community. While the outcomes and countries of origins were diverse, they suggest that 

school climate does affect student’s perceptions of the school and should be measured 

both in classrooms within schools and between schools. 

 Despite the mounting evidence that the way a school is structured matters, many 

recent efforts at educational reform and measurements of school effectiveness have 

ignored the nature of the school environment. As Cohen et al. (2009) have written, 

“Some states focus all or most improvement efforts on curricular reforms through 

additional testing, teacher professional development in math and literacy, and academic 

resources, ignoring the role of climate” (Cohen et al., 2009). This has particularly been 

influenced by policies related to the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. The high-stakes 

testing culture that was created has failed to accomplish many of its goals and has been 

linked to diminished teacher motivation (Giroux & Schmidt, 2004) and increased 

disparities for the very students it was proposed to help (Lewis, James, Hancock, & Hill-

Jackson, 2008; Knaus, 2007).  

Beyond School Climate 

 While school climate is powerful enough to moderate some of the effects of 

poverty on student achievement (Hopson & Lee, 2011), the research suggests that a 

student’s minority and/or socioeconomic status remain the strongest predictors of their 

connectedness to school and related academic functioning (Koth et al., 2008; Vieno et 

al., 2005). In light of the disparate outcomes in education cited previously (National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, 2007; Children’s Defense Fund, 2010), emphasis 
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should be placed on the identification of ways in which the school environment can 

become a more effective place for the education of marginalized students. This requires 

an additional step beyond school climate, incorporating the socio-political and cultural 

contexts into the understanding of what makes a successful school. 

 Lewis et al. (2008) identified three paradigms through which achievement gaps in 

Black-White education may be viewed. The “deficit paradigm” blames students for their 

lack of achievement. In this model, the assumption is that students aren’t doing enough 

and that the role of schools is to motivate or engage students to do better. Educational 

reform efforts like NCLB operate from this assumption, holding schools accountable for 

the behavior of their students on a set of pre-determined criteria (Lewis et al., 2008). 

Despite the prominence of the “deficit paradigm,” research evidence tends to 

reject “blaming the victim” for educational failure, instead focusing on deficits within the 

school context and the larger culture (Lewis et al., 2008; Bass & Gerstl-Pepin, 2010). 

The “social-inequity” paradigm explains educational achievement gaps on the basis of 

“racialized policies and philosophies” that guide education (Lewis et al., 2008). From 

this viewpoint, dominant groups control the educational process in such a way that 

“condemns both poor students and public schools to failure” (Giroux & Schmidtt, 2004)  

“Urban schools are not failing,” suggest Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008), “They are 

doing exactly what they are designed to do.” These authors go on to compare the U.S. 

educational system to a rigged game of Monopoly. 

Whereas the outcomes in Monopoly are largely random, heavily influenced by 
the roll of the dice, educational outcomes are much more predictable. In the 
game of education, groups with high levels of social, political, and economic 
capital move around the same game board as the rest of the populations, 
supposedly competing under the same set of rules, but they afford themselves a 
supplemental bankroll that guarantees an unfair competition, one that for 
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centuries has produced the same unequal outcomes in schools and in the larger 
society. (p. 3) 
 

 This “rigged game” serves a purpose according to Freire. He described the 

dominant practice of “banking” education (in which students are empty vessels into 

which information is transmitted by knowledgeable teachers) and stated that the 

purpose of this system is to create “manageable beings” who fail to “develop the critical 

consciousness which would result from their intervention in the world as transformers of 

that world” (Freire, 1970, p. 60). In other words, the lack of critical reflection and active 

participation on the part of marginalized students serves the best interest of the 

dominant group who “care neither to have the world revealed nor to see it transformed” 

(p. 60).  

Support for the “social-inequity paradigm” extends to basic school data. Urban 

schools invest less money per student than more affluent schools (Condron & 

Roscigno, 2003), and they are often plagued with more inexperienced teachers, 

deteriorating buildings, and overcrowded classes. This has been further exacerbated by 

NCLB. As Giroux and Schmidt (2004) stated, “While testing has become a centerpiece 

of educational reform, there is nothing to address how student achievement and 

learning are linked to the distribution of resources, power and politics.” Although 

education is free in the U.S., students from marginalized groups “still lack educational 

control or the ability to reasonably shape educational policy, practices, and 

philosophies” (Lewis et al., 2008, p.138).   

The third paradigm identified by Lewis et al. (2008) is the “discontinuity 

paradigm.” In this view, achievement gaps are the result of a cultural mismatch between 

the standards of the school and the culture of students. In many minority students, this 
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system requires (or appears to require) them to abandon their own cultural norms and 

values “in exchange for access to college” (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008, p. 10). 

NCLB and other reform efforts have increased the very disparities they were overtly 

intended to eliminate. As a result, schools have become increasingly segregated and 

less emphasis has been placed on culturally-tailored instruction (Knaus, 2007). Giroux 

and Schmidt (2004) argue that “under such conditions, teachers are excluded from 

designing their own lessons and the pressure to achieve passing test scores often 

produces highly scripted and regimented forms of teaching.” In this environment, 

teachers lack the power, or collective efficacy, to affect school change (Nation et al., 

2010), but instead must “teach to the test.” The resulting cultural mismatch may be 

responsible for diminished motivation, increased behavior problems, and lack of 

achievement among the students. 

The emphasis of “social inequity” and cultural “discontinuity” as they relate to 

education has been largely absent from the literature on school climate. Zullig et al. 

(2010) began approaching these issues by including their “perceived inclusion/exclusion 

factor” and Vieno et al. (2005) identified “democratic school climate” as a key indicator 

of school connectedness. The inclusion of culture as a factor in school climate was also 

a step in the right direction (Nation et al., 2010). These steps suggest that any effort at 

fixing the “rigged game” of the U.S. education system will require a deeper socio-

political approach than typically applied to school climate literature. Critical pedagogy is 

an approach to education which may address some of these issues.  
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Critical Pedagogy 

 Souto-Manning (2010) defines critical pedagogy as “an educational process 

which situates schools within societies and considers structural forces which influence 

and shape schools” (p. 10). In critical pedagogy, teachers and students share power, 

discuss social issues, and take into account the larger political and cultural structures at 

play in the classroom. Kincheloe (2004) identified four characteristics of critical 

pedagogy including 1) a grounding in a vision of justice and belief in the inherent 

political nature of education, 2) dedication to ending human suffering, incorporating first-

hand knowledge, and refusing to blame students for failing, 3) the creation of generative 

themes, and 4) generating teachers who are researchers and learners with shared 

power and a focus on problem-posing and facilitation rather than transmission of ideas 

(Kincheloe, 2004). 

 Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, was one of the first to discuss critical pedagogy. 

Working with poor, marginalized groups, Freire envisioned the education system as a 

critical cog in the process of maintaining oppression or inspiring liberation. Sharply 

critical of the “banking” form of education in which students are seen as ignorant, empty 

receptacles into which teachers must impart knowledge, Freire emphasized instead a 

dialogical approach in which there are “teacher-students” and “student-teachers” 

(Freire, 1970, pp. 72-74). He wrote: 

The Brazilian tradition, however, has not been to exchange ideas, but to dictate 
them; not to debate or discuss themes, but to give lectures; not to work with the 
student, but to work on him...By giving the student formulas to receive and store, we 
have not offered him the means for authentic thought. (Freire, 1974, pp. 33-34) 
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As shown in Table 2, Freire lists ten characteristics of the “banking” form of education 

which perpetuate cycles of oppression. This banking education mimics what is seen in 

American responses to NCLB (Giroux & Schmidt, 2004). 

 Table 2 

Characteristics of “Banking” Education (Freire, 2004, p. 258) 

the teacher teaches and the students are taught; 

the teacher know everything and the students know nothing; 

the teacher thinks and the students are thought about; 

the teacher talks and the students listen--meekly; 

the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined; 

the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply; 

the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the action 

of the teacher; 

the teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not 

consulted) adapt to it; 

the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere 

objects.  

 
 

 In contrast to “banking”, Freire proposes a “problem-posing” form of education 

which emphasizes the development of critical consciousness (or conscientização). This 

involves a process of both reflection and action which helps the oppressed gain 

awareness of their situation and take action to change it through reevaluation, 
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examination, and the development of a critical attitude toward their problems (Freire, 

1974, p. 30). Fletcher (2005) paints a picture which mirrors Freire’s philosophy: 

Imagine a school where democracy is more than a buzzword, and involvement is 
more than attendance. It is a place where all adults and students interact as co-
learners and leaders, and where students are encouraged to speak out about 
their schools. Picture all adults actively valuing student engagement and 
empowerment, and all students actively striving to become more engaged and 
empowered. Envision school classrooms where teachers place the experiences 
of students at the center of learning. (Fletcher, 2005) 
 

Further highlighting the ways in which power is shared in schools, Fletcher (2005) 

modified a “Ladder of Student Involvement” (Hart, 1994). As displayed in Figure 1, this 

ladder displays degrees of participation ranging from the manipulation and 

“tokenization” of students to the prevalence of student-initiated decisions. This model is 

helpful for thinking about the ways in which school environments “allow” students to 

share power with adults and move beyond the “banking” concept toward a more 

democratic school climate (Vieno et al., 2005). 

 Thus, participatory school climates which engage students in critical reflection 

are seen as positive steps in helping marginalized students succeed with hypothesized 

connections both to sociopolitical, civic, and academic outcomes. At the core of critical 

pedagogy and student participation is an understanding of power and the development 

of empowerment among students. As students move beyond non-participatory, 

uncritical roles, they develop the power which can propel them to succeed in school and 

beyond. 



 

14 

 

   Figure 1. The Ladder of Student Involvement (Fletcher, 2005; Hart, 1994) 

Power 

 From the Latin “potere” meaning “to be able”, power is an “omnipresent and 

multifarious” reality (Prilleltensky, Nelson, & Pierson, 2001) which is 

“everywhere...because it comes from everywhere” (Foucault, 1978, pp. 121-122). While 

definitions of power are always controversial (Bachrach & Botwinick, 1992, p. 50), 

power has been defined as the “opportunities that are born through a successful fit 

between the person and the environment.” (Prilleltensky et al., 2001). These 

opportunities, however, are often controlled by those in the dominant group. Bachrach & 

Botwinick (1992) define power as:  

a set of predominant values, beliefs, rituals, and institutional procedures (‘rules of 
the game’) that operate systematically and consistently to the benefit of certain 
persons and groups at the expense of others. Those who benefit are placed in a 
preferred position to defend and promote their vested interests (pp. 43-44).   
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This echoes Duncan-Andrade and Morrell’s (2008) description of the education system 

as a rigged game. When rules are controlled by a dominant group, students who don’t 

fit may have increased difficulty finding success in academic environments, especially if 

those environments exclude student voice and fail to appreciate cultural diversity.  

 As shown in Figure 2, power can be envisioned on a continuum with 

disempowerment on one end and “over-empowerment” on the other. Individuals or 

entities which have little power are disempowered, lacking the capability to achieve their 

goals. Conversely, the over-empowered have excess capabilities to the point that they 

can dominate and control others (Prilleltensky et al., 2001). Dowding (1991) calls this 

“social power”, in which the “over-empowered” have the ability to “change the incentive 

structure” for others in order to bring about desired outcomes for themselves” (pp. 4-5).  

 

Figure 2. The Empowerment Continuum (derived from Prilleltensky et al.,  2001) 

  

 Considering this continuum, empowerment can be considered a process by which 

the disempowered gain “enough power to satisfy their needs and work in concert with 

others to advance collective goals” (Prilleltensky et al., 2001). Empowerment may be 

more easily “defined in its absence” in which individuals lack control, feeling helpless 

and alienated (Rappaport, 1984, p. 3). In a positive sense, empowerment moves 

beyond a risk-focused prevention model toward a process by which “the abilities for 
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people to control their own lives” are enhanced (Rappaport, 1981) as they gain “mastery 

over issues of concern to them” (Zimmerman, 1995). A broad array of definitions of 

empowerment are listed in Table 3. 

 Educational environments are ideal settings for understanding empowerment 

both because of their critical role in the life of students and the reality that “knowledge is 

power.” If schools are places in which knowledge is generated, they must also be 

places in which corresponding power develops (or is inhibited). Foucault (1977) 

describes this intricate relationship stating that “there is no power relation without the 

correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not 

presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations” (Foucalt, 1977, p. 27). 

Empowerment 

 As demonstrated, empowerment is a valuable idea for creating school settings 

that help youth from marginalized groups. However, empowerment is not without its 

critics. For example, many have criticized the literature on power and empowerment for 

over-emphasizing psychological elements at the expense of structural or political factors 

(Prilleltensky et al., 2001; Jewell, 2007; Riger, 1993, Fryer, 2008). As Riger (1993) 

argues, research too often focuses on a “sense of” empowerment without actually 

considering the societal structures which distribute power. In reality, power is neither an 

internal phenomenon, nor an external one (Prilleltensky, 2008), but derives from a 

“complex dialectical interplay between agency and structure, between our actions 

(agency) and the context of those actions (structure) (Thompson, 2007, p. 11). This 

“paradox” and the “dialectical solutions” which often accompany it should be embraced 

by empowerment researchers and practitioners (Rappaport, 1981).  
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Table 3 

Definitions of Empowerment 

Definition Source 

“process by which people, organizations, and communities gain 
mastery over issues of concern to them.” 

Zimmerman, 1995 

“enhance the possibilities for people to control their own lives” Rappaport, 1981 

"expansion of assets and capabilities of poor people to 
participate in, negotiate with, influence, control, and hold 
accountable institutions that affect their lives 

Narayan, 2005 

 "enhancing an individual's or group's capacity to make choices 
and transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes" 

Alsop, Bertlesen, & 
Holland, 2006 

“The process by which individuals gain influence of events and 
outcomes of importance to them” 

Holden et al., 2004 

“A group-based, participatory, developmental process through 
which marginalized or oppressed individuals and groups gain 
great control over their lives and environment, acquire valued 
resources and basic rights, and achieve important life goals and 
reduce societal marginalization 

Maton, 2008 

“an iterative process in which a person who lacks power sets a 
personally meaningful goal, oriented toward increasing power, 
takes action toward that goal, and observes and reflects on the 
impact of this action, drawing on his or her evolving self-efficacy, 
knowledge, and competence related to the goal.” 

Cattaneo & Chapman, 
2010 

“a social - action process through which people gain greater  
control, efficacy, and social justice” 

Peterson et al., 2005 

“a process of increasing personal, interpersonal or political 
power so that individuals can take action to improve their life 
situations” 

Gutierrez, 1990 

 

Coming from the context of international development efforts, Alsop, Bertelsen, & 

Holland (2006) further expanded upon the dual nature of empowerment. In their model 
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(see Figure 3), the greatest evidence of power and control over one’s life is the ability 

to make “effective choices.” This refers to both the individual’s ability to make a choice 

(agency) and the capability to see that choice come to fruition as a result of the 

surrounding opportunity structure (Alsop et al., 2006). Without both elements, true 

empowerment cannot occur. 

 

Figure 3. Model of Empowerment and Development Outcomes (Alsop et al.,2006) 

 

 As shown by the arrows in Alsop et al.’s (2006) model, empowerment is an 

iterative process which contains no “beginning or end states” (McWhirter, 1991; 

Fitzsimmons & Fuller, 2002; Lee, 2001; Rocha, 1997). Gains in power lead to reflection 

and action that in turn lead to greater control (Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). These gains 

do not imply that someone is giving power to another, but rather that new power is 

generated as a result of the process (Thompson, 2007, p. 24). 

 The process by which empowerment occurs is highly contextual and domain-

specific (Zimmerman, 1995). An empowered outcome in one environment may not be 

the same in another and the process of empowerment is certain to differ from individual 

to individual and from setting to setting (Maton & Rappaport, 1984; Fitzsimmons & 

Fuller, 2002). Empowerment is also culturally embedded (Zimmerman, 1995). Jewell 
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(2007) for example, found that the individual (or psychological) conceptualization of 

empowerment was not salient among Nicaraguan women’s groups, rather an emphasis 

was placed on the empowerment of the collective (Jewell, 2007). As Jewell (2007) 

writes about her results, “Note the persistent use of “we” as opposed to “I.” This implies 

that the individual woman is not seen as the source of her own success. Instead, 

successful empowerment seems to occur through sustained attachments among 

community members.” 

 Because of these differences, efforts at developing general measures of 

empowerment are ill advised (Zimmerman, 1995; Fizsimmons & Fuller, 2002). Instead, 

empowerment research should focus within a singular domain to clearly explain the 

construct within a particular context. For example, the World Bank identified 

empowerment within state (justice, politics, etc.), market (credit, labor, etc.), and 

societal domains (family and culture) and worked toward targeting interventions and 

measurements at each level (Alsop et al., 2006).  

 As indicated by the Nicaraguan women’s groups, empowerment does not only 

occur on the level of the individual. While empowerment is most often described on the 

individual or psychological level, the construct can also be applied to organizations and 

communities (Kroeker, 1995; Peterson & Zimmerman, 2004; Zimmerman, 1995). 

Peterson and Zimmerman (2004) defined organizational empowerment and identified 

evidence of the construct within organizations, between organizations, and outside of 

organizations. Others have described empowerment occurring at macro, intermediary, 

and local levels within different domains (Alsop et al., 2006).  
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 A final caveat which creates confusion around empowerment is that many 

studies treat empowerment as both a process (Zimmerman, 1995; Rappaport, 1987; 

Hur, 2006) and an outcome (Maton, 2008). Empowering processes help individuals who 

don’t have power gain power and control over their lives. Individuals who exhibit this 

control may be considered empowered in that particular domain, as evidenced by their 

ability to “satisfy their needs” (Prilleltensky et al., 2001) and make “effective choices” 

(Alsop et al., 2006). For the purposes of this study, empowerment will refer solely to the 

process by which individuals gain increased power and control over their lives. 

Conversely, empowered outcomes are the “locally-relevant” factors which exhibit a state 

of power and control (Zimmerman, 1995).  

Empowered Outcomes 

 While empowerment processes differ based on setting and individual 

characteristics, empowered outcomes provide common evidence for the highly 

contextual process. These outcomes may be considered within three domains: 

intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioral (Zimmerman, 1995). The first component 

outlined by Zimmerman (1995) was intrapersonal empowerment. This refers to an 

individual’s sense of control, self-efficacy, competence, and motivation. It can be 

contrasted with feelings of powerlessness or helplessness. While these outcomes are 

related to a series of concepts which are defined in psychological literature, 

empowerment is unique in that it combines these concepts and is situated within the 

ecological context (Peterson, Lowe, Aquilino, & Schneider, 2005). 

 Intrapersonal empowerment relates to an early model out of organizational 

science created by Thomas and Velthouse (1990). They proposed four “cognitions” 
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which represent empowered outcomes for individual members of an organization. 

These cognitions were 1) impact, 2) competence, 3) meaningfulness, and 4) choice. 

Impact refers to the understanding that “what I do makes a difference” (Thomas & 

Velthouse, 1990). Impact relates to the psychological concepts of locus of control 

(Rotter, 1966) and learned helplessness (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978). 

 “Competence”, as described by Thomas and Velthouse (1990), refers to the idea 

that “I have the ability to do the task if I try.” It relates to Bandura’s concept of self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1977). “Meaningfulness” is an expression of care for the activities of 

the organization and a sense that these activities are important. Finally, the factor 

“choice” indicates a sense of responsibility for actions and is related to intrinsic 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985, p. 105). In the building of a widely-used scale to 

measure these four factors, Spreitzer (1995) chose to use “self-determination” instead 

of “choice” which refers to the “autonomy in the initiation and continuation of work 

behaviors” (Spreitzer, 1995; Uner & Turan, 2010; Chang, Liu, & Yen, 2008; Hochwalder 

& Brucefors, 2005). 

 Using Thomas and Velthouse’s framework in addition to a number of other 

studies, Hur (2006) further summarized the components of intrapersonal, psychological 

empowerment into two categories: self-determination and mastery. Self-determination 

consisted of four factors: a) “consistency and perseverance in activities, b) the courage 

to take risks, c) initiative and proactivity, and d) the ability to voice one’s opinion.” 

Mastery contained the “competence” and a sense of “meaning” factors from Thomas & 

Velthouse (Hur, 2006). Cattaneo & Champman identified self-efficacy and competence 

as key intrapersonal elements in their model. In sum, intrapersonal empowered 
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outcomes involve a general sense of competence, meaning, self-determination, and the 

ability to impact the environment. 

  The second component of psychological empowerment described by 

Zimmerman (1995) is interactional. This component refers to the awareness and skills 

that people have for “interacting” within the community. Interactional empowered 

outcomes relate closely to Freire’s critical awareness (Freire, 1970) which is born out of 

reflection. In the interactional component, individuals understand the setting and have 

access to the skills and resources they need to have their goals met within the setting 

(Zimmerman, 1995). The gain in knowledge is cyclical, combining with intrapersonal 

outcomes (i.e. competence) and leading to greater access to power as the process 

continues (Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). 

 The final component of Zimmerman’s model is behavioral. This refers to specific 

behaviors which provide evidence of empowerment. Zimmmerman (1995) writes, 

“Empowerment behaviors for a young adolescent beginning high school might be 

playing on an athletic team, working on a student newspaper, or joining a student 

association (e.g., forensic team, drama club).” Finn (1989) identified four types of 

participatory behaviors in school. The first level involves attendance and compliance. 

Students attend class and respond to teacher-initiated questions and directions. In the 

second level, students “initiate questions and dialogue”, displaying enthusiasm for 

learning. The third level involves participation in “social, extracurricular, and athletic 

aspects of school life.” Finally, a fourth level students taking a governing role of both 

their own behavior and goals and asserting influence on the school environment (Finn, 

1989 pp. 128-129). 
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 Empowered outcomes can be assessed by observing environment-specific 

participatory behaviors and the development of intrapersonal and interactional 

outcomes. Together, these three components provide a more robust understanding of 

empowered outcomes (Zimmerman, 1995) although limitations within the model exist 

(Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010) and may differ from context to context.  

Empowering Settings 

 It is critical, then, to not only study individual empowerment and the resulting 

outcomes, but also to understand the environments which generate empowered 

outcomes in individuals. As Rappaport (1990) suggested:  

to be committed to an empowerment agenda is to be committed to identify, 
facilitate, or create contexts in which heretofore silent and isolated people, those 
who are ‘outsiders ’ in various settings , organisations and communities, gain 
understanding, voice and influence over decisions that affect their lives. 
(Rappaport, 1990) 
 

 Empowering settings are defined as environments in which empowering 

processes take place and empowered outcomes are achieved among members of the 

setting. These, in turn, influence the environment outside of the setting due to the 

“radiating influence” of empowered members and the empowered activities of the 

setting itself (Maton, 2008).  

 Building on previous work (Maton & Salem, 1995), Maton’s (2008) characteristics 

of empowering community settings lists six total factors which influence the ability of 

settings to generate member empowerment and empowered activities. Four 

characteristics are described as having a direct effect on the psychological 

empowerment of members. These include a group-based belief system, quality core 

activities, a relational environment, and an opportunity role structure in which everyone 
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can play a role that fits their skills, abilities, and interests. The final two components of 

the model (leadership and system maintenance and change) affect the organization as 

a whole (Maton, 2008). While Maton’s (2008) characteristics of empowering setting 

derive from a variety of domains (including youth development), the contextual nature of 

power and empowerment may suggest the need for more age-specific or domain-

specific models. Unfortunately most of the empowerment literature to date has focused 

on adults (Prilleltensky et al., 2001) while programs that claim to produce youth 

empowerment abound.   

Youth Empowerment 

 Adolescence has long been described as a unique time of “storm and stress” in 

which youth are considered “at-risk” for any number of maladies (Hall, 1905) although 

most youth do not experience these extremes (Susman & Rogol, 2004, p. 16). Over 

recent years, however, more positive approaches to adolescence have begun to 

replace the traditional risk-based approaches (Lerner & Benson, 2002). In the midst of 

this discussion, youth empowerment is considered to be a key factor in the positive 

development of youth. Four community assets have been associated with 

empowerment of youth: 1) a community where adults value young people, 2) a 

community in which youth are given useful roles, 3) a community in which young people 

do community service, and 4) a safe, home, school, and neighborhood environment 

(Search Institute, 2011).  

 In an early study, Chinman and Linney (1998) proposed an “Adolescent 

Empowerment Cycle” which connected the dominant needs of adolescence to a 

process by which youth develop positive identities, positive roles, and an increase in 
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self-efficacy and self-esteem. This process occurs as youth participate in activities 

which help them develop and reinforce their skills and increase their bonding to positive 

social institutions. Figure 4 shows the Adolescent Empowerment Cycle. 

 

Needs to experiment with different roles and for stable identity 
development  

Nature of activities in which to participate 

Participation in activities 

Receive positive reinforcement 

Learn new skills including a “critical awareness” of how to contribute 

Bond to positive institutions 

Make developmental gains in positive identity development, positive role 
choice, and enhanced self-efficacy & self-esteem. 

Figure 4. The Adolescent Empowerment Cycle (Chinman & Linney, 1998)  
 

 Two other models have been created to explain the characteristics of youth 

empowerment programs. Jennings, Parra-Medina, Hilfinger-Messias, & McLoughlin 

(2006) have developed a model of critical youth empowerment based upon their 

research and a review of four well-documented empowerment interventions. The results 

suggest six dimensions involved in empowerment programs: 1) a welcoming and safe 

environment, 2) meaningful participation and engagement, 3) power-sharing between 

adults and youth, 4) critical reflection, 5) participation in sociopolitical action, and 6) an 

integration of both individual and community empowerment (Jennings, et al., 2006). 
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 In a second adolescent model of empowering settings, Cargo, Grams, Ottoson, 

Ward, & Green (2003) identified elements from a health promotion intervention in an 

inner-city neighborhood in Canada. They focused on transactional partnering between 

adults and youth in an empowering setting, describing these settings as welcoming 

environments which enable youth to become empowered. The proposed model 

identifies steps in the process of empowerment, including the engagement of youth in 

the activities of the setting, building youth potential, controlling the process (by 

addressing challenges, making decisions, learning), improving quality of life, and 

cultivating constructive change (Cargo et al., 2003). Key characteristics of Jennings et 

al. (2006) and Cargo et al. (2003) are displayed in Table 4 alongside Maton’s 

empowering setting characteristics. 

 This leads to an underlying assumption which is explicit in empowerment 

programs for youth. While many of societal images of adolescents are negative, youth 

tend to view themselves as positive contributors to society and see participation as a 

way to counteract the negative stereotypes surrounding their age (Hilfinger-Mesias et 

al., 2008). Programs and organizations that recognize youth as assets and not as 

targets foster this sense of empowerment and positive development of youth. As 

Holden, Messeri, Evans, Cranshaw, and Ben-Davies (2004) wrote, youth empowerment 

models regard “youth not as a community problem in need of prevention but as 

community assets who are empowered to better their own lives as well as that of the 

larger community.”  

The adolescent empowerment models described here are supported by other 

literature. Holden et al. (2004) identified group characteristics related to empowerment
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Table 4 

Characteristics of Empowering Settings 

Maton (2008) Jennings et al. (2006) Cargo et al. (2003) 

Group-Based Belief System in 
which participations move 

beyond self to a larger purpose 
and vision, which is based on 
the strengths and abilities of 

members, and inspires change 
through salient goals and clear 

means 

Encouragement of 
sociopolitical analysis and 

change goals.  
 

Critical refection  

Actualizing Youth Potential 
by increasing esteem, 

confidence, competence, and 
raising consciousness 

Quality Core Activities which 
are engaging (meaningful and 

congruent), involve active 
learning, and provide quality 

content and relationships 

Meaningful participation in 
developing skills, taking 

responsibility and making 
decisions. 

Engaging Youth by creating 
the opportunity to participate 

Relational environment 

characterized by caring 
relationships with peers and 

mentors, sense of community 
and support from multiple 

sources   and domains 

Safe, supportive environment 

which is both fun and 
challenging environment.  

Welcoming social climate 
characterized by  adults 
believing, respecting, 

encouraging and caring 

Opportunity Role Structure 
characterized by   an abundance 

of roles which are highly 
accessible to all and provide 
opportunity for the use and 

development of skills and the 
ability to influence group 

direction. 

Shared power between youth 
and adults with more power 

being transferred over time to 
youth as skills are developed.  

Controlling the 

Process:Adolescents take 
responsibility for decision 

making and action to confront 
and learn from challenges.  

 
  

among youth participants in tobacco control initiatives. The characteristics included 

participation by all members and the establishment of equitable roles, with the ultimate 
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outcome of youth becoming “social change agents” (Holden et al., 2004). This theory  

supports the characteristics highlighted in Table 4.   

As described, empowerment processes are assumed to lead to positive, 

empowered outcomes (Chinman & Linney, 1998). In addition to those described by 

Thomas & Velthouse (1990), empowered outcomes described in the literature have 

included positive development, social justice, increased confidence and self-efficacy, 

better problem solving skills, and improved quality of life (Cargo et al., 2003; Jennings et 

al., 2006; Zeldin, Camino, & Calvert, 2003; Zimmerman, 2000).  

However, Chinman & Linney (1998) caution that the nature of the setting will 

determine the nature of the outcomes: 

Much of the work on empowerment has assumed that becoming empowered leads 
to positive outcomes. Under this assumption, adolescents who become 
empowered will have more positive developmental outcomes. However, if 
adolescents only have opportunities to participate in negative activities and roles in 
a certain community (e.g., delinquency, gang leadership), these youth may travel 
through the cycle with identity and self-efficacy outcomes associated with negative 
roles and behaviors. (Chinman & Linney, 1998) 
 

In addition to individual outcomes, organizations and communities are changed as well 

as positive interactions between youth and adults increase, as youth take on increased 

civic responsibility, and as youth provide valuable input (Jennings, et al., 2006; Zeldin, 

et al., 2003). This connects to Maton’s (2008) concept of “radiating influence.” 

Thus, based on the models described here, empowering settings for youth are 

those in which youth are valued as assets not just recipients, structures are modified to 

allow positive relationships and shared power between youth and adults, and 

awareness and skills are developed, which translate into action for changing the setting 

or community. The factors from each of these models are listed above in Table 4. 
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Student Empowerment 

 As described, youth empowerment leads to a number of empowered outcomes 

which promote positive youth development. Unfortunately, little of this literature has 

focused on empowerment within the school environment. Moos (1979) identified the 

school as a key environment for youth and stated that “the social ecological setting in 

which students function can affect their attitudes and moods, their behaviour and 

performance and their self-concept and general sense of well-being” (p. 3). Academic 

empowerment has been identified as a key component in the overall empowerment of 

youth (McQuillan, 2005). Cummins (1986) described “empowered students” as “those 

who develop the ability, confidence, and motivation to succeed academically. They 

participate competently in instruction as a result of having developed...appropriate 

school-based knowledge and interactional structures” (p. 22). Using Thomas and 

Velthouse’s (1990) cognitions, studies have measured “learner empowerment” within 

the classroom (Frymier, Shulman, & Houser, 1996) and related these outcomes to 

student interest, motivation, (Weber, Martin, & Cayanas, 2005) and teacher use of 

power in collegiate settings (Schrodt et al., 2008). 

 Building on the existing models of youth empowerment in a variety of domains, a 

conceptual model of student empowerment was developed for the current study. As 

displayed in Figure 5, the model describes student empowerment as a process 

influenced by individual, ecological, classroom-level, and school-level characteristics. 

Common empowered outcomes provide evidence for this process including 

intrapersonal outcomes (competence, meaning, self-determination, impact/voice),  
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Figure 5. Conceptual Model of Student Empowerment
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interactional outcomes (critical awareness, academic and interpersonal skills, school 

bonding/connectedness), and participatory behaviors (attendance, compliance, student-

initiated dialogue, extracurricular participation, and governance) (Zimmerman, 1995; 

Thomas & Velthouse, 1990; Finn, 1989). The model is iterative, representing the 

cyclical nature of empowerment (Cattaneo & Chapman, 2010). Thus, empowerment 

and empowered outcomes flow back into the academic context which influences future 

development of power. Each element of the model is described in detail below. 

Individual Student Characteristics 

 Each student comes to school with a set of personal characteristics that may 

influence how they experience the school environment. These may include academic 

abilities, previous academic achievement, and a wealth of demographic factors 

including socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, and gender. Each of these 

characteristics may be considered forms of power which translate from internal and 

external assets developed in other domains. While these factors are important to 

consider, one study found that individual factors of student temperament and learner 

orientation had little effect on the empowered outcomes of students (Houser & Frymier, 

2009). 

Ecological Environment 

 While the school environment is important, it is not the only context in which 

students are nested. Key contexts for youth development include family, peer group, 

neighborhood, and organizations (Lerner & Benson, 2002; Stewart, Stewart, & Simons, 

2007). Each of these contexts may be more or less empowering than that of the school, 

thus affecting the ability of the school to promote empowered outcomes in students. For 
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example, a school in a neighborhood with frequent violence may have difficulty creating 

empowerment within the walls of the school due to the disempowering environment 

around the school. Studies in school connectedness have found that the combination of 

individual and ecological factors are responsible for most of the variation in school 

connectedness and sense of community (Koth et al., 2008; Vieno et al., 2005). 

School Characteristics 

 At the top of the model are empowering characteristics of the academic 

environment which can promote student empowerment. These characteristics are 

expected to mirror those found in other studies on empowering settings (Maton, 2008; 

Jennings et al., 2006; Cargo et al., 2003) and include elements from the school climate 

literature (Cohen et al., 2009). The characteristics are divided into factors which concern 

the overall school (i.e. culture, policy, tradition) and those which affect individual 

classrooms (i.e. relationship with teachers, engaging environment).  

Student Empowerment 

As described, empowerment is an iterative, contextual, individualized process. 

However, within a particular domain and population, common themes may emerge that 

describe the experience. As Laverack & Wallerstein (2001) suggest, empowerment 

processes should be explored to provide evidence for how empowered outcomes 

develop. Student empowerment is an on-going process which connects the 

characteristics of the environment with the empowered outcomes.   

Empowered Academic Outcomes 

 Using the model proposed by Zimmerman (1995), empowered outcomes are 

expected to emerge within three domains. The intrapersonal components include the 
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four “cognitions” of Thomas and Velthouse (1990) which has already been adapted to 

the school environment (Frymier et al., 1996). The interactional component contains 

awareness and the development of appropriate skills for success at school. These may 

include academic skills (i.e. reading, math) and interpersonal skills (e.g. getting along 

with teachers). In addition, school connectedness or school bonding is an interactional 

factor which is developed as a result of the student empowerment process. 

Connectedness to school forms a link between a student’s psychological experience 

and their behaviors at school and has been discussed as a protective factor against 

violent behavior, substance use, emotional distress, and early initiation of sexual 

intercourse (Blum, 2005). 

 The final component of empowered outcomes are specific behaviors related to 

student engagement at school (Zimmerman, 1995). Each of these behaviors relates to 

participation which further connects participatory behaviors with empowerment. Using 

Finn’s (1989) participation types, these overt behaviors are evidence of empowerment 

in the school setting. 

Study Rationale and Research Questions 

 In light of the continuing disparities within the U.S. education system, the current 

study seeks to identify characteristics of school environments which contribute to 

student empowerment. This study will extend the research on school climate to include 

an understanding of the role of power in the school environment and apply the research 

on empowering settings to a public school. By identifying key characteristics which 

promote empowering processes with students, school assessment and practice may be 

changed from “deficit models” which emphasize individual student functioning, to 
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models which incorporate the socio-political and cultural contexts (Lewis et al., 2008). 

The results will help identify practices and create suggestions for intervention which are 

particularly useful for students at the margins. 

 With this in mind, the current study seeks to explore the efficacy of the 

conceptual model displayed in Figure 5, with an emphasis on identifying the 

characteristics of schools which relate to student empowerment. Two research 

questions are considered: 

Research Question #1: What classroom-level and school-wide characteristics are 

linked to student empowerment? 

 This key question seeks to build on the literature of school climate and 

empowering settings to identify characteristics which are linked to empowerment at both 

the classroom and school-wide levels. Classroom-level factors include any discussion of 

what happens in a particular classroom or during a particular class period. School-wide 

factors include school culture, tradition, and policies. It is important to separate these 

factors as classroom settings are nested within school settings, and individual student 

functioning is situated within both settings. Further, while classrooms within the same 

school may be more homogenous than classrooms in another school setting, a wide 

variation most likely exists between classrooms within the same school.  

Research Question #2: How do the characteristics of the school setting promote 

student empowerment? 

 The second question will provide rich descriptions of the ways in which the 

characteristics identified in Research Question #1 affect the development of 

empowerment among students as evidenced by empowered outcomes. This process-
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oriented question is vital to understand the mechanisms by which empowering 

characteristics work. The information from this question will be most useful in informing 

future interventions and policy changes to increase empowerment within public schools. 
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CHAPTER II 

METHOD 

 This study employed a single, exploratory case study approach to gather and 

analyze the data from one public school setting. Case studies are particularly 

appropriate in studies where the “phenomenon” is not readily distinguishable from its 

context (Yin, 2009). Using a variety of methods, this case study explored the 

phenomenon of student empowerment within an urban, public high school. 

Setting and Participants 

 The high school of interest had a long history, first opening in August 1929. In 

that first year, the school was home to 800 students and 40 staff. By 2010, school had 

more than doubled to 1,962 students with 177 professional staff. The school was 

purposively chosen because of its recent performance in the face of some striking 

challenges. 

 For example, more than three out of four students at the school were designated 

as “economically disadvantaged” and qualified for the Federal Free and Reduced Lunch 

Program. In 2009-2010, almost one in four (22.8%) students were designated as 

“English Language Learners,” many of which were recent immigrants to the United 

States. The majority of students at the school were of Hispanic ethnicity (58%) with 

large percentages of White (26%) and Black students (10%) as well. The percentage of 

Hispanic/Latino students had increased by 16 percentage points since the 2003-2004 

school year (Kansas State Department of Education, 2010). 

 Despite the challenge of having higher rates of economic disadvantage and more 

students in the English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) program compared to 
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other area schools, the graduation rate in 2009-2010 (83%) was higher than the district 

average (80.1%). More importantly, this number had nearly doubled over the course of 

an eight-year period from 47.3% in 2002. Key informant reports cited the arrival of a 

new school principal and the building up of the Advancement Via Individual 

Determination (AVID) program as reasons for this increase. Despite the positive 

graduation rate, the school performed lower than other District schools on some 

academic indicators. These included average daily attendance rate (92.5% to 93.9%), 

reading proficiency (63.5% to 74.9%), and math proficiency (47.5% to 58%). 

 For the current study, a participant research team was formed which consisted of 

undergraduate and graduate college students and two high school students from the 

school. Demographic descriptors of the team are listed in Table 5. The team met once a 

week on the school site to plan and analyze the collection of data. In addition, periodic 

consultation was offered by key informants within the school staff. Prior to starting the 

project, team members were trained in participant observation and interviewing 

techniques over several sessions.  

 Using a triangulation approach to explore the setting (Yin, 2009), the study was 

conducted with three overlapping phases of data collection. Student interviews and 

focus groups with students and staff were preceded by participant observation 

throughout various settings within the school. Figure 6 displays a timeline of the data 

collection process. All data was collected during the Spring 2011 semester.
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Table 5 

Demographic Descriptors of Research Team 

 # of Team 
Participants 

Total # of Participants  

Gender  

Female 6 

Male 1 

Race/Ethnicity  

Non-Hispanic black 2 

Non-hispanic White 4 

Hispanic/Latino 0 

Multiracial/Other 1 

Schooling  

H.S. Student 2 

Undergraduate Student 2 

Graduate Student 3 

 
 

Participant Observation  

 Participant observation allows researchers to connect with the community of 

interest and is a particularly useful method for exploratory research in a bounded 

context (Creswell, 2007; Jorgensen, 1989). In order to grasp the underlying culture of 

the school, ethnographic participant observation was conducted throughout one 

semester. Initial entrance was negotiated via key informants including the Principal, 

Administrative staff, Counseling staff, and Program Directors. These initial  
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Figure 6. Timeline for Data Collection 

Note: All data collected in 2011 

 

conversations took place during official school meetings and by the initiative of the lead 

researcher. The school Principal sent an article to all staff informing them about the 

project and encouraging staff to participate. In sum, the research team spent over 100 

hours on the school site. 

 Observations were done using ethnographic methods in which the individual 

participates to varying degrees (Creswell, 2007; Jorgensen, 1989) depending on the 

setting. While participating, the observer makes brief “jottings” of quotes or items to 

remember. These jottings are then expanded upon in more lengthy reflections. 

Observers were encouraged to complete these reflections as soon as possible after 

leaving the observation (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). Results were compiled in a 

central file and verbally discussed among the research team. 

 In order to understand the culture of the school, initial observations were 

conducted within various parts of the school. Settings included classrooms, hallways, 

lunch time, and after school events. Initial classroom observations focused on speciality 
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classes including ESOL (N = 3), Special Education (N = 3), and the AVID 

(Advancement Via Individual Determination) program (N = 3). Additional classroom 

observations were conducted on general education (N = 3) and advanced placement 

(AP) (N = 2) classes. Class sizes ranged from 10 to 20. Observations were conducted 

by all members of the research team. 

Focus Groups 

 A total of ten focus groups were conducted by the lead researcher with a second 

member of the team serving as a co-facilitator. Five of these groups were comprised of 

students with a total of 71 participants. These groups were drawn from existing 

organizations including Student Leadership Teams, the Hispanic American Leadership 

Organization (HALO), and students in the ESOL program. The participants were diverse 

in gender and ethnicity, representing the demographics of the school.  

 A total of five staff focus groups were conducted with a total of 39 participants. 

Staff groups came from a variety of teaching disciplines (science, math, social studies, 

foreign language) and included other school staff (counseling staff, library staff, etc.). In 

addition, key informants included the school administrators, counseling staff, and AP 

Psychology teacher. 

 Focus group protocols were created for students and staff. Each of these 

protocols were semi-structured with key questions mixed with transitions (Krueger, 

1998). The protocols were developed with the research team, tested on student groups, 

and modified slightly across groups. The final focus group protocols can be found in 

Appendix A.  
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 Food was provided as an incentive for participation. Groups were recruited via 

email and personal conversation. Student focus groups took place during regular club or 

class meeting times. The staff focus groups occurred during regular teacher meeting 

and inservice times. Each group was conducted at the school site and was facilitated by 

the lead researcher accompanied by a co-facilitator. The lead researcher facilitated the 

discussion, while the co-facilitator took notes and added clarifying questions throughout 

the group. The groups were audio recorded using a digital recorder and transcribed by 

team members. Focus groups were stopped at the point of theoretical saturation, as no 

new themes were emerging from the groups (Krueger, 1994).  

Interviews 

 After reaching saturation for the focus groups, a purposive sample of students 

was obtained for the interviews. An email was sent to all teachers asking for referrals of 

students to participate. Instructions asked for students who were of diverse 

backgrounds, experiences, and abilities. Staff from key programs (AVID, ESOL, Special 

Education) were specifically asked to suggest students for participation in the interviews 

to ensure representation of students from these groups. Parent consent forms were 

required prior to participation. The teachers were provided with the consent forms, 

distributed them to students, and returned them to the research team after they were 

signed. The lead researcher then contacted the student directly to set up an interview 

time. For completing the interview, students received a $15 Walmart Gift Card. 

  A total of 17 students interviews were completed.  As shown in Table 6, 

participants represented the demographic makeup of the school and were diverse in  
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Table 6 

Key Demographic Characteristics of Interview Participants 

 N 

Total # of Interview Participants 17 

Gender  

Female 10 

Male 7 

Race/Ethnicity  

Non-Hispanic black 4 

Non-hispanic White 3 

Hispanic/Latino 7 

Multiracial/Other 3 

Class Standing  

Freshmen 3 

Sophomore 5 

Juniors 4 

Seniors 5 

 
 

gender, race/ethnicity, and class standing. Interviews were stopped as saturation had 

been reached (i.e. no new themes were emerging from the data) (Krueger, 1994). 

 Student interviews consisted of open-ended questions developed by the 

research team. All questions were tested with the high school members of the research 

team for relevance and comprehension. The interviews focused on capturing the unique 

story of the student within the school environment and the characteristics of the school 
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which led to their empowerment. The student interview protocol can be found in the 

Appendix A. Interviews were conducted by collegiate members of the research team. 

Each interview took approximately 30 minutes and was held either during the school 

lunch period or after school at the school site. All interviews were audio recorded and 

transcribed by the research team.  

Data Analysis 

 All focus group and interview data were transcribed and uploaded to the Coding 

Analysis Toolkit. Coding took place via a two-step process. First, as the focus-groups 

were being conducted, open-coding was done during weekly research team meetings in 

which the members discussed the observations and focus group conversations. In 

these settings, members discussed the emerging themes, refined them, and resolved 

any discrepancies. Incongruent codes on which agreement could not be reached within 

five minutes were dropped from the analysis (only two themes were excluded). Data 

was then “checked” with select participants for verification and clarification. 

 After open coding, a second round of selective coding was conducted on each 

focus group and interview. A coding chart was created based upon the theoretical 

literature and results of the observation and focus groups (see Appendix B). Data were 

uploaded to Coding Analysis Toolkit. This online tool, allows independent coders to 

access the file and make code annotations. Two collegiate members of the team coded 

each focus group and interview transcript independently. Reports were generated and 

inter-rater agreement was calculated with an average Cohen’s kappa score of .87, and 

a range from .69 to .99 (Cohen, 1968).  
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CHAPTER III 
RESULTS 

 As described in Chapter I, student empowerment is a highly contextualized 

process which is evidenced by a collection of intrapersonal, interactional, and 

behavioral outcomes. The stories of the students which emerged from the observations, 

focus groups, and interviews conducted for this project informed the contextual model of 

student empowerment and revealed key classroom and school-level characteristics. 

The results help answer the two research questions: 1) What classroom-level and 

school-wide characteristics are linked to student empowerment? and 2) How do the 

characteristics of the school setting promote student empowerment? 

Individual and Ecological Characteristics 

 As displayed in the proposed model (Figure 5), both the characteristics of the 

school environment and the development of student empowerment are certainly 

affected by a myriad of individual and ecological characteristics. Individual 

characteristics which were observed included learning disabilities, personality types  

(i.e. shy, talkative), and personal interests. Each of these influenced the participants’ 

experiences of school in unique ways which were not able to be generalized to all 

students, but certainly affected their empowerment process. Individual characteristics 

are a strong predictor of empowered outcomes in school. For example, a student with 

poor language skills or significant mental health difficulties may find it difficult to 

experience academic empowerment regardless of how positive the school environment 

may be.  

 Ecological contexts, on the other hand, are more generalizable to the student 

population as a whole. This refers to the influence of multiple contexts on a student’s 
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experience in school, including the family environment, neighborhood, and social status. 

Many students in this study talked about their families as either assets or liabilities in 

their pursuit of education. One dominant ecological theme which emerged was an 

awareness of the education level of their parents in relation to their own education. 

Many of the students talked about trying to do better than their parents, or do better for 

them. Some students discussed teaching some of the skills that they were learning in 

high school to their parents in an effort to help their family grow. This was especially 

poignant among first generation immigrants to the United States.  

 The cultural factor permeated everything about the school. With a large 

proportion of undocumented students, the larger ecological issues of racism, 

discrimination, and poverty loomed large. The ability to afford attending college without 

access to Federal Aid was salient in the minds of many students. The Administration 

and Staff at the school were well aware of these ecological challenges. One veteran 

teacher summed it up well, 

When you look at 70% poverty rate for the District, that’s pretty impactful (sic). 
And we have probably more kids on free and reduced lunch than I’ve ever seen. 
And we also...have more non-English speakers right now than we’ve ever had. 
So, I have seen, you know, when I first got here 22 years ago, we were almost 
near the exact population in the United States. Well, we are no longer near that. 
We’re very skewed, and I think that’s part of why we’ve had some of the 
problems we’ve had. We just have more challenges to face...And I think that is 
the most significant thing I’ve seen. It’s just the overall poorness of this particular 
neighborhood.  
 

 Another staff member talked about engaging the Hispanic culture and the 

challenges of working with an economically-disadvantaged population. 

Now we have more first (generation), or you know, just fresh coming over and I 
think, I don’t know, we start something with parent engagement and it’s never 
followed through....I mean that really is a cultural kind of thing. You know, in the 
Hispanic culture, ‘teachers know what they are doing’. ‘I don’t question the 
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teacher’..I truly don’t believe they don’t want to be involved parents. I just think 
they don’t know how, or they are too busy trying to put food on the table. To find 
out how my kid’s doing at school, is maybe second or third in line besides, you 
know, keeping my job, working hours, and getting enough to pay the rent and 
buy food” 
 

As demonstrated, the school staff were well aware of the contextual challenges which 

many students brought into the school with them. Beyond this awareness, it shaped the 

very essence of the school, tailoring many of the school’s programs to fit the cultural 

needs of this population. In this way, the school was taking into account the larger 

socio-political context in which their school was situated.   

Classroom Characteristics 

 In the midst of this context, the research identified five classroom characteristics 

within the school which related to student empowerment. Three of these themes were 

connected to the relationship between the teacher and the student, and two themes 

were connected to classroom practices. Table 7 displays these five themes with 

definitions for each. 

Teacher Belief in Student Success. 

 One of the most obvious characteristics which emerged from the observations, 

focus groups, and interviews was that teachers at the school genuinely believed in the 

students’ ability to achieve great things. Students readily identified the role of the 

teacher in helping them “become something.” Clearly, a culture had been established 

which put student ability at the forefront despite obstacles to learning. As one teacher 

eloquently described, “The assumption here is that every kid that comes in this building 

Table 7 

Classroom Characteristics and Definitions 
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Theme Definition 

Teacher Belief in Student 
Success 

Teaching staff take a positive stance toward students, 
emphasizing their abilities, not their faults or failures 

Classroom Sense of 
Community 

In the classroom, students and teachers build positive 
relationships, work together toward common goals, and meet 
mutual needs. 

Equitable Teacher-
Student Roles 

Teaching staff share power with students, approaching them 
on a personal level and allowing students to share their 
opinions. 

Engaging Classroom 
Practices 

Teaching staff use a style of instruction that keeps students 
interested and learning. 

Shared Decision-Making 
in Class 

Key decisions about the course are made in collaboration 
between the teacher and students.  

 
 

is someone better than average.” 

 While this assumption was most evident at the classroom level it grew out from 

administration. One student shared about her first day of school, 

Since the first day we started I remember Mr. (Head Principal) said, ‘We don’t 
want you just to finish high school and then, ‘That’s it. We’re done’. We want you 
to go to college and be someone else. Like someone better than you think you 
can be. 
 

That student went on to talk about how, over the past three years, the simple idea of 

going to college, which she had not considered previously, had stuck with her and 

motivated her to keep going. 

Others students reported similar motivations . One student said,  

I have one teacher that does that like really harsh...Basically, he says ‘We’re not 
going to go anywhere in life if we don’t do what we need to’. It kinda affects me 
cuz, I’m kinda like, I don’t want to be what he said, like you want to show him 
wrong...I don’t know about anybody else, because I don’t want to be what he 
said. Because he says we’ll end up working at McDonald’s or something and like 
we don’t want to..I don’t want to be that, so he makes it like..he pushes us so that 
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we don’t become like he says, like we prove him wrong. So we come back and 
say, ‘Oh no, we’re this now, we’re not that! 
 

 The theme of “teacher belief” wasn’t just about high expectations and 

accompanying motivational tactics, but was also connected to support. One student 

said that they liked how “teachers help me, like, step by step, and they help me 

understand it. And they give me some tools to understand it and everything like that.” 

Another went further, “They help us, like, not just help us, they don’t let you give up 

like..They didn’t go for the money. They just went to change students’ lives.”  When 

asked “How do you know that?”, the student responded: 

Like Ms. E, I had her for English last year. She was like a really good teacher and 
like you could just see that she was dedicated to everything. She was like ‘I love 
this book, and I’m going to show you guys how it changed my life’ and like that. 
And she’ll tell students, ‘I know you can do it. If I can do it, you can do it.’ She’s 
been through a rough road and she knows how we feel. 
 

 Here we see that not only do the students feel supported by this teacher, but the 

staff has been able to create identification with them on a basic level. Teacher belief in 

student success captured this sense of supported learning which students reported from 

their best teachers.  

Classroom Sense of Community 

 A second characteristic which emerged from the data was sense of community at 

the classroom level. The term “sense of community” has been widely used, first defined 

by Seymour Sarason as  

the perception of similarity to others, an acknowledged interdependence with 
others, a willingness to maintain this interdependence by giving to or doing for 
others what one expects from them, and the feeling that one is part of a larger 
dependable and stable structure" (1974, p. 157) 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perception
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interdependence
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Later, the construct was discussed as having four sub-factors: membership, integration 

and fulfillment of needs, shared emotional connection, and influence of the environment 

(McMillan, 1996). 

 In this context, classroom sense of community refers to the rich relationships 

established between all classroom participants. Students described this as a feeling of 

“comfort” and identified ways in which teachers reached out to certain students. 

I think there a lot of teachers who try to reach out and make connections 
especially with the students who are...you wouldn’t consider them the teacher’s 
pets or the most well-behaved kids. I think there are a couple of teachers here 
that actually reach out and try to make connections with those kids. That way 
kids don’t, like, feel alone at school. 
 

 Teachers seemed to agree. One said,  “We have a very good relationship with 

our students, and we have a relationship with all of them. No matter who they are or 

what they are or so forth. And I think the kids are comfortable with that.” Another staff 

member reported, “I think kids can feel included here. It doesn’t matter if they’re fresh 

from across the border or whether they’re, you know, seventh generation graduates 

from (name removed) High School.” 

Students and teachers alike reported that there was very little bullying in the 

school. Common identification was cited as a reason for this. One staff member shared,  

 I don’t let kids make fun of other kids..We don’t have a bunch of cliques. I don’t 
see that in my classroom. I don’t see it in the hall, and I have certainly seen it 
when I have taken trips with other kids to other schools....When I took kids to 
Spain once before there was a group from a Colorado school, and they just 
made one girl’s life hell the whole time we were there. And it was because she 
didn’t have as much money as the rest of them did. And I just don’t see that here. 
We’re all in the same boat basically.  
 

 One part of the school which had very high sense of community was the 

Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) program. In AVID, students stay with 
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the same class and homeroom teacher for four years of “tutorials”, a special class 

designed to help prepare students for college. AVID was described as a “family” by 

many students. “It’s not a class cause you spend four years with them. So they’re the 

ones to tell you ‘Don’t quit!’ ‘Don’t get out!’ ‘You can do it!’, said one student. “The way 

you’re connected with your teachers. I mean, like, you’re really, really close to them,” 

said another. “You get to know them a lot. Especially if you're in AVID. You get closer to 

your family.”   

 This bonding, mutual identification, and shared needs all indicate a positive 

sense of community within classrooms throughout the school. The sense of community 

was intentionally created as a mechanism for helping more students stay in school. One 

example included a required policy that made teachers stand in the hallways during 

passing periods, interacting with students instead of huddling in their rooms and 

prepping for the next class. Simple policies like this were considered key elements in 

establishing sense of community in the school. 

Equitable Teacher-Student Roles  

 In addition to the teachers’ belief in student success and the more general sense 

of community generated within the classroom, a third relational category was labeled 

“equitable teacher-student roles.” This stands in contrast to many of the stereotyped 

images of teachers lording their authority and flaunting their wisdom over students 

without offering a lending ear. An equitable relationship between student and teacher 

involves bidirectional listening and mutual respect leading to shared power for decision-

making. 
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 Students talked about this role set-up by describing freedoms they have to work 

in a way that best fits them and to share their opinions in classes. One student shared, 

So it seems like in all the classes I’ve been to, I have a voice in it. I’ve never had 
an experience where I say something and everyone’s like ‘Oh no!’...I don’t think 
there’s a classroom I go to where the teacher’s like ‘Okay guys just shut up and 
do what I say.’ I think everybody..all the teachers kinda listen to you.  
 

Another student commented about this openness, 

I can be myself, and I’m not afraid to ask questions of the teacher cause he really 
can relate to me, more than like other teachers. He’s goofy so he talks about 
everything so I can relate to just be a kid, you know?  
 

 This openness of relationship is something which was explicitly encouraged by 

the administration. As mentioned, teachers interacted with students in the hallways 

during passing periods. This was part of what one teacher called “allowing students to 

see us as human.” The policy of increasing interaction with students seemed to be 

noticed. “Our principals, and our counselors and our teachers during passing periods 

are always out in the hallway,” said one student. 

They’re always either out by their door or just making sure people get to class on 
time. Which, if you are having an issue and if you feel like stepping up to 
somebody and saying, ‘Hey, I’m having this issue. Can I talk to you about it?’ I 
think everybody here is willing to help with something and if you need to talk to 
somebody there’s ample opportunity. 
 

This theme showed that, while staff maintained control of the school, the relationship 

with students was such that students found the staff to be approachable. 

Shared Decision-Making 

 With a foundation of equitable relationships, the logical extension is that students 

share in some of the decision-making within the classroom. While this was somewhat 

difficult to ascertain, students were very clear about what they didn’t like in class. 
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My least favorite (class), the difference that I don’t like about that class is that 
every thing's like ‘You have to do this’ and ‘You have to do this.’ And you’re like 
on a schedule. The teacher, he likes to talk all the time, but you can’t really talk, 
and like if you just talk just a little bit, he’ll get mad and like it’s all about just ‘do 
this’ and ‘do this’ and stuff like that. 
 

 In the classes where teachers allowed the students to share in the choices, the 

students were amazed to discover that more students made positive choices. One said,  

Like he always gives us worksheets, but some of them you don’t have to 
complete, but it’s surprising how many people actually do do it.  And, like, you 
can talk amongst the people at your table and, like, you wouldn’t actually be 
talking about something off subject. Like most of the kids are talking about it, 
because it’s interesting. It’s just weird how it works cause, like, you’ll walk in and 
you’ll just hear like a whole bunch of people talking. But, if you actually listen in, 
it’s like on topic.  
 

For the students and teachers, the opportunities that students had express their opinion 

and adjust their coursework had a positive effect.  

Engaging Classroom Practices 

 A fifth, and final, theme emerged on the classroom-level. Engaging classroom 

practices were defined as those teaching techniques or arrangements which were 

responsible for the stimulation of learning. It begins with the teacher’s attitude. Many 

students talked about how active, passionate teachers grabbed their attention and 

respect. “They’re not just teachers that just sit at their desk and give you work, they’re 

more lively and they communicate a lot more,“ said one student. Another one remarked, 

“the majority of teachers are animated, like severely animated...like they always have 

coffee in the morning.” 

 Caffeine or not, this animation in teachers speaks of passion. “We have a lot of 

teachers that actually do like to teach’...Most of the teachers here love what they do,” 

said one student. “They like make jokes with the rest of the students. So, like the kids 
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don’t get something or other things,  they like make a joke of the problem.” Keeping the 

mood in the class light was mentioned several times, and a contrast was drawn 

between teachers who kept the class moving from one thing to the next and those who 

allowed downtime, with the latter having the less-engaging course.  

Nobody talks like in that class unless he lets us. But like it’s so structured. He has 
everything planned out, even by the minutes, which is cool...But it’s not like strict. 
He’s so funny and that’s what makes it good. It’s not like grinding out dates and 
stuff. He makes it a lot of fun. He balances, like, structure with going with the flow 
really well. Like even he would go off topic all the time, but it was something 
important. 
 

This was contrasted by the teachers who were unstructured, lacked passion for the 

subject, and didn’t know how to engage students in a way that kept them interested. 

 As shown, the research revealed five key characteristics of classroom settings 

(Table 5). Each of these characteristics was related to student empowerment as 

evidenced by the development of empowered outcomes. Before considering those 

outcomes, however, the school-wide characteristics will be explored. 

School Characteristics 

 In addition to the classroom-level characteristics, six school-wide characteristics 

were also identified as connected to student empowerment. These included positive 

traditions, value for student leadership, embracing cultural diversity, and adequate 

school resources. Two characteristics of teaching staff (empowerment and sense of 

community) emerged as well. The school-wide characteristics are listed and defined in 

Table 8 

Positive Traditions  

 When asked about the school, students and staff alike rapidly identified the 

school’s abundant traditions as their favorite aspects of the environment. With a long 
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Table 8 

School-wide Characteristics and Definitions 

Theme Definition 

Positive Traditions Participation and identification with a series of events 
and traditional practices in the school 

Valued Student 
Leadership 

Emphasis from staff on hearing and utilizing student 
voice in decision-making 

Embracing Cultural 
Diversity 

Awareness of cultural differences and integration of 
cultural practices into school day 

Adequate Resources Materials and physical structures needed to make the 
school effective 

Teacher Empowerment Teaching staff have a sense of responsibility, 
ownership, and the ability to influence school outcomes. 

Staff Sense of 
Community 

Teaching staff work well together, report a sense of 
shared membership and common values/mission. 

 
 

history, the school had many established traditions that had been revived in recent 

years and others that were newly-created. Some of these traditions were tied in with the 

unique structure of the building and others highlighted either the rich Native American 

culture or the expanding Hispanic/Latino culture of the area. One student highlighted the 

“opportunity to see other people’s culture and to get to know about other people’s 

countries” as key elements within these traditions.  

The school’s proximity to a river also influenced the development of traditions 

including a yearly Water Festival. This added to an overall sense of identity as the only 

area school with this type of event and with canoeing as an activity in physical 

education classes. While many of these traditions had long histories and had either 
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survived or been revived in recent years, other new traditions were emerging. For 

example, a few years ago a tradition began in which the evening prior to pep 

assemblies, students would place toilet paper, or tee-pee, the trees in front of the 

school. Administration chose to see this, not as an act of defiant vandalism, but a sign 

of school pride and identification with the facility. They chose to allow the practice 

without repercussions. As the Principal stated, he would rather clean some paper out of 

trees if it meant that students were connecting with their school in a positive way, or as 

one student shared, “It’s (our school is) better because we have more traditions than 

most other people. Like what other school tee-pees their own school?” Other 

unconventional events included a yearly senior camp out on the front lawn prior to the 

start of classes.  

 One key tradition involved the unique school tower where students would sign 

their name upon graduation. “I like that tower”, said one student”, 

I think it is the unique structure of the school. It’s that tower and then, the best 
part about it is, that when you graduate you get to climb to the tower and sign 
your name. So, it just makes our school even cooler because we get to go to the 
top and sign our name, and nobody knows how to get in till your senior year. 
That’s the only time you get to get in to sign your name So, ya, we get to sign it 
which is exciting and it was weird cause yesterday my AP Language teacher said 
that her name was still up there. Like what if we see your name. Like my parents’ 
name (sic) will be up there. And the other cool part is right back here behind the 
library is (sic) all those photos of people who graduated and you get to see your 
parents, your grandma and everything. I mean I already caught everybody in 
there. I was like, ‘Wow’. It’s my mom!’ So it’s cool to look back and see who 
came and you just imagine like ‘You’re going to be in there!’ So, it’s fun. 

  
This identification with the past was important to many students. Not only are the 

students involved in the traditions, but many of the teaching staff identified with them as 

well. One new teacher stated,  
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I like the traditions here. I think there is a strong staff that helps implement the 
traditions. I went to a high school that I wished had traditions and I want to go 
back and be a principal and create traditions. So I like that here. I like that kids 
have something to look forward to. 
 

In contrast, a more experienced teacher emphasized the ability of traditions to develop 

young people, but questioned the efficacy of traditions in creating great students. 

I think traditions are a waste of time. In fact, that’s the one thing. I will just be 
blunt. I, um, I find that it is a double message for students and if anything holds 
us back at (school name removed) it is that. We talk to them about owning 
academic achievement and then we load them up with all kinds of, um, 
connecting things that, in my experience, never matter....So, one of the things 
that this school does well is it grows people. Doesn’t grow necessarily academic 
starlets, and maybe that’s not what we are all about in public education, but it 
doesn’t do it necessarily in this school. It does grow very strong people. 
 

Despite this dissenting view, most teaching staff saw the traditional elements as a 

positive to unite students, and students overwhelmingly identified the traditions as an 

important aspect of their school experience. 

Valued Student Leadership 

 Another characteristic which emerged on a school-wide level was an emphasis 

on student leadership and voice. Historically, this shift had been made with the previous 

Head Principal. Before being promoted, she emphasized student leadership, 

established a student advisory team, and required each of her Vice-Principals to 

convene similar teams. These groups still existed and were visited as part of the data 

collection process. In each of these settings it was clear that the adult staff were keenly 

interested in the opinions of the students, and the students were aware that their 

opinion was valued, even if they were not able to transform every detail of school policy 

(i.e. reforming Federal nutritional guidelines). One administrator shared with the team 

how they were chosen. 
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We pick a wide range. You guys are sitting here, and you’re laughing. You’re a 
huge mix of kids from all different parts of the building, whether you’re talking 
ATC or band, Biomed or AVID. We’re talking just getting into school and getting 
out of here, whatever your different goals are. You’re all kind of different, and you 
run a whole wide scheme of the school. We just don’t pick the kids that do 
nothing, but show up at eight and leave at three. We don’t just pick the kids who 
get here at six and leave at six. We have a pretty big, wide range here.  
 

 The students seemed to identify and connect with their role, although struggled 

with the limitations. “I think they’ll listen if you have an idea or something, they’ll 

definitely listen,” said one student. This openness was evident to many students across 

diverse groups. Beyond listening, members of one of the advisory groups identified a 

positive change they had helped make in school policy 

In this group we talk about things that are going on in the school like, I remember 
we talked about cell phone usage and being able to use them at lunch, which 
now we are open to using it at lunch. It doesn’t matter where we are. Because 
originally, we had to use it outside, then it was just on the balcony. Now we can 
use it anywhere during lunch, which I don’t know if that’s something we had an 
impact on, but I think we did. 
 

These statements illustrate the explicit value of administration on student leadership 

and demonstrate that many students understood that they’re voice mattered.  

Embracing Cultural Diversity 

 As described previously, the school was very diverse with growing percentages 

of Hispanic/Latino students. The school was working hard to embrace this culture via 

large events and small changes. One simple example was the morning announcements 

which were concluded each day with the phrase “Yes We Can” and “Si Se Puede.” This 

integration of language and culture into the fabric of the school was part of a deliberate 

emphasis on pursuing cultural competence and creating a welcoming environment for 

all students.  
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 While long-time teachers shared how the school has become less diverse (more 

Hispanic/Latino concentration) in the past ten years, this was still viewed as a strength. 

“Most kids can find someone to hang with here. No matter who they are or what they 

are.” Students saw this as positive as well. As one said, “It’s so cool being around 

people that, like, speak other languages. I learn from them. I’ll be like ‘Hey! What’s that 

mean? What’s that mean?’ Point to stuff. It’s cool. We do it all the time.”  

 These diverse elements have been included in the curriculum as well. One 

student said, “A lot of people know. Like a lot of teachers know of Hispanic traditions, 

and they try to play that into class, like into the topic.” Another Hispanic student stated, 

“In my art class, one of the things that I like about art. We learn about our own 

traditions, like about the Suns and like the Mexican traditions, our culture.” The fact that 

teachers of various cultures have integrated Hispanic/Latino cultural elements into the 

curriculum seemed to be a positive for most students, both those of Hispanic ethnicity 

and others. 

 Diversity was also identified as a learning tool. One teacher, who was also an 

alumnus of the school, shared about traveling around the world post-high school and 

realizing that “I got my training in the real world here at (school name removed).” 

Students identified this as well. One stated, “This kind of atmosphere kind of prepares 

us for the real world, because we are so diverse. We have all the ethnic groups here so 

it won’t be a culture shock when we do finally get released.” 

 The diversity within the school was further cited as a strength in helping students 

connect and minimizing conflict, but concerns with extensive segregation abounded. At 
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the school, many of the ethnic groups stayed by themselves during lunches and before 

and after school. Many students and staff were concerned about this. One student said,  

I would change how we are kinda like segregated...well not like ‘I don’t like them 
cause they’re not me.’ It’s kinda like, if you look in our hallways, it’s like Mexicans 
over here, Blacks over there, Whites over there, and people we don’t know over 
there. And I think it would be better if we like all intermingled and it’s not ‘Oh, this 
is their hallway’. Because that’s how we go, ‘Oh, that’s the Mexican hallway.’ We 
don’t call it, ‘That’s A Hall’..no that’s the ‘Mexican hallway’. I think it’s better to 
interact and to learn about each like, like to learn about each other’s culture and 
not be, like, ‘No, I just want to go hang out with my Black friends, not them.’ We 
should all interact 
 

 At the same time, diversity and awareness of other groups was cited as factor in 

reducing conflict in the school. One student felt this was because people stayed within 

their own group, stating “once you have less people interacting you have less chance of 

conflict.” Others disagreed,  

I feel like it’s kind of the complete opposite of that. Like I feel like because it’s so 
diverse and you have classes with different people, like even if you don’t like 
hang out with them after school or in the hallway, you’re like ‘Hey!’ I know them. 
And they’re like with other people that would normally make fun of you. They’re 
like ‘Don’t do that’ because they know you from class. 
 

 This emphasis on the positive elements of diversity appeared to be the 

predominating view, although the lack of intermingling was a widespread concern. 

Despite these difficulties, the awareness and welcoming of cultural diversity was a key 

element of the school culture. As one member of the teaching staff summed “We 

embrace our neighborhood instead of wishing it was the neighborhood that it used to 

be. We’re in this together.”  

Adequate Resources 

 The availability and quality of structural and programmatic resources was cited 

by students and staff alike as key parts of the program. Structural assets included the 
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unique building which was well-maintained. A recent school bond issue had provided for 

renovations to the athletic facilities, and the purchase of an adjoining supermarket 

building was lauded by the students as evidence for progress to come. While needs 

were mentioned, students and teachers alike seemed to feel that the school had 

enough resources to accomplish the task. One staff member said,  

(School name removed) receives a great number of resources. Today, these 
guys are out there painting that wall. There’s nothing wrong with the wall. It was 
painted maybe two years ago. But, for some reason they decided that it needed 
to be painted. 
 

 The school was also mentioned as having a number of programmatic resources. 

This included specific programs and academic emphases. One such emphasis was on 

Advanced Placement (AP) classes, and the teachers were proud to report that the 

school had the most AP classes of any school in the district and the most students 

enrolled in AP classes. “We’re already taking like, uh AP (classes) and getting ready for 

AP testing so that’s good because we’re only sophomores,” said two students. Another 

key asset was the Biomedical program which prepared students for careers in medicine, 

EMT, and Pharmacy.  

 The Advanced Via Individual Determination (AVID) program was a key resource 

for many students. Students talked a lot about the rigorous nature of AVID in preparing 

them for post-secondary education and the atmosphere of support and encouragement 

which came from the classrooms. AVID targets students “in-the-middle”, the “B” and “C” 

students, trying to help them get into college. At this school, AVID students stayed with 

the same “home room” teacher for four years. One student equivocated about their 

AVID class, 
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I like it, but I don’t like it. Has its positives. It prepares. Because it prepared me so 
well for college, and I think if it wasn’t for AVID, I wouldn’t be the same. I wouldn’t 
be at this level right now. And at the same time, I don’t like it because it’s a lot of 
work.  
 

 Extracurricular opportunities were also mentioned by students as important parts 

of the school. “I think (school name removed) gives a lot of opportunities to like explore 

what you’re interested in,” said one student. “We have a lot of different clubs so its cool 

that they have those small clubs out there.” Another student connected this to the staff’s 

openness. “That’s also part of the teacher thing, because a lot of our teachers are 

willing to go out and support the clubs and be the sponsors, so it’s not just the students” 

 Limitations were also mentioned. Staff cited increasing class sizes as a concern 

and hoped aloud that more classrooms could be added in addition to more staff in order 

to maximize the potential of teachers to impact the lives of students. During the time of 

this study, the school district was in the midst of negotiations for cutting the budget. This 

led to many of the students wondering about and worrying about what programs might 

be cut. Driver’s education had been cut during the previous year, and many students 

were still upset with that change 

Staff Empowerment  

 In addition to the more organizational characteristics described above, two 

themes emerged which were directly related to the school staff. The first of these was 

titled “Staff Empowerment.” In general, this referred to the ability of the staff to feel they 

could influence the school environment and contribute to the overall success of the 

school. This was built out of the stance of the administration, emphasizing teacher voice 

and creating opportunities for influence. 
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 One recent example of this was the implementation of a new program to help 

improve school test scores. Responding to lower scores among many groups, 

representative groups of staff met during the summer to create a new period of extra 

instruction during the school day. Staff described this as an “innovative”, “teacher-

driven” program and were keenly interested in the results of the upcoming State 

Assessments. One said, 

(that) process last year was very telling, I think, because really it was, it was 
directed by the Administration, but it was really also a teacher process. And we 
really made it, and so it helps in the follow through because you were part of 
planning it, so we’re going to work hard to make it work. 
 

This general attitude of the empowered staff extended to every aspect of the school. 

(We’re) willing to try something else. We’re not satisfied with just being okay. And 
we get our data and we say,...‘Now, what are we going to do about it?’...the idea 
of being a part of change. Not just being okay with the status quo. And I think we 
really try to take the opportunity to take advantage of (that) when we have staff 
development or when we have in-service days. I mean, we groan and, you know, 
complain about it just like everyone else. Just like the kids...(but)..We have a 
sense of accountability, to ourselves and to our students and to the school. 

  

 Students picked up on this attitude as well, citing the dedication of their teachers 

and their passion for educating students. As one student shared, “We have a lot of 

teachers that actually do like to teach.” “Some teachers out there have a choice that we 

wonder why they’re here, but..most of the teachers here love what they do.” As cited 

previously, students picked up on the passion and caring of teachers, showing that 

teachers who are empowered impact students to a greater degree. 

Staff Sense of Community 

 The final theme from the school environment was a sense of community amongst 

the staff. Part of this was a common identification with working in the school. Some staff 
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talked about how the school was a top pick for new teachers and even some teachers 

who were alumni from the school talked about wanting to come back. In general, the 

staff discussed this sense of ownership, common caring for students, and an openness 

to welcoming new staff. “Staff believe and want to be here,” said one teacher.  

 Teachers also identified with the shared task of teaching at the school. They 

talked about the school as a “hard place to be” and said that it takes a “special teacher 

to be here”. The diversity within the student population was cited as the biggest 

challenge. So, to combat this, teachers talked about how they work together. 

We can just say, ‘Hey, I didn’t get to this, you’re going to have to pick up half 
here next year’ or ‘Can I put this kid over there?’. And I think we work really well 
together. But, it hasn’t always been that way....We do work well together and we 
support each other and if you don’t have that in this school, and it hasn’t always 
been that way, then it makes the job twice as hard. 
 

Teacher collaboration was not only helpful for the staff, but noticed by the students as 

well.  

We also know a lot of teachers talk to each other because we’ll see teaching 
styles from a different teacher you’ve had either a previous year or you’ve heard 
from kids in a different class and you go there and you’re like ‘I just got the same 
teacher. Oh snap!’ 
 

 The emphasis on the difficulty is backed up by public perception and students 

have picked up on this. One group of students talked about their teachers sharing how 

colleagues or community members don’t understand why they’d teach at the school, 

saying things like, “Oh, how many fights did you have to break up today?” From the 

student perspective this was an indication of teacher pride and identification with them 

and the school. “They stick up with that, and they don’t care what people think about our 

school,” they said. “They just want to teach here.”  
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 Veteran teachers also talked about the support they received from the 

Administrators and the Counseling Department. “Nine times out of 10 (or 10 times out of 

10 in my case),” said one teacher, “if I need support from an Administrator for 

something. I feel supported.” One group of teachers also emphasized their role in this 

relationship, not over-burdening Administration, but only asking for things they really 

needed. Teachers talked widely about this trust, amongst the teaching staff and 

between teachers and Administration, although suggestions for improvement were also 

offered.  

Intrapersonal Empowered Outcomes 

 The classroom-level and school-characteristics detailed above were identified in 

connection to student empowerment. In conversations with students and staff at the 

school, empowerment was witnessed within the three domains detailed by the literature. 

This included intrapersonal components, interactional components, and participatory 

behaviors, which in conjunction give evidence for academic empowerment in the 

individual. Each of these elements of student empowerment are discussed in depth 

below and connected to the setting characteristics which influence their development.  

 As hypothesized by Thomas and Velthouse (1990), intrapersonal empowerment 

in the academic realm is comprised of four components:  competence, meaning, self-

determination, and impact or voice. In the conversations with students and staff each of 

these criteria were discovered, although the degree to which they were discussed 

differed among persons. 
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Competence 

 Competence was perhaps the most easily viewable trait. Many students talked 

about developing a sense of confidence in being able to succeed in high school and 

beyond. This competence was developed despite significant obstacles. One student 

shared about limitations in his family. 

I’m very confident because, in my family, ...we’re not very smart. Like, my dad, 
and his dad, and my brother, they’re all Special Ed like...‘that kind’... but I’ve 
gone into Honors Classes and they’re (the school) just pushing me to take AP, so 
I’m taking AP and I feel like I’ve really applied, like I’ve took my nothing and 
turned it into something. 
 

Similar themes were echoed by students who were recent immigrants to the United 

States and struggled speaking English. 

 When asked about the factors that helped them gain this competence, students 

identified positive aspects of the teacher-student relationship and challenging 

characteristics of the classroom. Teacher belief in student success seemed to be key. 

One student talked about her teacher expressing joy at a semester of good grades. 

I didn't know I had a 4.0.  All I knew is I was doing my work. My teacher came to 
me with my progress report all happy. And I looked at her like 'What's going on?' 
And she gave me my paper and gave me a big hug. And I looked at the paper 
and it said ‘4.0, ’ and I was like 'Oh my god. I actually have a 4.0 now.’ 
 

This theme was echoed by many students. “Some teachers, when you walk into their 

class, they welcome you with a great big smile, so that gives you confidence that you’re 

going to do right in class that day,” said one student. The relationship between teachers 

and students seemed to be a key indicator for generating and maintaining competence 

in students. 

 Classroom practices were also cited as key competence builders. This included 

using the Advocacy period to visit teachers for extra help, accessing the school’s 
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counseling staff, and learning basic skills. As discussed, the AVID program within the 

school emphasized college preparatory skills, including taking notes. Although many 

students complained about the task, most recognized the benefit. One said, “If it wasn’t 

for AVID, I wouldn’t be the same. I wouldn't be at this level right now.”  

 While many students talked about gaining competence, the teaching staff 

identified struggles with developing competence within all of their students both inside 

and outside of the class room. Teachers identified shyness around classroom 

participation and the tendency to hide their work. “When they turn stuff into the basket,” 

one teacher shared, “they always want to put theirs underneath the pile because they 

don’t want anybody to see theirs.” The soccer coach echoed this idea from working with 

the team when they faced a challenge. 

What I’ve noticed is a similar situation with these kids. The situation of “Oh. 
We’ve got a challenge. I’ve really got to work for this now. Maybe I’m not used to 
doing that.” So, it’s that tendency of wanting to just..quit or pull back from the 
possibility that I could fail at this if I try. 
 

 Two of the students who were interviewed demonstrated this developing 

competence. One of the students was in Special Education services and, while he 

reported that he loved coming to school for the social aspects, struggled with academics 

and behavior in the classroom. When asked about his confidence to succeed in school 

he said, “I really don’t (have confidence) like- as soon as I come in and do the work, it’s 

like, ‘It’s wrong, It’s wrong’ and I really just..I..I tried..not really gonna try again...like a 

quick tap out.” This tendency to give up quick had been noticed by his teacher as well. “I 

go all the way when I’m trying and then, like you know, and the teacher be like ‘Aw, you 

giving in quick.” Despite a desire to attend and succeed, the student found difficulty 
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staying engaged in class because, in part, his feelings of incompetence around 

academic tasks.  

 Another student talked about the difficulty developing competence from a 

different perspective. As a recent immigrant, she identified the struggles with developing 

English proficiency, despite positive intentions and hard work. She was a senior and 

had recently failed an entrance exam for a local community college. In her opinion, 

while she didn’t “really blame all of that on school and stuff”, the school’s ESOL program 

failed to provide enough of a challenging curriculum to help her succeed beyond high 

school. “I'm not really good at anything. I'm still doubting. 'Why am I even graduating?' 

I’m passing all the classes, and I'm getting A’s and B’s, but ... going to classes does not 

mean I'm really good.” 

 She went on to identify why she feels that some classes within the ESOL 

program fail to prepare students for true success. 

Every class, it doesn't matter..the learning process should be same to make sure 
students are learning something. It's not just sitting and going to the class and 
depending on the teacher...You know, there's some teacher (sic) that watch TV, 
watch movie, and read a reflection. It's not hard, But, you know...an hour after, 
you're going to forget that. So they need to improve those activities to make sure 
students are learning and everything. I'm not saying, like to babysit them, 
because people are adult enough to learn everything, but they make things 
easier for students to get graduated (sic) and everything. 
  

 She went on to talk about her Senior Project. “I didn't put much effort in there and 

my brother didn't at all, but we still...passed and graduate.”  In her opinion, these 

lowered standards, led to not only decreased competence, but lower motivation. 

“So..next time what am I going to do? I'm going to do less because I know they don't 

care. I'm going to just turn in whatever I have.” 
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Meaning 

 As shown, student development of competence was linked to teachers who 

pushed them to succeed and classroom practices that were challenging and appropriate 

with difficulties experienced due to learning disabilities or low standards. The second 

element of intrapersonal empowerment is meaning, referring to how important success 

within the school environment is to students. An empowered student is one who is not 

only competent, but finds their studies to be meaningful, both in a personal sense, as 

connected to their future goals, and in relation to the community at large.  

 When asked about how meaningful school was to them, most students identified 

the vital nature of education in going to college and having a future career. The school’s 

emphasis on college preparation certainly impacted these responses. Many students 

talked about not really thinking about going to college until they were pushed by a 

teacher to think about their future and the connection of long-term goals to the present 

day. 

(Our teachers) make it (school) matter because like they kind of drill it on us hard 
like..one teacher...education is so important to him, like he tries to make 
interesting for us so that we will want to learn more and like actually be interested 
in what’s going on.   
 
This future benefit of education was salient among the students. Personal growth 

in the present was also identified by several students. One said, “Like although you’re 

learning education, you also learn more about yourself and who you are and like it helps 

you grow up more. Like you become more mature.”  As mentioned above, the 

relationships with teachers seemed to be key in helping students perceive school as 

meaningful.  
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 Awareness of the larger ecological context added to the importance of school. 

Many students talked about the socioeconomic situation of their families and the 

responsibility they felt to make their time in school matter.  

(School) is very important to me because of my parents. They don't have any 
actual job. They do have a job, but they don't have any college degree or 
anything. My mom works at Taco Bell. My dad works at a nursing home. They 
makes (sic) like $7 an hour, and my dad makes like $9 an hour so we all have to 
work together in order to run our house bills and everything. So, it's all our 
contribution. So, what my thinking is that I have to work...and I have to go school, 
get a degree, get a job so, you know, help my parents and everything...I want to 
stay with them till that, so just to bring my family to more ...you know in a good 
position. I want to have a good job so..school is important, because if I would go 
to school I would have a good job...College degree will help me a lot to get a 
better job. 
 

 Other students cited relationships with peers and identification with the school as 

meaningful aspects of their participation. This relates closely to the characteristic of 

sense of community. “It’s my life,” said one student, “ever since I’ve been going to 

school, I’ve been meeting like more people and I feel like if I never had school, I'd just 

be at home alone, isolated.” Other students identified vividly with the public opinion of 

the school.  

It really means a lot to me cause like all my friends are here and like the whole 
(school mascot removed) spirit thing is like really great and it really got me. Like, 
I don't like feel bad for us....A lot of people are like 'Oh, well you go to (school 
name removed)' and they're like 'They're teams suck' and I'm like 'At least we try'.  
 

 Finally, students contrasted classes which were more meaningful to them. Many 

students identified some of the more difficult, advanced classes in contrast to simpler 

courses which felt like a waste of time. 

You feel like the time that you're in class isn't to its full potential cause usually we 
just like go over the notes that we already took, but there's no point in going over 
personal notes because that kind of depends on your own person like what notes 
you need to hit on. And we usually just watch informational movies. But, I mean, 
half the people fall asleep so there's no point.   
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In this sense, specific classroom practices made classes less meaningful to students. “It 

makes it, just like less interesting, not being engaged in what's going on. Just sitting 

back and watching films isn't interesting.” 

Self-Determination 

 Closely related to meaning in the academic environment, self-determination was 

the third factor described by Thomas & Velthouse (1990). With a focus on achievement 

in the present and the future, self-determination was seen in many students in regard to 

going to college and pursuing a career of their choice. As described above, many 

students saw school as not only something meaningful for their present life, but 

essential for their future vitality. 

 The school’s emphasis on pushing students of all backgrounds and abilities to 

succeed led to this attitude of self-determination in many students. This was most 

clearly seen in students from AVID.  “Since I joined the AVID program,” said one 

student,  

it was like focus on college, focus on college, and focus on college. And, I guess 
that’s been like a goal. That’s not just something you keep in mind, it’s like a 
goal, something that you have to achieve and something that you have to do. It’s 
like, you have to do it. It’s not an option. 
 

 This attitude was pervasive in many students, even those who acknowledged 

many obstacles in their way. One student shared about their journey:  

I want to go to college, because I'll be the first one in my family to. It's the 
opportunity to grow up. It's using..starting out from scratch and trying to do 
everything you possibly can to become the best. Or try to surpass all your goals 
and to transcend and..I'm just trying to do my best to go beyond my limits. 
 

Other students talked about the “options” that education opens up for an individual. 
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 This self-determination was fostered by the relationships with teachers and the 

sense of community developed within the classroom. One student shared, “I just don't 

want to, after school, after I graduate..just go and work. I actually want to have a career. 

And so school also has like big opportunities it opens.” These opportunities were 

enhanced by the relationships within the environment.  

School's just like another home...another place to be. It's where you get to have 
your classes, you feel like a family, you work all together. That's one thing that 
you know. You have another person there for you. Not just your actual family 
outside of school, but another family inside school. 
 

Impact/Voice 

 The final characteristic of intrapersonal student empowerment is the ability to 

impact the environment, or the opportunity to voice your opinion. In many ways, this 

was the most difficult element to ascertain. Many students had difficulty identifying 

specific ways in which they could impact their classes or school policy. In general, most 

felt that teachers or administrators would listen to them if they had something to say, 

although the exact mechanism by which their voice could be shared was unclear. 

 One arena in which students felt they could voice their opinion was in certain 

classes. “If you ask questions and stuff, like the teachers, they'll talk about it...The whole 

class will talk about it. Even if it's a little bit off topic, they'll spend like 5 minutes or so 

you can understand what you're interested in,” said one student. Other students talked 

about being able to voice their opinion on assignments and in classroom discussions 

without fear of reprisal from the teacher or classmates. 

  In contrast, students talked about their least favorite classes. One said, “The 

difference that I don't like about that class is that every thing's like ‘You have to do this’ 

and ‘You have to do this’ and you're like on a schedule.” One student, who admittedly 
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was often the subject of disciplinary action from the school identified this lack of 

flexibility as a deterrent for his learning.  “If I could tell them to change,” he said, “I would 

be like ‘It’s a new generation.’ Time to...at least give in to some of the things that kids 

are saying.” 

 While this type of class existed, the norm appeared to be more open classes. In 

a focus group, a student shared, 

So it seems like in all the classes I’ve been to , I have a voice in it...I don’t want to 
say that they dictate that they run their class a certain way because of what one 
student says but ..they tend to, if the whole class is not learning a concept or the 
whole class is not learning this the best way, um, they seem like they adapt and 
figure out a different way of doing it..figuring out so that everybody does better. 
 

 The willingness to adjust classroom practices based upon student feedback was 

positively perceived by students. One student talked about how surprised they were 

when a teacher took their suggestion. Another discussed how the feedback process 

worked in their classes. 

When I'm giving my idea and my opinion I'm, like, very comfortable in doing (so) 
because our teachers ask us questions like ‘Next time we do a project like this’, 
to give him or her ideas. And, they'll write them down and...I remember one time 
we gave this teacher an idea...and she did it. She used one of our ideas...So ya, 
we give ideas to the teacher in ways that we can raise our grade or ways in that 
we can improve or do something different.” 
 

 Clearly this contrast between classes is exemplified by a teacher-student 

relationship that is equitable and bidirectional and by classroom practices which are 

modifiable to a certain extent. This exemplifies the classroom characteristic of shared 

decision-making. Teachers who are willing to change their classes in response to 

student feedback, demonstrated this and helped students develop a sense of voice in 

the classroom. 
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 Outside of the classroom, students also talked about the opportunities they had 

to influence the school. Many cited extracurricular participation, volunteering efforts, and 

involvement in activities. Some students talked about feeling responsibility to improve 

their assessment test scores which influenced the school’s accreditation processes. 

Others were unsure how they could or would influence the larger school environment. 

 As described previously, the school culture valued student leadership with a 

specific advisory team of students meeting monthly with each administrator. In focus 

groups with these students, they readily identified efforts that they had made to change 

school policy within the past year. They struggled with things which were unchangeable, 

such as Federal policies, but seemed to understand, in conversation with the 

administrator, that change in this domain was not achievable on the local level. While 

these groups were comprised of a minority of students, they provided evidence for a 

sense of impact and voice amongst their members. 

Interactional Empowered Outcomes 

 Interactional empowerment is closely related to the awareness and skills needed 

to function within the environment. It forms a link between the intrapersonal components 

described above and the participatory behaviors in the third section of the model. In the 

school context, interactional empowerment refers to a critical awareness of power 

structures within the school, specific academic and interpersonal skills, and a general 

sense of school connectedness or bonding. 

Critical Awareness 

 While difficult to ascertain, critical awareness is a key aspect which translates 

intrapersonal sense of empowerment into action. This refers to knowledge about how to 
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function and be successful within the school environment. It includes insight into power 

structures and techniques within the school. Few students talked about this explicitly, 

but one group identified the heart of critical awareness being developed as part of a 

particularly challenging class.  

I never felt that I was learning just about History. Like I grew so much...like 
because it was so hard, I knew what I was good at, and I knew what I was bad 
at, so it just helped us grow up. 
 

Another student continued, “Yeah, you learn to respect yourself and everyone else in 

the class.”  

 Awareness, then, is generated in an interaction between the individual’s 

intrapersonal state and the environment. As students developed more awareness of 

how to succeed despite challenges, they specifically identified their academic and 

interpersonal strengths. Engaging classroom practices matched with teachers who 

believed is the students’ abilities to succeed were key characteristics of the classrooms 

which promoted this type of awareness. Again, these were the more difficult courses, 

not the pedestrian, which created this awareness in students. 

Academic and Interpersonal Skills 

 Another interactional component of empowerment was a set of specific skills, 

both academic-focused and interpersonal. Academically, students talked about how 

certain programs or classes taught them how to succeed. The AVID program was again 

mentioned here, with particular emphasis on the techniques of note-taking which formed 

a central part of the program. Students talked about learning specific study skills like 

managing classroom time. One said, “If you have a free time, and you’re just like 

chatting all day, then when you get home, you’re like, ‘Oh my god, I wasted so much 
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time now I have to do all this homework.” Students also cited the school’s large number 

of AP classes as essential in preparing them for current and future success. 

 Interpersonal skills were also important. This was most salient in talking about 

student relationships with teachers. “I was shy,” said one student, “but now I talk a lot to 

all my teachers and have a conversation with them. And not just about a certain 

assignment, but beyond that.” This ability to interact with teachers on more of a peer 

level is evidence of the equitable student-teacher role characteristic. As one shared, “I 

just personally get to know all my teachers. They say ‘hi’ to me and that feels kinda 

cool. So, getting to know my teachers makes me feel like more ‘adult’ and I can, I don’t 

know, grow up.” 

 This “growing up” is something that students talked about happening over time, 

identifying that early in high school they were “scared” to speak up to staff.  

Well, my freshmen year, I didn’t really talk to the teachers because you know 
you’re scared, but they’ll tell you ‘If you want to ask any questions, ask me?’ or ‘If 
you want to talk to me one-on-one, like stay after class and talk to me’...They just 
like tell us to, and you just have to take it your own control and do it, and if you 
don’t, then you just messed up. 
 

It’s clear that the teacher-belief in student success and equity in the student-teacher 

roles were key influences of this outcome. As one student summed, “I can talk one on 

one with different teachers without being scared to ask questions. They make you feel 

really welcome, like it’s not that hard to get along with others.” 

School Connectedness 

 Finally, school connectedness is an interactional component reflecting a 

student’s feelings about school and their bonding to the environment. This was evident 

in many of the students from the sample. They talked glowingly about their school and 
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reported identifying with the school, despite challenges. For some students this was a 

general sense of connection with the school’s ambiance. “I like the building,” one said, 

“Just coming here every day. It’s, like, appealing and, like, I just walk in and don’t feel 

like I’m in a prison or anything like some other schools...It’s somewhere I wanna be.” 

 Students also identified their connection to the traditions, activities, and athletics 

of the school.  

I love (school name removed). Yeah, when I first came, I was like scared, but you 
kinda like feel welcome, like once you get involved in like prom and homecoming 
and football games and basketball games and everything. Like you kinda get 
used to it and you love it. Like, I love it cause, like, we have a lot of school spirit... 
I love (school name removed). I wouldn’t want to go to any other school.  
 

Students identified this connection, even though there was a general sense of 

dissatisfaction with the sports teams. As one student shared,  

We don’t win, but that’s okay because you get to like sit with your 
friends...because you get to cheer ...It’s like a time to bond, like to show who you 
are, and to cheer for your school and show your spirit. 

 Thus, the positive traditions and positive relationships established in the school 

led students to feel a connectedness which transcended success in sports or cultural 

boundaries. This bonding was seen as an affective component linking intrapersonal 

feelings with participatory behaviors. One student summed it well.   

“I love this place,” he said, “My friends are here. I love them..I’ll do almost 
anything for them. And the school here really brings out the best in me... I really 
love the people here and the teachers are great.” 
 

Participatory Behaviors 

 The final category of student empowered outcomes were actual behaviors in the 

school environment. According to the model, intrapersonal empowerment and 

interactional empowerment should be evidenced by overt behavior in the school. 

According to Finn (1989), there were four levels of behaviors beginning with 1) 
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Attendance and Compliance and moving through 2) Student-Initiated Dialogue, 3) 

Extracurricular Participation, and finally 4) School Governance.  

Attendance and Compliance 

 At the most basic level of participation, students are required to show up to 

school and to cooperate with the rules of the school and the individual classroom 

instructor. While the school certainly had issues with truancy and behavioral problems, 

these did not emerge with the majority of our sample. One student, however, reported 

that he was often removed from class. This student spent most of his day in Special 

Education courses and talked a lot about trying to influence the class...not feeling that it 

matched his personal needs. For this student, his lack of meaning and self-

determination (intrapersonal empowerment) combined with poor academic skills and 

interpersonal skills with those in authority (interactional empowerment), to result in lack 

of attendance and compliance throughout the school day. Certainly, individual (learning 

disability) and ecological (high SES family, recent move) characteristics also influenced 

this student’s ability to comply with classroom rules. However, certain aspects of the 

environment, if modified, may have helped him assert his desire for voice in the 

environment, while maintaining order within the school.  

Student-Initiated Dialogue 

 The second step in the participatory outcomes is student-initiated dialogue. In 

this level, students are actively involved in discussions in an outside of the class. Many 

students talked about sharing in class, although quite a few shared that they would not 

do so for personal reasons. One said, “I express my ideas to most of my teachers...like 

all these ideas I like. And she (my AVID teacher) always agrees with them and tries to 
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apply it to class.” In this, the student demonstrated an intrapersonal sense of impact or 

voice, the interpersonal skills to talk with the staff members, and the specific behavior of 

talking with teachers about things which mattered to them.  

Extra-curricular Participation 

 The third level of participatory behaviors involved participation in any number of 

activities including clubs, organizations, and sports. When talking about their school 

experience, many students freely volunteered all the activities in which they were 

involved. Others refrained for individual (e.g. “I’m too shy”) or ecological reasons (e.g. 

“My family is poor and I have to work to support them”). One key factor which appeared 

is having been asked by staff to participate. Several students talked about how teachers 

explicitly invited them to join clubs, attend trips, and enroll in classes. This teacher’s 

influence seemed to fuel participation in these extracurricular activities. 

Governance 

 The final participatory variable in the model is school governance. In this level, 

students are actively involved in shaping the policy and activity of the school. In many of 

the students, this was not observed. When asked, the typical student shared that their 

role was to get good grades, to comply with teacher rules, participate in events, and to 

be nice to people. However, select groups, in particular two leadership focus groups 

and the Hispanic/American Leadership Organization, gave evidence for student 

governance. They shared how they used their opportunities to voice opinions around 

key issues and identified ways in which their opinions had been used to make changes 

in the school. No evidence was found of students being involved in implementing the 
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changes they proposed, however. Rather, the student ideas seemed to be taken by 

Administrators and applied in the school if possible. 

 In conclusion, the focus groups and interviews identified five classroom-level and 

six school-level characteristics. Each of these characteristics were linked to student 

empowerment and empowered outcomes. Table 9 displays each of these themes 

(except the overt, participatory behaviors), with counts for the frequency of expression 

and Kappa inter-rater reliability scores.  
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Table 9 

Counts and Reliabilities for Major Codes 

 Code SFG TFG I f Κ 

Classroom 
Characteristics 

Teacher Belief in Student 
Success 

17 6 71 94 0.81 

Classroom Sense of Community 25 20 43 88 0.99 

Equitable Teacher-Student Roles 15 8 21 44 0.85 

Engaging Classroom Practices 35 2 62 99 0.75 

Shared Decision-Making in Class 10 0 19 29 0.92 

School 
Characteristics 

Positive Traditions 33 18 16 67 0.88 

Valued Student Leadership 6 4 6 16 0.97 

Embracing Cultural Diversity 23 17 10 50 0.88 

Adequate Resources 28 6 51 85 0.80 

Teacher Empowerment 2 21 0 23 0.82 

Staff Sense of Community 6 25 0 31 0.97 

Intrapersonal 
Empowerment 

Competence 2 9 38 49 0.89 

Meaning 2 0 68 70 0.88 

Self-Determination 0 0 50 50 0.81 

Impact/Voice 19 0 45 64 0.82 

Interactional 
Empowerment 

Awareness 6 0 25 31 0.89 

School Connectedness 26 14 38 78 0.69 

 
Note: SFG = Student Focus Groups, TFG = Teacher Focus Groups, I = Interviews 
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CHAPTER IV 
DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to identify classroom-level and school-wide factors 

connected to student empowerment and describe how these factors generate 

empowered outcomes in students. The rich, qualitative data from students and staff at 

the school provided a wealth of information with implications for theories of school 

climate and empowering settings. Most importantly, this research provides evidence for 

educational reform, practice, and future research. 

Major Findings 

 In Chapter I, a proposed model was introduced for student empowerment and 

empowering settings (see Figure 5). After conducting the study, the key findings have 

been integrated into the revised model displayed in Figure 7. The school and 

classroom-level characteristics have been added to the model. Empowered outcomes 

with stronger evidence from this study are in bold face, with those in normal type having 

less supporting evidence from the current study. While the intent of this study was not to 

create an exhaustive list that would generalize to all school settings, the research 

supported the proposed model, and no items were removed after analysis. The model 

of student empowerment created in this study is a significant addition to the literature 

that can be used to conceptualize the way academic settings contribute to student 

empowerment. 

 Five classroom-level factors related to student empowerment were identified in 

the current study. Among these, the strongest connections were found between 

characteristics of the teacher-student relationship (teacher belief in student success and 

classroom sense of community) and the development of competence, academic and 
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interpersonal skills. As described, these relationships emphasized positive caring and 

support, equitable power sharing, and mutual dialogue. Closely related, was the ability  
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 Figure 7. Model of Empowering Settings Based on Analysis 
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of instructors to utilize classroom practices which engaged students. While students did 

not identify many classes that they disliked, those who did clearly describe courses in 

which the teacher did all the talking, and there was little room for improvisation and 

student input.  

 Six school-level factors also emerged. Students talked about a sense of pride 

which emanated from these characteristics and resulted in increased meaning of 

education, connectedness to school, and participation in school activities. The 

administration of the school put a great deal of emphasis on the promotion and 

establishment of traditions, and almost all students identified with these elements of the 

school. In regard to resources, neither students nor staff approached the school from a 

deficit model, identifying what the school lacked in terms of funding, facilities, or 

personnel. Instead, they pointed out the resources that were in place, highlighting 

programs like AVID, the aesthetic structure of the building, and the presence of a 

dynamic staff team.  

 In addition to the positive traditions within the school, students and staff identified 

the embracing of cultural diversity and the valuing of student leadership as key factors 

in making the school an empowering setting. With an ever-growing Hispanic/Latino 

majority, the openness to different cultures was vital. While it was clear that students felt 

that their voices were heard, the ability to make an impact on the school environment 

was less salient. In several of the leadership groups, students paused for a second to 

think of the impact they had made on the school, identifying a few issues in which their 

opinions had been heralded and others where things had not been changed for internal 

or external reasons.  
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Connections to the Literature 

School Climate 

 This study both confirms and adds to the literature on school climate. One of the 

key elements of the school climate literature is the need for positive relationships 

between teachers and students (Cohen et al., 2009). This  study expanded on this 

emphasis, identifying that teachers at the school had a strong belief in the ability of their 

students to be successful. Relationships were the most oft-cited factor in connection to 

student empowerment.  

 With the emphasis on power, the current study extends the school climate 

literature by describing teacher-student roles in regard to, not just their positive support, 

but in the degree of equity in decision-making. Teacher relationships related to 

empowerment were those in which the teaching staff treated the students as partners 

and shared decision-making power with them to a certain degree. While the exact 

mechanisms by which this was established require additional exploration, the general 

stance of teachers toward students opened the door for students to take an active, 

influential role in their classes.  

 Another oft-cited factor of the school climate literature is quality teaching and 

learning (Cohen et al., 2009). This was mirrored by the “engaging classroom practices” 

theme which emerged in the current study. Students talked glowingly about certain 

teachers who skillfully engaged their classes in discussions and activities. Preference 

emerged for activities in which students were active participants and could contribute 

their unique viewpoints. 
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 Similar to other studies, this research confirmed the importance of safety, 

physical ambience, and resources within schools (Cohen et al., 2009). Students and 

staff in this study identified multiple resources for a wide range of students. They talked 

about loving the aesthetic nature of the building and the accompanying traditions of the 

school. The sense of history was present, as evidenced by the classic building and the 

long lineage of past graduates whose pictures lined the hallways.  

 In addition to broadening the definitions of key constructs, the current study 

extended the school climate literature by adding an emphasis of power as a metric for 

understanding the relationships in schools. This study adds the notion of equity in the 

relationship between teachers and students and shared classroom decision-making. At 

the school level, this was connected to an explicit value of student leadership. Cultural 

diversity was also a key component. Student leadership teams attended to diverse 

voices, and the school as a whole embraced the diverse cultures within it. These 

distinctions present a critical extension of the literature on school climate and 

engagement. An empowering school, therefore, not only has a positive climate, but 

shares power in such a way that students and staff develop a sense of empowerment, 

awareness and skills to succeed, and actively participate in the life of the school.  

Empowering Settings 

 Empowering settings are places in which empowerment processes occur as 

evidenced by empowered outcomes (Maton, 2008). The current study extended the 

research on empowering settings, applying them more directly to a public school 

environment. The results connect well within the empowering settings literature. 
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 Empowering settings are relational places in which youth feel safe and supported 

(Maton, 2008; Jennings et al., 2006, Cargo et al., 2003). The current study found that 

teachers who believed in student success and created sense of community in the 

classroom promoted student empowerment. Sense of community was a key component 

of Maton’s (2008) model, and theories specific to youth empowerment highlight the key 

role of adults partnering with young people in relationships of support, trust, and 

equitable status (Jennings et al., 2006, Cargo et al., 2003).  

 Meaningful participation in the core activities of the setting are also key factors 

from the literature (Maton, 2008; Jennings et al., 2006). In this study, engaging 

classroom practices were those in which students had a chance to share their opinions 

and discuss issues in class. Students identified classes in which this occurred as their 

favorites. In these classes, they felt that it mattered that they were there, beyond the 

responsibility of coming to school. This clearly supports the concepts of meaningful 

participation as a result of activities which are done with quality (Maton, 2008). 

 Finally, empowering settings theory describes shared power in which youth have 

opportunity to control the process of the setting (Maton, 2008; Jennings et al., 2006, 

Cargo et al., 2003). While these concepts require future exploration, the themes of 

equitable teacher-student relationships, shared decision-making in class, and valued 

student leadership at the school-level indicate that power was shared between staff and 

students, resulting in increased student participation and a sense of impact or voice. As 

discussed above, it was unclear exactly how much power students held to control the 

process given the hierarchical structure of educational settings. In the areas where 
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student influence was easier to observe (traditions, leadership groups), many students 

embraced these opportunities and were highly involved. 

 A key characteristic of empowering settings which was not explicitly observed in 

this study was the role of critical reflection. Based in the work of Paulo Freire, critical 

awareness is generated via a process by which marginalized students reflect and act on 

the socio-political reality which oppresses them. The “awareness” theme from the 

current study approached this concept, but did not extend to “sociopolitical analysis” 

(Jennings et al., 2006). It was unclear from the current results if the school was 

engaging students in this critical reflection process or how they were doing so. The 

ways in which students reflect on power, and the effect that this has on their 

empowerment is a question for the future.  

 Maton’s (2008) model also holds two extraneous characteristics which applied to 

this research. His description of leadership as an external factor influencing the 

organization is key. In this setting, the presence of a dynamic Administrator was cited as 

vital in turning around the school. Further, the themes of teacher empowerment and 

staff sense of community emphasize the powerful role that leaders play in setting the 

direction of the school. In this sense, the Principal is responsible, not only for creating 

an empowering atmosphere for students, but also for staff, who in turn create 

empowering classroom (and lunchroom, gym, etc.) environments for students.  

 Further, Maton (2008) described the “radiating influence” of empowering settings 

on other structures. While this was not directly observed by the current study, the 

implication was that as the school empowered its members, this affected the larger 

community surrounding the school. This is particularly important in a community of 
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highly marginalized people, in this case recent Hispanic/Latino immigrants. Further 

research could explore the impact of the school on surrounding neighborhoods, local 

economies, and city government. 

Student Empowerment 

 As demonstrated, the results of the current study both extend the literature on 

school climate and apply frameworks of empowering settings to the school environment.  

This case study demonstrated how a school which creates a positive atmosphere, 

tailors its programming to embrace multiple cultures, and creates equitable relationships 

between staff and students may promote the empowerment of its students. It is 

important to remember, however, that empowerment is a highly individual and 

contextual process. Thus, the impact of a particular characteristic on one individual may 

be different on another.  

 While it was clear in the present analysis that the students felt that their “voices 

were heard”, it is less clear what real power they had to influence the functioning of the 

school. Mitra and Gross (2009) identified a pyramid of student involvement with “being 

heard” as the lowest and most common practice. Higher forms of participation, including 

student collaboration with adults and building capacity for student leadership (Mitra & 

Gross, 2009), could be explicitly added to the school with broader implications for 

student empowerment. Teaching staff were more successful at articulating their role in 

affecting school change. While a hierarchical role structure was clearly in place, the 

teaching staff talked about taking initiative to design new curriculums and expressed a 

sense of support from administrators and counseling staff. 
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 The degree of marginalization which a student experiences will also certainly 

affect their empowerment process. While the identified characteristics can be helpful to 

all students, it is hypothesized that the effect of attending school in an equitable 

environment may be greater for students from marginalized groups. When the norms of 

education are grounded in the dominant culture and the majority of teachers come from 

that culture, students from underrepresented groups may benefit from culturally-

competent, equitable practices to a greater degree than other students. However, as 

mentioned previously, it is unclear how the school in question promoted critical 

reflection of these socio-political norms.  

Limitations 

 Despite these positive findings, there are a number of limitations and remaining 

questions which should be considered. As a case study, this project identified key 

elements of one high school setting. Despite the use of multiple means of data 

collection, the study may have failed to capture a unique element which is essential in 

making the school environment empowering. Further, the uniqueness of the setting may 

limit application to other high schools. For example, the rich history and unique 

architecture of the building cannot be easily replicated in other places, but may be 

replaced in importance by other factors in these different settings.  

 While the purpose of this qualitative case study was not to generalize to a larger 

population, some selection bias in the sample may have been present. Student focus 

groups were selected as a convenience sample from existing organizations and 

classes. While the groups were diverse in race/ethnicity, academic ability, and 

compliance with school rules, key opinions may have been missed. For example, 
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students who had behavioral difficulties or poor attendance may have been unavailable 

for participation.  

 Teacher focus groups and student interviews may have been the subject of 

selection bias as well. Teacher groups signed up voluntarily with several groups 

choosing not to participate. While over one-fourth of the staff were involved in the focus 

groups, it is possible that divergent views were not represented. Student interviewees 

were recruited from organizations and teaching staff recommendations. Again, this 

group represented diverse academic, language, and behavioral types, but students with 

overtly negative views of the school may not have been recruited by teachers or may 

have been unwilling or unable to bring back the consent form.  

 Another limitation may be in the quality of the interview process. Due to the 

constraints of the school day, interviews were conducted during lunch or after school in 

the school library. Some interviews were shorter than others, and in these, students 

may have been less willing to tell their story to an interviewer they had just met. 

Conducting the interviews in the library may have played in to students’ social 

awareness and affected their willingness to answer the questions honestly. Students 

also may have been biased to answer more positively about their school, omitting 

negative responses. Finally, the interviews were conducted by several collegiate 

members of the research team who, despite common training, may have varied in their 

interviewing techniques and abilities. While interview team differed in race/ethnicity, 

none of the interviews were conducted by Hispanic/Latinos which may have limited the 

interview process. Despite efforts at recruiting Spanish-speaking students, all interviews 

were conducted in English.  
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Reforming Educational Settings 

 The ultimate goal of the current study was to expand the school climate literature 

and apply the empowering settings conceptual framework with the ultimate goal of 

identifying characteristics of empowering schools (i.e. academic settings which promote 

student empowerment). The results described previously have provided implications for 

improving schools for all students. Three specific arenas were identified: school 

evaluation, teacher training, and interventions involving critical pedagogy.  

Evaluating Schools 

 As described previously, the impact of test-based school reform efforts (i.e. No 

Child Left Behind) has had a negative impact on teacher empowerment and limited the 

ability to schools to tailor their curriculum and structures to fit the culture of its students. 

These programs ignore the social context in which students attend, learn, and take 

tests. As Noguera (2003) suggested, “until there is a genuine commitment to address 

the social context of schooling--to confront the “urban” condition--it will be impossible to 

bring about significant and sustainable improvements to urban public schools” (p. 6). 

This study presents student empowerment as a process which begins to address the 

“urban condition” and provides an additional measure of how schools are performing 

with students from marginalized populations.  

 A multi-faceted approach to school evaluation should be implemented which 

incorporates not only test scores, but the lived experiences of students, parents, and 

school staff. Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) suggest a three-fold strategy which 

considers 1) qualitative feedback from “clients” (students, parents, and the larger 

community, 2) quantitative measures of academic performance and behavior, and 3) 
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qualitative feedback from school staff (p. 174-175). A system like this would allow for 

schools to be measured on multiple criteria to determine “effectiveness.” By expanding 

school evaluation to include qualitative feedback, the door would be opened for 

members of marginalized groups to influence the direction of their education, and the 

motivation of teachers and administrators would modified to not only pursue greater test 

scores, but also to incorporate the opinions, needs, and desires of their students, 

parents, and larger communities. It moves the discussion beyond getting students to 

“achieve”, toward meeting student needs. 

 In an environment plagued by persistent, entrenched educational disparities, the 

expansion of school evaluations provides a mechanism for change. This should also 

extend to the way that teachers are evaluated. While the practice of student input is 

common in college courses, few elementary or secondary schools have used student 

and parent opinions as metrics for teacher evaluation. While not without it challenges, 

research suggests that including students in teacher hiring and curriculum development 

can have positive results (Bragg, 2007). 

 The current study adds to this effort by providing a set of characteristics by which 

classes and schools can be measured and by introducing student empowerment as a 

key element in the educational and personal success of marginalized students. As one 

teacher suggested, “At this school, we make good people. Not necessarily academic 

starlets,...maybe that’s what public education should be about.” By considering the 

broader social context, we can get a truer picture of the work that schools and teachers 

are doing with marginalized youth, a picture which doesn’t always show up on State 

assessment tests.  
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Critical Pedagogy 

 In addition to reforming the ways in which educational settings are evaluated, 

reform in the practice of education should also be implemented. Instead of 

transmission-based teaching patterns designed to maintain class control and help 

students pass the test, dialogue-based approaches may be particularly important in 

reversing gaps in educational outcomes. Paulo Freire was one of the first to 

acknowledge the power of dialogue in education. His culture circles have been used 

around the world to help marginalized groups reflect and act on the problems that shape 

their lives (Souto-Manning, 2010).  

 Built on the history of rich critical pedagogy and participant action research 

(Jason et al., 2004), Duncan-Adrade & Morrell (2008) practiced critical pedagogy in a 

variety of settings including the use of hip-hop in a high school English class. They 

outlined a five-step process of critical praxis in which students “1) identify a problem 2) 

research a problem 3) develop a collective plan of action to address the problem 4) 

implement the collective plan of action 5) evaluate the action, assess its efficacy, and 

re-examine the state of the problem” (p. 12). This cyclical process, based in dialogue, 

critical reflection, and action stands in contrast to the “banking” model of education 

which aims to create better test-takers. Others have incorporated similar practices into 

courses with great success (Godley & Minnici, 2008). 

 The practice of critical pedagogy fits well within two other arenas of intervention: 

participatory action research and service learning. Youth participatory action research 

(YPAR) engages young people in a partnership with adults to identify a problem and 

take action to correct it. It has been linked to the development of empowerment in 
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participants (Berg, Coman & Schensul, 2009; Dworski-Riggs & Langhout, 2010). Recent 

programs have used YPAR in elementary (Dworski-Riggs & Langhout, 2010; Gullan, 

Feinberg, Freedman, Jawad, & Leff, 2009) and middle schools (Newman-Phillips, Berg, 

Rodriquez, & Morgan, 2010; Ozer, Ritterman, & Wanis, 2010), and has been applied to 

parents as well (Ditrano & Silverstein, 2006). YPAR is a promising technique which can 

bring critical consciousness and empowerment to students and parents and help 

provide critical feedback needed for more thorough evaluations of educational settings.  

 Service-learning is another increasingly popular approach which is connected to 

critical pedagogy. In service learning, students combine classroom practice with 

volunteering in the community. Getting students beyond the walls of the classroom is 

related to a broadened perspective and empowerment which may be particularly 

important for marginalized groups (Lakin & Mahoney, 2006). Several theorists have 

argued for the integration of service-learning with a social justice or critical perspective. 

Butin (2007) calls this hybrid “justice learning” and Mitchell (2007) uses the term “critical 

service learning.” In both cases, the service moves beyond just volunteering, but 

students are engaged in critical reflection of power structures relevant to their service. 

 To implement critical pedagogy into common classroom practice is a difficult 

task. It will involve the cooperation of school districts, postsecondary institutions, and 

local governments. Unfortunately, many barriers may be placed in front of this based on 

political or ideological goals. The recent battle between the Tucson Arizona School 

District and the Arizona Attorney General clearly illustrates this tension. After 

implementing Ethnic Studies classes designed to incorporate Mexican culture and 

sociopolitical awareness into the classroom, these classes were declared illegal by the 
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State Attorney General and eventually banned by the Arizona courts (Lacey, 2011). 

Critical pedagogy is dangerous to those in power and opposition can be expected in any 

attempts to advance these practices.  

 Teachers may also resist the incorporation of critical pedagogies into their 

practice. In an article aptly titled, “But, I listen to children anyway”, Sara Bragg highlights 

the process of teacher perspectives on a pupil voice campaign. Key reflections found 

that teacher voice should be considered in addition to student voice (Bragg, 2007). This 

confirms a key finding from the current study, linking student empowerment and teacher 

empowerment. The practice of equitable dialogue, of course, requires that teachers give 

up some of their power and control which may be difficult for some. As Freire (1970) 

asserted, teachers must practice humility and overcome the fear of being subordinated. 

He wrote, “How can I dialogue if I am afraid of being displaced?” (p. 79).  

Teacher Empowerment and Training 

 Finally, without significant change in the teaching staff, significant change in 

schools will be impossible. Much of what needs to be done is allowing teachers to 

teach. As found in this study, teachers need to be empowered to impact the school 

curriculum and design. Teachers reported ownership in reform efforts which they had 

initiated and highlighted their increased motivation to make them succeed. In a time in 

which teacher control has diminished, and teachers have been increasingly blamed for 

the achievement gaps in urban education, “teachers now, more than at any other time, 

need something to believe in. They need to feel empowered as agents of change inside 

and outside of schools” (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008, p. 177).  
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 To truly empower teachers and help them embrace the school reform efforts 

discussed above, revisions to teacher training will need to be accomplished. This will 

require both the cooperation of the college and universities that train future educators 

and the school districts which require and provide continuing education credits. 

Increased training in Freirian dialogical approaches will help more teachers feel 

comfortable incorporating these practices into their classrooms.  

 Future Research 

 The current study added to the research literature on school climate and 

empowering settings. However, many questions remain available for future research. 

Three key questions are addressed here. 

1. What role do classroom and school-level variables play in determining student 

empowerment across settings? 

 While the qualitative data presented here established a relationship between 

empowering school characteristics and student empowered outcomes, they were limited 

within a single setting. Future research might work to establish these relationships in 

multiple settings, combining quantitative and qualitative measures. To begin this work, 

The Empowering Schools Survey was created by combining existing scales to assess 

empowered outcomes and the characteristics of empowering settings found in the 

current study. Key measures included in this survey are displayed in Table 10 (Student 

Survey) and Table 11 (Staff Survey). A full copy of both surveys is available in Appendix 

C.  

 These surveys can be administered to staff and a selection of students at 

multiple schools. This data will allow for the creation of multilevel models which identify  
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Table 10 

Empowering Schools Student Survey Sources 

Theme Measure Description 

Intrapersonal Student 
Empowered Outcomes 

Learner Empowerment 
Scale (Frymier et al., 1996) 

Measures three aspects of 
intrapersonal empowerment 
in the school environment 
(meaning, competence, and 
impact/voice) 

Intrapersonal and 
Interactional Empowered 
Outcomes 

Sociopolitical Control Scale 
(Peterson, Lowe, Hughey, 
Reid, Zimmerman, & Speer, 
2006) 

Measures two factors: 
leadership ability and the 
ability to affect school 
policies 

Teacher Belief in Student 
Success; Equitable Teacher-
Student Roles 

Inventory of 
Teacher/Student 
Relationship (I-TSR)  Murray 
& Zvock, 2011 

Measures three factors of 
teacher-student 
relationships: 
communication, trust, and 
alienation 

Equitable Teacher-Student 
Roles; Shared Decision-
Making 

Teacher Power Use Scale 
(TPUS) (Schrodt, Witt, & 
Turman, 2007) 

Modified version of TPUS 
measuring uses of power 
including expert, legitimate, 
coercive... 

Classroom Sense of 
Community 

Sense of Community Index II 
(SCI II)  (Chavis, Lee, & 
Acosta, 2008) 

Measures four factors:  
membership, fulfillment of 
needs, shared resources, 
and influence. 

 
 

the role of individual, classroom, and school-level characteristics on the empowerment 

of students. This research will present an effective test of the proposed model as shown 

in Figure 7. In addition, qualitative classroom observations could add a deeper picture to 

the survey data.  
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Table 11 

Empowering Schools Staff Survey Sources 

Theme Measure Description 

Teacher Empowerment Empowerment Scale 
(Spritzer, 1995; Dee, 
Henkin, & Deumer, 2003) 

Measures four elements of 
intrapersonal 
empowerment: 
competence, impact, self-
determination, and 
meaning. 

Teacher Empowerment; 
School Sense of 
Community; Adequate 
Resources 

Revised School-Level 
Environment 
Questionnaire (Johnson, 
Stevens, & Zvoch, 2007) 

Measures 5 items related 
to staff perceptions of the 
school:  collaboration, 
decision making, 
instructional innovation, 
student relations, and 
school resources.  

Staff Sense of Community Sense of Community 
Index II (SCI II)  (Chavis, 
Lee, & Acosta, 2008) 

Measures membership, 
fulfillment of needs, 
shared vision, and 
influence.  
 

 
 

2. How is student empowerment related to academic, behavioral, and 

psychosocial outcomes?  

 Critics of empowerment have long asserted that, unless it translates into actual action 

and increased power, empowerment is just another mental attitude divorced from the 

real world (Riger, 1993). While the qualitative evidence suggests that there is a 

connection between student empowerment and academic outcomes, quantitative 

measures should be used determine the relationship between empowered outcomes 

and traditional outcomes related to school success. Figure 8 displays a proposed path 

model to test two key areas of interest for schools: academic outcomes (e.g. test 



 

100 

scores, grades) and positive behaviors (e.g. staying out of trouble, good attendance). It 

asserts that, after controlling for ecological and individual factors, the characteristics of 

the school environment will have an impact on student empowerment which in turn will 

lead to better grades and improved behavior at school. A range of other outcomes may 

also be considered including high school graduation, college preparation, enrollment, 

and persistence, future income, civic engagement behaviors, and mental health 

symptoms. It may be hypothesized that the relationship between student empowerment 

and these outcomes will be stronger among marginalized groups (e.g. students of color, 

low socioeconomic status students). 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Proposed Path Model of Student Empowerment  
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3. How do critical interventions and policies, both inside and outside of school, 

affect student empowerment? 

 Future research might also work to identify practices and policies which are 

designed to promote student empowerment among marginalized groups including 

English Language Learners and Special Education students. Rigorous evaluations of 

such efforts would be conducted to demonstrate the efficacy of these interventions in 

promoting student empowerment and school change. Researchers might develop 

partnerships with schools to assess change as a result of both small and large-scale 

reforms.  

 Conclusion 

 In sum, the current study identified key classroom and school factors which are 

related to the process of student empowerment. While this study did not explicitly test 

academic outcomes, it suggests that this process of empowerment is key in the 

development of youth toward a successful future, especially for young people from 

marginalized groups including students of color and low socioeconomic status. To 

address the persistent achievement gaps in education, more must be done to create 

schools in which students share power with adults, all cultures are welcomed, and every 

voice is heard.  

 The time has come to move beyond “blaming the victim” mentalities and test-

based efforts at school reform. It is time to realize the historical and contextual factors 

which contribute to the achievement gap, and to do so with youth, supporting them as 

they take action to address these disparities. It’s time to ”move beyond the boundaries 



 

102 

of prescribed educational practice, and develop a pedagogy that serves students’ 

needs” (Darder, 2002, p. 350). The characteristics which emerged from this study can 

be used to inform future research and practice in a movement toward educational equity 

and empowering school settings for all students.  

 As policymakers and educators grasp for the next steps of school reform, the 

empowering characteristics of the school environment identified here may be 

incorporated into educational policy and practice. We need to work toward creating 

schools that empower, engage, and excite students to learn and teachers to teach. It’s 

only in environments like these that we will see an increase in educational outcomes 

and a decrease in the disparities which have long haunted the U.S. education system.  
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APPENDIX A 

FOCUS GROUP AND INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

Student Focus Group Protocol 

Question # and 
Title 

Question/Narrative Instructions 

1.  Opening Hello. My name is Chris and this is X. We’re students from 
Wichita State University who are a leading a project here at 
North called the Empowering Schools Project. Today, we’re 
going to have a discussion about your school, but before we 
get started we’d like to get to know you a bit, so here’s what 
we’re going to do.  Let’s go around our circle and every 
person please say their name, their grade, and the place they 
would visit if they were given a free trip anywhere in the 
world. I’ll start... 

2.  Transition We’re here today to have a discussion with you about the 
things that make North a good place for students. We’re 
looking to find the best things about North, so we can 
improve your school and help other schools learn from what 
makes North great. Your opinion is very important to us. Over 
the next few minutes, we’ll have a discussion. We’ll throw out 
a few questions, but feel free to respond to others just like 
you would in a normal conversation. We have one big ground 
rule:  1. Be respectful of others. It’s more than okay to 
disagree with the other group members, but you are required 
to respect their opinions.  This means both during our time 
here and afterward or the next day.  Cool? We are recording 
this conversation with this audio recorder and X will be taking 
a few notes. Please give your real opinion. Your name will 
not be shared and outside of this room will know who said 
what. Okay. Let’s get started. 

3.  Introduction / 
Key Question #1 

What is the best thing about your 
school? 

Popcorn style question with 
brainstorm rules. Have 

participants shout out 
answers and record them on  

flip chart or board. 
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Question # and 
Title 

Question/Narrative Instructions 

Once #3 has been answered sufficiently, move to the deeper questions starting 
on the next page. Start with the most salient topic and move to those that were 
least mentioned. These are sample expansion questions and don’t have to be 
used in every group. In addition, if an answer is given and supported by others 
that does not fit into these categories make sure to dig deeper into that topic 
(specific questions may be added for subsequent groups). 
Categories:  Staff Relationships (Sr), Peer Relationships (Pr), 
Activities/Resources (Ar), Culture/Tradition (C), Policies/Procedures (P), 
Unspecified (U) 

4.  Transition This is a great list of things. Let's talk about some of them a 
little more. It seems like many of you mentioned the ...... 

Staff Relationships (SR) 

Sr1 How do your teachers (e.g. give you freedom to raise your voice) 
...? 

Sr2 What do your teachers do to (e.g. show you that they support 
you)...? 

Peer Relationships (PR) 

Pr1 
How would you describe relationships between students at North? 

Pr2 
Why do students in this school (e.g. Get along pretty well?)? 

Activities/Resources (Ar)  

Ar1 
How do teachers make your classes (e.g. Engaging)? 

Ar2 
How does “Program/Resource X” help you be your best? 

Culture/Tradition (C) 

C1 
How would you describe the culture of North? 

C2 How do the traditions at North impact the way you feel about your 
school? 
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Question # and 
Title 

Question/Narrative Instructions 

C3 
How does your school show you that they understand your culture? 

Policies (P)  

P1 Hows does “Policy X” affect your motivation in school? 

P2 How do the administrators show (e.g.) that they support you? 

Unspecified (U) 

U1 Tell me more about “X”  

If it seems as if students have a lot of positive things to say, transition to 6. Key 
Question #2. If not, skip to 7. Transition.  

5.  Transition It sounds like you guys are pretty proud of your school. 
6. Key Question 
#2 What makes you most proud to be a 

student @ North? 

 

7.  Transition One of thing that we hear a lot (or hear today) is that 
students like when they have a chance to voice their 
opinion and affect the way things happen at their school.  

Watch time as ending should start 5-7 minutes before the end of the group time. 

8.  Key Question 
#3 What opportunities do you have to 

influence what happens in your 
school? 

 

9.  Ending 

If you power and resources to do 
whatever you wanted, how would you 

change North High? 
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Question # and 
Title 

Question/Narrative Instructions 

Co-facilitator will briefly summarize the discussion, highlighting the key themes 
which emerged. 

8. Summary 

How does this summarize our 
discussion? 

Make not of 
clarifications/corrections 
from participants. 
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Staff Focus Group Protocol 

Question # and Title Question/Narrative Instructions 

1.  Opening Hello. If I haven’t met you yet, my name is Chris and this 
is X. We’re students from Wichita State University who 
are a leading a project here at North called the 
Empowering Schools Project. We wanted to take a few 
minutes and get your input about what makes North a 
good place to for students and for staff. Remember that 
we’re using the results of this study to see what North is 
doing well so we can share this with other schools. We 
will be recording this conversation to remember later., but 
your responses will remain confidential and not be 
associated with your names. So, let’s get started:   

3.  Introduction / Key 
Question #1 

What is the best thing about North 
High? 

Take answers and ask staff 
to expand if short answers 

are given. Use follow up 
questions  (below) if 

necessary. 

4.  Follow Up This is a great list of things. Help us understand them a 
little bit more? 
  4.1  What makes North a good place to work? 
  4.2  What do you think makes North unique? 
  4.3  What makes you feel empowered? 
   4.4 How is North’s kid-first culture communicated? 

5.  Transition In looking at the history of North, one of the things we 
have noticed is that North has undergone some pretty 
remarkable changes over the last few years in graduation 
rates, attendance etc. I know some of you have been 
here for just a short time and others longer, but from your 
perspective. 

6. Key Question #2 What would you attribute this change to? 
Watch time as ending should start 3-4 minutes before the end of the group time. 

7.  Ending 
If you had power and resources to do whatever you wanted, 

how would you change North High? 
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Question # and Title Question/Narrative Instructions 

Thank you so much for participating in our focus group today. Your opinion is 
invaluable! 
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Interview Protocol for Student Interviews 
Empowering Schools Project 

 
Question # and 

Title 
Question/Narrative Instructions 

1.  Opening Hey. I’m X from the Wichita State University. We’re working 
on a project called the Empowering Schools Project this 
semester. We’re looking for ways to make schools better for 
students like you, so we want to hear your story. Basically, 
this is a conversation. Over the next 45 minutes, we’ll just 
talk and get to know each other a little bit. We will record this 
so we can remember what you said later, but everything you 
say is confidential and won’t be shared with your name 
anywhere else. Cool? 

2.  Personal Story 

So, tell me a little bit about yourself?  

Break the ice by getting a 
little bit of their personal 

story. May need to prompt 
with suggestions like “What 
are your interests?” or “Tell 

me about your family?” 

3.  Academic Story  
How would you describe your experience as a student at North? 

4a.  Competence -
- Current How confident are you in your ability to do well in school? 

4b. Competence--
Future  How confident are you in your ability to do well after high school 

in college or the work force? 

4c. Competence--
School Influence How has this school helped you develop that confidence? 

5a. Meaning How important is school to you?  
5b.  Meaning How meaningful are the things you do here?  
5c.  

How do your teachers make classes matter to you? 
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Question # and 
Title 

Question/Narrative Instructions 

6a.  Impact -- 
Class Level How do you influence what happens in your classes?   

6b.  Impact-- 
School Level How do you influence what happens in your school? 

6c. Impact--School 
Characteristics How do your teachers or administrators give you the opportunity to 

influence the class or school? 

7a.  Class Level 
Think about your favorite class. What makes it great? 

7b.  School Level Think about your school experience in general. What do you like 
best about it? 

7c.  School 
Change What would you change about your school? 

8. Thank you 

Thank you so much for participating. Your story is awesome and 
we’ll use this information to make schools better! Here is your gift 

card... 
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APPENDIX B 
 

  Codebook for Student Interviews 
 

 
# Code Definition 

A Classroom Level Characteristics Characteristics of classrooms which are 
linked to empowerment and empowered 
outcomes 

B School-Wide Characteristics Characteristics of the school which are 
linked to empowerment and empowered 
outcomes 

C Empowerment Process Process-related descriptions of gains in 
power that lead to empowered outcomes 

D Intrapersonal Empowered 
Outcomes 

An individual’s sense of mastery and self-
determination in current and future 
educational pursuits 

D1 Competence/Self-Efficacy - Current Ability to do well in high school 

D2 
 
Competence/ Self-Efficacy - Future Ability to go beyond high school 

D3 Motivation--Current Desire to do well in school 

D4 Motivation - Future Desire to pursue education after high 
school. 

D5 Impact/Voice -- Within School Sense that one’s actions and/or opinions 
matter at school 

D6 Impact/Voice -- Outside School Sense that one’s actions and/or opinions 
matter outside of school 

D7 Choice/Self-Determination Sense of personal responsibility for 
school success 

E Interactional Empowerment  
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# Code Definition 

E1 Awareness An understanding of how to succeed 
within the school environment 

E2 Academic Skills i.e. reading, math 

E3 Interpersonal Skills i.e. getting along with teachers 

E4 School Connectedness or Bonding  

F Behaviors  

F1 Attendance Attending school and class 

F2 Compliance Following the rules and doing what the 
teacher/staff want 

F3 Student Initiated Dialogue/Question Asking questions or creating discussion in 
class (accompanied by enthusiasm for 
learning) 

F4 Extracurricular Participation Participation in school clubs, social 
activities, or athletics 

F5 School Governance Participation in leadership teams or 
information sharing of opinions at class or 
in school 

G Demographic Codes  

G1 Race/Ethnicity  

G2 Gender  

G3 Family Structure  

G4 Socioeconomic Status  

G5 Legal Status  

G6 Special Education  

G7 AVID  
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APPENDIX C 
 

EMPOWERING SCHOOLS SURVEYS 
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Empowering Schools Teacher Survey 
 
 
Demographics 
 
D1. What is your gender? 
D2.  What is your race/ethnicity? 
D3.  How many years have you taught in this school? 
D4.  How many years have you taught in total? 
D5.  What is the highest level of education you have received thus far? 
 
Teacher Empowerment Scale 
 
1.  The work I do is very important to me. 
2.  My job activities are personally meaningful to me. 
3.  The work I do is meaningful to me. 
4. I am confident about my ability to do my job. 
5. I am self-assured about my capabilities to perform my work activities. 
6. I have mastered the skills necessary for my job. 
7. I have significant autonomy in determining how I do my job. 
8. I can decide on my own how to go about doing my work. 
9. I have considerable opportunity for independence and freedom in how I do my job. 
10.  My impact on what happens in my school is large. 
11.  I have a great deal of control over what happens in this school. 
12.  I have significant influence over what happens in this school. 
 
School-Level Environment 
 
1.  Teacher design instructional programs together. 
2. Most students are well mannered or respectful of the school staff. 
3.  Instructional equipment is not consistently accessible. 
4. Teacher are frequently asked to participate in decisions. 
5. New and different ideas are always being tried out. 
6. There is good communication among teachers. 
7. Most students are helpful and cooperative with teachers. 
8. The school library has sufficient resources and materials. 
9. Decisions about the school are made by the principal. 
10. New courses or curriculum materials are seldom implemented. 
11. I have regular opportunities to work with other teachers.  
12. Students in this school are well behaved. 
13. Video equipment, tapes, and films are readily available. 
14. I have very little to say in the running of the school. 
15. We are willing to try new teaching approaches in my school. 
16. I seldom discuss the needs of individual students with other teachers. 
17.  Most students are motivated to learn. 
18. The supply of equipment and resources is not adequate. 
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19. Teacher in this school are innovative. 
20. Classroom instruction is rarely coordinated across teachers. 
21. Good teamwork is not emphasized enough at my school. 
 
Teacher Sense of Community 
 
1.  I get important needs of mine met because I’m a work at North.  
2.  People at North and I value the same things. 
3.   My school has been successful in getting the needs of teachers and staff. 
4.   Being a teacher at my school makes me feel good. 
5.   When I have a problem, I can talk about it with people from my school. 
6.   People at my school have similar needs, priorities, and goals. 
7.   I can trust people at my school. 
8.   I can recognize a lot of people at my school 
9.   A lot of people at my school know me. 
10. My school has symbols and expressions of membership such as clothes, signs, 
art, architecture, logos, landmarks, and flags that people can recognize. 
11. I put a lot of time and effort into being a part of the my school community. 
12. Being a teacher at North is a part of my identity. 
13.  Fitting in at North is important to me. 
14. North High can influence other schools. 
15.   I care about what other people at North think of me. 
16.   I have influence over what North is like. 
17.   If there is a problem at North, people can get it solved. 
18.   Our school has good leaders 
19.   It is very important to me to be a part of my school community. 
20.   I am with people from my school a lot and enjoy being with them. 
21.   I expect to work here for a long time. 
22.   People my school have shared important events together, such as holidays, 
celebrations, or disasters. 
23.   I feel hopeful about the future of North High. 
24.   People at North High care about each other.  
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