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DEDICATION 

 This study is dedicated to the students who have experienced parental 

incarceration. Your parents’ circumstance is not yours. You are a light meant to shine—

so go on, shine, and help others find and share their gifts with the world along the way.  
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ABSTRACT 

Vasquez, Kylene. See me: How minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents 

perceive themselves as public-school students. Doctor of Education (Executive 
Educational Leadership), May 2022, Houston Baptist University, Houston, Texas. 
 
 There is a fast-growing population of students experiencing trauma. As a result, 

school leaders need to improve individual and collective awareness as trauma-informed 

educators who are privy to how different social and emotional stressors impact student 

identities. Therefore, this qualitative phenomenological study aims to describe how 

minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents perceived themselves as public-

school students in Southeast Texas. Findings revealed the following essence across this 

subgroup: students concluded that their educators' perception of them impacted their 

overall educational experience in one primary way—it influenced their perception of 

decision making. Thus, because children conformed to the idea that whatever educators 

believe of them is what represented them—an integrated experience—they either were 

nourished or admonished as students in public school systems. Implications for practice 

were significant to the dense study, but the direct implications are for educational leaders 

and other non-profit youth organizations. 

 

KEY WORDS: incarcerated parents, minority students, youth, perceive, public-

school, trauma, identity, phenomenology  

       Approved: Stephanie Free, Ed.D. 
 
 
       _____________________________   
       Chair, Dissertation Committee 

 



 

 

vi 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 The sentiments for those I hold so close to me could not possibly be captured in 

an acknowledgment section. I could pour forth words for all of you the span of mountain 

scapes and the depth of the seas to describe my respect, admiration, and sincerest love for 

you all.  

           Mom, thank you. You have shown me I can accomplish whatever my heart 

desires. Without your sacrifice, protection, and encouragement, I would not have 

accomplished what I have thus far, including this piece of work.  

           David, a brother whose restored relationship has become stronger over the years—

thank you for showing me others can change when they desire it most for themselves 

alongside a support network. 

           Thank you for your spirited debates and thought-provoking conversations, Noah, 

the youngest sibling. Keep encouraged as you proceed in life there is so much ahead of 

you.  

           To my immediate and extended family, thank you for lifting me up and not once 

judging me while I missed special events and family time over the progress of this 

doctoral journey. Your support was endless and unwavering. Your faith was steadfast and 

bountiful.  

            Colleagues—some of the most real educators I know—I am blessed to know you 

all and to have shared in so many rich conversations with you. Your presence and 

compassion are noticed. I am forever thankful to have shared a season with you all where 

we persistently committed to developing safe and nourishing educational spaces for 

underserved school communities.  



 

 

vii 
 

           My Circle, thank you. I acknowledge, value, and thank you endlessly for 

understanding my drive on this voyage. Though it limited some of our gatherings, you 

stood by me and still held me up as life happened. Be ready for a trip soon.  

           Participants, you are wondrous beings. The world remains in front of you. I am 

forever in your corner and know this research is entirely as much yours as it is mine. It 

has been a privilege to share your lived experiences and develop this study with you as 

co-researchers.  

           Mentors, you have sustained me in life, work, and school. I am indebted to your 

guidance and will pay the stewardship and grace you have shown me forward to others I 

have the privilege to mentor. I look forward to future years where we continue paving 

paths for others.  

           To my committee: Drs. Benjamin Blackwell, Joseph Pelletier, and Khalilah 

Campbell-Rhone, your insight and direction in this expedition are why I can publish this 

work. Your expertise in your fields motivates and encourages an emerging academic 

practitioner like me who is simply beginning. Further, your challenges have been decisive 

in shaping this work and future endeavors. Thank you for creating alleyways before me 

that enabled me to arrive at this place in my academic career.  

           To my dissertation committee chair, Dr. Stephanie Free, you have been a blessing 

to learn from as I undertook this mission. Your prayers showed me the power of faith 

when I most needed it, so thank you for nudging me along the road often not taken.  

           Lastly, to my Catherine Isabella--love, love, love, I pray you are constantly fed 

love. I am in this field to make sure you and others have a shot in life. Always keep the 

faith and never underestimate the power of God. 



 

 

viii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

DEDICATION ................................................................................................................... iv 

ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................ v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................................... vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS .................................................................................................. vii 

LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................... xii 

CHAPTERS 

      I. INTRODUCTION ..................................................................................................... 1 

        Ten Pillars ............................................................................................................... 1 

        Introduction ............................................................................................................. 2 

        Background of the Study ......................................................................................... 5 

        Statement of the Problem ........................................................................................ 7 

        Statement of the Purpose and Significance ........................................................... 11 

        Definition of Terms ............................................................................................... 11 

        Theoretical Framework ......................................................................................... 17 

        Research Questions ............................................................................................... 18 

        Limitations ............................................................................................................ 18 

        Delimitations ......................................................................................................... 19 

        Assumptions .......................................................................................................... 19 

        Organization of the Study ..................................................................................... 20 

     II. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ......................................................................... 22 

        Introduction ........................................................................................................... 22 

        Education and Public Schools ............................................................................... 22 

                Education Leaders ............................................................................................. 24 

                Professional Development ................................................................................ 29 

                Equity ................................................................................................................ 32 

        Mass Imprisonment and Its Effects on Youth ....................................................... 34 

               Theological Context ........................................................................................... 38 

               Historical Background ....................................................................................... 42 

               Penal Confinement Types .................................................................................. 50 

               Parental Incarceration Impact ............................................................................ 51 



 

 

ix 

 

                    Ambiguous Loss. .......................................................................................... 54 

       The Impact of Trauma on Students ........................................................................ 56 

       The Formulation of Student Identity and Perception of Self ................................. 61 

               Identity Theory................................................................................................... 62 

       The Role of Intersectional Factors that Compound Student Identity ..................... 65 

               Intersectionality.................................................................................................. 65 

                Minority.. ....................................................................................................... 69 

                        Minority by Race.. ..................................................................................... 70 

                       Minority Groups as Youth with Incarcerated Parents.. ............................. 71 

                   Marginalization...............................................................................................71 

                       Marginalized Populations...........................................................................72 

                       Stigma.........................................................................................................72 

                   School Support................................................................................................74 

                       Culturally Responsive Teaching.................................................................74 

                       Restorative Justice .....................................................................................76 

                       The Integrated Experience..........................................................................78 

                       Youth Programs for Children with Incarcerated Parents..........................80 

The Macrocosm Yielded through Phenomenological Variant of Ecological 
Systems ................................................................................................................. 84 

                  Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) Ecological Systems Theory .................................... 85 

                  Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems ......................................... 86 

         Summary .............................................................................................................. 90 

     III. METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................ 92 

         Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................ 92 

         Research Desgin ................................................................................................... 92 

         Context and Setting .............................................................................................. 94 

         Participants ........................................................................................................... 95 

         Instrumentation..................................................................................................... 95 

         Validity ................................................................................................................. 98 

         Reliability ............................................................................................................. 98 

         Data Collection ..................................................................................................... 99 

         Researcher Bias .................................................................................................. 100 

         Data Analysis ..................................................................................................... 101 



 

 

x 

 

         Summary ............................................................................................................ 102 

     IV. FINDINGS ........................................................................................................... 104 

            Epoché ................................................................................................................ 105 

              Flashback Type One (Interviews).. ............................................................... 105 

              Flashback Type Two (Transcribing).. ........................................................... 106 

            Central Research Question .................................................................................. 108 

            Research Sub Question One................................................................................ 114 

              A Tide of Self Awareness.. ........................................................................... 114 

               Feelings.. ...................................................................................................... 116 

                      Anger.. ....................................................................................................... 116 

                       Loss of Childhood.. .................................................................................. 117 

              Sense of Belonging.. ..................................................................................... 119 

                      Positive Community.. ................................................................................ 119 

                      Negative Community.. ............................................................................... 121 

            Research Sub Question Two ............................................................................... 123 

              Recognition of Difference.. ........................................................................... 123 

            Research Sub Question Three ............................................................................. 126 

              Teacher Mindsets (Based on Student Perceptions).. ..................................... 126 

                      Positive Belief in Students.. ....................................................................... 126 

                      Negative Belief in Students.. ..................................................................... 129 

                      Failure to Recognize Potential Impact.. ................................................... 130 

         Summary ............................................................................................................ 131 

     V. SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, ................................................. 133 

          RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSIONS ........................................................ 143 

         Summary of the Study ........................................................................................ 134 

         Discussion .......................................................................................................... 136 

             Central Research Question ................................................................................. 137 

             Research Sub Question One............................................................................... 138 

              A Tide of Self Awareness.. ........................................................................... 138 

              Feelings.. ....................................................................................................... 139 

                      Anger.. ....................................................................................................... 139 

                      Loss of Childhood.. ................................................................................... 139 



 

 

xi 
 

              Sense of Belonging.. ..................................................................................... 140 

                     Positive Community.. ................................................................................. 140 

                     Negative Community.. ................................................................................ 141 

            Research Sub Question Two ............................................................................... 142 

              Recognition of Difference.. ........................................................................... 142 

             Research Sub Question Three ............................................................................ 143 

              Teacher Mindsets (Based on Student Perceptions).. ..................................... 143 

                      Positive Belief in Students.. ....................................................................... 143 

                      Negative Belief in Students.. ..................................................................... 143 

                      Failure to Recognize Potential Impact.. ................................................... 145 

         Implications ........................................................................................................ 145 

         Recommendations for Future Research ............................................................. 151 

         Conclusions ........................................................................................................ 152 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................... 155 

APPENDICES ................................................................................................................ 200 

VITA ............................................................................................................................... 213 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

xii 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1. International Incarceration Rates ........................................................... 37 

Figure 2. U.S. Imprisonment Rate ........................................................................ 45 

Figure 3. The Unequal Impact of Incarceration .................................................... 47 

Figure 4. The Cost of Keeping in Touch .............................................................. 49 

Figure 5. PVEST Theoretical Framework ............................................................ 89 

 



1 

 

 

 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Ten Pillars: Faith and Reason in a Great City 

As an emerging scholar-practitioner, the researcher observes the value in the 

intersection of Christian philosophies and varying research theories. Ripley and 

Dwiwardani (2014) state, "We shouldn't look just to the patterns and order to find God, 

but also look to the outliers and the unexpected data to find truth." (p. 223). Thus, 

research in a manner that stems from personal convictions and extends into a theoretical 

investigation on a cause that is not only near to the researcher but critically impacting 

generations to come is a compelling reason to blend individual principles with established 

theory. Therefore, the two audiences of both worlds—Christianity and statistics—can 

unite in one piece of research to benefit a community that is being drastically affected.  

The dissertation proposal, methodology, and the data-gathering process is based 

on the principle that all truth is God's truth, which is found in scripture cited by Titus, 

spoken about by St. Augustine, and later discussed by psychology researcher 

Worthington (2010). Further, the faith pillar from Houston Baptist University that will 

guide the writer's dissertation is the Seventh Pillar: Bring Athens and Jerusalem Together. 

The Seventh Pillar at the Houston Baptist University believes Athens, a world of 

academics, can unite with Jerusalem, a world of Christianity and faith. Newbigin (1986) 

argues how our humanity is connected. "True dialogue is as far as possible from 

neutrality or indifference. Its basis is the shared conviction that there is truth to be known 

and that we must bear witness to the truth given to us and listen to the witness of others" 

(Newbigin, 1986, p. 173). Therefore, the researcher commits to revealing how minority 
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youth with incarcerated parents perceive themselves as public school students. The author 

equally intends this research to reach multiple audiences; consequently, language's 

importance will be shaped consciously in this study (Creswell, 2013).  

The study's research design will be phenomenological, and the data collection 

process will remain ethical, allowing another group's perspective to become connected to 

our humanity. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved documents and modes of 

interacting with participants will remain grounded in honesty. As data evolves by a 

selection criterion, including personal demographic insight, it will be appropriately 

transcribed and secured at all periods to protect participants' well-being who become 

engaged with sharing their lived experiences. Additionally, to capture the shared essence 

of the phenomenon, research will be documented in writing using Moustakas’s (1994) 

four-step process that illustrates the crux of how parental incarceration affects identity 

development in their racial and ethnic minority youth as public-school students.  

Introduction 

 The increasing demand the Texas Education Agency (TEA) places on Texas 

schools and districts to close widening achievement gaps among different student 

populations is evident in the new accountability system [Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA)] the state agency (TEA) is expected to adhere. ESSA was passed into United 

States (U.S.) law in 2015 and officially implemented as an active policy during the 2018-

2019 school year.  

           According to the Texas Education Agency website, the TEA is "the state agency 

that oversees primary and secondary public education" (TEA, 2019, para. 1). 

Additionally, "The TEA is headed by the commissioner of education…[and] will 
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improve outcomes for all public-school students in the state by providing leadership, 

guidance, and support to school systems" (TEA, 2019, para. 1). Whereas according to the 

website for the federal agency, the U.S. Department of Education (2012) defines its entity 

as: 

The agency of the federal government that establishes policy for, administers and 

coordinates most federal assistance to education. It assists the president in 

executing his education policies for the nation and in implementing laws enacted 

by Congress. The Department's mission is to serve America's students to promote 

student achievement and preparation for global competitiveness by fostering 

educational excellence and ensuring equal access. (para. 1)  

Therefore, the TEA responds to federal mandates passed down by the U.S. Department of 

Education.  

           Within the last decade, education leaders in schools and districts have undertaken 

the responsibility to create highly effective systems, structures, and procedures and invest 

in quality professional development to build capacity and expertise. Professional 

development strives to ensure the latest research-based information or best practices are 

identifiable and refined, then implemented, thus guaranteeing a difference in all students' 

academic achievement. The education leader at the helm for ensuring adequate 

recruitment, retainment, implementation, and evaluation of research-based studies and 

practices is the superintendent leading local public-school systems within state agencies 

such as the TEA.  

           Nevertheless, the demands placed on student accountability achievement initiate 

equity approaches to be provided to all learners to meet their specific needs. Thus, this 
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charge requires more discussion on how marginalized students' social and emotional 

needs are not met, interfering with their ability to produce consistently improved 

achievement. As a result of this obstruction, the opportunity to achieve at the same rate as 

their non-marginalized peers because of the adverse contextual experiences that impact 

their ability to learn readily is hindered. Respectively, educational leaders must remain 

abreast of social and emotional learning implications that impact students experiencing 

any trauma variation for overall well-being and their campus or district's ultimate 

accountability.  

 ESSA includes new provisions that will help safeguard students' and schools' 

success by focusing on social and emotional learning. According to the source Gov Track 

(2020) outlined in ESSA, one of the provisions includes mental health awareness and 

support, and trauma-informed practices. Additionally, in spring 2018, "the U.S. House of 

Representatives unanimously approved H. Res. 443, a resolution recognizing the 

importance of trauma-informed care within federal programs and agencies" (Hoover, 

2019, pp. 27-28).  

 As a result of federal law indicating state education agencies must identify how 

they will assess and support local school districts in this area, public school systems are 

required to revamp what is commonly known as their social and emotional learning 

initiatives. In 2018, a high school in Santa Fe, Texas, underwent an active shooter on 

campus, killing ten individuals in the Houston metropolitan area, including two staff and 

eight students. As a result, of the fatal high-school shooting, government officials within 

Texas swiftly acted to address the community's outcry, pleading for added mental health 

support.  
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 The legislature went into action, and in the 86th Texas Legislature, Regular 

Session, the House and Senate convened and passed Senate Bill 11, stating new 

provisions on School Safety and Mental Health Promotion under Student Health (Texas 

Association of School Boards [TASB], 2019). Senate Bill 11 focuses specifically on 

mental health support. Further, it addresses school safety precisely due to the Santa Fe 

High School shooting. However, this policy addresses an existing gap in adopting a 

trauma-informed care system and professional development plan that is critical in best-

supporting teachers to advocate for necessary care for students undergoing detrimental 

forms of trauma. The National Association of State Boards of Education (2019) states, 

"the effects of trauma require states, districts, and schools to renovate their approach to 

making schools physically and psychologically safer" (Hoover, 2019, p. 25). 

 Before this prompting to improve the existing support, minimal social and 

emotional support existed before ESSA. While this bill became primarily designed in 

response to a horrific school shooting, its purpose is still to attempt to address underlying 

stigma and trauma that, if untreated, can result in detrimental effects on student 

achievement and school safety. Bloom (1995) and Cole et al. (2013) argue that all 

students need to encounter school with a nonviolent and friendly atmosphere. Further, 

students managing stress and trauma also need institutes that sustain healing and 

resiliency as children evolve and overcome.  

Background of the Study 

The era of American mass incarceration and parental confinement are abundant 

periods in history; however, the development of student identity with parental 

incarceration is seldom analyzed. To get to the root of perception and identity formation, 
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the researcher needs to examine the broader theme of mass incarceration. Graham & 

Harris (2013) emphasize that the country with the highest incarceration rate belongs to 

the United States.  

Thus, when examining the practice of mass incarceration, statistics highlight how 

incarceration rates have significantly increased over the last three decades, consequently 

affecting a more significant number of children experiencing parental confinement 

(Boudin, 2011). Likewise, The National Resource Center on Children and Families of the 

Incarcerated (2014) released a fact sheet stating that approximately 10 million children 

have experienced parental imprisonment at some point in their lives. Knowing such a 

substantial number of children experienced parental confinement leads one to wonder 

about the potential causal or correlational relationships between minority students with 

incarcerated parents and developed self-identity complexities.  

Alexander (2012) claims that "Criminals, it turns out, are the one social group in 

America we have permission to hate. In colorblind America, criminals are the new 

whipping boys. They are entitled to no respect and little moral concern" (p. 141). 

Furthermore, Alexander (2012) argues, "When we say someone was treated like a 

criminal, what we mean to say is that he or she was treated as less than human, like a 

shameful creature" (p. 141). With this commonly adopted categorization of individuals 

practiced widely by the American public, another area to examine is how this American 

notion and belief system impacts young and impressionable children. They, by no fault of 

their own, have incarcerated parents.   

To the same degree, Hernandez (2017) states that "Mass incarceration is mass 

elimination." (p. 1). With such a bold statement articulating the intent of mass 
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imprisonment, one must wonder again how incarceration practices affecting minority 

parents impact their minority children's self-perception as public-school students. Arditti 

(2012) argues that when investigating parental incarceration's impact on children, it is 

essential to assess the context of the confinement and the events before the arrest. 

Assessing the context enables one to explore whether parental incarceration directly or 

indirectly affects children. Whereas other researchers, such as Ferow (2019) state, 

"children who have one or both parents incarcerated experience similar losses as children 

of dead parents or those in the foster care system" (p. 3). Ferow (2019) further claims 

children feel shame, fear, and grief because their fleeting new normal is due to the 

disruption in their lives that impacts their development.  

Statement of the Problem 

Highly effective leaders must be responsive to growing trends that will 

immediately impact a district's overall state performance and critically steer an 

organization and its community toward substantial progress on all adopted short- and 

long-term board goals. Therefore, all leaders need to know their students to meet 

academic, social, and emotional learning needs to accomplish equity for students of color 

with incarcerated parents. Young et al. (2017) state that "ESSA, for educational 

leadership, has two goals including providing resources for poor students and students of 

color…" (p. 706). Thus, ESSA not only institutes provisions to safeguard social and 

emotional trauma-informed practices but also provides an opportunity for leadership 

development to become explicitly addressed, focusing on leading minority populations 

often oppressed (Young et al., 2017).  
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 There is staggering evidence that youth under the age of 18—nearly 2.7 million 

children—are the offspring of parents confined (Johnson & Easterling, 2015). The 

adverse effects of incarceration itself are burdensome in multiple capacities. 

Hollingsworth (2019) contends that students carry their trauma into spaces that affect 

them and influence their peers and teachers. Villenas (2018) compared their experience 

with the Rodney King Riots, poignantly emphasizing, as educators, it was difficult to 

detach themselves from circumstances that were criminalizing and devastating their 

students' communities. Suppose students carry their burdens and enter spaces where 

teachers are undergoing individual waves of psychological trauma experienced by their 

communities or students’ communities. In that case, substantial progress shortfalls due to 

external influences impacting minority groups, such as students of color with incarcerated 

parents. The burden that overwhelms minority youth and minoritized youth due to having 

parents incarcerated yields its effects in other areas, including student achievement.  

 Examples that affect a student's readiness to yield academic results include 

numerous external facets disrupted by increased household responsibilities, unjustified 

stress, minimal supervision, and socioeconomic anxiety (Robertson, 2007). Warren, 

Coker, and Collins (2019) also argue that "children suffer emotionally, mentally, 

physically, and academically as a result of the loss of a parent to jail or prison" (p. 185). 

All these effects, though different categories, are the products of being a racial minority 

with incarcerated parents. Therefore, to learn how to equitably support those affected by 

a growing trend, like parent confinement, it is necessary for leaders to self-reflect on their 

purpose and desire to seek or design professional development that mitigates or 
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dismantles the adverse effects of being an African American or Hispanic student with 

parents imprisoned.  

 Additionally, educational leaders cannot "assume teachers [or educators] have 

[the] experience, training, and skills necessary to participate in conversations about 

politics, race, and equity" (Warren et al., 2019, p. 9). Once more, ESSA maintains 

provisions that leadership development on vulnerable populations is a requirement so that 

leaders can guide teachers who influence students subject to being overlooked or 

stigmatized because of their race or parental situation. As a result, it is vital to equip and 

mobilize adults with professional learning that will enhance their ability to demonstrate 

integrity, respect, and community with all their students—marginalized or not—as crucial 

and deserving of the same investment.  

           Poehlmann (2005) stated that for young children to cope with their incarcerated 

parent(s) detachment, they must have additional emotional support. Children with 

detained parents become typically regarded as inferior to their classmates (Warren et al., 

2019). Additionally, Warren et al. (2019) argue that teachers maintain low expectations 

of students with incarcerated parents assuming the parent's incarceration is a factor in the 

student's competence level. Therefore, actively engaging with research and remaining 

responsive to it would enable school leaders to address these fallacies, biases, and 

stereotypes that influence a staff's tendency to stigmatize their marginalized students as 

inferior to others because of contextual conditions a student has no direct control over. 

Stigmas such as inferiority can cause students to feel disconnected from school staff and 

peers or be treated like outcasts (Nichols & Loper, 2012). As a result, equipping a team 



10 

 

 

 

with the tools to increase student learning for at-risk populations is crucial for school 

leaders who often become beacons in communities.  

 School leaders can magnify their impact on a community by using their power in 

the communal area, including sharing the space with student leaders not always 

encouraged to communicate their voice. School leaders should provide students with 

parental incarceration experiences access to the platform to share their lived stories and 

identity concerns or questions relating to their educational experience.  Gosine and 

Islam's (2014) research indicates:  

Youth would be better served by an education that works with (rather than 

against) their sense of community, contextualizes their lived experiences, 

nourishes their critical consciousness, and enables them to cultivate new ways of 

comprehending and negotiating the challenges they face within the broader 

society. (p. 58) 

Research findings include the wide negative span of parental incarceration effects. 

Emotional retrieval, minute self-esteem, substantial academic letdowns at school, 

outbursts or anti-social behaviors, delinquency, and an amplified likelihood of 

intergenerational incarceration are all affected areas (Gabel, 1992; Johnston, 1995; 

Seymour, 1998; Simmons, 2000; Weissman & LaRue, 1998). Studies further capture how 

children who have detained parents are five to six times more likely to experience 

delinquency themselves (Phillips, Burns, Wagner, Kramer, & Robbins, 2002).  

           All the evidence-based depictions validate the reality of the problem of how recent 

minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents perceive themselves as public 

school students. A student's identity becomes influenced by their respective realities, so 
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there must be support offered to minors whom one day will transition to society as adults, 

further impacting those around them. 

Statement of the Purpose and Significance 

This phenomenological study aims to describe the impact incarcerated parents 

have on how their minority children perceive themselves as public-school students within 

numerous school districts in southeast Texas. At this stage in the research, the 

experiences of minority children in public schools with incarcerated parents, defined as 

individuals who share a lived experience, will embody an overarching essence(s) of what 

they experienced and how they experienced it (Moustakas, 1994). Thus, this study's 

significance is valuable because it supports the requirement that school districts need to 

mobilize support services that will positively benefit a subpopulation of their district. 

Lopez and Bhat (2007) argue that research on school-based support services is limited 

regardless of the disturbing statistics. They further assert, school officials, such as 

counselors, district psychologists, teachers, and administrative teams, should receive 

information that benefits their interaction with students who have incarcerated parents. 

This transparency and assistance would help students in the present moment (Lopez & 

Bhat, 2007). 

Definition of Terms 

The definition of terms in this section is significant to the study because the terms 

have multiple meanings. The terms are defined below, with the meaning intended 

throughout the study.  

• Academic Accountability Ratings: Texas provides annual academic 

accountability ratings to public school districts, charters, and schools. The 
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ratings are based primarily on performance on state standardized tests and 

graduation rates. The ratings examine student achievement, progress, 

efforts to close the achievement gap, and postsecondary readiness (TEA, 

2019).  

• Achievement Gap: Achievement gaps occur when one group of students 

(such as students grouped by race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another 

group and the difference in average scores for the two groups is 

statistically significant (that is, larger than the margin of error) (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2019).  

• At-risk: For this study, at-risk relates to certain students who are more 

likely to fail academically or drop out of school. The term also applies to 

pupils who face conditions that could jeopardize their ability to complete 

school. Such as homelessness, incarceration, teenage pregnancy, serious 

health issues, domestic violence, transiency (as in the case of migrant-

worker families), or other conditions, or it may refer to learning 

disabilities, low test scores, disciplinary problems, grade retentions, or 

other learning-related factors that could adversely affect the educational 

performance and attainment of some students (Great Schools Partnership, 

2013).  

• Best Practices: A method or technique that has consistently shown results 

superior to those achieved with other means. 

• Educational Leaders: For this study, educational leaders used 

interchangeably with school leaders are individuals who work in the 
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education field in any capacity but are not limited to superintendents, 

school principals, administrators, central office, district staff, assistant 

principals, deans, and teachers.  

• Effective: A term to identify results that can be observable and measurable 

by outcomes.  

• Equity: Equity as inclusion means ensuring that all students reach at least 

a basic minimum level of skills. Equity as fairness implies that personal or 

socioeconomic circumstances, such as gender, ethnic origin, or family 

background, are not obstacles to educational success. Equitable education 

systems are fair and inclusive and support their students to reach their 

learning potential without either formally or informally pre-setting barriers 

or lowering expectations. 

• Identity Formation: The prime opportunity for adolescents to explore their 

interests, views, and beliefs to make different identity commitments 

distinct from those internalized during childhood. In doing so, adolescents 

can move between two opposing endpoints of identity formation: 

synthesis and confusion (Erikson, 1950).  

• Intersectionality: Connections across biological, social, and cultural labels 

contribute to one’s identity as a complex juncture of various domains that 

highlights how differences exist not only between groups but also within 

them (Crenshaw, 1991).  

• Marginalization: The process of making a group or class of people less 

essential or relegated to a secondary position.  



14 

 

 

 

• Marginalized Populations: Those excluded from mainstream social, 

economic, cultural, or political life. Examples of marginalized 

populations include, but are by no means limited to, groups excluded due 

to race, religion, political or cultural group, age, gender, or financial status 

(Given, 2008).  

• Mass Imprisonment: Describes the twenty-first-century penal confinement 

of more than 2 million Americans, noted as an extraordinary time in the 

USA and the era of western democracy (Garland, 2001b).  

• Minority: For this study, minority refers to six major racial and ethnic 

groups: African Americans, American Indians, Alaska Natives, Asians, 

Pacific Islanders, and Hispanics. 

• Minority group: Any group of people who, because of their physical or 

cultural characteristics, are singled out from the others in the society in 

which they live for differential and unequal treatment and who therefore 

regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination (Wirth, 1945).  

• Parental Incarceration: For the current study, a parent incarcerated is a 

biological mother/father or residential mother/father figure who was ever 

in jail or prison.  

• Perception: Not merely the experience but one’s perception of experiences 

in different cultural contexts (e.g., home, school, peer group, community) 

that influences how one perceives oneself (Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 

1977).  
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• Professional Development (PD): A wide variety of specialized training, 

formal education, or advanced professional learning that will help 

administrators, teachers, and other educators improve their professional 

knowledge, competence, skill, and effectiveness (Nichols, Loper, & 

Meyer, 2015).  

• Public School Student: For the current study, a public-school student is 

either a primary or secondary student who attends a tuition-free school in 

the United States supported by taxes.  

• Self-perceptions: Influence is how one will adapt to the same cultural 

contexts across the life course or whether one uses or downplays specific 

abilities, emphasizes, or draws attention away from specific physical 

attributes, adopts or suppresses particular behavior, engages in or shies 

away from certain activities. Self-perceptions organize one’s behaviors, 

thoughts, and actions (Spencer, Dupree, Hartmann, 1977).  

• Stigma: A discrediting mark that sets individuals apart from others 

(Goffman, 1963). Typically, understood as a social process that connects 

individuals to a set of negative characteristics that result in discrimination 

and devaluation (Scrambler, 2009).  

• Strain: How individuals experience stress and their response to pressure 

during adverse situations (Merton, 1938). Individuals who experience 

stress are more susceptible to emotions and behaviors that lead to 

problematic outcomes (Warren, Coker, & Collins, 2019).  
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• Student Achievement: Student Achievement evaluates performance across 

all subjects for all students, on both general and alternate assessments, 

College, Career, and Military Readiness (CCMR) indicators, and 

graduation rates (TEA, 2019). 

• Superintendent: Serves as the point person for all local district matters, 

supervises school principals and district staff, works with school board 

members to oversee local, legal, and state policies and federal laws, and 

manages fiscal operations. Responsible for daily operations and long-term 

planning of a local district.  

• Texas Academic Performance Reports (TAPR): The TAPR pulls together 

a wide range of performance information of students in schools and 

districts in Texas every year. Performance is shown disaggregated by 

student groups, including ethnicity and socioeconomic status. The reports 

also provide extensive information on school and district staff, programs, 

and student demographics (TEA, 2019). 

• Trauma: Individual trauma results from an event, series of events, or set of 

circumstances experienced by an individual as physically or emotionally 

harmful or life-threatening with lasting adverse effects on the individual’s 

functioning and mental, physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being 

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 

[SAMHSA], Trauma and Justice Strategic Initiative, 2012). 
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Theoretical Framework 

The study is a mechanism to improve insight into how minority students with 

incarcerated parents perceive themselves as public-school students. Educational leaders 

in schools and districts must increase individual and collective awareness of the fast-

growing student population experiencing parental incarceration. Subsequently, this study 

aims to equip educational leaders, policymakers, and research practitioners with an in-

depth understanding of the perception themes that surface due to being considered a 

minority student with incarcerated parent(s).  

While numerous educational theories engage the impact of family incarceration 

and student experiences, this study reviewed the Phenomenological Variant of Ecological 

Systems Theory (PVEST) and Identity Formation Theory to better understand how the 

intersectionality of minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents perceive 

themselves as public-school students. PVEST is a developmental theory that positions 

youth identity formation within the context of their environment among bi-directional 

interactions with their individual risk contributors (Spencer, 1995, 2006, 2008). In 

comparison, identity theory focuses on how one’s identities are composed of the self-

view that emerges from the automatic activity of self-categorization or identification in 

terms of membership in particular groups or roles (Stets and Burke, 2000, pp. 225-226). 

Additionally, this study hopes to enable a dialogue on the critical action steps 

necessary research practitioners must co-create with those affected by parental 

incarceration to successfully both eliminate the barriers and increase the required 

equitable support so all minority, marginalized and at-risk students can perceive 

themselves as wholesome readily able to access learning opportunities. 



18 

 

 

 

Therefore, elements of the abovementioned theoretical frameworks supports that students 

in this population can achieve a healthy view of self often with the necessary support so 

that their academic achievement increases parallel to their non-minority, non-

marginalized, non-at-risk peers.  

Research Questions 

Central Question: 

• How did the perception of educators impact your overall educational experience? 

This includes teachers, counselors, administrators, and principals.  

Sub questions:  

1. How do you view yourself as a student? 

2. How does race influence how you think about your identity? 

3. How would you describe how your teachers perceive you as a student?  

Limitations 

 Research limitations in this study include a gap in the literature indicating 

correlations with parental incarceration's specific trauma in conjunction with a minority 

group and self-perception complexities as public-school students. Thus, it is crucial to 

understand the parts as separate traversed phenomena, potentially yielding specific 

effects or correlations. Furthermore, because the study's nature is phenomenological, the 

sample size will also be limited due to the small number of participants.  

Other potential limitations in this study include knowing the number of years the 

parents underwent incarceration and if two or one parent was confined. Lastly, the 

process used to evaluate the impact of the listed limitations as the researcher is a 

restriction.  
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Delimitations 

A baseline is necessary for the research design to gain the essence of a 

phenomenon. A starting point consists of chosen restrictions used to control the study's 

range (University of South Dakota, 2015).  Therefore, the researcher chooses various 

baselines to build the study. The following baselines delimit the scope of the study in 

multiple ways. First, the self-imposed boundaries include the public-school districts' 

location (all within the southeast region of Texas). Second, the intended participants are 

African American (AA) and Hispanic males and females. Additionally, the ages of the 

proposed individuals are young adults, approximately 18-21 years old. They are also all 

recent high school graduates who attended public school in southeast Texas.  

Assumptions 

 The researcher chose to outline assumptions that correlate with a personal bias to 

maintain transparency in the study. Creswell (2013) suggests that investigators 

acknowledge biases and speak on the assumptions explicitly associated with the study by 

defining the types of philosophical assumptions embedded in the research and 

demonstrating how they become typified. The first philosophical assumption present is 

the ontological supposition. Creswell (2013) exclaims an ontological assumption that 

connects the researcher’s acceptance of multiple realities possessed by both the 

researcher and the several participants included in the study. Thus, as the phenomenology 

report expands, seeking to find the phenomenon's essence, it is still critical to note that all 

participants interpret their experiences differently (Moustakas, 1994). As a result, a group 

of minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents may have standard criteria to 
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become participants of a study. However, their experiences with parent confinement and 

identity development during public school are independent.  

 The second philosophical postulation included in the study is an epistemological 

assumption. Creswell (2013) states epistemological assumption intends to minimize the 

space between the principal investigator and the study participants. Therefore, the 

researcher will conduct the study in the most familiar and comfortable area with the 

individuals to become as close as possible to their field and context (Creswell, 2013). 

Organization of the Study 

The study organizes into five sections. The first one includes Chapter I, an 

introduction, which consists of the foundational HBU Pillar supporting the study, 

background of the study, statement of the problem, purpose, and significance of the 

study, definition of terms, theoretical framework, research questions, limitations, 

delimitations, assumptions, and a brief organization of the study. Chapter II entails a 

literature review on six themes related to the phenomenological investigation, including 

1. Education and public schools, 

2. Mass imprisonment and its effects on youth, 

3. The impact of trauma on students, 

4. Formulation of student identity and perception of self, 

5. The role of intersectional factors that compound student identity, 

6. The macrocosm yielded through phenomenological variant of ecological systems 

Chapter III is the methodology that integrates the study's purpose, research design, 

context and setting, participants, instrumentation, validity, reliability, data collection, 

researcher bias, and data analysis. Chapter IV consists of the findings and implications 
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after analyzing the data synthesized to answer the central research question and three sub 

questions. Chapter V’s final chapter includes a summary of the study, a discussion of the 

essence, implications for practice, recommendations for further research, and 

conclusions. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Multiple publications were sifted thoroughly to investigate how minority high 

school graduates with incarcerated parents perceive themselves as public school students. 

The analysis and synthesis of published and peer-reviewed publications examined 

culminate in the literature review. Chapter 2 also presents the reasoning for conducting 

qualitative research focused on a phenomenological design. Examining the following six 

areas facilitated the presentation of findings: (a) education and public schools; (b) mass 

imprisonment and its effects on youth; (c) the impact of trauma on students; (d) the 

formulation of student identity and perception of self; (e) the role of intersectional factors 

that compound student identity; and (f) the macrocosm yielded through a 

phenomenological variant of ecological systems. The final review ends with a summary 

of the literature evaluated.  

The vault of literature on parental incarceration is extensive. However, because 

the research topic includes multiple phenomena that act independently before potentially 

correlating, it is critical to review the literature associated with each theme and not only 

parental incarceration.  

Education and Public Schools 

Public education often becomes perceived as a fundamental right for all minors. 

However, the U.S. Constitution does not specify that access to education is a safeguarded 

obligation. Instead, Capel and Schneller (2016) argue that the 10th Amendment implies 

that education is the responsibility of each state (as cited in Schneller, 2017). Further, 
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McGuinn (2015) argues that education historically has operated under local regulation 

and not under federal rule. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2010), the “USA has 

50 different state systems composed of more than 14,000 local school districts.” 

Although 50 different states and 14,000 district operations operate distinctly, Pulliam and 

Van Patten (2018) argue that local public-school districts operate with many similarities 

related to governance, structure, and goals.  

Thus, for an extended period, education in the U.S. has been determined by local 

policy. It was not until the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 and the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 that federal aid and guides 

became a practice, but the state-level remained the role of the primary governance. The 

NDEA and ESEA “fundamentally expanded and transformed the federal role in schools 

by providing sustained, large-scale education aid to the states for the first time” 

(McGuinn, 2012, p. 80). The shift in ownership over education stemmed from a 

collaboration between state and federal parties knowing each other's needs. The states 

needed federal education funds to support their local efforts, and the federal policymakers 

used the grant-in-aid structure to pursue federal goals in education (McGuinn, 2015).  

 “Legislatures typically defer responsibility for education to an elected or 

appointed state board of education, which hires a commissioner or secretary to administer 

its programs and provide oversight of local school-district operations” (Bjork et al., 2019, 

p. 182). Opposing sides argue that federal influence in education is perceived as 

interfering, even in the democratically elected or appointed process.  

This thought is because superintendents, selected by a local school board, were 

once charged with leading a local district under local control. However, now the 
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superintendents instead undergo leading school districts with federal influence lingering 

(Capel & Schneller, 2017). Throughout the transition from local to added federal 

accountability, the stakeholders at the forefront of the impact of an implemented policy 

are the superintendents who act as the chief operating officer appointed to lead a public 

school district.  

Education Leaders 

Reformers in education throughout the decades have worked relentlessly to 

advance education universally for specific populations, more so than others. The mission 

to ensure education is available to every student regardless of their racial, ethnic, class, 

gender, or ability demographics made substantial progress in the 20th century, according 

to Scott (2011). However, although educational leaders have made progress in U.S. 

History, systems of oppression remain ingrained within “education practices, policies, 

and institutions in the United States” (Scott, 2011, p. 270). Scott (2011) states that the 

parties, such as superintendents and other education leaders, are reduced to test scores 

and testing attainments due to current education policy. Au (2009) further describes the 

damaging effects of current educational policy and how it surpasses damaging school 

leaders and now dehumanizes various individuals subject to the accountability measures, 

including teachers and students.  

Parallel to the damaging effects of current education policies includes a host of 

education myths equally as harmful or capable of perpetuating reoccurring stigmas. 

Banathy (1991) exclaims that change agents in education must restructure a new way of 

thinking, go beyond the surface level, and create a new system. “Designers...focus on 

creating a new image of the system, define the purpose based on the image, and select the 
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functions that achieve the purpose” (Banathy, 1996, p. 21). Thus, educational leaders 

must assume the role of a designer who becomes tasked with leading longstanding 

change. Schlechty (2002) proposes that for change to become sustainable, the 

development must be unceasing and entrenched in all structures the school embraces. 

 Carr (1997) stated, “Systemic change also recognizes the importance of context 

and cultural understanding” (p. 19). Whereas Fullan (1991) and Carr (1997) suggest the 

evolvement of people is the epitome of overall progress. Therefore, educational leaders, 

like superintendents, principals, and teachers, must eradicate the inequity embedded in 

education policy. Another reform in education must require education leaders to adopt a 

designer and growth mentality focused on leading all people to eliminate injustice. This 

shift in thinking considers various systems of a district or school and becomes established 

on a cultural context that stems from its employee’s desire to transform.  

To comprehend the context, one must begin a conversation on the perceived 

realities others hold as valid. Further, “change is more than a new beginning involving 

implementing new ways of doing things. It also involves an ending and the unlearning of 

the old way of doing things” (Thompson, 2010, p. 277). As educational leaders navigate 

local and federal policies they are bound to, they must also skillfully pilot transition 

periods in an organization filled with uncertainty and apprehension.  

To transform a local district or school, educational leaders must seek 

transformation that will outweigh imposed obstacles that hinder all students from 

succeeding at high rates and equip their faculty and staff with the tools and resources 

necessary. Beyond arming a team, they must yield a desire for the numerous stakeholders 

to commit to improving the educational realities and outcomes for all pupils. Senge 
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(1996) states, “There is no substitute for commitment in bringing about deep change” (p. 

43).  

While the research of Banathy (1996) and Schlechty's (2002) proposition design 

leadership in education, other scholars like McGee et al. (2001) argue that a scholar-

practitioner is the type of educational leader needed to invoke change in 21st-century 

American public-school systems. Thompson (2010) defines the term scholar as a person 

that uses research and inquiry to make knowledge. The term practitioner, also illustrated 

by Thompson (2010), states, “the term practitioner refers to someone who makes 

practical application of theories in his everyday profession and practice” (p. 281). As a 

result, the two academic terms combined and, when executed gracefully, carry the 

potential to initiate educational reform desired in society.  

The social fabric of the United States became built on discord and tension due 

repeated human transgressions against one another. This tension in history is evident 

when the Supreme Court once ruled racial segregation in U.S. schools unconstitutional, 

according to Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954). In 2020, there is still 

evident and transparent racial tautness that stains American society's land. Williams and 

Graham (2019) emphasize that “race has been a central thread in the American fabric 

since the country's inception, and relationships among racial groups, particularly between 

Whites and African Americans, have been strained due to the nation's historic founding” 

(p. 545). According to an NBC News and Survey Monkey poll reported in the New York 

Times in 2018, “6 in 10 Americans said racism remains a major problem in our society” 

(as cited in Williams & Graham, 2019, p. 545).  
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Thus, advocates of Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, including 

educational leaders who aspired to achieve, at the time, an equal quest to access and 

appropriate education for all races, including racial minorities like African Americans, 

remained steadfast on how a landmark decision such as Brown vs. Board would reshape 

and improve a country's climate for future generations. Educational leaders are appointed 

to transform educational entities, and the institutions they are steering are not “immune to 

the racial tensions society faces” (Williams & Graham, 2019, p. 546). Therefore, to be an 

educational leader, whether inherently a designer or a scholar-practitioner, is built on 

social justice principles that aim to disrupt the status quo that impacts students subject to 

life adversities thrust their way unintentionally, or often, systemically, and systematically.  

Educational leaders anticipate issues, task their teams to determine solutions, and 

attempt to mitigate factors that manifest in schools and impact student achievement. 

Research on school climate represents vast inequalities in how students experience 

education across racial lines (Benner & Graham, 2009, 2013; Bottiani et al., 2016; Lee et 

al., 2011). Therefore, district and school leaders can no longer ignore the diverse factors 

that impact students from accessing and learning on grade level curriculum and state 

standards at high levels. Educational institutions fraught with disparities unjustly 

affecting racial minority students at more overwhelming rates can no longer become 

permitted or as quickly acceptable under new federal laws such Every Student Succeeds 

Act (ESSA) passed in 2015.  

The new policy, ESSA, holds state commissioners appointed to oversee local 

education agencies responsible for safeguarding those local public-school districts are 

being led with high-quality educational leadership to meet national educational goals. 
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“State departments of education will now assume more responsibility for accountability 

for the goals for students' learning, including culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) 

students and students with disabilities” (Cramer et al., 2018, pp. 488-489). The second 

goal of ESSA is to provide resources for the “poor, students of color, English learners, 

and students with disabilities” to reach the state standards of being college and career-

ready (Young et al., 2017, p. 706).  

Multiple research studies by scholars Coelli and Green (2012); Grissom and Loeb 

(2011); Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2014); and Robinson, Lloyd, 

and Rowe (2008) highlight that a student's education becomes influenced by school 

leadership. As it relates to student achievement, Leithwood et al. (2014) emphasize that 

principals are among the most fundamental elements in how well students perform. 

However, Robinson et al. (2008) and Loeb and Horng (2010) argue that student outcomes 

are improved because of principals’ influence on their teachers regarding instructional 

advice or providing the necessary resources. Further, a principal's impact extends to how 

leaders establish a trust culture (Daly, 2009; Sanzo et al., 2011; Tschannen-Moran, 2009) 

and prioritize equity (Brooks et al., 2007) at their schools.  Principals' mission to enable 

collaborative and distributive leadership (Leithwood et al., 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 

1990; Marks & Printy, 2003; Sanzo et al., 2011) and their desire to focus on student 

learning (Sanzo et al., 2011) is what moves student achievement indirectly. All these 

underlying sources for a school's overall advancement are Brown advocates' ideals as 

they sought equal ideologies students of color would benefit from in the public-school 

system. After Plessy vs. Ferguson's (1896) federally protected goal of separate but equal 

was reversed due to Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka being passed in 1954 to 
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accomplish equality and integration in schools, the U.S. now also answers to another 

section of the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015), where one of the significant areas is 

educational equity (Young et al., 2017). 

Leadership research and practice focused on an equity lens is paramount under 

ESSA federal policy. According to Young et al. (2017), “a leader plays a critical role in 

fostering a culture of support and inclusivity as well as supporting culturally relevant 

practices among school staff” (Auerbach, 2009; Brooks et al., 2010; McKenzie et al., 

2008; Robinson et al., 2008; Scanlan & Lopez, 2012; Theoharis & O'Toole, 2011; 

Youngs & King, 2002, as cited in Young et al., 2017, p. 715).  

Thus, in closing, educational leaders must remember that established educational 

leadership preparation programs are required to meet federal law requirements and 

competencies outlined in the National Educational Leadership Preparation (NELP) 

Building Standards and the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL). Both 

entities proposed by the National Policy Board for Educational Administration (NPBEA) 

state that leaders become called upon “to promote the current and future success and 

well-being of each student and adults by applying the knowledge, skills, and commitment 

necessary to develop and maintain, supportive, equitable, culturally responsive and 

inclusive school culture” (NPBEA, 2017, p. 17).   

Professional Development 

The critical part of ensuring leaders become prepared to lead different student 

populations includes cultivating their skillset in administering professional development. 

According to Learning Forward, Hirsh (2020) defines the term professional development 

as multi-layered activities that: 
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(A) are an integral part of the school and local educational agency strategies for 

providing educators (including teachers, principals, other school leaders, 

specialized instructional support personnel, paraprofessionals, and as applicable, 

early childhood educators) with the knowledge and skills necessary to enable 

students to succeed in a well-rounded education and to meet the challenging State 

academic standards; and 

(B) are sustained (not stand-alone, 1-day, or short-term workshops), intensive, 

collaborative, job-embedded, data-driven, and classroom-focused... (para. 4)  

Thus, teachers must be prepared and provided with the belief that they are to 

guarantee access to a valued educational experience for all students by investing in 

sustained growth and maintaining a desire to absorb new knowledge and skill application 

(Haimovitz & Dweck, 2017). This charge is the educational leaders' responsibility, who 

must maintain awareness of a teacher's role and the teacher’s perceptions of national 

initiatives that lead them to focus more on standardized testing than authentic teaching 

(Nadelson et al., 2019).  

The pressure of high stakes testing often overshadows the role of effective 

professional development with teaching to the test training.  Thus, anything that does not 

relate to the test is often internalized by educators as secondary because of the pressure to 

ensure students meet state standards and assessment scores. In scholarship, genuine 

teaching that is inclusive and representative of all walks of life is the pivotal action that 

transforms a learning space that positively impacts a student's identity and improves their 

achievement levels.  Kroeger, Blaser, Raac, Cooper, and Kinder (2000) argue “high-

quality professional development for public school teachers is directly tied to student 
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achievement, teacher quality and retention, and national education priorities” (as cited in 

Eley et al., 2013, p. 561).  

Teachers must see education as a collaborative process with students to foster 

academic success. The unison between the stakeholders (the teacher and the student) 

enables both parties to reflect, conjecture, and generate knowledge and merely receive 

information in a particular direction (Nieto, 2002).  However, before reaching that level 

of mutually shared exploration, it is critical to note a consensus in professional 

development (PD) literature that PD can be ineffective. Thus, PD often suffers from weak 

leadership (Hargreaves, 2010) and is limited to instructional strategies and techniques 

(Driel & Berry, 2012).  

To overcome ineffective PD that does not yield positive results benefitting student 

wholeness and merit, the notion of PD must move into a streamlined approach specific to 

areas that impact students. For example, Driel and Berry (2012) assert that designing PD 

that fosters a sense of how students internalize perceptions of explicit topics is critical. 

One may perceive PD on specific subjects as an extension of instructional strategies and 

techniques; however, the focus on how students internalize material is the keyword that 

shifts an educator to now think about the realities of their students and why they see 

things in a certain way due to their lived experience, race, or cultural background. In this 

era of PD, one cannot ignore what is occurring to youth in diverse backgrounds or 

disregard the intricacies of the societies in which they inhabit (Corsaro, 2011).  

While the education industry markets PD as the essential component, it is evident 

that PD often implemented has a “relatively short shelf-life and proceeds with little or no 

formal evaluation” (Hill et al., 2013, p. 476). Therefore, to sustain a trajectory of positive 
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professional development that is meaningful in fostering a collaborative learning 

experience for students and teachers, PD must include topics and approaches that teach 

children with diverse backgrounds (Aud et al., 2010). Otherwise, “failing to address these 

issues preserves a conceptualization of diversity that is narrowly defined within notions 

of assimilation, acknowledgement, and inequities for people of diverse backgrounds” 

(Goodwin et al., 2008, p. 6, as cited in Brown & Weber, 2016, pp. 259-260). 

Equity 

To successfully implement differentiated professional development, the 

conversation on equity must occur to determine how to best support diverse, multi-

cultural learners. The topic of equity is a common trend in 21st-century education. As one 

reflects on federal legislation regarding race and schooling in Pre-K through 12th grade 

from the NDEA, ESEA, which was reauthorized multiple times, to No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB), and currently ESSA, the perspective on accomplishing the goal of equality has 

transpired into the pursuit of achieving equity. Gorski (2018) states that many still 

confuse equality and equity.   

Brown vs. Board of Education sought equality and then advanced to equity in 

later decades once equality was afforded to all to receive an integrated education. Gorski 

(2018) states that equality refers to sameness and an “equal distribution of access and 

opportunity” (p. 19). Levitan (2016) argues that a fair distribution of opportunities might 

not be equivalent to dispersal. Additionally, an identical dispersion of chances might 

require an unequal and varying circulation of resources.  

Berg and Gleason (2018) claim that educators are responsible for advancing 

equity and that the professional learning associated with equity teaching and supports 
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stems from three scopes: beliefs, actions, and systems. Cramer et al. (2018) note that to 

sustain positive results for all pupils, “each student must be provided with instruction and 

supports based upon his or her individual need” (p. 484).  

Cramer et al. (2018) also believe that culture and racial issues occupy the United 

States' education system. “Bias and inequity reside in every crevice of institutional 

culture and practice: policies, curricula, communication practices, decision-making 

processes” (Gorski, 2018, p. 168). Subsequently, these topics further negatively impact 

CLD learners who often attend minority communities in poverty-stricken zip codes that 

researchers Monahan and Torres (2009) describe as spaces that resemble prison 

establishments instead of educational entities due to a lack of equitable financial support 

funding.  

The scope of equity varies from group to individual; however, the principle of 

fairness remains the core of the definition. For example, the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2012) defines equity in education as “equity in 

education means that personal or social circumstances such as gender, ethnic origin or 

family background, are not obstacles to achieving educational potential (fairness) and that 

all individuals reach at least a basic minimum level of skills (inclusion)” (para. 1). As a 

result, the OECD (2012) argues that inclusion and fairness are equity components. Other 

scholars like Gorski (2018) also argue that education leaders must learn to apply an 

equity lens in decision-making.  

According to the Center for Public Education (2016), all pupils achieve equity 

when they graduate equipped for success after high school because they obtain the 

resources they need. Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, and Pittenger (2014) further propose 
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equity comprises policies and practices that afford every student admission to an 

education fixated on meaningful scholarship—one that imparts the profound learning 

skills modern civilization requires in ways that grant students to learn autonomously 

during their livelihood.  

The concept of equity also extends beyond a fair system by distinguishing 

instruction, services, and resources to answer effectually to students' varied requirements 

so that all minors can reach their full academic and societal potential (Thompson & 

Thompson, 2018). Family medicine and humanities scholars Braveman and Gruskin 

(2013) believe equity is social justice in action because the principle of fairness becomes 

practiced. When discussing equity as fairness, other researchers like Nadelson, Miller, 

Hu, Bang, and Walthall (2019) argue, like Gorski (2018), that equity in education 

requires an equity mindset.  

Thus, having an educational equity mindset requires adopting culturally 

responsive teaching to understand cultural diversity’s impact on learning in a fast-

growing racially and ethnically diverse classroom (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Gay 

(2002) argues, “Culturally responsive teaching includes understanding and supporting the 

cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of students” (as cited in Nadelson 

et al., 2019, p. 27). Nadleson et al. (2019) further exclaim that school leaders and teachers 

need to take ownership of school equity, including assessing and comprehending the 

equity deficits and gaps. They further propose that educational leaders who foster and 

nourish equitable school climates transform all students' learning (Nadleson et al., 2019). 

 An excellent way to understand the school climate is for leaders to conduct equity 

audits. McKenzie and Skrla (2011) coined the term equity consciousness, where a 
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person's perception of the level of equity and inequity is at the forefront in actions, 

policies, situations, establishments, and results. More so, McKenzie and Skrla's research 

is multi-faceted. It includes learning how to become equitably mindful by first doing 

equity audits to determine overall health as it relates to fairness and justice in education. 

Equity research by Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) suggests “race continues to 

be a significant factor in determining inequity in the United States—[and] is easily 

documented in statistical and demographic data” (p. 48). The data affected include 

student achievement, discipline and suspension rates, inclusion rates in general education 

settings, educational funding, and teacher quality (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, cited in 

Cramer et al., 2018). Thus, an equity audit like the one McKenzie and Skrla designed, 

were built to examine how aware and responsive leaders are to inequities, so they can 

help uproot the harmful actions and practices embedded in an organization's behaviors, 

training, or outcomes.  

Lastly, it is essential to note that inequity becomes magnified due to inadequate 

financial funding in diverse areas. For example, other publications on equity practices 

argue that additional aspects that perpetuate injustice are inadequate financial funding at 

the state and federal level, under-sourced schools (Blanchett et al., 2009), derisory 

teacher preparation programs, and deprived teaching (Darling-Hammond, 2004). Thus, if 

multiple research studies empirically document how reduced subsidy is impacting equity 

in different dominions, it is an area that society can no longer ignore. Undervaluing the 

role of under-resourced programs or professional development in the advancement of 

teachers and ultimately student achievement only contributes a ripple effect passed onto 

multiple parties at various intersections.  
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In closing, Chapman, Laird, Ifill, and KewalRamani (2011) state that the dropout 

rates for African American and Hispanic students compared to their White counterparts 

range from twice as likely for African American peers and 2.5 times as possible for 

Hispanic pupils. Subsequently, a noticeable statistical display in inequitable 

environments underscores low student achievement. Poor student achievement can 

expand its unfortunate influence on financial results in a community. Thus, as Gorksi 

(2018) argues, it is critical for those who advocate for equity to know that one can only 

reach equity in one route by challenging inequities head-on. McKenzie and Skrla (2011) 

summarize in their research that accomplishing equity for a school or district is not 

possible in terms of equitability and exceptionality until the classrooms reflect the same 

standards of equity and fairness. Perhaps the quest for equity is best succinctly captured 

by American novelist James Baldwin who once echoed in a 1962 New York Times 

publication, that “not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed 

until it is faced” (para. 30)  

Mass Imprisonment and Its Effects on Youth 

The amount of research on mass imprisonment depicts an evident incarceration 

practice highly scrutinized worldwide. However, when comparing the United States to 

other Western democracies, the U.S. outpaces all industrialized nations. Figure 1 

represents Walmsley’s (2009) international incarceration model, and even today, 

America maintains the status of the country with the highest confinement rate across the 

globe.  



37 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. International Incarceration Rates 

Note. The model illustrates the international rates of incarceration (per 100,000 
population). Adapted from Walmsley (2009). World Prison Population List, 
eighth edition (London: International Centre for Prison Studies, 2009). 
 

As depicted in Figure 1, America leads the statistics in correctional supervision 

(Clear & Frost, 2014). Additionally, Soltis (2014) details how the American imprisoned 

population surpasses 7 million people.  Bonczar (2003), hyper-focused on research, 

studies how the issue of 7 million people incarcerated is grave because it translates into 

currently, one in every 32 American adults serving correctional time.   

Further, Gibbons and former United States Attorney General Katzenbach (2006) 

indicate that 13.5 million grownups are annually involved in U.S. jails and prisons. 

Therefore, Clear and Frost (2014) argue two main points. The first is that the U.S. 
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trademarked the accomplishment of being the country with the most correctional 

confinements (Clear & Frost, 2014). The second is that the United States also earned the 

distinction of being the nation that imprisons more individuals than other homelands and 

supersedes the confinement rate per one hundred thousand people, as represented in 

Walmsley’s (2009) model. Thus, proving the prevalence of imprisonment in the United 

States is an internalized significant course of action to address crime. 

Substantial statistics on confinement highlight the severity of mass imprisonment 

in America. However, the biblical and historical context of mass incarceration is equally 

imperative in the literature review. Thus, mass incarceration literature will become 

categorized into six areas that depict how the concept of incarceration via justice 

theology evolved into mass imprisonment, ultimately impacting more youth than any era 

before has done so. 

Theological Context 

 Imprisoning individuals who break laws often becomes perceived as an act of 

justice.  However, when examining justice, it is critical to report the origin of where one 

can first see justice in action.  The Bible describes a law of retaliation known as lex 

talionis, an “eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (Soltis, 2011, p. 115). Soltis (2011) 

argues that most literature states that lex talionis is about creating an even platform where 

the offended can seek retaliation for being victimized. “The law restores power to victims 

by offering them a claim to the equivalent suffering of the offender” (Soltis, 2011, p. 

115). Thus, if an individual breaks the law, it can become perceived as why the other 

party or the state, in most cases regarding minor offenses such as drug charges and 

others, proceed with pursuing the stakeholder who broke the law. The act of justice is one 
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party holding another party accountable for their actions and outlining imprisonment as a 

consequence saying an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. However, the argument in the 

Old Testament, where lex talionis is first mentioned, signifies that the retaliation law was 

not about vengeance.  

 Soltis (2011) claims lex talionis provides the basis for settling disputes between 

rich and poor folks on an even playing field. “Instead of requiring vengeance, it provided 

a basis for settling disputes in an equitable manner, avoided excessive retaliation, and 

protected those who were powerless” (Soltis, 2011, p. 116). This interpretation is similar 

to how other contemporary theologians and philosophers have also understood lex 

talionis like Zehr (2002), who views retribution and restoration as two separate 

approaches.  

 Soltis (2011) further argues that retribution focuses on a pang of guilt toward the 

offender and past actions.  Whereas restorative justice involves “…the victim, the 

offender, and the community in a forward-looking process that repairs, and where 

possible, reconciles these relationships” (Soltis, 2011, p. 114).  Zehr (2002) agrees that 

the two paradigms share the notion of trying to right a wrong; however, the two 

approaches remain steadfastly different in their unique ways. “Whereas retribution theory 

suggests that pain will vindicate, restorative justice finds vindication in an 

acknowledgment of the victim’s needs along with efforts to encourage offenders to take 

responsibility and address the cause of their behavior” (Zehr, 2002, p. 59).  

 In Exodus 21:26-27, the scripture states that if a master beats an enslaved person 

to where he suffers physical injury such as a lost tooth, or a pained eye, then the master is 

required to release the enslaved person as repayment for the grievance. Thus, in this 
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biblical example, liberation outdoes reprisal. When fast-forwarding to the New 

Testament, lex talionis loses its original meaning: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. 

Marshall (2001) describes how “Jesus’ command to turn the other cheek and to surrender 

one’s cloak constitutes a new standard of righteousness modeled after divine justice…” 

(Marshall, 2001, as cited in Soltis, 2011, p. 116). Soltis, however, maintains that lex 

talionis remains valuable because it “can mediate restoration and retribution by 

recommending due punishment or compensations that is ultimately directed toward repair 

and restoration” (Soltis, 2011, p. 117).  

           Another example of justice discussed is the concept of atonement, where 

retributive justice becomes deemed necessary to address crime or sin (Gorringe, 1996). 

The satisfaction theory of atonement comes in two ideas. The first, Soltis (2011) states, is 

primary and a way to repay the “debt of crime” (p. 117). The second satisfaction theory 

proposes a complete responsibility to penalize. Thus, the concept of atonement in the 

eyes of justice is geared more toward the larger sense of rule and command because sin is 

not only a crime in the physical, secular world but is also a sin against God. St. Anselm 

of Canterbury is the individual who led the field on atonement, and his treatise Cur Deus 

Homo supports a more healing approach by embedding justice in the way one views 

God’s will (Anselm,1956). Thus, if either fulfillment or chastisement must trail every sin, 

Anselm argues the complete responsibility to castigate criminals (Soltis, 2011).  

Nevertheless, Soltis (2011) further argues that because humans share a 

dependence on one another, one's punishment should not only become forced upon one 

individual but rather a group. “One of the greatest challenges for our image of justice is 

to extricate it from a narrow, individualist view of offenders and instead place full 
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relationally and moral agency at the center of our pursuit of justice” (Soltis, 2011, p. 

122). Thus, an individual who commits a crime experiences a burden of isolation when 

they commit wrongdoing due to the crime itself. They are isolated from their community 

because of their offense. Soltis (2011) argues that society ostracizes individuals to punish 

them for their crimes.  

In addition to becoming secluded due to criminal wrongdoing, the individual loses 

their ability to participate in social life. However, social alienation and marginalization 

affect the incarcerated member and their families. Thus, the dispute becomes that families 

and children of those incarcerated are the collateral damage lost in the pursuit of justice. 

Soltis (2011) states that social exclusion affects the inmate and the other community 

members, subject to their removal from society.   

 Perhaps the most fitting call to action regarding justice in addressing wrongdoing 

and the imposed harm of incarceration is summed up best by Soltis. Soltis (2011) 

believes lex talionis and atonement are originators in justice. Yet, Soltis (2011) also 

remarks that those two theories are only starting points on how justice looks and sounds 

in action. Soltis (2011) notes the following: 

If citizens and policymakers plainly accept the social exclusion of offenders and 

wait until the conclusion of a sentence to consider reintegration, justice is already 

long overdue. Reintegration is the starting point of punishment rather than a 

question after its completion. The alienation experienced by an offender ought not 

to be the response to crime; this alienation is the experience of crime itself. It is 

by violating the community that one is alienated and set at a distance. In these 

terms, we can see that the social alienation and marginalization that contribute to 
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the commission of crime are also violations and crimes themselves. We and our 

communities are implicated in creating, sustaining, and failing to address patterns 

of damaging social and economic inequality.  In many cases, mass incarceration 

only reinforces the exclusion that had been in place long before a crime had been 

committed. Thus, whether the burden of guilt falls to the offender, to his society, 

or is shared between the two, the object of justice is not only to restore injured 

relationships but also to restore belonging. Justice demands that membership is 

maintained and nourished to the fullest extent possible, and it demands that the 

imposition of any exclusion is always in the service of such membership. (pp. 

123-124) 

If society readily uses incarceration as a method to address wrongdoing, then as a 

community, we must address our shortcoming in how we use the family members of 

those affected by penal confinement as pawns in a practice that was never outlined to be 

solely used in a such a detrimental and harmful way to our peers. Therefore, the next 

portion of the literature focuses on why mass incarceration is a phenomenon in the United 

States and examines its effects on those imprisoned, their families, and its impact on 

society. 

Historical Background 

 The commission of co-chairs, Gibbons and Katzenbach, released a report in 2006 

titled The Commission of Safety and Abuse in America's Prisons. In the opening report, 

Gibbons and Katzenbach (2006) alluded to incarceration as an end with no solution. 

Further, it was an endpoint that did not affect those outside the bars of confinement; thus, 

the more one looked away from what was happening inside penitentiaries, the further 
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removed they became from troubles that did not affect them (Gibbons & Katzenbach, 

2006). As a result, one must wonder whether the rise of incarceration was permitted 

because many looked away or saw it as an end with no solution. Both possibilities 

contribute to the historical context that situates incarceration's upsurge.  

 Clear (2006) argues that imprisonment reform occurred in three stages, and those 

three periods played a direct role in contributing to the increase in mass incarceration. 

The first stage happened in the 1970s when American states abolished parole practice, 

consequently eradicating rehabilitative programs. The second phase occurred during the 

1980s when drug reform under President Reagan sought to expand former President 

Nixon's War on Drugs policies. According to Clear (2006), the final wave was the 

implementation of harsh sentencing penalties concentrated on violent offenses and 

offenders. These segments in American history are instrumental in the rise of mass 

imprisonment.  

 Garland (2001b) defines mass confinement in the twenty-first century, in a liberal 

democracy, as the enclosure of more than 2 million Americans imprisoned, which is an 

unusual occurrence. The act of confining this magnitude of people makes imprisonment 

tip into mass imprisonment when it becomes about systemic captivity of complete 

clusters of people and not about the imprisonment of individual lawbreakers (Garland, 

2001a; Simon, 2007; Wildeman, 2009). In determining the effects of mass imprisonment, 

an analysis must occur of the population subject to frequent incarceration. Clear (2007) 

outlines three waves that contributed to the imprisonment growth, thus, providing insight 

into potential populations associated with incarceration. However, Garland's (2001b) 

research distinctively concentrates on confinement selectivity.  
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 Arditti (2012) pinpoints that originally internment was comparable to population 

control. Those who maintained this belief were Alfred Blumstein and Richard Rosenfeld 

(1998). Blumstein and Rosenfeld (1998) argued that incarceration was necessary for 

keeping law and order since the 1900s. Blumstein and Rosenfeld (1998) and colleagues' 

beliefs stemmed from sociologist Emile Durkheim (1895), who believed societies used 

reprimanding to sustain social norms (Clear & Frost, 2014). However, whether one looks 

at the reasons for the increase in incarceration Blumstein and Rosenfeld (1998) stated or 

the three waves that Clear (2007) argued contributed to the spike in imprisonment, there 

is substantial evidence in the figure below how the U.S. imprisonment rate accelerated in 

the 1970s when America abolished parole.  

 Wildeman and Western (2010) also argue that deindustrialization substantially 

impacted the dwindling societal journey that collided with the same decade of parole 

eradication. Thus, in their eyes, “…widespread joblessness in poor urban neighborhoods 

coupled with the emergence of a gray economy and a booming drug trade to foster 

addiction and careers in crime, [left] young men in inner cities vulnerable to arrest and 

prosecution” (Wilson, 1987, as cited in Wildeman & Western, 2010, p. 159). 
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 Figure 2. U.S. Imprisonent Rate 

Note. The model indicates that the U.S. imprisonment rate includes only those 
sentenced to more than 1 year in prison (per 100,000 population). Adapted from 
Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics Online (2009).  

 
Unlike Clear (2007), Wildeman and Western (2010), and Dagger (2014) propose 

that incarceration has grown excessively due to four reasons that include “1. Too many 

people are committing crimes; 2. Too many activities count as criminal; 3. Too many 

criminals are imprisoned; 4. Too many prisoners are imprisoned for too long” (p. 31). 

The simplicity in how Dagger (2014) categorizes the four reasons instead of Clear's 

(2007) explanation of the three governmental waves that spiked incarceration is not 

shallow. Dagger (2014) pinpoints broader concepts in history that characterize excessive 

incarceration.  In analyzing these four areas and specific actions by the U.S. government, 

it is also necessary to note that dense incarceration areas typically reside in the United 

States, according to other researchers such as Clear and Frost (2014).  

 Figure 2. U.S. Imprisonment Rate 
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Historically, high confinement rates reside in impoverished zip codes. Clear and 

Frost (2014) also emphasize how prison data trends portray this inclination toward 

minority communities. Clear and Frost's (2014) research state: 

Without question, growth in incarceration over the period concentrated among 

black young males from impoverished inner-city neighborhoods…More than half 

of the adult prisoners are under thirty-five years old and almost nine in ten are 

under forty-five. Over 90 percent are men, and nearly half are African 

American…Incarceration rates for black males are at least five times higher than 

for white males across every age group. (p. 27) 

When examining why minority communities are on the receiving end for 

substantially higher incarceration rates, Clear and Frost’s (2014) research attributes 

multiple reasons, such as a higher concentration of policing and the barefaced differences 

in how the criminal justice courts address disproportionate crime rates. 
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Note. The graphic depicts how African Americans compared to white Americans, 
are incarcerated nationally and in New Haven at a rate roughly seven times higher 
and Latinos at a rate approximately three times higher. Adapted from Eric Cadora 
and Charles Swartz, The Justice Mapping Center, (2003).  

 
  The Justice Mapping Center's infographic shows the detailed description that 

Clear and Frost (2014) portrayed of minority communities experiencing higher 

incarceration rates than non-minority neighborhoods. Gibbons and Katzenbach (2006) 

also argue that legislatures should be accountable for their role in how unequal police 

concentration and disproportionate criminal justice outcomes affect minority 

communities. “Many of our laws have disproportionately impacted poor communities in 

primarily urban neighborhoods, and predictably so.  

 Laws have the consequence of incarcerating one in every three or four African 

American men in some neighborhoods” (Gibbons & Katzenback, 2006, p. 536). Further, 

Greene et al. (2006) describe how lop-sided laws exacerbate minority communities. For 

example, some regulations impact African Americans and Latinos at higher rates because 

Figure 3. The Unequal Impact of Incarceration 
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minority communities are situated in geographical areas inundated as verboten drug-free 

zones (Greene et al., 2006).  

           When one reads how poor communities are affected by the uneven laws applied to 

varying degrees, one should remain mindful that those communities include children who 

attend public schools. Thus, there is a connection between every type of imposed law and 

the criminal justice outcomes that affect students sitting in school chairs all allegedly 

promised a better tomorrow.  Clear (2007) notes that mass incarceration is in areas 

deemed prison places. Moreover, the schools and neighborhoods begin to reflect the 

penitentiary characteristics in highly concentrated imprisonment areas (Sander, 2010). 

Tuzzolo and Hewit (2006) compare police who patrol school buildings to correctional 

officers monitoring prison grounds. Therefore, statistics only give a startling glimpse into 

the realities experienced in neighborhoods and schools by communities of color.  

           Another essential factor in investigating the historical context of mass 

incarceration is understanding the financial gain imprisonment brings to a capitalist 

society. It would be naïve not to think about the money derived from state correctional 

facilities. Typically, one becomes familiar with maintaining inmates' heightened expense. 

The $29,000 is the national average expense per person yearly (Clear & Frost, 2014). 

However, the prison economy yields other considerable sums of money to the state 

legislatures—such as collect calls that produce upward of $15 million a year in some 

states (Gibbons & Katzenbach, 2006). 
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 Figure 4. The Cost of Keeping in Touch  

Note. The graphic indicates calling rates (cents per minute) provided by Citizens 
United for the Rehabilitation of Errants (C.U.R.E.); information about 
commissions provided by the American Bar Association and by Alan Elsner in his 
book Gates of Injustice (2004).  
 
Therefore, when looking at the historic number of individuals experiencing jail 

and prison time, it is also necessary to review their families' costs to maintain 

communication with their loved ones. While collect calls per state vary, even local fees 

are often painfully high for many economically disadvantaged families already trying to 

make do with an incarcerated member unable to contribute to the household financially. 

“For example, in Florida, where only collect calls are allowed, a prisoner’s 15-minute in-

state long-distance call costs $5.32. Calling someone out of state costs $17.30. The state 
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earned over 15 million in commissions on prisoners’ calls in 2000” (Citizens for the 

Rehabilitation of Errant, Florida Corrections Commission, as cited in Gibbons & 

Katzenbach, 2006, p. 438). The American Correctional Association (ACA) argues that 

prisoners should be afforded the opportunity to reasonably priced telecommunications 

parallel to fees shared by the general public (ACA, 2001).  However, the report by co-

chairs Gibbons and Katzenbach (2006) discovered that many correctional state 

departments become pressured to use telephone contracts to generate state funds instead 

of family unification. 

Penal Confinement Types 

Another critical area related to the historical context of mass incarceration 

includes analyzing penal confinement and offense classifications. Clear and Frost (2014) 

argue that the offense-type classifications are misinformed and do not define their alleged 

offenses adequately.  Thus, data depicts those violent offenders make up over half of the 

imprisoned population. However, when examining what the classification of violent 

entails, Clear and Frost (2014) say different classifications like violent, property, drug, 

and public order include severe and less severe offenses.  

For example, violent offenses include “very serious crimes like murder, rape, and 

armed robbery, but also presumably far less serious offenses like criminal endangerment, 

intimidation, and a whole host of other violent offenses” (Clear & Frost, 2014, p. 21). 

This range in what the term violent means and how it becomes applied in determining 

punishment is why Clear and Frost (2014) argue for a different categorization system and 

that the term should be applied to how the court processes charges and convictions.  
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 Understanding the scope of types of penal confinement enables an examination of 

triggers that may produce mass imprisonment numbers. Therefore, context is necessary 

for deciphering other types of penal confinement that also impact confinement rates. For 

instance, the length of time an individual undergoes incarceration is critical. There are 

two ways to label the number of children experiencing parental incarceration—point 

prevalence and cumulative prevalence. Murray and Farrington (2008) describe the two 

ways the totals can become counted by the following: 

The first is to count how many children have a parent in prison at one point in 

time, which is called point prevalence. This reflects the daily prison population. 

The second is to count how many children have a parent imprisoned at some stage 

during a period, which is called the cumulative prevalence. This reflects the 

population of prison receptions. (p. 137) 

Thus, the United States commonly maintains data based on point prevalence, over 

tracking cumulative prevalence (Murray & Farrington, 2008). While statistical data tells 

us the gravity of the situation in terms of quantitative data, it does not examine the 

spillover effects that often result in children’s lives with incarcerated parents. 

Parental Incarceration Impact 

  Due to incarceration’s extensive impact across the United States and specifically 

the negative impact on primarily minority communities, it is vital to investigate its 

damage on children, often treated as collateral expenses. A variety of literature 

documents the statistics of incarcerated parents. For example, researchers state that two-

thirds of federal inmates and over half of state prisoners are parents (Comfort, 2008; 

Glaze & Maruschak, 2008; Mumola, 2000). Further, other researchers like Hagan and 
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Dinovitzer (1999), Wakefield and Uggen (2010), Murray and Farrington (2008), Rose 

and Clear (1998) state that approximately 3% of U.S. minors under 18 have parents 

confined, which equates to roughly 2 million youth.  

Thus, knowing there are two million children in school systems who will then 

matriculate to society, it is critical to notate and investigate who these children are and 

how are they doing in school spaces that Clear (2007) and Sanders (2010) refer to as 

schools operated like penitentiaries in zip code areas considered prison spaces. Three 

percent of U.S. children with imprisoned parents means it is nearly a school norm to 

encounter students with parents in prison or jail. Sampson and Loeffler (2010) exclaim 

that having a large percentage of minors with parents behind bars invites a consequential 

possibility for intergenerational consequences to happen. Soltis (2011) believes that the 

beginning of these consequential impacts is the feelings a child begins to undertake, such 

as anxiety, sadness, isolation, or shame.  

Biology, psychology, sociology, and identity development research indicate the 

critical aspect of how one's psyche or personality grows or becomes influenced by 

contextualism (Lerner, 1988). Other authors like Arditti (2012) also maintain that 

“development cannot be understood apart from the contexts in which it occurs” (p. 14). 

The criticality of context is vital because it plays a role in how experience is 

distinguished. Therefore, the wide range of emotions and experiences youth can deal with 

is extensive because numerous external factors contribute to a change, like having parents 

imprisoned.  

Some publications argue it is difficult to pinpoint the impact of confined parents 

on children due to the intersectionality of influences. Johnson and Easterling (2012) 
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argue that the difference between children with and without incarcerated parents differs 

on varying dimensions like family involvement and socioeconomic status. As a result, it 

is hard to determine if external mannerisms are due to parental incarceration or other 

hardships in a child's ecology. Further, Murray and Farrington (2008) also acknowledge 

that the vague link to define a causal relationship between a parent’s incarceration with 

their children’s adverse outcomes is not a reliable link because of other pre-existing 

dynamics embedded in a child’s environment. 

Equivalent research indicates a trend in typical outputs of minors who have lost 

parents to the criminal system. For example, inclinations and patterns include hostility 

(Baunach, 1985; Sharp & Marcus-Mendoza, 2001), criminal conduct (Huebner & 

Gustafson, 2007; Murray et al., 2007), delinquency in youth and adulthood (Murray & 

Farrington, 2005), depression (Kampfner, 1995; Wilbur et al., 2007), social segregation 

that continues into adulthood (Foster & Hagan, 2007), and academic problems endured at 

school (Hanlon et al., 2005).  

Other empirical research notes that children whose parents become removed due 

to incarceration possess insecurities with relationships and caregivers (Poehlmann, 2005). 

The insecurities extend beyond relationships and stem from trying to keep a secret about 

the loss. In qualitative research, children are compelled to silence because of the social 

stigma (Johnston, 1995). They silently endure shame and embarrassment (Nesmith & 

Ruhland, 2008), ultimately withdrawing from their social relationships or avoiding the 

topic of incarceration (Braman, 2004). Often ambiguous loss theory is associated with 

youth because the disappearance of a parent to jail or prison is not permanent, and other 

times can become long-lasting.  
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Ambiguous Loss. Boss (1999, 2004, 2006) describes ambiguous loss as what a person 

feels when the family is psychologically absent but physically present such as 

Alzheimer's, or when the family is physically missing but psychologically existing, like 

divorce or incarceration. This loss becomes a loss that is a relational disorder and not a 

psychic dysfunction because of ambiguity in how those around them experience the loss 

do not know how to assist (Boss, 2007). Additionally, the ambiguity in the context 

overwhelms the gist of loss, causing individuals to freeze, be unable to cope, and grieve 

(Gergen, 2006). It is also critical to note that research defines why the term ambiguity is 

opposed to uncertainty or ambivalence. Boss (2007) argues ambiguous loss maintains its 

literature exactly how uncertainty and ambivalence do. To support this argument, Boss 

(2007) refers to Huebner et al. (2007), who use uncertainty to study military deployment, 

which carries different perceptions of boundary ambiguity and uncertainty. Similarly, 

ambivalence is experienced individually and is not ambiguous loss theory because 

ambiguous loss stems from a situation outside of the person or family (Boss, 2007).  

The concept of ambiguous loss further describes a loss that lingers due to a lack 

of closure (Betz & Thorngren, 2006). Another facet of ambiguous loss is the process of 

going through the experience. Markell and Hoover (2010) argue the griever is not 

permitted to grieve. As a result, Betz and Thorngren (2006) believe those who do not 

receive the social support to process the loss often accept that they need to move on 

without grieving, which is similar to Gergen's (2006) outlook. Boss (2009) further argues 

that because the ambiguous loss is traumatic, it immobilizes one from coping.  

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) often becomes linked with ambiguous loss. 

However, in multiple literature works, it is argued as different because, unlike PTSD, the 
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ambiguous loss remains ongoing. The ambiguity of the traumatizing experience reoccurs 

over a lifetime or even maintains a multi-generational span like slavery or the Holocaust 

(Boss, 2009).   

A critical role ambiguity loss plays is how it situates itself among experiences in a 

person's life. Enduring ambiguous losses often overshadow temporal calendars that 

reflect standardized calendar units' time. For example, Tubbs and Boss (2000) and Daly 

(1996) argue that a sociological calendar supersedes the temporal calendar because time 

and identity become formulated based on situations and life-altering events engrained in 

how one perceives living and after the occurrence. Therefore, due to the impact 

ambiguous loss plays, those who work with students who experience ambiguous loss 

must recognize their respective feelings and detach from students’ experiences to allow 

the student to use provided tools to adapt and heal from a loss that carries a social stigma 

(Guidry et al., 2013).  

More so, hope is imperative to those who have endured ambiguous loss because 

literature cites that they are likely to reach a phase and understand Kusnher’s (1981) 

concept that bad things happen to good people. Boss (1999) believes those who 

experience ambiguous loss merely endure because they cannot make sense of ambiguity. 

This is why Abrams (2001) and Walsh (1998) argue that making meaning and 

constructing hope enables those undergoing ambiguous loss to find rationality, essentially 

becoming resilient if they have the right supports in life and school.   

In addition to ambiguous loss effects, another research observation is focused on 

determining the impact parental incarceration has on children according to their race and 

ethnicity (Murray & Farrington, 2008). The existing literature focuses primarily on 
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children of incarcerated parents who are statistically African American or Hispanic; 

however, research seldom distinguishes children's effects by their race and ethnicity. 

Typically, children in parental incarceration studies are viewed holistically as one 

categorical group. Because it is superficial to only look at a phenomenon by one 

category, it is necessary to see how race or ethnicity influences parental incarceration's 

effects and experience. Investigating this factor can determine if the differences 

contribute to more significant fluctuations for minority children than non-minority.  

Nonetheless, all the statistics in the literature emphasized the vulnerability 

children with incarcerated parents experience, but none are as poignantly captured as 

once said— “…they are hidden; they are often not discussed” (Becker et al., 2017, p. 

261). Therefore, the anomaly of children who have lost parents to a criminal system 

plagued by institutionalized targeting is vital to analysis to unfold what can become 

improved, so no child is hidden or forced to hide.    

The Impact of Trauma on Students 

There is overwhelming literature on trauma and the impacts on the different types 

of traumas. However, when analyzing events or experiences that inflict traumatic 

exposure, the literature categorizes occurrences. Erikson (1995) described trauma as “a 

blow to the tissues of the body—or more frequently now, to the tissues of the mind—that 

results in injury or some other disturbance” (p. 183). Simon (2016) quotes Webster's 

definition of trauma saying trauma is “a very difficult or unpleasant experience that 

causes someone to have mental or emotional problems usually for a long time” (p. 22). 

 Further, Simon (2016) quotes Webster saying, “emotional or psychological 

trauma … [is]… a disordered psychic or behavioral state resulting from severe mental or 
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emotional stress or physical injury” (p. 22). Hollingsworth (2019) describes trauma 

experiences as acute or chronic and that both forms yield a bearing on often noticeable 

behavior by trauma victims. While research recommends that trauma usually has 

observable behavior, Shalka (2019) argues, “though there exists commonality among 

survivor experiences, it is also the case that trauma can be experienced and reacted to in 

varied ways” (p. 743). 

Simon (2016) and other psychologists also note that trauma affects age groups 

differently. The developmental stages of youth are critical periods that undergo trauma-

induced actions distinctly. Martin, Ashley, White, Axelson, Clark, and Burrus (2017) 

state, “symptoms often differ based on the child's age and developmental stage. 

Traumatized children are more likely than other children to exhibit a wide range of 

adverse health behaviors that can impact their everyday life…” (p. 960). Shonkoff and 

Garner (2012) document how adverse childhood experiences (ACE) often have 

significant and lasting effects on youth.  

Terrasi and de Galarce (2017) examine children who live in steadily dysfunctional 

atmospheres. These adolescents’ manifest signs of what is known as complex trauma. 

Complex trauma is the snowballing effect of recurring traumatic moments over a 

prolonged time. Cook et al. (2005) propose: 

Such trauma typically occurs within the child's social or familial network 

(frequently involving caregivers or trusted adults), and it often occurs during 

developmentally vulnerable periods, such as toddlerhood, when children are 

learning to regulate emotions, or during early adolescence, when interpersonal 
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skills and problem-solving abilities usually take off. (as cited in Terrasi et al., 

2017, p. 36) 

Additionally, Terrasi et al. (2017) emphasize in their research: 

Familiar sources of complex trauma include physical, sexual, or emotional neglect 

and abuse; being a witness to repeated acts of domestic violence; experiencing 

poverty, deprivation, or homelessness; and being stigmatized or cast off for 

reasons having to do with race, religion, or sexual identity. (p. 36) 

On intersectional factors relating to race, Turner, Finkelhor, and Ormrod (2010) 

substantiate that the trauma brought by race stigmatization is not just limited to race. 

Racial-ethnic minority youth from low socioeconomic status and whose parents have 

achieved minimal high school education experience or those who live with single parents 

or stepparents also have disproportionately higher trauma exposure rates (Turner et al., 

2010).  

Articles published in the American School Health Association by psychologists 

and health policy activists address the disproportionate number of children who 

experience trauma. The overwhelming percentage of those affected by trauma indicates 

traumatic experiences that cause multiple adverse effects, especially for youth, can 

arguably negatively impact the United States' public health. Turner et al. (2013) estimate 

that approximately 80% of American children and youth have undergone trauma in the 

form of oppression. As a result, it is critical to understand the scope of adverse factors 

that cause trauma or the traumatic experiences themselves that contribute a negative 

impact on public and mental health.  
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One of the adverse childhood experiences listed includes parental incarceration 

(Turner et al., 2013). Further, Balistreri and Alvira-Hammond (2016), like Cook (2005) 

et al. and Terrasi et al. (2017), determine that adverse childhood experiences involve 

more than destructive acts of sexual, emotional, or physical abuse. Instead, according to 

Shonkoff and Garner (2012), ACE also includes familial and socio-environmental 

influences that comprise but are not limited to poverty, parent drug use, or domestic or 

neighborhood violence and unemployment (Turner et al., 2013).  

When focusing on the trauma associated with parental incarceration, many 

researchers liken the impact on those who have lost parents to death. Other researchers 

state that the trauma differs from death because the confinement may not be permanent. 

After all, it lingers, affecting youth in an ongoing manner. Arditti (2012), human 

development and family science professor, researches the psychological and social 

effects of imprisonment on children. Specifically, Arditti (2012) proposes that one of the 

long-lasting primary effects of parental incarceration is trauma. Whereas death is final, 

Arditti (2012) states the distinct difference with ambiguous loss is that one does not know 

how a person will come back after incarceration or return to the typical self. The social-

psychological experience lacks resolution, often tricky for children to process (Arditti, 

2012).  

Further, other forms of grief or loss allow for a period of mourning and 

consolation. The goodbyes caused to parental confinement are not spoken about or 

processed with the outpouring of support from others. Schoenbauer (1986) expressed that 

incarceration rarely provokes consideration and care from others. This type of loss 

resembles a sentiment described as disenfranchised grief, according to Doka (1989). 
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Doka (1989) compares disenfranchised grief from parental incarceration to a hidden loss 

that is not acknowledged publicly or socially.  

Thus, when experiencing a loss that needs to become hidden because it is not 

socially approved or aligned to a standard category of loss, like the reality of losing a 

parent to incarceration, it evokes feelings of shame or embarrassment. Werner-Lin and 

Moro (2004) say this feeling of humiliation contributes to secret-keeping. Therefore, the 

cycle of trauma repeats, losing a parent to jail or prison because the process is sustaining. 

Parental imprisonment is not final like death; it is temporary death that elicits trauma 

repeatedly with the initial removal, the continuous loss, and the potential for personality 

erasure or cost that occurs psychologically and socially. Arditti (2002) captures the type 

of loss by saying the loss is like a funeral no one attends, or a passing deprived of a body.  

Therefore, the trauma relating to parental imprisonment is arduous and 

multidimensional and involves extreme physiological and emotional reactions that must 

be well managed (Arditti, 2012). Travis and Waul (2003) determine two conclusions 

because of parental confinement. The first is that children who experience the loss of a 

parent experience an immediate traumatic event. The second is that children have 

significant issues managing circumstances categorized by vagueness, such as temporary 

loss that is fleeting and uncertain.  

Overall, the literature on trauma is extensive and remains highly scrutinized and 

deservedly so when the research on child trauma impacts multiple realms beyond 

posttraumatic stress. Bocknek, Sanderson, and Britner (2009) designed a mixed-methods 

study where they analyzed schoolchildren with demonstrated trauma and determined that 

many children internalized and externalized behaviors with stress or anti-social patterns 
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and displayed school difficulties. Day et al. (2015) also state that research supports how 

the impact of trauma negatively affects academic performance and reduces social-

emotional value.  

Lastly, the other great difficulty children with parents behind bars endure is the 

stigma and strain of seeing an imprisoned parent as an outcast from society. According to 

Ferow (2019) and Trumbo (2019), incarceration disrupts youth's lives, leading children to 

experience shame, grief, and increased fear, because others will perceive them as 

unworthy or criminals ending up exactly like their parents. 

The Formulation of Student Identity and Perception of Self 

Shalka (2019), a researcher focused on education and human development, 

reiterates what other scholars mention about identity formation not being connected to a 

singular event. Scholarship suggests “a relationship between trauma experienced during 

adolescence or early adulthood … [has a] … potential for a central impact on identity 

formation” (Berntsen & Rubin, 2006, 2007; Ogle et al., 2013, as cited in Shalka, 2019, p. 

740). Bernsten and Rubin (2006) also add that when a traumatic experience is a dominant 

event in one's life, it is likely to be that much more entwined with identity. Therefore, 

how student identity becomes formulated is based on existing partial trauma experiences 

and haunting trauma triggers.  

One may be removed from the event or experience or has even possibly learned to 

manage under the influence of chronic trauma; however, the reality is that whatever once 

occurred or affects one often shapes a part of that informed individuality. Martin et al. 

(2017) argues, “even when in a safe environment, adolescents who have experienced 

trauma may encounter situations that trigger a distressing memory associated with a 
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traumatic event” (p. 960). Pachter and Coll (2009) define trauma triggers as not only 

threatening situations but instead include “sights, sounds, touches, smells or tastes linked 

in memory to the original traumatic event” (as cited in Martin et al., 2017, p. 960). The 

trauma triggers are crucial in the literature review because they directly impact student 

identity construction when investigating how racial minorities with incarcerated parents 

perceive themselves as public-school students.  

Trauma changes the brain, specifically affecting the limbic system, the prime area 

for emotional functioning and critical memory. Trauma also affects the prefrontal cortex, 

where cognitive behavior, decision making, regulating social behavior, and personality 

expression occur (Simon, 2016). Therefore, trauma we know is documented in extensive 

literature reviews because it is damaging in many regards. It can also change a person's 

psychological and neuropsychological makeup, impacting a person's identity and how 

one perceives themselves. 

Identity Theory  

The fascinating part about identity theory is that elements intrinsically link to the 

grand ideas debated centuries and millennia ago. For example, Freud, Piaget, and Erikson 

are all historical theorists with ample experience in psychology, psychoanalysis, and 

philosophy. They all have similarities in terms of how a human's age is sequenced in 

specific periods and by life events. However, the distinct differences are in their approach 

to development theory, which focuses on analyzing diverse areas of human development.  

The literature on identity theory can be traced to before those philosophers. John 

Locke’s monumental medical research and philosophy were highlighted in his work, “An 

Essay Concerning Human Understanding,” written in 1690. This defining piece is where 
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Locke introduces the idea that a mind is like a tabula rasa, more commonly known as a 

blank slate when first born (Bennett & Locke, 2017). One of the main reasons this piece 

of literature is relevant to identity theory is that it comprises modern empiricism, which is 

the idea that knowledge comes from experience and is not innate. This belief connects to 

two views on identity development—identity theory and social identity theory.  

Multiple researchers argue the following on identity theory. “The core of an 

identity is the categorization of the self as an occupant of a role, and the incorporation, 

into the self, of the meanings and expectations associated with that role and its 

performance” (Burke & Tully, 1977; Thoits, 1986, as cited in Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 

225). In contrast, other psychologists and sociologists emphasize that social identity 

theory is a “person's knowledge that he or she belongs to a social category or group” 

(Hogg & Abrams, 1988, as cited in Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 225).  

Thus, a social group comprises persons who share a social identification or 

interpretation of themselves as associates of the same communal group. Further, once in 

society, people's identity or sense of self originates from the societal groupings they 

affiliate with or belong to in life (Stets & Burke, 2000). The ability to undergo either 

identity or social identity development is due to the experience one gains in life after 

birth, impacting the class and role one assumes as a person. Locke proposed: 

When this combination ·of ideas· is settled, and for as long as it lasts, reason is 

powerless to help us and relieve us from the effects of it. ·For· once an idea is in 

our minds, it will operate according to its nature and circumstances ·and cannot be 

swerved or dislodged by reason·. This lets us see how the following can happen: 

Someone has a recurring emotional pattern that his reason can’t overthrow, 
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though it is unreasonable, and this person listens to his reason in other cases. 

(Bennett & Locke, 2017, p. 143) 

Consequently, if reason and ideas stem from experience, the way Locke (1690) 

and other identity development theorists indicate, it is safely evident and arguable that 

external factors from schooling, environment, and experiences formulate a child's contour 

of development. This culmination of exposures leaves a lasting effect on whom they 

become. According to Locke, the brain is a blank canvas at birth, and that forms with 

environmental influence stemming from experiences and other inherited factors like race.  

Stets and Burke (2000) also state: 

Having a particular social identity means being at one with a specific group, being 

like others in the group, and seeing things from the group's perspective. In 

contrast, having a specific role identity means acting to fulfill the role's 

expectations, coordinating and negotiating interaction with role partners, and 

manipulating the environment to control the resources for which the role has 

responsibility. (p. 226) 

Further, Cast, Stets, and Burke (1997) propose individuals find motives to 

categorize themselves for specific reasons based on self-esteem or self-efficacy. Persons 

may classify themselves in certain traditions (in a role or group) not only to satisfy the 

need to feel valued (self-esteem) but also to feel capable (self-efficacy) (Cast et al., 

1997). In a publication about the legacy of Helms and Racial Identity Theory, Jernigan 

(2012) states that “Helms is clear that the most salient aspects of her identity are not 

separate from her, but inextricably intertwined” (p. 920). Jernigan (2012) knows that 

racial identity is about power subtleties; however, she echoes that Helms (1990) was 
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cautious about focusing on this one aspect of identity because several others influence a 

person's overall sense of self. Regardless of the faceted identity influences, there are 

various factors that convene and intersect, impacting how one formulates who they are, 

overall demonstrating the complex nature of identity dynamics. Blasi (1993) summed it 

up best by emphasizing that identity is the epicenter of one's existence or the 

indispensable self. 

The Role of Intersectional Factors that Compound Student Identity 

  Identity is fluid in makeup, and historically, scholars have argued the stimuli that 

attribute to how individuals categorize or perceive themselves. The researcher must 

examine the different theories connected to identity theory and social identity theory to 

satisfy the study. One of those concepts includes intersectionality. This study investigates 

how public-school students may see themselves because they have an incarcerated parent 

and are a racial and ethnic minority. Thus, these participants have multiple dynamics that 

affect how they may perceive themselves, so it is critical to assess what intersectionality 

is and how it contributes to a possible impact on how students see themselves in a school 

setting.  

Intersectionality      

Ample literature documents intersecting identities. An example of intersecting 

individualities includes a Black male who is heterosexual and of middle-class 

socioeconomic status (SES) instead of a Black male who is gay and of middle-class 

socioeconomic status. The two men in this example have three factors (race, sex, and 

economic status) that allow them to be part of the same classification; however, they have 

a fourth variable that enables them to have a different experience—their sexual 
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orientation. Their same race, sex, and economic status allow them to experience aspects 

of a shared identity but differ in their reality because one classifies as heterosexual and 

the other identifies as gay. Thus, their sexual orientation is an additional variable that 

impacts their social makeup. Another example may include a Hispanic student with 

incarcerated parents, another Hispanic student who does not have incarcerated parents, 

and a third student who is White with incarcerated parents. If these students are the same 

sex, then the differences include race and parental confinement. Therefore, these 

identities and cross-related factors converge with how the three students may see their 

distinctiveness.  

The nuances in intersecting identities can range within one set of identity factors 

(such as race) or extend to other factors, including gender, sexuality, ethnicity, disability, 

or other physiognomies. Intersectionality addresses the interconnected nature of social 

categorizations such as race, class, and gender, regarded as creating overlapping and 

interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage (Oxford Dictionary, 2020). 

Social theorist and law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) first devised the concept of 

intersectionality. McIntosh (2019) summarizes Crenshaw’s outlook on the intersectional 

theory stating: 

It asserts that people often become disadvantaged by multiple sources of 

oppression, such as race, class, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, and 

other identity markers. Intersectionality recognizes that identity markers (e.g., 

“female” and “Black”) do not exist independently of each other and that each 

informs the others, often creating a complex convergence of oppression. (para. 3) 
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As a result, Crenshaw (1989) challenged a singular identity-driven framework 

where it only contemplates one type of identity. Other researchers like Proctor, Williams, 

Scherr and Li (2017) have utilized Crenshaw’s intersectionality theory and applied it to 

school-based settings analyzing how the juncture of a Black girls’ race and gender 

interrelates with the disciplinary structures at schools. Further, Proctor et al. (2017) 

stressed that multiple social identities intersect and interact with systems as well, such as 

the context of where one works, lives, and attends school. Thus, the world of 

intersectionality underscores how various influences create an impression on how 

someone sees themselves. However, Sallah (2014) argues that young people often view 

themselves through one lens.  

 Sallah (2014) further proposes that political agendas encourage students to latch 

on to one singular identity, such as Black young people or young Muslims.  However, 

when one thinks about how they identify in society, they forget the multiple variables that 

differentiate Black young people or young Muslims. Thus, Sallah (2014) states, 

“Intersectionality as a theoretical paradigm sheds light on the complexity and 

inextricability of these dimensions of difference” (p. 404).  

           While Crenshaw coined the term intersectionality, Gopaldas (2013) argues that the 

notion of intersectionality was established over the twentieth century by numerous Black 

feminism advocates. At this time, women’s rights and Black movements in the U.S. 

reached a high point; however, Black women’s interests were seldom acknowledged or 

included in the two movements. Therefore, Collins (1990) also underlined, “Alienated by 

both black men’s and white women’s movements, black women developed their ways of 

conceptualizing social identity structures, not as independent axes of demographic 
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classifications but as interlocking matrices of privilege and oppression” (as cited in 

Gopaldas, 2013, p. 90).  

 As movements continued, theorists explored the interlocking ways 

intersectionality adapts under diverse circumstances. Therefore, the thought of 

intersectionality developed throughout the decades. Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall (2013) 

highlight how intersectionality has been arrayed in diverse disciplines, including “history, 

sociology, literature, philosophy, and anthropology as well as in feminist studies, ethnic 

studies, queer studies, and legal studies” (p. 787). However, intersectionality has also 

expanded to “other axes of power in a wide range of political discussions and academic 

disciplines, including new developments in fields such as geography and organizational 

studies” (Cho et al., 2013, p. 787).  

 Gopaldas (2013), also like Cho et al. (2013), argues newer interpretations of 

intersectionality do not focus on typical categorizations such as the following but are also 

not limited to race, ethnicity, age, attractiveness, sex, gender, body type, education, 

immigration status, marital status, caste, and other characteristic groups. New definitions 

of intersectionality include what Lorde (1984, 2007) and Gopaldas (2013) contend are 

social advantages and disadvantages that deserve to become examined and subject to 

inquiry, such as culture and consumer behavior. Dunn, Ford, Dotson, and Roberts (2014) 

highlight how students often become engrossed in their form of oppression like, 

Gopaldas (2013) mentioned by latching on to one identity and disregarding their privilege 

in other areas.  

Crenshaw (2005) states, “we can all stand together as long as we think that we are 

all equally affected by particular discrimination, but the moment where a different barrier 
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affects a subset of us, our solidarity often falls apart” (p. 2). It is critical to acknowledge 

the value of how intersectionality is a crossroads juncture that affects individual 

development that represents an interconnected nature one undergoes, regardless of one’s 

viewpoint. Cho, Sumi, McCall (2013) maintain that an area for “open-ended 

investigations of overlapping and conflicting dynamics” (and not a closed system) is 

critical (p.788). Intersectionality is a starting point that evolves spatially and categorically 

throughout life. 

Minority. Being a minority is a broad example of an intersectional factor. Since it 

is a variable category, it is necessary to see how this term plays a role in the study. Thus, 

for this study, a minority refers to six major racial and ethnic groups: African Americans, 

American Indians, Alaska Natives, Asians, Pacific Islanders, and Hispanics. Wirth (1941) 

defines the concept of minorities as a group who “because of physical or social and 

cultural differences receive differential treatment and who regard themselves as a people 

apart” (p. 415). Wirth (1941) further suggests that groups at a disadvantage because of 

their minority status develop credence as inferiors or maltreated clusters of folks.  

As a result, this self-interpretation affects how they see themselves in communal 

land, which ultimately means society has not unified in countrywide elements (Wirth, 

1941). Nonetheless, according to Garcia (2013), the “concepts of minority groups, 

disadvantaged populations, and marginalized groups are intertwined with the notions of 

race and ethnicity” (p. 78). The intertwined concepts are further analyzed to determine 

their impact in the study related to being a minority by race and being part of a minority 

group as a youth with incarcerated parents. 
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Minority by Race. Williams (1997) argues that race connects to observable 

biological varieties, physical features, and heredity to identify discrete populations. 

Garcia (2013) believes “race implicates an individual’s social identity and how one 

negotiates that identity within different environments” (p. 68). Today, race is primarily 

seen as a social construct (LaVeist, 1994). Social experience is lively and situational 

(Espiritu 1992; Omi & Winant, 1994) because one’s racial cataloging can change due to 

time.  

When analyzing the different types of minorities, research focuses on different 

races, nationalities, and ethnicities. James (2001) also argues that race classification 

changes over time, and it is critical to note how race becomes used in research—some use 

race, and some study race. Those who use race in their research often see it is as a fixed 

characteristic that is a nominal control variable. Whereas those who view race as a 

conceptualization see it within a historical and societal setting linked to racial status 

(James, 2001).  

Azmitia, Syed, and Radmacher’s (2008) research shows that racial identification 

occurs at preschool and elementary levels. Therefore, Garcia (2013) believes race and 

ethnicity comprise a constellation of social identities that youth often experience early. 

However, race and ethnicity are frequently confused. Thus, this study defines minorities 

as six major racial and ethnic groups because the term Hispanic is not considered a race 

according to the 2010 U.S. Census. Regardless of whether race and ethnicity are 

separated but related, they are distinct for multiple reasons. “Critical components of 

ethnicity include ancestry, cultural traditions, religious affiliation/beliefs, language, and 
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national origin. Race becomes differentiated by emphasizing physical characteristics or 

phenotypical traits” (Garcia, 2013, p. 77). 

Minority Groups as Youth with Incarcerated Parents. In this research, a 

minority group is defined as any group of people singled out from the others in the 

society they live in for differential and unequal treatment because of their physical or 

cultural characteristics. They, therefore, regard themselves as objects of collective 

discrimination (Wirth, 1945). The investigation in this research extends beyond a 

standard minority group, as Wirth (1945) defines.  

The minority group in the study includes another intersectional factor that 

includes youth with incarcerated parents. In the subsequent step, the minority group faces 

marginalization due to being demoted as borderline in some way, shape, or form fewer 

than in the capacity as non-marginalized or minority youth. Additionally, youth with 

incarcerated parents is still a minority statistic compared to youth with non-incarcerated 

parents. However, because parental incarceration rates are rising due to mass 

imprisonment, it is critical to see children with confined parents as an extension of what 

another minority group can constitute in this study. 

Marginalization. According to Merriam-Webster (2020), marginalized means 

relegated to a marginal position within a society or group, women's domination and 

oppression, and other marginalized groups within a patriarchal culture. Marginalization, 

like the concept of minority, has multiple archetypes. In this investigation, the two critical 

paradigms include understanding marginalized populations and their impact on how 

being part of the marginalized population contributes to how one perceives themselves. 



72 

 

 

 

The second standard experience analyzes the stigma due to their marginalization, which 

also causes a potential shift in how individuals view themselves as a person and society. 

Marginalized Populations. Marginalized populations are like minorities, and they 

are often groupings of individuals whose traits or aspects of identity are irrelevant to 

society's established norms. Cheung, Flores, and Sablo-Sutton (2019) argue that 

educators convert into social justice leaders when school leaders become an ally to 

marginalized populations, especially in a school setting. Thus, leaders provide their 

marginalized populations the opportunity to co-develop a school transformed into a place 

of optimism.  

 A co-created establishment for marginalized students allows student voices to co-

deconstruct the system of inequities marginalized bodies are often oppressed by in 

society, education, and other democratic institutions. Another way research defines 

marginalized populations is marginalized youth because it is one category of a 

marginalized population. Diemer and Li (2011), like Garcia Coll et al. (1996) and Young 

(1990), define marginalized youth as impoverished youth who experience 

marginalization due to being poor and youth of color. 

Stigma. The second manner a child, in this investigation, can perceive themselves 

as different and less than is by the stigma having an incarcerated parent brings 

compounded by the factor of also being a racial and ethnic minority. Criminologists 

Hagan and Dinovitzer (1999) argue that the stigma of imprisonment jeopardizes both 

parents and their children. Scheff and Retzinger (1991) propose that penal imprisonment 

can influence insubordinate responses and anger due to children feeling misjudged or 

living with shame and repudiation.  
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           Psychologists and literature on stigma discuss two types of stigmas—one is 

primary stigma, and the other is courtesy stigma. Those who experience stigma directly 

due to minority categories such as race, disability, or mental illness, among other groups, 

are considered to experience a primary stigma. However, courtesy stigma becomes seen 

as shame passed on to what society thinks about a stigmatized person and those 

individuals associated with them in life. Saunders (2018) summarizes courtesy stigma as 

something that originates from family. Further, Corrigan and Miller (2004) claim that 

courtesy stigma fortifies by philosophies such as blameworthiness and contamination—

not only shame.  

The reality of stigma is transparent in youth with incarcerated parents. Literature 

abundantly documents how children attempt to keep the status of their parent’s 

incarceration a secret (Saunders, 2018). However, Graham and Harris (2013) also argue 

that parental incarceration should undergo an examination of the stigma due to having 

confined parents and the double stigma of being a minority individual. “Parental 

imprisonment should be examined regarding racial and ethnic disparities” (Graham & 

Harris, 2013, p. 67). The plea to do so relates to staggering statistics demonstrating how 

children are likely to have an incarcerated parent based on only the condition of race. 

 Black children are approximately eight times more likely to have incarcerated 

parents than White children, and Hispanic youth are approximately three times more 

likely to have an imprisoned parent (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). Stigmas overlap because 

of the complexity of identities based on diverse dynamics such as minority or 

marginalization status. Consequently, it is critical to assess how school support forms and 



74 

 

 

 

adapts to support students experiencing numerous intersectional factors influencing how 

they view themselves and their world and self-regulate and operate. 

School Support. The number of intersectional factors contributing to how one 

perceives themselves is unlimited when looking at demographical data. While this study 

focuses on the relativity of race and minority status that comes with experiencing parental 

incarceration, it is not the sole determining factor that influences development. As a 

result, it is necessary to include culturally responsive teaching and restorative justice as 

extensions of intersectional factors that impact identity construction. Beyond these two 

scopes of factors, awareness, and training on how the integrated experiences operate, 

alongside specific youth programs for students with incarcerated parents, can mitigate the 

adverse effects associated with children whose parents are involved in the criminal penal 

system.  

Culturally Responsive Teaching.  Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is a 

framework that recognizes and values cultural identities and languages and utilizes the 

assets brought by students' communities and families into the classes and teaching 

process (Banks, 1999; Gay, 2010; Gonzalez et al., 2005; Harmon, 2012). CRT also 

argues its stance as the most conducive method for meeting culturally and ethnically 

diverse students (Gay, 2010; Ford, 2010; Harmon, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2010; 

Brown, 2004). According to Ladson-Billings (2001), over 80% of middle-class educators 

are White European Americans who enter classrooms in overwhelmingly urban schools 

with minimal to no White European American students. Therefore, the scope of culturally 

responsive teaching is significant not only due to the imbalance of educators who do not 
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ethnically or culturally reflect the students they serve but because culture inherently 

means something different to each person.  

Due to the scope of CRT, learning to navigate how to leverage its potency 

requires educators to adopt a sociocultural consciousness (Mackay & Strickland, 2018). 

Villegas and Lucas (2002) believe educators who espouse this belief become better 

prepared to receive and advance their students because they understand and enhance 

students' desire to learn. Further, the educator’s sociocultural consciousness can steer the 

network of intersectional factors like race, ethnicity, and social class that influence a 

student's reality inside the schoolhouse and home (Villegas & Lucas, 2002b).   

McBride and Wahl (2005) and Villegas and Lucas (2002a) argue self-disclosure 

and healthy student-teacher relationships are beneficial to at-risk students because the 

two methods establish a safe pathway for students to connect to the different school 

contexts. The history of culturally responsive teaching focuses on the language depicting 

culture (Harmony, 2012). Literacy's philosophical approach recognizes that literacy is 

intrinsically composed of heritage and culture (Lazar, 2011). Therefore, it is also vital to 

know that students' different cultural orientations reflect primarily collective or 

individualistic cultures depending on their nationalities and upbringing (Cannon & 

Luckner, 2016). Thus, it is critical to know where a student falls on the spectrum of 

cultural nuances to ensure they have the right learning environment. 

The biggest takeaway on culturally responsive teaching is when teachers become 

students who study their children sitting in their class seats to gain insight making 

instruction germane and meaningful (Ayers, 2001). This transition in teacher to student 

role is essential because culturally responsive educators see how social and educational 



76 

 

 

 

injustices impact their students. However, they can also leverage their privilege in the 

political analysis realm to dismantle society's inequities that affect students in their home 

community and the class (Bassey, 2016).  

Restorative Justice. Another area that can potentially impact identity formation is 

the practice of restorative justice. Restorative justice (RJ) and those who advocate for RJ 

methodology are pivotal in ensuring that students have an alternative to overcoming an 

offense committed by their parents. Western nations routinely operate with a retributive 

ideology where the defendant and the prosecutor vie against each other (Saulnier & 

Sivasubramaniam, 2015). However, the impact of parental incarceration often extends to 

the children. This extension is due to the minors becoming connected with the 

misconception of being guilty by association due to their parent's circumstances. As a 

result, minors are often pitted against the prosecutor, district, school, and teacher due to 

an inaccurate representation inflicted on them unintentionally by their parents.  

Gavrielides (2011) argues a more conceptual definition that restorative justice is 

flexible and acclimatizes to cultures across periods. Whereas Suvall (2009) states a more 

defined explanation arguing RJ “holds offenders accountable, repairs harm to the victims, 

and provides support and assistance to offenders to encourage their reintegration into 

community” (p. 558). Thus, the two working descriptions identify a common purpose 

that resolves conflict and repairs harm between relationships (Evans et al., 2013).  

Restorative justice is not a response to an incident but a collective approach to 

improving how a community embraces and respects another (Sandwick et al., 2019). 

According to Sandwick et al. (2019), for unity to occur that is proactive and not 

reactionary, it is critical for educators and school leaders to cultivate synergy and 
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establish a safe space where staff perspectives become welcomed in the process of 

transforming a retributive philosophy that often is deeply ingrained in education systems. 

In this regard, Schiff (2008) states that RJ allows school personnel and youth to become 

empowered in evolving into cultural change agents that advocate a more conducive form 

of justice that seeks to be better and not hastily castaway.   

Unlike the western and Eurocentric perception of punitive approaches, there are 

multiple indigenous teachings and proclamations from Black and African communities, 

the Navajo and Maori, or Gullah Islands that radiate restorative tactics that emphasize the 

shared responsibility to their kin when wrongdoing occurs (Gregory & Evans, 2020; 

Jenkins, 2006; Coker, 1999; Condon, 2010; Yantzi, 1998; Gavrielides, 2014). Gregory, 

Skiba, and Noguera (2010) and Mittleman (2018) argue that students from marginalized 

communities have a higher probability of being reprimanded in a castigatory manner and 

face early on crimination association in the name of discipline, further perpetuating a 

misguided and ineffective system.  

The population repeatedly viewed as exiles after wrongdoing and overrepresented 

in the criminal justice system is Black Americans and other racial and minority groups 

(Dorling, 2011; Kang, 2005). As a result, entire communities are subjected routinely to 

outdated punitive state justice. Further, the trek to traditional penal justice starts early in 

classes when school and district disciplinary codes follow the westernized pathway to 

conventional correction.  

If education institutions could adopt marginalized communities' ancestral echoes, 

perhaps the road to a restored individual would become more likely. For example, 

Ubuntu philosophy, which comes from Africa, teaches how humanity links to current 
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restorative justice that contributes to renewal and conflict resolution (Schoeman, 2013). 

Likewise, Yantzi (1998) reasons that the Navajo Nation understands justice as goodwill 

and peaceful exchange due to their spiritual method of life centered on human 

relationships. Thus, if restorative justice applies to the parents who are confined and is 

extended to their children—the youth sitting at desks across America—society maintains 

the possibility of minimizing high recidivism rates because the impact of expressing 

humanity toward another person revitalizes peacemaking and human reconciliation.  

 The Integrated Experience. The Crisis Prevention Institute (CPI), founded in 

1980, argues that restorative justice requires a clear pathway that depicts attunement, 

nurturing the space for an integrated experience between the student and either educator, 

caretaker, or mentor. Four pillars create the CPI: care, welfare, safety, and security for 

their clients (Willis, 2014). Further, the Crisis Prevention Institute is grounded in de-

escalation and crisis prevention training for those who work with individuals where 

trauma is overtly known or obscured. That said, the mission of CPI is to become a 

steward of one’s well-being by focusing on service-oriented industries, including 

education, where students must continuously feel safe and cared for despite any initial 

resistance, they thrust toward the teacher who attempts to create a safe space (Willis, 

2014).   

           According to Blaustein and Kinniburgh (2010), attunement is when one sees 

yonder exhibited behaviors by another in crisis, attempting to determine root causes for 

the behavior.  With the Crisis Prevention Institute, Willis (2014) argues that children 

have a keen ability to determine if they feel safe and have stability. Further, Siegel (2007) 

emphasizes that when a channel of attunement between child and caregiver is stimulated, 
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the student can feel it. Working with students who operate out of the fight, flight, or 

freeze paradigm is often poorly encountered by adults with inadequate training. While 

training takes time and resources, Siegel (2007) posits that an educator can successfully 

show students how to retort to stressors with pro-social skills and interactions with 

continued training.  However, the educator must recognize the necessity to engage 

responsibly.  

           CPI (2021) states that behavior influences behavior. This concept is part of the 

Crisis Development Model, which means, “My attitudes and behaviors affect your 

attitudes and behaviors and vice versa…” (CPI, 2018, p. 2). In another publication 

focused on the Crisis Development Model, CPI (2018) suggests how four key steps create 

an integrated experience—the fourth one being: “While we can’t often control someone 

else’s behavior, we can control how we choose to respond to that behavior—and that 

helps them behave more positively” (p. 3).  

           The impact of an integrated experience is critical to educators serving 

marginalized youth who are often in a state of chronic trauma or experiencing daily 

stressors—essentially living in crisis without even realizing it. While it seems so simple 

in concept because it is rooted in generating a rapport to increase empathy and 

cooperation, it is often neglected in critical situations or spaces, like the urban or 

underserved school systems.  In a podcast interview, Ted Sandquist, a former Army 

member and current CPI Certified Instructor leading training in hospitals, adamantly 

expresses that when situations go awry, one party (typically the one in the service-

oriented industry) does not pay attention to the signs (2019). Slowing down and paying 

attention is when a person, like a teacher, can become conscious of their emotions and 
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actions to see signs and intervene accordingly, eliminating perpetuating a further 

negatively charged situation.  Sandquist replied, “If we’re consciously aware of where we 

are at emotionally, right, we’re better able to be consciously aware where they are 

emotionally” (CPI, 2019, para. 81).  

           One of the most striking comments Sandquist made was that we must approach 

individuals in a way that considers what they are undergoing outside of their medical 

condition (CPI, 2019). This reference is parallel to the world of education. In the case of 

this study, teachers must consider what a student is going through past their academic 

condition. In closing, Kyle Weygandt, another interviewed individual and CPI trained 

instructor who implements de-escalation training for a juvenile detention facility, 

describes the integrated experience from a humanistic viewpoint (CPI, 2018). The 

integrated experience is how one’s behavior affects another behavior, and the way to 

reckon the power of this archetype, according to Weygandt (2018), is to ponder a quote 

by Dr. Wayne Dyer, who in a 2013 speech echoed what he once heard, “If you change 

the way you look at things, the things you look at change.” 

 Youth Programs for Children with Incarcerated Parents. The abundance of 

literature that details the adversities of children with incarcerated parents often 

overshadows the positive impact that school support systems like culturally responsive 

teaching, restorative justice practice, and the integrated experience can yield for 

marginalized and oppressed youth. Another school support that can be a defining 

covariate in a student's ability to overcome the challenges associated with their parent's 

detention includes youth programs specially designed for them because of their parent's 
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circumstances. Adalist-Estrin (2006) stresses that a small number of these programs assist 

families with incarcerated relatives compared to the number of incarcerated individuals.  

Further, Adalist-Estrin (2006) also states there is a lack of training provided to social 

services, healthcare or education sectors, which commonly engage with children or youth 

who experience parental incarceration within their respective communities and families.  

 Clopton and East (2008) acknowledge that a plethora of literature cites how 

students typically do not have anyone they can talk to regarding their parents' 

incarceration for many reasons. Nonetheless, to combat this reality, some educators like 

Ms. Caldas create a space within their class that transforms her room environment to be 

an inclusive one where students as young as pre-kindergarten can discuss and explore 

issues like parental incarceration or other unique aspects of their sociocultural worlds 

(Brown & Mowry, 2016).  Nevertheless, because of the pressure of standardized 

assessments or the fear to engage students in critical thinking and exploration of their 

identity makeup due to school and district rules, often extracurriculars take the lead in 

developing these additional safe spaces where at-risk students can fully explore who they 

are within different ecological realms.   

In the case of Ms. Caldas, she argued the following to opponents and critics of 

culturally relevant teaching. Ms. Caldas noted that her kids did not learn much that year 

regarding what one considers academic content. However, instead, her students still met 

the state standards for pre-kindergarten that said students should be able to make 

connections between actions and consequences that develop their sense of agency and 

that students should “be able to use, demonstrate, and extend information learned from 

informational texts in their work” (Brown & Mowry, 2016, p. 170).  However, as several 
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researchers state, the existing literature on specific youth programs to help disadvantaged 

urban populations is limited.  

 A qualitative study by Luther (2015) examines the social support that existed and 

its impact on 32 youth who had parents incarcerated for a minimum of six months when 

they were under the age of 18 in school. While the study sought to understand how social 

support could encourage resilience in children with confined parents, it included that out 

of the 32 participants interviewed, only two individuals recounted sharing how they had 

access to involvement with programming explicitly planned for children with 

incarcerated parents (Luther, 2015). This access to this type of programming is essential 

because Luther (2015) mentions social support systems, like those extracurricular 

programs—in addition to a caretaker, a mentor, a teacher—commonly encourage a life 

trajectory of academic achievement and success (p. 512).  

  According to Wills and Shinar (2000) and Jones (2014), social support is the 

emotional support that consists of guidance and comfort or instrumental support that 

includes financial or housing support. In the case of the program for youth with 

incarcerated parents, the program type most beneficial to the student consists of ample 

emotional support. However, the instrumental support to help their caregivers is 

significant in determining a student's relief because of existing burdens often placed on 

the child who has parents detained. Regardless, both types of social support networks are 

seldom in existence. Like Luther (2015) only had two participants speak about their 

engagement in a specific program designed for them because of their parent's criminal 

activity, the research does not disclose a significant number of groups like those that 

helped them become resilient and beat the odds.  
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 One of the few programs designed for students with incarcerated parents is No 

More Victims, situated in Houston, Texas. Former Parole Officer, Marilyn Gambrell, 

founded the organization after seeing extensively the devasting effects on children whose 

parents landed in the penal system. She founded the program in 2000 at M. B. Smiley 

High School, which was previously part of the North Forest Independent School District, 

which later became closed by the Texas Education Agency and annexed by the Houston 

Independent School District in the summer of 2013. M. B. Smiley, now known as North 

Forest High School, was one of Houston's most disadvantaged high schools. In a video 

by Houston PBS (2010), there was a significant number of criminal and gang activity in 

the North Forest area, which resulted in a substantial number of incarcerated individuals. 

As a result, No More Victims was formed with a mission, according to their Facebook 

page, to serve the physical, emotional, social, and academic needs of children 

experiencing the trauma of parental incarceration.  

 In an article published by the Belief Net (n.d.), Ms. Gambrell states her program, 

No More Victims, operates in six schools—four high schools and two middle schools. 

Out of the six schools, there is one where she runs the class during the day, and in the 

others, she runs the program after school, where students voluntarily stay because they 

want to change their future by experiencing growth and healing (Belief Net, n.d.). 

Gambrell's advocacy for youth restoration and message that a parent's incarceration does 

equal the same fate for the child is so resounding that her life was portrayed in a film in 

2005 called Fighting the Odds: The Marilyn Gambrell Story on the Lifetime network 

(Cherish Our Children Inc., 2020).   
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As a result, of a uniquely designed program for youth with incarcerated parents, 

students have adopted mindsets of resiliency. Since the program's inception, Ms. 

Gambrell's No More Victims, 501(c)(3) non-profit, has grown from 24 participants to 

serving hundreds of students in the most underprivileged schools, securing approximately 

a 100% graduation rate (Fox 26 Houston, 2019). Students in a video feature by Houston 

PBS (2010) describe No More Victims as a home and attribute it to the primary reason 

for not giving up in life and instead choosing growth and a path onward to high school 

graduation.  

 In sum, many intersectional factors potentially influence identity formulation, 

such as stigma, minority or marginalization status, the impact of school leaders, or the 

effect of social support networks, that develops the culmination of how African American 

and Hispanic youth with incarcerated perceive themselves within diverse 

phenomenological variant of ecological systems.  

The Macrocosm Yielded through Phenomenological  

Variant of Ecological Systems 

  There are unlimited theoretical frameworks that can support an investigation like 

this study. However, due to the five areas mentioned and reviewed in the literature, how 

the research will be supported—PVEST—is analyzed as the sixth and final phenomenon. 

The macrocosm of how recent minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents 

perceive themselves as public-school students displays the essence of the phenomenon 

investigated for a double-marginalized group. Before moving into a variation like the 

Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems, it is critical to establish first what the 

Ecology Systems Theory model entails.  
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Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) Ecological Systems Theory  

 Regardless of the theoretical framework selected to understand individuals' 

sociological and psychological makeup and perceptions fully, it is critical to note the 

context and process as complex. Bronfenbrenner (1986) exclaimed that when assessing 

an individual, specifically children, their environment must be involved, including areas 

like their home, community, culture, school, and other places. Thus, to understand and 

effectively utilize an Ecology Systems Theory (EST) lens, researchers argue a person’s 

evolution cannot be studied authentically without considering the various environments 

that person interacts with daily (Bukatko & Daehler, 1998). Further, researchers must 

examine the person, their exchanges, the multiple contexts, and the timespan across 

events and life (Tudge et al., 2009).  

 To lucidly demonstrate all components of EST, the table below exhibits the 

terminology from the EST model. However, this table reviews not only the primary five 

components of EST (microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, macrosystems, and 

chronosystems). It also has additional terms to explain all parts that traverse an ecological 

system.  
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Table 1 

Terminology from Ecological Systems Theory 

 

Note. Reprinted from Systems View of School Climate: a Theoretical Framework for 

Research by K. Rudasill, K. Snyder, H. Levinson, and J. Adelson, 2017, Education 

Psychology Review, 30(35), page 39. Copyright 2017 by Springer Science+Business 
Media New York.  
 
 In closing, Schweiger and O’Brien (2005) poignantly state that “ecological 

systems theory emphasizes the interconnectedness of experience across contexts” (p. 

517). Like other theoretical frameworks, EST has evolved, including unique variations 

like PVEST, which is described in the next section and is the theoretical framework that 

supports this study. 

Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems 

PVEST builds on the literature illuminated by Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological 

development model. Graves (2014) argues: 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model includes a phenomenological approach (i.e., 

how individuals make meaning of experiences) to examine the complex 

intersections between stable, long-standing aspects of an individual’s life more 

immediate and potentially variant characteristics. PVEST considers the bi-

directional interactions among a given individual’s risk contributors (e.g., race, 

SES), intermediate experiences of stress (e.g., social supports, neighborhood 
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dangers), reactive coping methods (e.g., school engagement, social withdrawal), 

stable coping methods exhibiting themselves as emergent identities (e.g., identity, 

self-efficacy), and behavioral and health-relevant outcomes (e.g., school 

completion). (p. 11) 

PVEST allows researchers to make meaning in various situations based on exploring a 

phenomenon in different ways, which leads to a mixture of probable outcomes. PVEST, 

according to Graves (2014), “posits that one’s sense of identity is mediated by the 

multiple contexts of development as well as how the individual makes sense of and 

navigates these contexts” (p. 27). PVEST, as Graves mentioned, is comprised of five 

components, including net vulnerability, net stress engagement, relative coping methods 

and support, emergent identities, and life stage-specific coping outcomes. 

   A net vulnerability balances risk and protective factors, such as race (a risk 

factor) and social culturalization (a protective factor). Lee, Spencer, and Harpalani (2003) 

state that risk and protective factors occur during an individual’s development and that 

risk factors can lead to adverse outcomes, including poverty or delicate wellbeing. Lee et 

al. (2003) further argue that marginalized youth encounter these risk factors.  

Net stress engagement, the second area of PVEST, is how risk and protective 

factors manifest, resulting in experiences that test students’ security. Seaton, 

Dell’Angelo, Spencer, and Youngblood (2007) state that this section represents the 

equilibrium amid trials met as one moves spatially and temporally against the existing 

support systems.  

Then, reactive coping skills and support are about managing methods and care 

employed to battle stressors. The reactive coping methods' problem-solving tactics 
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classify as either adaptive or maladaptive. Henfield (2012) states that stress naturally 

necessitates how one can implement counteractive problem-solving approaches to reduce 

stressors. Henfield (2012) also provides examples of adaptive and maladaptive strategies, 

such as adaptive solutions being improved self-buoyancy or increased self-competence 

and maladaptive stratagems being considered unproductive like dropping out of school or 

underachieving.  

The final two components consist of two stages. The first is the emergent identity 

transformation, and the second is the outcomes developed. Therefore, the former 

describes how emergent identities become defined due to how people view themselves. 

Numerous circumstantial experiences shape one's intake on how they are perceived. 

Spencer (2005) argues emergent identities formulate out of processing “with stressors 

like racial discrimination as minority youth appraise their role in specific situations” (as 

cited in Seaton et al., 2011, p. 1850). The latter and final element of PVEST is life stage-

specific coping outcomes that specify the result of the experience and whether a person 

could cope positively or negatively. Lee et al. (2003) state, “Identity processes provide 

behavioral and psychic stability over time and across contexts. Identity lays the 

foundation for future perception, self-appraisal, and behavior yielding adverse or 

productive outcomes…” (p. 10). 
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Figure 5. A Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory  

 
 
 
Note. The model represents the phenomenological variant of ecological systems. 
Adapted from Spencer (1995). 
 
Figure 5 reflects the PVEST theoretical framework in the following way: 

A synthesis of at least dozen theories of human development…[proving] an 

inclusive systems framework that promotes an understanding of dynamic 

processes that continue throughout the life span as individuals balance new risks. 

Such as risks against protective factors, encountering new stressors (potentially 

offset by support), establishing more comprehensive coping strategies, and 

redefining…how they view themselves, affecting the context. (Beale et al., 2003, 

p. 10) 

                   Figure 5. PVEST Theoretical Framework 
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Many theoretical frameworks work in tandem with PVEST; one of them includes 

intersectionality. Velez and Spencer (2018) contend that aspects of intersectionality 

complement and interrelate with Spencer’s (1995) PVEST. However, “a major difference 

is that PVEST is a developmental theory that begins by situating youth identity formation 

within the context” (p. 77). The theoretical frameworks in this study instead include 

PVEST and identity theory.  

The prime reason being PVEST recognizes the critical part provided through a 

person’s discernments, which is part of the human advancement framework (Spencer 

1995, 2006, 2008; Spencer et al., 2006). PVEST similarly underscores the individual’s 

sense-making development and results that inspire identity development (Spencer 1995, 

2006, 2008). In conclusion, a compilation of Spencer’s (1995, 2006, 2008) research 

yields that PVEST is a theoretical framework that is comprehensive of varied clusters; it 

epitomizes a theory of life progression and cultivation for various persons who may differ 

by sexual orientation, social class, race, ethnicity, or immigration status [or even familial 

circumstance due to parental incarceration] (Spencer, 2006, 2008). 

Summary 

The literature review examined six zones that act independently. Still, all contribute 

to unveiling sources that lead to the evolution of how minority high school graduates with 

incarcerated parents perceive themselves as public school students. The six areas 

reviewed were the following: 

1. Education and public schools, 

2. Mass imprisonment and its effects on youth, 

3. The impact of trauma on students, 
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4. The formulation of student identity and perception of self, 

5. The role of intersectional factors that compound student identity, and 

6. The macrocosm was yielded through a phenomenological variant of ecological 

systems. 

The literature cited in Chapter 2 is extensive. However, there is still a lack of seeing 

how varying intersectional factors influence how one thinks about oneself in a critical 

educational institution that is shortsighted in protecting the underserved and vulnerable 

populations. The phenomenon of how minority high school graduates with incarcerated 

parents perceive themselves as public school students is only understandable when one 

comprehends the varying layers that underscore the makeup of the student sitting in the 

classroom.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Purpose of the Study 

This study aimed to understand the impact incarcerated parents had on how their 

minority children perceived themselves as public-school students within numerous school 

districts in southeast Texas. The result was established by investigating the experiences 

of minority children in public schools with incarcerated parents, defined as individuals 

who shared a lived experience and embodied an overarching essence of what they 

experienced and how they experienced it (Moustakas, 1994).  

Research Design 

The researcher utilized a qualitative method focused on phenomenological 

research to examine how recent minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents 

perceived themselves as public school students. Strauss and Corbin (1998) argue that 

qualitative research is when one arrives at a determination, not by quantification. 

However, another perspective is that qualitative research is data collected from different 

variables over time in a natural setting (Gay & Airasian, 2000). Yilmaz (2018) argues 

that Gay and Airasian's (2000) definition is limited because it measures a qualitative 

method using a statistical notion.  

The purpose of the study undertaken was to investigate how a student's 

experience was intensified by the intersectionality of being children of incarcerated 

parents, being a racial and ethnic minority, and being public school students. Therefore, 

the definition of qualitative most closely associated with this study was that qualitative 

research comprises entwined demographical details of life events that are multipart 
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(Yilmaz, 2013). Yilmaz (2013) further argues qualitative research is an "emergent, 

inductive, interpretative and naturalistic approach to the study of people, cases, 

phenomena, social situations and processes in their natural settings in order to reveal in 

descriptive terms the meanings that people attach to their experiences in the world" (p. 

312). Due to a focus on the qualitative research design, the disciplines are broad and not 

limited to one methodology, one theoretical framework, or one research strategy (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2005; Yilmaz, 2013). In the case of this study, the research aimed to illustrate 

how recent minority graduates of public schools with incarcerated parents viewed 

themselves by capturing their descriptive experiences in interviews and observations. 

Specifically, the research employed a phenomenological methodology.  

Valentine, Kopcha, and Vagle (2018) propose that phenomenology is applied 

because it helps researchers familiarize society's emergence of phenomena. Vagle (2014) 

claims that meanings expand to relationships due to intentionality found in 

phenomenological research. The intentionality in phenomenological investigations is 

pivotal because it is where sensemaking resides (Valentine et al., 2018). Further, this 

study was grounded in transcendental phenomenology based on Husserl's (1901) early 

work.  

Valentine et al. (2018) believed transcendental phenomenology (TPh) is the 

linkage of reconnecting science to human understanding. As a result, TPh produces 

characteristics Moustakas (1994) refers to as an essence, or the structure, that makes the 

phenomenon (Giorgi, 1997; Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, the aspiration was to identify 

this “structure” based on a series of research questions in combination with interviews 

and observations of selected participants.  
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The questions designed in qualitative research focus on open-ended questions that 

are far from closed (Heyink & Tymstra, 1993). This study had four research questions or, 

more specifically, one central question and three sub-questions. The questions were 

refined multiple times to ensure they were open-ended and considered the age group and 

understanding of the participants questioned. 

Central Question: 

• How did the perception of educators impact your overall educational experience? 

This includes teachers, counselors, administrators, and principals.  

Sub questions:  

1. How do you view yourself as a student? 

2. How does race influence how you think about your identity? 

3. How would you describe how your teachers perceive you as a student?  

Atkinson (2017) believes qualitative research helps a researcher gather vision on 

co-developed progressions based on experiences, cultural rites, and oppressive practices. 

Additionally, there was an IRB-approved personal datasheet that was included to gain 

insight on the participants' experience with the incarcerated family member, followed by 

guiding interview questions also modified and approved by the IRB. The personal 

datasheet questionnaire and guiding interview questions can be found in Appendices I 

and G. Appendix H contains the original researcher’s consent to modify and use the 

screening and guiding questions.  

Context and Setting 

Moustakas (1994) suggests phenomenologists inspect the situations and context 

participants experience the phenomena in and observe and analyze potential ripple effects 
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involved in the study. Similarly, the purpose of this transcendental phenomenological 

study was to describe the impact incarcerated parents had on how their minority children 

perceived themselves as students within public school districts in southeast Texas. The 

region was chosen based on location and overwhelming data that depicted high numbers 

of racial and ethnic minority students in different areas within the southeast area of 

Texas. Additionally, the local public-school districts in this area reported many 

underserved students reflecting multiple Public Education Information Management 

System (PEIMS) at-risk indicator codes, including parental incarceration. 

Participants 

In qualitative studies, Dukes (1984) recommends a sample set of three to ten 

individuals experiencing one lived experience. However, to ensure data saturation, the 

researcher sought to recruit as many individuals experiencing the phenomenon as 

possible throughout various local colleges, universities, and community organizations in 

the southeast region of Texas, where school districts are overwhelmed with high rates of 

“at-risk” students. However, approximately six participants—all African American men 

and women—enlisted in the study. This survey sampling was selected because these 

individuals harvested an abundance of evidence and encouraged an exhaustive 

understanding of the condition examined (Yilmaz, 2013). All participants ranged from 18 

to 21 years old. Additionally, all the study’s participants experienced the phenomenon 

and were recent high school graduates.  

Instrumentation 

Creswell (2013) emphasizes that research questions should be open-ended and 

precisely aligned to comprehend the investigated primary phenomenon. Therefore, this 
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study's central research question sought to determine how students' perception of their 

teachers impacted their overall educational experience. Whereas the additional sub-

questions included: How do you view yourself as a student? How does race influence 

how you think about your identity? How would you describe how teachers perceive you 

as a student? Another critical factor in instrumentation is conducting a suitable interview 

type to reap the most valuable evidence responsive to the posed research questions 

(Creswell, 2013).  

Personal datasheets were gathered and modified from other approved researchers' 

templates to preserve validity and reliability to keep a narrow sampling of the 

phenomenon of those who experienced parental incarceration as racial and ethnic 

minority youth. The sheet consisted of questions that determined eligibility to participate 

based on compound factors that also potentially contributed to how youth perceived 

themselves as public school students while being a minority with incarcerated parents. 

The datasheets were submitted to the Houston Baptist University Institutional Review 

Board. 

The inclusion criteria consisted of parental incarceration, race, ethnicity, age, 

graduation from a public high school, and residential location within the Southeast Texas 

area. In contrast, the exclusion criteria consisted of the additional factors outlined in the 

personal datasheet. Examples of exclusion criteria included religious beliefs, family 

income, student GPA, academic class types, siblings, family dynamics, participation in 

extracurricular school clubs or athletic teams, external jobs, external community 

organizations, sports affiliations, personal experience with juvenile incarceration, and 

school behavior records.  
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Prior to requesting datasheets, all subjects were required to fill out mandatory, 

IRB-approved consent forms to participate in the study. Once criterion samples indicated 

eligibility, the research design moved toward the interview process. An additional IRB-

approved interview consent form was required. In-depth interview protocol sought to 

answer one primary question and three secondary questions; however, the interview itself 

remained fluid enough to mold the study's purpose as it naturally developed. To guide the 

discussion, the principal investigator sought permission to modify and use another peer-

reviewed and published researcher's questions to uphold validity and reliability in the 

study focused on areas related to the phenomena under investigation. The interview 

procedure consisted of the option for face-to-face or online Zoom sessions to ensure 

participant safety in the ongoing COVID-19 global health crisis and pandemic. Whether 

the interviews were face-to-face or conducted remotely, they were semi-structured. Other 

data collection methods included tape-recording the interviews using a tape recorder and 

lapel mic. Primary interviews took place in a private room within a local library for the 

participants’ convenience, a secluded area of the person’s home, or a public location of 

their choosing. The interviews lasted approximately 60-90 minutes. 

 In addition to the interviews, an observational protocol form was used that 

allowed the researcher to transition from the role of observer to participant (Creswell, 

2013). The transition occurred interchangeably, while the participants filled out personal 

data forms independently unless they requested assistance. Then, as the interaction 

changed to face-to-face or online interviews, the researcher once again became fully 

engaged with the individuals under observation (Creswell, 2013). Other strategies used in 

analyzing the data included a reflective journal where the researcher documented 
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observations and transcribed all tape-recorded messages. Participants also had an option 

to journal their experiences with no strict format. If a participant selected the journal 

option, the journal became another data set admitted for analysis alongside their 

transcriptions. 

Validity 

Research validity focuses on analyzing all data types for precision: internal, 

external, construct, and conclusion validity (Yilmaz, 2013). However, the opposing 

argument supports that validity in qualitative research is different from validity in 

quantitative research. Gibbs (2007), Lincoln & Guba (1985), and Wolcott (1994) argue 

validity needs support with qualitative concepts. Thus, in the study, validity 

resembled credibility, trustworthiness, and authenticity from both the participant and 

researcher (Creswell & Miller, 2000). To ensure validity, the researcher included detailed 

descriptions critical to the participants, setting, interactions, and experiences that were all 

factual and accurate (Yilmaz, 2013). Additionally, triangulation was essential in the 

validity stage because it allowed the researcher to "corroborate, elaborate, and illuminate 

the research in question" (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 89).  

Reliability 

Reliability is similar but not identical to validity in that there are five primary 

forms of reliability found in research, including test-retest, alternate forms, alternate 

forms and test-retest, internal consistency, and inter-rater reliability (Goodman & Carey, 

2004). The difference in reliability versus validity in qualitative research focuses on the 

concept of dependability and auditability that determines if the development is constant 

over periods and across diverse assessments and researchers (Gibbs, 2007; Miles & 
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Huberman, 1994). Further, this study's reliability is applied to data and should not be 

confused with different approaches or measurement instruments researchers use to 

determine reliable data (Yilmaz, 2013). Heyink and Tymstra (1993) believe that 

reliability is determined because the same instrument becomes used multiple times, but 

that in qualitative research, repeating the same interview questions will generate new 

findings. Thus, Kidder (1981) says reliability in the qualitative approach requires 

something equivalent to internal consistency, indicating that the recurrence of a specific 

phenomenon in the research would ensure a more reliable experiment without the need 

for secondary explanations. 

Data Collection 

Before beginning the research, the principal investigator contacted the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) and was approved to contact eligible participants. 

Then, flyers were created and submitted for the board's approval before dissemination to 

local community organizations, colleges, and universities near public schools to secure 

the prospective participants. Subsequently, the snowball method was employed to gain 

potential preliminary participants.  Other IRB approval documents submitted to the 

Houston Baptist University Institutional Review Board included: 

• Personal data sheets gathered and modified from other approved, peer-reviewed, 

and published researchers’ templates to maintain validity and reliability 

o The sheet consisted of questions that determine the eligibility criterion 

based on compound factors that also possibly contributed to how youth 

perceived themselves as public school students while being a minority 

with incarcerated parents.  
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• IRB-approved consent forms required by all participants 

• Additional IRB-approved interview consent form required for all participants 

• Lastly, to guide the interview, the researcher sought permission to modify and use 

another researcher’s peer-reviewed and published interview questions to sustain 

validity and reliability in the study focused on areas related to the phenomena 

under examination. 

Researcher Bias 

Moustakas’s (1994) research indicates that epoché, also known as bracketing, is 

fundamental when conducting phenomenological analysis. The Greek origin of the word 

epoché translates to “refraining from judgment”; thus, Moustakas (1994) and Creswell 

(2007) respect and value the vitality of setting aside one’s experiences from the 

experiences of the participants engaged in a study. Husserl (1913) initially concluded that 

one needs to suspend the natural attitude eliminating predetermined philosophies. 

LeVasseur (2003) argues that people cannot always stop preconceived beliefs, but they 

can track the suppositions. Therefore, the researcher was acutely aware of the bracketing 

significance for two primary reasons. First, recent high school graduates are still prone to 

developmental stages due to age; second, the researcher had a personal experience with 

the investigated phenomenon.  

The investigator in this study is a Mexican American high school graduate whose 

father was incarcerated and died imprisoned while she attended public elementary school. 

The lead investigator has also worked with public schools serving hundreds of thousands 

of marginalized elementary, middle, and high school youth. Further, her experience with 

incarceration extends beyond her biological father to other members of her family and 
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numerous relatives of the students she has served. Lastly, the researcher has also worked 

with prison educational groups and ministries, helping juvenile and adult members 

transition and reintegrate post-incarceration.  

Thus, to effectively implement epoché, the researcher maintained a personal 

reflective journal to track sentiments related to her upbringing, experience, views, 

opinions, or emotions throughout the research (Nazir, 2016). The journal entries began 

after gaining IRB approval yet before contacting participants and continued throughout 

the study. The writing style reflected what Van Maanen (1998) calls a confessional. 

Overall, the focus was to bracket beliefs and feelings on the phenomena investigated, 

ultimately yielding the personal experience of the phenomenon. Periodically, the 

investigator read her reflections during the research process and referenced the journal in 

the data analysis component of the study, Chapter IV, to minimize the effects of 

individual bias or egocentric self-analysis impeding or influencing the edifices of the 

phenomenon (Nazir, 2016).  

Data Analysis 

NVivo software determined the data analysis spiral. After the data was collected, 

NVivo was used to organize and code, generate themes, and interpret those themes, 

which led to the representation of the data that produced an essence that could evolve 

across the study (Creswell, 2013). The phenomenological process, according to 

Moustakas (1994), consists of four sequential parts: 

1. The researcher will begin with epoché. 

2. The researcher will gather significant statements from the transcripts about 

phenomenon's scope. 
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3. The researcher will repeatedly examine the importance of units or themes by 

deleting what is irrelevant, overlaps, or repeats. 

4. The researcher will provide textural and structural descriptions of what each 

participant experienced and how he or she experienced it.  

In conclusion, there was a synthesis of the textural and structural descriptions into an 

amalgamated account of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  

While the study is qualitative, the transcendental phenomenology approach 

became the specific vehicle for research because it focused on the partaker’s experiences 

and vocalized words (Moustakas, 1994). Thus, Moustakas's (1994) four-step process to 

synthesize data was employed in that the researcher disclosed the purpose of the study as 

well as her personal experience with parental incarceration to participants before 

interviews commenced. In closing, the development began with epoché or personal 

bracketing, followed by gathering the significant statements, or units, and, lastly, 

transitioned to identifying the textural and structural descriptions Creswell (2013) 

suggests using to find the derived essence the researcher was investigating.  

Summary 

Valentine et al. (2018) argue that beyond phenomenology being a research 

methodology, it is a “statement about what it means to exist in the world” (p. 470). In 

Laing’s (1967) words: 

I see you, and you see me. I experience you, and you experience me. I see your 

behavior. You see my behavior. But I do not and never have and never will see 

your experience of me, just as you cannot ‘see’ my experience of you. (p. 15) 
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As a result, the decision to incorporate a qualitative phenomenological research 

design was due to the ability to examine a constructed essence that arose from the 

parallels of multiple youths experiencing a like phenomenon. Although the experience 

was captured based on what was witnessed and gathered, it was the beginning action step 

for others to extend humanity to another population not easily seen.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to describe the 

impact incarcerated parents had on how their minority children perceived themselves as 

public-school students across numerous school districts in southeast Texas. The effects 

manifested by investigating the experiences of minority children in public schools with 

incarcerated parents who were defined as individuals who shared a lived experience and 

embodied an overarching essence of what they experienced and how they experienced it 

(Moustakas, 1994). The study’s significance is valuable because it supports the 

requirement that school districts must mobilize support services that will positively 

benefit specific and potentially overlapping subpopulations within its district-community. 

Understanding the findings below is an integral step in establishing impactful change to 

generate this outcome. As a result, this study recorded the voices and stories of six 

participants who experienced the phenomenon.  

The research questions used to understand the phenomenon included one central 

question and three sub-questions. The theme and ultimate essence derived from the 

central question became possible only after discovering the meaning units for each sub-

question first.  

Central Question: 

• How did the perception of educators impact your overall educational experience? 

This includes teachers, counselors, administrators, and principals.  

Sub questions:  

1. How do you view yourself as a student? 
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2. How does race influence how you think about your identity? 

3. How would you describe how your teachers perceive you as a student?  

The findings for the research questions are below in a framework that follows the 

data analysis described in Chapter III.  

Epoché 

To effectively implement epoché, I, used a reflective journal to track sentiments 

related to my upbringing and experience, views, opinions, or emotions throughout the 

research (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Denzin, 1989). I began recording the journal entries 

from September 26, 2021, through December 29, 2021. Some days I wrote more 

extensively than others throughout these three months. Reflecting on the 

confessional style journal entries (Van Maanen, 1998), I noticed four key moments that 

made me think about my experience as a minority student with incarcerated parents or 

having worked with youth who experienced the same phenomenon being investigated in 

this study. I categorized the flashbacks as flashback type one (interviews) and flashback 

type two (transcribing).   

Flashback Type One (Interviews)  

 The first type of remembrance was during the interviews. Three distinct 

recollections during three different interviews caused me to stop and immediately bracket 

what I was recalling. Because I captured entries usually at the end of the day, I included 

those moments in their entire sentences; however, the selected sentences also remain 

extracts of more extensive postings from the transcripts.   
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Table 2  

Selected Statements 

___________________________________________________________ 

• This was one of the most powerful experiences I have ever had. I 
don't want to be a principal anymore. I want to research and 
interview people. I feel vulnerable and humbled to hear someone's 
story. There was only once I thought about my father during the 
study, and I quickly focused back on the interview to remain fully 
connected to the interview process. 
 

• I noticed throughout the interview I thought about my experience 
as a teacher working with minority students. Certain interview 
questions spark different reactions in the participants. Those are 
the ones that make me think of my former students. Every time 
this would happen, I would focus back on the interview. 

 
• My former student sent me a message saying they completed the 

forms because they were eligible & wanted to participate in the 
study.  
          I was taken aback. I mean I knew so many kids so well from 
this one school. I mean, we got close because that year was like 
none other. Being an ELA teacher, I had the honor to read and 
learn about so many students lives over the years that I taught 
English. Gosh, there was much power in their words. I suppose 
that's why this research moves me. I believe it involves writing 
and sharing our stories, which allows us to heal in some capacity. I 
replied to my student, and we scheduled the interview on this   

            same day online. 
          During this interview, I couldn't help but think back to so 
many instances while they were a student in my class. I had to 
keep bringing myself back to the words in the interview to keep 
focused & not make connections or have wonderings associated 
with their experience or my past. Their parent was also now 
deceased. This made me think, of course, about my parent. There 
is nothing final like death. 

______________________________________________________________ 

Flashback Type Two (Transcribing) 

 The second instance where I noticed I had to bracket my sentiments was during 

the transcription. There was a moment when a flashback seeped in based on what I 

observed in the data.          
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Table 3 

Selected Statements  

 
• I've spent the day uploading and transcribing more data into 

NVivo. As I was transcribing the personal data sheet 
questionnaires today, I couldn't help but think about my own 
experience with my father's incarceration. Some participants 
mentioned their mother didn't want them to see their father in jail 
or in that way, and I immediately connected to that experience.  
 

• Another instance that I thought about is how most of the students 
had someone in their family they could look up to and who was a 
vital figure of support.  I thought about my mother, too, in this 
process. She was that figure while my father was incarcerated, 
indeed both before and after that period in my case. I made it a 
point to make my thoughts go back to what I was transcribing 
exactly word for word. 

______________________________________________________________ 

 In doing this study, I found I had to epoché more than once. Still, I always 

maintained a healthy boundary to ensure that I did not let any thought, emotion, or 

memory distract me from the voices of the participants—this was their story, not mine. 

To emphasize my certainty in this process, I know I was able to epoché accordingly, 

because I was stunned and moved after uncovering the essence. I clearly understood the 

themes to the sub-questions once those were unveiled (those resonated mainly 

personally) but had no clue what the larger essence would be to the posed central 

research question. It was eye-opening to see this long research journey conclude what it 

did, something so profound yet straightforward. The findings further contributed to a 

body of peer-reviewed literature, and a common practice held sacred for some educators.  

The final takeaway in my epoché process is that it was critical to reflect 

acceptingly on my past experiences to fully detach myself from those memories, so they 

would not impact or influence the study in any dimension. This vacuum allowed me to 
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transition multiple times to be fully present with the participants during the interviews or 

transcription process.  

Central Research Question 

The central research question explored the students’ sensitivities of how 

educators’ perception impacted their educational experience. Students’ perceptions were 

gathered using interviews and personal data sheet questionnaires. The overarching 

essence produced across all minority high school graduates who had incarcerated parents 

in this study concluded that their educators’ perception impacted their overall educational 

experience in one primary way—it influenced their perception of decision-making. The 

quotes in the findings are verbatim from participants and are quoted with grammar and 

punctuation errors. 

An Influenced Perception of Decision-Making Affects Student Wellbeing 

Moustakas (1994) posits that an essence, also known as a structure, makes a 

phenomenon a phenomenon. Each research sub-question contains characteristics of 

participants’ lived experiences while attending public school in PK-12th grade. Thus, all 

the characteristics detailed in the findings helped to determine that the structural finding 

in this study acknowledged an influenced perception of decision-making that affects 

student wellbeing. Therefore, the following realization represents the truths and lives of 

six African American male and female participants who shared their stories. 

 All the participants in the study spoke about the awareness they had when they 

would do specific actions throughout their tenure in PK-12th grade school. For example, 

with a tone of self-reflection, Sarah remarked, “I knew I was causing trouble.” There was 

a brief silence in the interview before she recollected a time when she saw a transition in 
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herself when she decided to change. Participant Sarah, whose father was incarcerated for 

eight years for aggravated robbery with a deadly weapon and grand theft auto, 

commented:  

“But when I passed in 10th grade and moved to the 11th, I just started to act a lot 

different. It took some time, but I’m not going to say like immediately I was just 

this angel, but I definitely had to work hard to focus in my class and not fight, I 

had to, you know, encourage myself to get up to go to school and stay in school 

and not to leave. Really just focus on my education because that was something 

that I wasn’t doing for a long time.” 

For Sarah, the decision to change was not only from her father, who encouraged 

her to do better in school, but also her engagement in No More Victims. The No More 

Victims program is a school group filled with non-traditional educators who pushed and 

cared about a student’s wellbeing so deeply the only escape was to find a passage of 

healing. Janey, another participant, shared poignantly, “Sometimes them teachers can be 

like a big impact on you, and a lot of times students look up to the teachers, and you 

won’t even know.” Participant Janey continued:  

“A lot of times, I feel like teachers don't think. Like, okay, I'm just a teacher. 

Like, a lot of times, they jobs be more than just a teacher to some of the students, 

right? You know, like some teachers think, oh, I just come here to do my job, and 

I go home, but a lot of them don't realize like here's a lot more on the line. Like 

you really be saving me from home. While you're thinking like, I'm just a teacher. 

It's really more to that.” 
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This expression from Janey, whose father was incarcerated twice, once for 13 

years for aggravated kidnapping, was so rich with layers that it was a pure indicator that 

the magnitude of influence an educator has on a student is profound after deeper analysis. 

Teachers and other educators drive students to do and be better. Thus, a student’s 

decision to respond to the label an adult categorizes them with will exude transparently 

often in their choices.  

John emphasized, “My complete drive came behind my teachers.” He responded 

that in this memory, he had teachers who built him up, and therefore, he felt compelled to 

make better choices. Whereas other times, he that acknowledged some teachers did not 

realize their full impact or their student’s potential to succeed. Therefore, those students 

fell by the wayside. Their teacher did not know how to maximize the learning for the 

student despite their circumstances. Their situation or behavior overshadowed their 

teacher’s ability to see their worth. “I believe some of my teachers weren’t used to the 

strong-willed or strong mindset of a child. And so, that kind of confused them, so they 

never got the opportunity to maximize them, the opportunities that they would usually do 

with other students,” exclaimed John.  

In the case of Participant Brianna, her experience with educators in a school 

building was different. Her experience in high school was more isolation—and the desire 

to keep to herself after going through multiple phases. Brianna’s parents were both 

incarcerated—her father was routinely in and out of the penal system for possession of 

illicit drugs, and her mother was imprisoned once. Brianna stated:  

“In high school. Yeah, I really kept to myself. So, I don't think, like if anyone had 

an opinion, I had a couple of teachers that I talked to that they had an opinion. 
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They would just say that I was quiet and to myself. I didn't really talk to anyone. I 

only had like one friend when I graduated high school.” 

Consequently, because her teachers perceived her as quiet, Brianna felt she had to 

manage her ability and innate strength to succeed and finish school. Her previous phases 

of loss and anger had already waned. Her last cycle of development at school was one in 

which teachers had no negative or positive effects on her experience. So, she applied the 

parallel effort to go through the motions of school in the same manner her teachers 

taught. However, those actions proved mundane, not giving Brianna a sense of direction, 

purpose, or fulfillment.  

Participant Frederick remarked his educational experience was impacted by how 

his teachers thought of him. Frederick’s father, meanwhile, was incarcerated for two and 

a half years, beginning his ninth-grade year.  

“A lot of my teachers, they uh…I know I did a lot of misconduct. A lot of them 

had a lot of hope, not only for me but a lot of my other student body. They have a 

lot of ambition for everybody. They knew we was going to go out and be 

successful, whether that was go to college or not go to college, get a job, or not 

get the job. They had high hopes for us.” 

When the researcher asked if that played a role in him being determined to finish 

school, Frederick remarked that was a prime reason for him to straighten up in school 

after years of not trying or giving effort. He exclaimed that a difference in teachers and 

principals propelled him to make better choices, because he felt the teachers believed in 

him. Participant Frederick concluded,  
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“It's nice to have in today's society; it's nice to have a mentor or a teacher figure 

give you that push because a lot of the kids don't get that push from their own 

parents or siblings or friends. So, to hear it from your teacher or your mentor or 

whoever it may be to me, that'll give the person the necessary fuel, push they need 

to actually get through college or high school or whatever endeavor that they 

come across in life.” 

This sentiment to do better, be better, was like what Ney expressed in her school 

journey. Having attended two different high schools in southeast Texas, Ney immediately 

recounted how educators (principal, assistant principals (APs), or teachers) in one 

building could be so different. Ney was lost, angry, and constantly fighting others in one 

school. Her coping response method would continue in the following school; however, 

the fight and flight habits were met with a firmness rooted in grace. The educators in her 

second school were integral in her choosing improvement and self-discovery. As a result, 

she found a path to a brighter future for her and her child. Participant Ney’s mother was 

incarcerated on and off for six years due to multiple offenses, including possession and 

intent to distribute illicit drugs and prostitution. Ney shared a memory:  

“Oh, so I want to say that I have like I had Mr. D. He called me his daughter and 

like, if I get in trouble like he'll look out for me, and then like when I'm like trying 

to skip class, he will drag me to class. And he'll make sure that I'm on track. And 

then, like, I have Ms. D like, she'll make sure she'll text me like are you in class? 

Are you at school? What you doing? Are you working? Like, they'll stay on me to 

make sure that I'm doing, what I'm supposed to do like, they'll do like individuals 

like that who they see going down the wrong path or who they see struggling or 
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who are like in the No More Victims program because they like know we go 

through a lot. And so, like them showing us that they care, push us to be a better 

person and push us to try harder and for us to graduate. Because if it wasn't for 

Dr. C or Ms. D, I wouldn't have graduated because I was ready to give up, drop 

out and go home, whatever. But they was like, no, you got to do this for you and 

your baby.” 

Through these many conversations and periods of self-reflection, Ney gathered 

the internal strength fueled by her support network to make a better choice to continue 

onward even in the darkest moments.  

 All six participants shared glimpses of their lived experience that showed that a 

student’s perception of decision-making is influenced and significant. In this study, all 

students chose to be rebellious or engaged or decided to react in any method based on 

how they perceived their teachers saw them as individuals. This perception was so strong 

that it became a reality and provoked a child to conform to the idea that educators 

believed represented them as students. Furthermore, this interaction between student and 

educator proves that the educational experience will undoubtedly be profoundly affected. 

A teacher can make or break a student because of the perception a student consumes 

about their teacher. The teachers nourish the students’ perceptions, which influences 

them to make situational decisions throughout their school period in the classroom.  

Moreover, often, in the cases of the students in this study, they were already 

broken repeatedly because of their shared experiences of being minorities and having 

parents incarcerated. This context alone in this study reveals the trajectory of the impact 

that intersectional factors like race and parental incarceration have on a student. Thus, a 
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teacher failing to believe in their potential mean the students could be broken again, 

rather than restored simply because of the choices they made, all of which the educators 

readily influenced in their lives. Ultimately, the impact extends wide due to the 

complexity of self-perception both by the participants themselves and the perception they 

felt their educators emitted about them as students.  

Research Sub Question One 

Research sub-question one explored the students’ perceptions of how they viewed 

themselves. Students’ perceptions were gathered using interviews and personal data sheet 

questionnaires. Emergent themes included self-awareness, feelings, and a sense of 

belonging. The quotes in the findings are verbatim from participants and are quoted with 

grammar and punctuation errors. 

A Tide of Self-Awareness  

The way a tide rises and falls is the same way a student describes themselves as a 

student in school—an ebb and flow of feelings. In conjunction with feelings of being 

understood, all participants shared insights on their ability to be self-aware and equally 

attuned to their teachers’ behaviors. Brianna recalled when she saw a transition of her 

choices and made progress over the years in school. “I had a lot of different phases. I 

went through like the quiet phase, and then I went through the like the...the rowdy phase, 

the loud phase, and then when I got to high school, I was just quiet—to myself.” 

Therefore, being introspective during teenager age describes Brianna’s awareness 

evolving based on contextual factors and teacher perceptions. 

Participant Frederick described his memory of being a student as an outcast. “So, 

I kind of saw myself as the outcast, but not the outcast.” In the case of Frederick, another 
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intersectional factor impacted his reason for seeing himself in this one way—

homelessness. Frederick described this period in the following way: 

“I want to say for the beginning, ending of fourth grade all through fifth and a 

little bit of sixth grade, I was homeless for three years. So, dealing with that and 

trying to not only get out of elementary and move on to middle school was a 

challenge in itself. Because a lot of people don't know what that is like. They don't 

know what it's like to live shelter to shelter, family to family, or even let alone 

going two weeks without eating. I know what all that is like. I don't wish that on 

nobody. And I don't actually…I'm not proud to know that I know what that's like. 

But it happens, and it made me into who I am now. So out of everything, pre-k 

through 12th, besides my father being incarcerated that had an impact on my life, 

that also is second hand on something that gave me that extra push that wanted 

me to do better, be better as a person.” 

Therefore, aside from the theme of self-awareness, the findings showed that all 

participants had had multiple factors that sometimes overlapped, causing them to feel 

specific ways about how they saw themselves as a student. However, the commonality in 

their circumstances remained the same. They all had parents incarcerated, were all 

minorities, attended public high schools, and graduated.  

John’s father was incarcerated from age two until his senior year in high school—

16 years of his life—for possession of illicit drugs and unlawful possession of weapons. 

John remarked, “I learned that I did have aggression, but I also learned that I need to 

work on this to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” He recalled his moments in school, 

which he described not always as his best—the ones that involved school fights. Ney 
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recalled a period when she let down her principal, APs, and teachers by fighting again, 

and then stated, “I can’t be angry. I can’t have hatred.” Her self-examination caused her 

to seek help and join the No More Victims group. Regardless of the participant’s 

experience, it was lucid they knew how they saw themselves as students grow and 

oscillate over the years in school. 

Feelings 

 Another apparent theme in the study was the recognition of feelings. In the case 

of the participants, this theme was different from the theme of being self-aware for one 

distinct reason. For example, anger and experiencing the loss of childhood were prevalent 

in many interviews. In contrast, the self-awareness theme reflected students being acutely 

aware of their transitional phases in time. 

Anger 

Five of the six participants' interviews reflected the feeling of being angry and 

could share experiences that revolved around that sensation. Janey recalled misusing her 

anger because her dad said he was changing and would not offend again, but instead 

failed to change and wound up incarcerated once more. “In high school, like I used to use 

my anger in the wrong kind of way,” shared Janey.  

Ney shared a long list of experiences where she was enveloped in anger. “I was 

disruptive, just being disrespectful, fighting. I was just so angry.” The source of Ney's 

anger was Ney's mother being repeatedly incarcerated, causing her as a young student to 

become the ultimate caretaker of her child down the road and early on her siblings.  

Sarah's angry experience was not solely due to her father being behind bars. She 

was mad for a period with her mom for not allowing her to visit him. “I had a lot of anger 
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built up, and I just wasn't happy. So, I would uh start altercations, or would miss school 

sometimes, or didn't want to do my...my work.” Sarah acknowledged her anger stemmed 

from her teachers thinking she was not changing, angry with her mom for uprooting her 

from the city, angry with her dad for not being there when she achieved things in school 

or participated in competitions. While Sarah did not have her camera on during the 

interview, the researcher could sense every word, as she did with all the other participants 

in their respective interviews. “I used to be called hot headed when I was younger. 

Because anything would tick me off or make me angry or make me want to fight.” Sarah 

concluded by highlighting how she had changed and became much more patient and 

credited it to now being a mom. 

Loss of Childhood  

One of the participants embodied the sub-theme of experiencing a loss of 

childhood but was expressed by all the participants in some capacity. In the case of Ney, 

this sub-theme was a direct reflection of having an incarcerated parent.   

Participant Ney hesitantly recalled, then openly shared a time that demonstrated 

what she experienced and how she experienced it. Ney expressed how her mother's 

incarceration took a toll on her, because her mother was the only parent in the picture. By 

default, the parental responsibilities shifted onto Ney while her mom was in jail. 

Furthermore, for Ney, her mother was not a positive figure in her life. Ney describes, 

“She like doubted me, she said I wasn’t going to be nothing. Said I was going to drop 

out.” The participant Ney recounted a memory of her mother in response to remarks 

about dropping out. 

“She just said that because I was a mother figure, so she was like, I need to go 
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make money. I need to go, do this, I need to go do that. So that's how I end up 

having a baby because one night I was working late at the Fiesta, and I was 

actually walking from Cullen to Scott, and someone actually grabbed me, and I 

actually end up having a baby. And so, when that happened, like, everybody 

pushed to have an…to get rid of the baby. But it was like, it's a lesson learned. 

Like, I learned from a lesson because of you. So, you downplaying me, saying 

that I was going to be nothing, that I need to take care of the kids, and that's fine. 

That happened to me because I chose to work to provide for my siblings. So, I 

didn't really like…didn't bother me as much as most people thought it would. So, 

I was just like whatever. I just like, sucked it up and let it go.” 

Sarah described how No More Victims became a sanctuary—a safe place—for 

students with incarcerated parents. She also pinpointed the struggles students in the group 

experienced. Participant Sarah posited:  

“And I feel like a lot of kids need that, because even the quiet ones or the loud 

ones, you never know what a kid is going through in high school. Some kids are 

homeless. Some kids are taking care of their younger siblings. Some kids are just 

really being adults and going to school at the same time. I know a lot of children 

that had jobs at 15 because they had to take care of their household, so you never 

know what kids are going through because they have a lot going on and it's hard 

to talk about, so that safe place will really be beneficial in a lot of high schools or 

middle schools whatever.” 

 In the story of Frederick, the loss of childhood came down to working to help his 

family when he was able to age-wise when his father was incarcerated. “When it came to 



119 

 

 

 

bills and everything, he kind of put a hole in a lot of it, because he was like the main 

provider for a lot of it. So, when he got…when he went to jail, it was harder to maintain,” 

said Frederick.  

Sense of Belonging 

A second prevalent theme in this study to the first research sub-question is a sense 

of belonging. However, the sense of belonging felt by students was best categorized in 

two formats—one a positive community and the other a hostile community. The context 

of the word community extends to the different social networks’ students participated in 

during school. The participants often expressed getting caught up with the wrong crowd 

or felt wholesome in specific settings—regardless, intentionally embraced by both 

communities seeking their membership. 

Positive Community  

The impact of No More Victims on the four participants who participated in the 

organization was substantial. All of them repeatedly referenced the group. Furthermore, it 

was known as a safe place. Janey emphasized that a school building, is often a safe area 

for students on many levels—even if there are no groups like No More Victims. For 

example, Janey remarked, “Sometimes school is actually like your safe space.” John 

stated No More Victims could get it out of him, and slowly, he opened up about his 

parent's incarceration and other life challenges.  

Janey recounts, “the lady, the Mama G lady, she was really more of a like that 

kind of go-to person. She was like a, like a mom, when you couldn't go to your real mom 

or dad when you couldn't go to your real dad. She was really a big part of my high school 

experience.”  
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Ney's sense of community was felt when she shared with the group the time that 

she was raped walking home from work doing the job she had to provide for her siblings 

while her mother was incarcerated. Participant Ney shared:  

“Like when I discussed me being raped, it was no judgment. Like everybody was 

there for you. If someone was talking about their parent’s incarceration, no 

judgment, everybody was there for you. Needed something? You needed some 

pampers, you needed some food? Like Mama G would go get it for you, like 

whatever it takes.” 

The participants’ recollections illuminated the positive sense of community 

fostered between a group of students led by an adult, like Mama G, who oversees the No 

More Victims program. In the case of Sarah, once she spoke to her dad later in high 

school, she realized she had to change her ways and focus on her schoolwork and 

attendance. For her community support network, her dad, even while incarcerated, 

maintained a presence to initiate her desire to change. Participant Sarah acknowledged:  

“My dad did impact me a lot. He found out how I was acting in school, how I was 

failing and not doing my work, not going to school sometimes. He  explained to 

me that I did not want to live a life that he did. He was just telling me that it's not 

fun. He was telling me that, you know, education is important and not everyone 

can get it. When my junior year came around, I put all AP classes on my schedule 

because I just wanted to push myself and challenge myself to do something better 

than what I'd been doing.” 

When Sarah discussed how some teachers could be demeaning and not 

encouraging, she mentioned that the kinship within the No More Victims group helped 
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her, and other students, continue to progress onward despite their circumstances. Sarah 

commented: “We kind of had each other's backs. We are going to do this; we are going to 

graduate. We are going to make something out of ourselves because we deserve that, 

especially with things that we've been through as children.” 

Mama G's impression was so chief in Janey’s tenure at school that she described 

the positive community as a safe place where one could talk, vent or cry because of 

whatever they were experiencing in life. Then the investigator asked Janey if she felt like 

programs such as No More Victims could be replicated in other schools across the United 

States, did she think it would prove beneficial? She eagerly exclaimed yes, because, in 

her eyes, and the eyes of the other children in the group, the No More Victims setting was 

identified as home outside the home. If they were going through something, it was the 

one place they could safely run to and exist in their rawest form. Participant Janey stated:  

“Definitely, definitely. If I could share Mama G, I would. If I can give her to 

every school district in the United States of America, I would because I feel like, 

like I said, a lot of teachers don't understand what's going on at home. And she 

was the kind of person to where like, you can cry, you can hug, you can be mad. 

You can be angry and not be judged about it like, you know, I'm hurt. We're going 

to fill you. We're going to fix your hurt.” 

Negative Community 

The opposite of a positive community is the negative one that participants 

revealed. Ney attended two different high schools in southeast Texas, so she was able to 

distinguish how different educators acted or had rapport with the students. She 

remembered a lack of people at the first campus who cared enough to understand 
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students. This feeling of not having adults who cared in the school or those with whom 

she connected is something like Brianna mentioned. It took a while for Brianna to 

formulate her thoughts. The researcher could see her searching for words on the screen. 

Participant Brianna then stated,  

“I, hmmmmm, I was quiet for the most part until I got to probably middle school 

and I started acting, ghetto, but it, I was I've always been like, I've never been like 

umm a dumb student. I've always been smart. School was never a problem for me. 

I just was in the wrong crowd at some point.” 

When John talked about getting swept into the wrong crowd, he described the 

positive and negative involved in all situations. Like Brianna and Ney, they saw how 

quickly one could follow a path of self-destruction. John was steadfast on the idea that 

one always had to focus on the positive to learn from all situations. This gravitation 

toward remaining positive for John was due to what he associated with how harmful 

communities worked—generational cycles of trouble, incarceration, or death.  

“I see some of my closest friends go to jail behind it. I've seen some of my friends 

actually die behind it so that itself, if that makes someone that…that would be 

my…my click to say, okay, listen, that's not it.” said John.  

Fortunately, John and all the other participants could repel themselves from the 

negative associations and find hope in the positive ones instead.  

While John and the other participants were able to stray away from groups with 

adverse effects, one of the primary themes of having a sense of belonging in different 

contexts was clear for the participants. Thus, the emergent themes of self-awareness, 
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feelings, and sense of belonging were all discovered in this study and represented the 

students’ perceptions of how they viewed themselves.  

Research Sub Question Two 

The second sub-question explored the students’ perceptions of how race 

influenced how they thought about their identity. Students’ perceptions were also 

gathered using interviews and personal data sheet questionnaires. Emergent themes 

included recognizing a difference between themselves and others. The quotes in the 

findings are verbatim from participants and are quoted with grammar and punctuation 

errors. 

Recognition of Difference  

Five of the six participants spoke about race as a factor in how they thought about 

their identity. Thus, the theme of recognizing differences was the consensus for many 

participants. All had an awareness of being racial and ethnic minorities. The ability to 

notice a difference between themselves and others was unique to every student. For 

example, all participants, except one, attended schools in primarily monocultural 

communities. However, the participants did not readily bring up the race and ethnicity of 

the teachers. Instead, participants were adamant that the race or ethnicity of the teacher 

did not influence how they thought about themselves, especially if it came to a negative 

light. If they felt different as a racial or ethnic minority, the students gathered this from 

their neighborhood communities and society—not from the school. That said, five of the 

six participants expressed admiration for their principals and administrators as strong, 

African American women and men with degrees and “doctorates.” According to the 
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participants, this was different for them and showed them they could aspire to reach these 

heights in their communities and beyond.  

Frederick recalled how he tries not to focus too much on it, but he is always “a 

subject of the minority.” To Frederick, this meant negative experiences are possible — 

“It’s bound to happen eventually. It’s just a when and where,” he remarked. John was 

critical in remaining cognizant of how race influences worked and maneuvering those 

situations. “I think understanding the whole race thing and understanding everything will 

kind of put you into the perspective of how you should move. And a lot of people aren’t 

really focused on it, just living life,” John shared. However, John did not feel he could 

move as freely in certain situations. John was acutely aware of his race, in the same 

manner that Ney was aware of being bi-racial. Participant Ney recounted,  

“It was like kind of like hard trying to balance things like growing up because 

like, you never know, like, oh, what you're walking into. Or like if I walk into the 

atmosphere like oh how are they going to perceive me. So, it's kind of like, you 

have to like, be neutral if you're biracial, and it's tough because you have them 

talking about each other, and then you have them, and then they try to play you 

against each other. So, it's really difficult.” 

Like Ney, Sarah pointed out that it was evident on being a different race from 

others. She stated, “Everyone has like this label on black kids. Just a statistical label that 

we won't become nothing or that we won't be able to go to college or be doctors or 

anything like that.” For Sarah, though, like the rest of the participants in the study, did 

graduate and was onto the next part of her journey sharing, “I've definitely exceeded the 

standards that people have on young Black kids.” 



125 

 

 

 

For Sarah, the label society put on her did not deter her. However, Janey's 

experience was different from the participants. When she shared her understanding of 

race, she leaned back in the seat, but crossed her arms. She slowly lowered her head for a 

moment as she proclaimed the following realization. Janey was enrolled in an Advanced 

Placement (AP) course, and when she got to the class (by the placement of one of her 

assistant principals), she was taken aback by how many races were in the class. She 

exclaimed that she did not think she fit in or would get by in the course. Participant Janey 

shared:  

“I don't know, like when I was in school, I feel like because I went to a mostly 

African American school, so I feel like, okay, I fit, I fit in like I'm fine like I could 

do this because you know this is what we do. But then when we were like in the 

AP classes, you had some of those students, and they would try to like do what we 

do because it's like they wanted to fit in and then that's when I started to realize 

like you using your race as the wrong thing baby girl. Like you got to do better. 

Like, speak. You know? Be a woman about it. Don't be so ghetto. Don't be so 

loud. Don't create what everybody else is creating for you, basically. Like, I’m 

ghetto. So that's me. I'm ghetto. That's not me. I'm not ghetto. Like, I'm really 

like, you know, I'm a good person, and I would think because I'm this color that I 

had to act that way and it’s just like hmm-mmm.   But now I feel like it doesn't 

matter. Like what race you are. What gender you are. Be you, be yourself. 

Because at the end of the day, it's just the skin color. It's just something that they 

see. What about what’s you deep down inside?” 

For Janey, there was a powerful realization in her opinion that showed how others 
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can perceive the power of race, and how she felt she let society dictate how she should 

act and identify herself. Thus, the main emergent theme generated from this second sub-

question was that the students did recognize a difference between themselves and others 

when they processed how race influenced how they thought about their identity.  

Research Sub Question Three 

The final research sub-question explored the students' perceptions of how their 

teachers perceived them as students. Students' perceptions were gathered using interviews 

and personal data sheet questionnaires, like the first two sub-questions. Emergent themes 

included a span of teacher mindsets (based on student perceptions). The quotes in the 

findings are verbatim from participants and are quoted with grammar and punctuation 

errors. 

Teacher Mindsets (Based on Student Perceptions) 

The theme of the teacher mindsets was widespread throughout the investigation 

findings. However, the findings on teacher mindsets were not obtained from teachers but 

instead from how students perceived their teachers’ views of them as students in school. 

There were three primary types of beliefs in students that teachers exuded. The first is 

those teachers who positively believed in students, and the second is the teachers who 

had a negative belief in students. Lastly, a portion of the findings revealed that some 

educators failed to recognize their potential impact on students, according to participants.  

Positive Belief in Students 

There was ample evidence that led the principal investigator to determine this 

sub-theme for the final research sub-question. Frederick noticed that some teachers could 

see past the circumstance of having a parent incarcerated (however, he later stated that 
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not all teachers could be trusted with this information because some may use it to “bully 

the students”). Therefore, regarding the positive aspect in this recollection, Frederick felt 

most teachers would express the following sentiment: “Hate to hear that, but you know 

now it's up to you to aspire to be better than your mother or father – or whoever is 

incarcerated at that time.” Similarly, for Ney (who previously attended two schools), 

teachers at the second school would sit and listen to her and other students, unlike the 

first campus. 

For Janey, Mr. S felt she exuded leader vibes and encouraged her to join the cheer 

team despite her behavior. She recalled that Mr. S and others like Dr. C and Ms. D were 

good teachers. Janey shared, “They made sure you made it to the borderline.” For Mama 

G, who was so revered by Janey and the others, exclaimed with laughter that, “Mama G 

wasn't going to stop until we graduated. She wasn't going to stop until we made it to 

where we needed to be.” For Ney, she shared that when she would give teachers hard 

times, one finally pulled her to the side and asked what was going on with her, which 

caused her to ask what she meant. She first laughed, thinking back on the teacher, Ms. R, 

and kept eye contact with the researcher despite the minor noise in the coffee shop. She 

shared that after that conversation with the teacher, Ms. R accepted why she was being 

given a hard time. The student (Ney) indirectly took out her loss of childhood on her 

teacher. That was a defining moment for Ney. She saw, like the others, how some of the 

educators in her life cared about her wellbeing. These few gems sympathized with the 

realization that not many of the students had the chance to be children themselves.  

John was filled with laughter and smiled, thinking about how his teachers drove 

him to excel. He insistently described himself as an opportunist but talked about a time in 
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high school when teachers and administrators changed, and he saw how deeply they 

cared. John recounted,  

“So, everyone was an opportunity until it got to the emotional side to where I was 

in high school, and they started actually digging into emotions. I started liking, 

you know, teachers like, hey, this is a good teacher, you know, this is somebody 

I'll come talk to. So, they played a major part as far as me when I got older, but 

when I was coming up, they didn't really. I didn't ever really put energy into, you 

know, finding out what they had to offer, honestly. It was more so how can I just 

make sure I'm fine at the end of the day?” 

This shift for John allowed him to see that teachers deeply cared about more than 

just academics and what was on the surface. He credits them as contributing to the 

multitude of trophies and experiences he was afforded in high school as he finished his 

senior year and started college. He pointed to multiple shelves in his living room, 

including recognitions from state officials, county mayors, all alongside his proudly 

displayed diploma.  

Janey added to her experience that while she did not deal with challenges well and 

still struggles with them today, she valued how her teachers would notice when 

something was wrong and encouraged her to get it together. Words ingrained into Janey 

from those teachers were, “Come on, like, you got to get it together. You can’t keep 

doing this. Like, yeah life don’t work like that, you know?” She states that this reality 

check they often gave (after building a relationship with her) was a big help. 
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Negative Belief in Students 

While multiple moments projected the positive light teachers reflected because of 

their healthy mindsets toward students, unfortunately, some unpleasant experiences were 

etched into the students. Janey, who so passionately spoke about the educators who did 

well by her, also had encounters with others who would say things that made her, and 

others, feel like less of a person. Ney was clear with her previous experience at the first 

campus, where she said educators viewed her and her peers as trouble and did not even 

care to understand what their lives were like outside of school as students—as humans. 

“It's like some people don't listen. Some people don't care what you go through” she said. 

Frederick, who earlier, shared that he felt most teachers would encourage him to 

rise above his situation with a parent incarcerated also expressed hesitation about sharing 

his parent's incarceration. According to Frederick, this reservation was because some 

teachers “looked even lower on me than give me high hopes on to be better than that 

person.” In this case, the incarcerated person was still a relative, still a loved one, still a 

biological parent in the simplest of forms, and it was hurtful for either party to be 

considered inferior.  

Janey, who vacillated between the realm of teachers with both positive and 

negative teachers, emphatically expressed that there were teachers who did not care about 

her. She interpreted,  

“You don't care about me. Like, you know, you just come here to do your job, and 

you're going to go home. You're gonna really forget about me. You only… I'm 

only your concern within these eight hours. So why should I respect you?”  
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Janey further remarked, there were times when teachers were not understanding 

or were fascinated with the idea of telling students their favorite, saying, “You'll never be 

like, nothing. Or you will never amount to anything because of like the way you act.” 

These words were crushing to Janey.  

While teachers reacted to Janey's internal struggles, she reflected quietly on how 

she felt when she believed what some teachers would say. “It’ll make you feel like, dang, 

well I am already going through what I'm going through, and so you telling me I'm not 

going to be nothing, I'm going to believe that.” The sting was so profound for Janey that 

she described other times how she felt the teacher's remarks were uncalled for, “because 

you're not doing nothing but hurting me more than what I'm already hurt.” 

Because she had a staunch period of getting into trouble, that consisted of 

altercations, instigating situations, or skipping school, Sarah found it hard to move past 

the teachers’ label on her for her previous actions. Sarah alleged, “They would always 

watch for me when every time something bad happened because I was one of those kids 

that probably started it.” This perception of herself made it difficult for Sarah to stay 

encouraged that she could become better. She had to hold fast to this positive belief, 

despite how the adults treated her.  

Failure to Recognize Potential Impact 

The final sub-theme relating to teacher mindsets that became evident in the 

findings was that some teachers did not realize how they could positively impact a 

student's life. Janey was keyed in on the idea of a teacher being one who motivates. She 

learned this aspect of a teacher based on the teachers who failed to encourage her. “Some 

of the teachers don't motivate you enough, and sometimes they'll sit you in class, and all 
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you talk about is math,” Janey determined. This experience was unfortunate, because 

while Janey excelled in classes like English, she stated that if the teacher did not motivate 

her, she did not apply herself further. In this case, motivation is used as the belief in the 

student. There was an aura of complacency on the part of the teacher, so Janey was 

merely a compliant learner in some classes. 

Earlier, when findings for the overall essence were elucidated in the central 

research question, Janey shared that sometimes teachers felt they were just teachers—

nothing more, nothing less. However, Janey was adamant that some teachers would come 

and go between their jobs and home without realizing how much was on the line for 

young students like herself, who sought guidance without readily exclaiming it to the 

world. Some teachers saved Janey from home life, without them even realizing it. Then, 

some did not create that safe space for students because they did not care to develop it, 

did not know how to cultivate one, or did not realize their potential impact as teachers 

could carry such significance. 

Regardless of the teacher mindsets that emerged in this final research sub 

question, what was displayed is how interconnected the role between teacher and student 

can be in their integrated experience. The reality remains that this relationship can be 

fruitful, harmful, or void of positive impact, because students reflect what their teachers 

believe about them as students.  

Summary 

Chapter IV contained a synopsis of the study's findings based on interviews and 

personal data sheet questionnaires from six participants, who were all minority high 

school graduates from public schools in Southeast Texas and experienced parental 
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incarceration while in school. The central research question explored the students’ 

sensitivities of how educators' perception impacted their educational experience. The 

overarching essence across all minority high school graduates who had incarcerated 

parents in this study concluded that educators' perception impacted their educational 

experience in one primary way—it influenced their perception of decision making. 

Research sub-question one explored the students’ perceptions of how they viewed 

themselves. Emergent themes included self-awareness, feelings, and a sense of 

belonging. The second sub-question explored the students’ perceptions of how race 

influenced how they thought about their identity. Emergent themes included recognizing 

a difference between themselves and others. The final research sub-question explored the 

students’ perceptions of how their teachers perceived them as students. Emergent themes 

included a span of teacher mindsets (based on student perceptions). All the sub-questions 

meaning units contributed to the overarching essence discovered for the central research 

question first provided in this summary.  

Chapter V summarizes the study and discusses findings, reviews implications for 

practice, recommendations for further research, and conclusions. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, 

RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSIONS 

 The organization for Chapter V consists of a summary of the study, discussion of 

findings, implications for practice, recommendations for further research, and 

conclusions. These sections aim to review the research and elaborate on existing 

literature in conjunction with the research findings to improve the understanding of 

identity makeup for how minority public school students with incarcerated parents 

perceive themselves. Understanding the essence of this lived experience would enable 

school leaders to catalyze tailored support services for a generally overlooked population 

rather than continue the typical one size fits all approach. Further, the analysis of these 

findings has the potential to provide evidence that school leaders, school districts, and 

future legislation should consider or increase training, professional development, and 

coursework on healthy identity synthesis for this student subset, resulting in improved 

academic performance and achievement.  

Summary of the Study 

 This chapter begins with a summary of the purpose and structure of the study, 

followed by the significant findings related to how minority high school graduates with 

incarcerated parents perceived themselves as public-school students. Conclusions results 

are synthesized in a summative statement on the entire study and depict how the findings 

contributed to existing theoretical literature and knowledge base. Lastly, the summary 

offers implications for practice and further research.  
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 For the data collection analysis, experiences of minority children in public schools 

with incarcerated parents, defined as individuals who shared a lived experience, 

embodied an overarching essence of what they experienced and how they experienced it 

(Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, the purpose of this phenomenological study was able to 

describe the impact incarcerated parents had on how their minority children perceived 

themselves as public school students within numerous school districts in southeast Texas. 

Six participants were asked to complete a personal data sheet questionnaire and 

participated in semi-structured interviews with modified guiding interview questions. The 

researcher asked participants to complete the questionnaire before conducting the 

interviews. The data instruments used (personal data sheet questionnaire questions and 

the interview questions) remained the same. They were used repeatedly across all 

participants to increase reliability and generate new findings (Heyink and Tymstra, 

1993).  

 Respondents were able to ask questions throughout the completion of the 

individual datasheets. Those who participated in in-person interviews wrote their 

responses in front of the researcher. The principal investigator observed and recorded 

notes in a field journal. The participants who partook in the study via Zoom completed 

the datasheets in a Google Form with the same questions. The online participants had the 

same support from the researcher if needed. Throughout the process, the principal 

investigator made sure to remain available by text, phone, email, and Zoom.  

 All interviews were conducted in person or online. All participants in the study 

recounted lived experiences that consisted of what and how they experienced them. The 

study included six African American participants: four women and two men.  All 
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participants were selected through purposive sampling and the researcher detailed aspects 

of their parents’ offenses in the findings chapter to provide a deeper context to the 

participants’ lived experiences.   

 This study included four research questions or one central question and three sub 

questions:  

Central Question: 

• How did the perception of educators impact your overall educational experience? 

This includes teachers, counselors, administrators, and principals.  

Sub questions:  

1. How do you view yourself as a student? 

2. How does race influence how you think about your identity? 

3. How would you describe how your teachers perceive you as a student?  

All four questions were qualitative, answered online or in person, and collected 

using datasheet questionnaires. All data analysis followed the phenomenological 

process, according to Moustakas (1994), which consisted of four sequential parts: 

1.  The researcher began with epoché. 

2. The researcher gathered significant statements from the transcripts about the 

phenomenon's scope. 

3.  The researcher repeatedly examined the importance of units or themes by deleting 

what was irrelevant, overlapped, or repeated.  

4. The researcher provided textural and structural descriptions of what each 

participant experienced and how they experienced it.  



136 

 

 

 

To maintain validity in this study, the researcher safeguarded credibility, 

trustworthiness, and authenticity from both the researcher and the participants (Creswell 

& Miller, 2000). This validity effort was accomplished by documenting abundantly 

descriptive data critical to the participants, the setting, interactions, and experiences that 

were all factual and accurate (Yilmaz, 2013). In conclusion, all four qualitative research 

questions unveiled an essence across the phenomenon that, based on how participants 

perceived educators, directly impacted their overall educational experience in one 

primary way—it influenced their perception of decision-making. 

Discussion 

 There is ample empirical literature included in the literature review that revealed 

common trends experienced by students with incarcerated parents. The study’s findings 

also reflect these trends. The research question will share those similar themes or 

relationships in the subsequent sections. It is critical to keep in mind that this study 

reviewed two theoretical frameworks—the Phenomenological Variant of Ecological 

Systems Theory (PVEST) and Identity Formation Theory—to better understand how the 

intersectionality of minority high school graduates with incarcerated parents perceived 

themselves as public-school students. The duo was essential because PVEST is a 

developmental theory that positions youth identity formation within the context of their 

environment among bi-directional interactions with their different individual risk 

contributors (Spencer, 1995, 2006, 2008). Throughout the findings per the research 

question, it was evident there was a range of bi-directional interactions among different 

risk contributors (race, sex, socio-economic status). 
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 In comparison, the significance of identity theory is that it focuses on how one’s 

identities are composed of the self-view that emerges from the automatic activity of self-

categorization or identification in terms of membership in particular groups or roles (Stets 

and Burke, 2000, pp. 225-226). Like the findings yielded themes related to how PVEST 

plays a role in student identity formulation, there were also moments in the study that 

showed how one’s identity and self-view were composed. It was developed based on 

participation in unique groups like No More Victims or based on assumed roles like the 

one Ney took on when she had to be the mother figure for her child and her siblings. 

Central Research Question 

 The overarching essence across all minority high school graduates who had 

incarcerated parents in this study concluded that educators' perceptions impacted their 

overall educational experience in one primary way—it influenced their perception of 

decision making. The was discovered based on a close analysis of the themes yielded by 

the three research sub questions. Educators present in students’ lives greatly impacted 

their perception of how they decided to exist in their classrooms and schools. While they 

did not all readily share that they looked up to their teachers or other adults in the 

building, all participants clung gravely to one of two ideas: their teachers either improved 

or further damaged their self-perceptions as students.  

  The CPI’s Crisis Development Model that speaks to the integrated experience 

most closely reflects these findings. The integrated experience is when behavior 

influences behavior (CPI, 2021). Specifically, one’s viewpoint (including attitudes and 

behaviors) on another is projected back to the transmitting party (CPI, 2018). As a result, 

because the features of the notion of perception are so broad and converge across 
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numerous intersectional factors, it is impossible to indefinitely attribute a student’s 

decision-making as a direct result of their teachers. Like CPI, behavior is influenced by 

other behavior; however, based on this study and its findings, the factors that impact 

behavior can be diverse and unique to both students and educators. A primary example 

supporting this conclusion is that all students perceived specific treatment because 

students believed their teachers only saw them based on factors of race and contextual 

realities, like having incarcerated parents. However, the researcher did not interview any 

teachers in this study; therefore, the research does not substantiate evidence that teachers 

perceived their students in any way other than the perception derived from the students’ 

perspectives themselves. Without knowing teachers’ perceptions of these specific 

participants, it is not feasible to determine direct causation influencing decision-making. 

Instead, the perception of decision-making was impacted and was the most plausible 

finding.  

Research Sub Question One 

Research sub question one explored the students’ perceptions themselves. 

Emergent themes included self-awareness, feelings, and a sense of belonging. However, 

each theme also exposed sub-themes critical to the study.  

A Tide of Self-Awareness. The specific theme derived from the data analysis for 

sub question one was that participants were keenly aware of specific phases as a student 

in school. They were able to identify periods where they experienced different 

temperaments throughout the years; similarly, they were aware of the feelings that 

resonated most strongly within them due to these shared circumstances and unique 

experiences. Students were readily able to express viewpoints at different periods, 
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highlighting the equal awareness they maintained in various ecological systems like 

home, school, or in groups like No More Victims.  

Feelings. Adalist-Estrin (2006) argues that specific feelings youth with 

incarcerated parents experience are often coping mechanisms. In the case of this study, 

the ability to sense and identify their feelings was consistent among all participants, 

highlighting an emergent theme. Though not all participants managed problematic 

feelings in healthy ways, they collectively learned to adopt healthier methods of 

management through support networks. This finding revealed that while students were 

able to identify their feelings, they were not always able to determine what to do with 

them in distinct situations.  

 Anger. One of the primary sub-themes exposed in this study was the feeling of 

anger. Five of the six participants acknowledged having expressed this sentiment and 

candidly described the moments when they each wrestled with the feeling during 

different periods of adolescence. All participants were able to identify one or more 

sources of anger affecting their spirits and actions. This was common in the literature. For 

example, Adalist-Estrin (2006) mentions that teachers often perceive students with 

incarcerated parents as angry while the students only act angrily due to other underlying 

sentiments like resentment, disappointment, or loss. Whether a child’s parents are 

incarcerated or not, young adults may experience anger for short or prolonged periods. 

However, because all students have unique lived experiences, it is impossible to say that 

the source of anger has the same root cause simply because of common experiences.  

Loss of Childhood. The second sub-theme exposed in interviews was a loss of 

childhood. The various ways participants recalled this loss was both poignant and painful. 
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A childhood only occurs once, and the ability to accept that theirs was severely impacted 

differently by having incarcerated parents was significant. Robertson (2007) stated that 

numerous external factors like increased household responsibilities, unjustified stress, 

minimal supervision, and socioeconomic anxiety affect students’ readiness to yield 

academic success. While this reality often limits students pursuing academic goals, the 

students in this study refused to accept this as another obstacle that might hinder them. As 

a result, it is safe to determine that students who experienced adversity in different bi-

directional relationships with similar or divergent risk factors had the capacity to 

overcome this painful moment. 

Sense of Belonging. Another emergent theme from the first sub question involved 

students seeking the comfort of community— positive or negative. Each of these sub-

themes were critical to the study. The existing empirical literature records that 

community is a powerful phenomenon. Gosine and Islam's (2014) research indicates that 

an education that considers students' experiences as valid and works in tandem with them 

is one of the most beneficial ways to give students a sense of belonging.  

Positive Community. The positive community concept was found frequently in 

restorative justice literature. The root of restorative practices in indigenous communities 

was profound in that individuals unite to mend what is damaged, improve an action, or 

learn from the wrongdoing. For example, the African philosophy of Ubuntu embodies 

restorative justice that contributes to renewal and conflict resolution (Schoeman, 2013). 

Similarly, the Navajo Nation understands justice as helpfulness and peaceful exchanges 

from lives built on human relationships (Yantzi, 1998).  
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 The positive community theme surfaced in interviews and personal datasheet 

questionnaires in this study and supported the existing literature. The overwhelming way 

participants emphasized critical and supportive individuals in their communities was 

powerful. Four participants enjoyed the refuge of a school group when they were most in 

need. This place proclaimed a participant, “restored what was broken and attempted to 

fill what was empty”. Therefore, the theme of a positive community was mirrored both in 

previous publications and in this examination. This reaffirmation further concludes that a 

positive and resilient community with an intent to uplift can be fostered in dark places.  

Negative Community. The opposite—the hostile community—failed to encourage 

positive support. This theme was also prevalent in the data analysis. All participants 

admitted that negative figures had also lured them into a support network of sorts in the 

absence of a positive one. In these moments, participants often found themselves with the 

wrong crowd—yet they all managed to escape.  

After careful analysis, the way students were triggered to find solace in negative 

communities and eventually assumed membership in that ecological system was striking. 

McCloskey (2012) posited that many people shut down conversations about incarcerated 

adults. Thus, students of incarcerated parents fled the shelter of the school and entered 

negative arenas where that aspect of life was welcomed and acknowledged. 

Correspondingly, Stets and Burke (1997) proposed individuals found motivations for 

categorizing themselves into specific groups or roles within groups for specific reasons 

based on self-esteem or self-efficacy. Therefore, the negative community acted as a “safe 

space” for students to explore having incarcerated parents as part of their identity. This 

finding highlights the detrimental impact of a negative community and its role in the 
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student/educator dynamic where emotional safety mitigations are not in place in school 

systems. 

Research Sub Question Two 

The second sub question investigated the students’ perceptions of how race 

influenced how they thought about their identity. It was essential to understand these 

phenomena because research previously showed that in the area of school climate, there 

are vast inequalities in how students experience education across racial lines (Benner & 

Graham, 2009, 2013; Bottiani, Bradshaw & Mendelson, 2016; Lee, Cornell, Gregory, & 

Fan, 2011). In this study, for sub question two, the emergent theme included students 

recognizing a difference between themselves and others. 

Recognition of Difference. Five of the six participants provided memoirs of their 

encounters with racial differences among peers or out in society. Through their 

chronicles, they outlined experiences that portrayed how race influenced their identity 

makeup as students. It was clear that they recognized an unfailing difference among 

others, which caused them to learn how to carefully maneuver in and out of school based 

on their racial and ethnic minority status. Navigating different societies and experiences 

because of a recognized difference, such as race, was previously captured in research on 

race studies and social structures. For instance, Garcia (2013) stated, “Race implicates an 

individual’s social identity and how one negotiates that identity within different 

environments” (p. 68). Consequently, the five participants echoed similar views about 

how race contributed to identity composition. This finding acknowledged that race is a 

critical component of minority individuals in school; thus, removing it from classroom 

conversations or curriculum is a disservice to the very population most affected by it. 
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Research Sub Question Three 

The final research sub question examined the students’ perceptions of how their 

teachers perceived them as students. Emergent themes included a span of teacher 

mindsets (based on student perceptions).  

Teacher Mindsets (Based on Student Perceptions). The teacher mindset’s 

theme was extensive in the investigation’s findings. However, the discoveries were based 

on how students perceived their teachers viewed them as students in school. The more 

prominent theme on teacher mindsets (based on student perceptions) generated three sub-

themes from the data collection and analysis.  

The three sub-themes consisted of a positive belief in students, a negative 

belief in students, and then lastly, a failure to recognize the potential impact they as 

teachers had on students. Overall, these findings were vital, and the participants reflected 

what other researchers wrote. For example, Villegas and Lucas (2002) and Mackay & 

Strickland (2018) believed educators who espoused a sociocultural consciousness belief 

became better prepared to receive and advance their students because they understood 

and enhanced their students' desire to learn. According to the participants, this also 

described some of their teachers.  

Positive Belief in Students. A wide range of evidence revealed that some teachers 

were viewed positively because students felt they perceived them as full of potential and 

ability. The participants were clear that these positive interactions had lasting effects on 

them and how they perceived their school experience despite home difficulties. Literature 

also states that schools and educators have the magnitude to help students become 

resilient and overcome adversities because of teachers’ outlook on students to remain full 
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of potential despite their parents’ circumstances (Murphey & Sacks, 2019). As a result, 

this finding proves the lasting impact a positive role model has on youth regardless of 

circumstance. This level of influence lends itself to the criticality of mentorship, 

especially for youth in at-risk communities.  

Negative Belief in Students. Another sub-theme is teachers’ negative perceptions 

of students with incarcerated parents. The students never acknowledged the educators 

who impacted them negatively by name. Instead, they readily recalled the names of those 

they had positive, life-changing experiences with throughout their school time. While 

negative educators remained nameless, the negative feelings were engraved into the 

student's experiences. For the students in this study, it was evident all the students did not 

openly share with their teachers immediately, or at all, their parent's incarceration history 

because they feared the belittlement they would incur as described by a couple of the 

participants. The literature describes this negative perception of students clearly. Children 

with detained parents become typically regarded as inferior to their classmates (Warren et 

al., 2019). 

Additionally, Warren et al. (2019) argue that teachers maintain low expectations 

of students with incarcerated parents assuming the parent's incarceration is a factor in the 

student's competence level. Condemning words and negative perceptions ran rampant in 

some participants' experiences. The greatest takeaway in this regard is that there are 

educators who operate with this belief and internal bias that must be addressed before 

negatively impacting students’ lives. Further, it must be addressed that teachers must find 

a healthier way to interact with racially diverse youth or youth who have experienced 

trauma like parental incarceration. Teaching adults to recognize the additional trauma 
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they inflict on students with their negativity is an important first step in altering the ill 

behavior.  

Failure to Recognize Potential Impact. The final sub-theme for the third research 

sub question was related to teacher mindsets. The findings showed that some teachers did 

not realize they could positively impact a student’s life. According to the participants, the 

teachers activated what the students described as an on and off switch. The switch meant 

they reported to work and taught content but ignored the other components students felt 

were critical to teaching. As a result, the students felt their teachers did not positively or 

negatively impact them; they just did the bare minimum on the job. According to the 

participants, this left students with a bare minimum educational experience. While this 

action seems unfortunate, others will argue that a failure to recognize potential impact is 

as damaging as a negative outlook on students.  

The literature states, though, it is essential not to assume teachers are equipped 

with how to lead or engage in conversations that equate to race or equity for their 

students (Warren et al., 2019, p. 9). Thus, according to the participants, they felt some of 

their teachers honestly lacked the understanding to engage them positively or in a way 

that resonated with them or their learning experience. The conclusion that some educators 

failed to recognize their impact is perhaps the largest call to action for those compelled 

by this study.  The takeaway: teachers’ actions (or the lack thereof) matter so gravely that 

they can advance generations forward or keep them imprisoned.  

Implications 

 At the beginning of this study, the researcher posited that highly effective leaders 

must respond to growing trends impacting overall performance to steer institutions and 
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their communities toward progress. However, the implications of this study extend 

beyond educational leaders. This study is so dense that its findings can be applied in 

multiple ways. It is critical to pinpoint that the sample size and nature of the social issues 

presented in the study affect the realm of implications determined. A non-exhaustive list 

of those who will benefit from understanding and reviewing the findings is outlined 

below. All implications contain brief paragraphs highlighting the significance of this 

study and its benefits for the distinct industries.  

• Educational leaders (not limited to teachers, counselors, principals, assistant 

principals, superintendents) 

 Stacer and Perrucci (2011) argue that parental involvement for disadvantaged 

populations, in general, is aggregately lower. Despite this claim, research also shows how 

increased student involvement in a school setting, improves outcomes of children of 

detained parents parallel to outcomes of students who have emotional support at home 

(Domina, 2005; Jeynes, 2005). As a result, educational leaders play defining roles in a 

child’s life, affecting their trajectory. Luther (2015) concludes that social support 

includes teachers, coaches, and mentors, who provide students the tools to be resilient 

and overcome instability or disadvantage. As a result, school communities affected by 

high rates of parents in the penal system are positively impacted.  

• Non-profit youth organizations 

 Non-profit youth organizations, specifically for students of incarcerated parents, 

are limited. However, organizations like No More Victims prove that students seek to 

improve their self-esteem and decision-making skills. Therefore, it is critical to replicate 

the No More Victims model as it provides the social support that students need to handle 
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the adversities of having parents incarcerated (Luther, 2015). Youth programs that 

include social support systems promote a life path of academic accomplishment and 

success (Luther, 2015).  

• Departments that work with and oversee at-risk youth  

In Chapter III, I noted that participants for this study were primarily located in 

Southeast Texas due to the number of students coded in the PEIMS tracker as at-risk. 

More specifically, all participants were selected from the greater Houston area, rich with 

racial diversity.  For positive results, educators need to explore the geographic regions 

they serve to understand the role racial diversity plays in how youth see themselves in 

different ecological systems and with different bi-directional risk factors.  

• Federal, state, local legislation, including policy actors and makers 

 Federal, state, local legislation, including policy actors and makers influence how 

laws, policies, rules, and regulations govern the land and its people. Elected officials have 

a responsibility to represent all their constituents including vulnerable populations not 

readily visible to the public. This examination provides a glimpse into the lived 

experiences of a youth subset that impacts future communities and overall society. Even 

though this story is quantitative, social science depicts a glimpse into what quantitative 

data cannot capture alone and tells the real stories of children drastically affected by a 

flawed system.  

 Existing legislation like Senate Bill 11 in the 86th Texas Legislature focuses 

specifically to address school safety through mental health support services due to the 

Santa Fe High School shooting. At a tipping point, this legislation dismantled the status 

quo to allocate funds to support mental health initiatives. However, this is not enough to 
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address those experiencing bouts with mental health, further exacerbated by an ongoing 

COVID-19 era that has disproportionately affected minority communities.   

• Student council or congress groups or other student-led clubs and organizations  

Student groups are critical to developing support systems based on immediate 

needs. In the case of this study, the participants acted as co-researchers to generate insight 

to impact the next group of students in school. Participants also emphasized the need to 

come forward when they were students to receive support services, which caused the 

researcher to note this implication for practice. Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 

utilizes students' families and communities in the learning process as it values all cultural 

identities and languages (Banks, 1999; Gay, 2010; Gonzalez et al., 2005; Harmon, 2012).  

As a result, CRT is the mechanism for meeting culturally and ethnically diverse 

students in their multi-factored ecological systems (Gay, 2010; Ford, 2010; Harmon, 

2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2010; Brown, 2004). Without students playing a role in 

their development, adults can mislabel the root of the need. The implication is that school 

leaders seeking to improve and enhance the school experience must engage students in 

their development.  

• Mental health support services 

 The capacity for mental health support services is another significant implication 

for practice. The groups that specialize in providing mental health services are typically 

cognizant of the impact of trauma. However, the mental health field can benefit from this 

research by analyzing sections specific to youth development in partnership with public 

school systems. Clinical support services can become the bridge between private sectors 

and public, not-for-profit school agencies, serving large populations of students 
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undergoing mental health needs and diverse forms of trauma. The research by Warren, 

Coker, and Collins (2019) argues that "children suffer emotionally, mentally, physically, 

and academically as a result of the loss of a parent to jail or prison" (p. 185). This 

empirical research indicates that we believe the charge by the National Association of 

State Boards of Education is to equip schools, districts, and the state to become 

psychologically and physically safer (Hoover, 2019). Thus, to limit the emotional damage 

perpetuated by parental incarceration or ill-prepared educators, school personnel must 

also be trained to create psychologically safer environments students need and rightfully 

deserve.  

• Jail and prison systems (private and public), including The Department of 

Justice's (DOJ) Bureau of Prisons (BOP)  

The primary reason jail and prison systems can use this study are to understand the 

impact that family relationships inflicted on the children of those imprisoned. This study 

did not divulge the perspective of the incarcerated parents but when assessing the impacts 

of incarceration on the children of the incarcerated, the void the students experienced 

must be considered. Thus, this research can incite advocates within the jail and prison 

systems to consider the next generation in reform initiatives. The primary implication is 

to break generational cycles of incarceration versus exacerbating prison monopolization 

where gatekeepers anticipate that the hurt children will enact a path of self-destruction 

leading to future confinement.  

• U. S. Department of Education and state and local education agencies  

 The U.S. Department of Education and state and local education agencies have a 

significant responsibility to the youth who matriculate through these systems. For them, 
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this study serves to confront the reality of urban school districts that have high 

percentages of students experiencing life-altering, bi-directional risk factors with and 

without support services. The impact on the whole child is just one aspect of this study. 

This phenomenological investigation did not analyze student achievement other than 

requiring participants to be high school graduates, but the study is a starting point for 

federal, state, and local education agencies to reassess their support of the underserved 

populations to close existing achievement and opportunity gaps evident among racial 

groups and at-risk youth.  

• Other researchers 

 The lived experience investigated in this study represents one subset of the 

population via a purposive sample size. Therefore, other researchers can build on this 

work to further explore different social scientific studies highlighting the complex and 

intersectional nature of the social issues presented in this research.  

 Imagine a timeline that represents a minority student's lifespan. At every 

significant point on that timeline, the outlined groups, discussed in this implications 

section, can take one of three actions. They can implement proactive support or policy to 

guide students toward better opportunities. When peril strikes, they can readily respond 

with support services. Alternatively, they can entirely ignore the student's journey and 

further perpetuate injustices commonly seen, felt, and experienced in minority 

communities. However, for educators, failing to address students considered poor, of 

color, or who have experienced trauma is a direct violation of federal law. Young et al. 

(2017) state that "ESSA, for educational leadership, has two goals including providing 

resources for poor students and students of color…" (p. 706). Thus, ESSA not only 
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institutes provisions to safeguard social and emotional trauma-informed practices but also 

provides an opportunity for leadership development to become explicitly addressed, 

focusing on leading minority populations often oppressed (Young et al., 2017). 

Therefore, there is no reason state and local education agencies cannot equip themselves 

to train those who serve minority and often oppressed populations. In conclusion, if they 

are not staffed with the departments to lead these equity changes, then the other list of 

entities on the abovementioned list should be available to lend their backing and services.  

           Other implications for practice include using the findings to provide more 

information about African American girls and boys who had parents incarcerated while 

attending K-12 public schools. Since educators’ mindsets were discussed in the findings, 

this study can inform the professional development of educators who work with at-risk 

youth, African American youth, and youth with incarcerated parents. Further, this study 

can also help students understand their contributions to research can lead to improved 

educational policies and safety nets that aid their success. Lastly, by understanding the 

essence of participants in this study, the findings will encourage adults to reconsider their 

sphere of influence.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Due to the uptick of minority individuals with children being incarcerated, it is 

vital to investigate ways that students can be supported to process and overcome that 

lived reality. Additionally, because many at-risk youths are undergoing parental 

incarceration and other intersectional factors that affect their identity formation, it is 

critical to examine other studies that consist of at-risk youth and their educational 

experiences in public schools. 
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 Additional research recommendations include the following:  

1. Research the success rate of at-risk students who participated in school or 

community organizations, like No More Victims, versus those who did not 

engage or have those opportunities available.  

2. Conduct a similar study looking at successful Hispanic young adults in K-12 

public school settings with the same eligibility criteria.   

3. Investigate the experiences and complexities of African American youth with two 

incarcerated parents versus one.  

4. Explore the relationships between parents and students that have been affected by 

parental incarceration.  

5. Investigate the lived experiences of students and parents who maintained 

communication during the parent’s incarceration versus the relationship between 

the student and parent who did not keep communication during the parent’s 

confinement.   

Conclusions 

 This study’s goal was to investigate how minority high school graduates with 

incarcerated parents perceived themselves as public school students. The investigation 

revealed that the role of educators is so influential that it either counteracts the effects 

entirely of parental incarceration or may damage students further. Ultimately, the role of 

educators can impact what a student believes about themselves as a minority with an 

incarcerated parent. The study revealed one consistent trait among participants who 

shared this lived experience: they all maintain that their teachers’ perceptions of their 

abilities ultimately affected their self-actualization.  
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  Prior research showed the significance of the role of adults in a healthy 

community. The findings of this study revealed that a minority student’s self-perception 

is a direct result of their teachers’ belief in their abilities—an integrated experience. 

Furthermore, this interaction between students and educators proved the community’s 

profound effect on students’ overall educational experience. As previously stated, there 

are multiple indigenous teachings and proclamations from Black and African 

communities, the Navajo and Maori tribes, and the Geechee that boast restorative tactics 

which emphasize the shared responsibility to their kin when wrongdoing occurs (Gregory 

& Evans, 2020; Jenkins, 2006; Coker, 1999; Condon, 2010; Yantzi, 1998; Gavrielides, 

2014).  

 In this same regard, Ubuntu philosophy outlines the link between restorative 

justice practices and conflict resolution (Schoeman, 2013). Likewise, Yantzi (1998) 

reasoned that the Navajo Nation defined justice as goodwill and peaceful exchange due to 

their spiritual method of life, centered on human relationships. Thus, if schools extended 

these same kinds of vetted restorative practices employed by their ancestors, perhaps 

there would be more restored minority students sitting at desks across America able to 

overcome life’s adversities. Or, if school leaders studied the integrated experience, they 

would see that their choices can either negatively trigger students or lead them to behave 

in a healthier manner (CPI, 2018).  

 As Laing’s 1967 research proclaimed, we may not be able to see our entire lived 

experience of each other but with intentional grounding and community, we can establish 

pathways that allow us to at least see each other and acknowledge each other’s existence 

throughout an array of ecological systems.  
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I see you, and you see me. I experience you, and you experience me. I see your 

behavior. You see my behavior. But, I do not and never have and never will see 

your experience of me, just as you cannot ‘see’ my experience of you. (Liang, 

1967, p. 15) 
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APPENDIX C 

Research Study Flyer to Request Subject Participants  
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APPENDIX D 

Electronic Consent to Participate in Study 
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APPENDIX E 

Personal Data Sheet Questionnaire 

1. Did you have a parent who was in jail or prison when you were in school, grades PK-

12?  

2. Describe the parent relationship and the length of time they were incarcerated.  

3. Do you identify racially and ethnically as African American or Black or Hispanic?  

4.  Are you 18 to 21 years old?  

5. Did you graduate from a public high school? 

6. Was the high school you graduated from located in Southeast Texas? 

7. What were your personal religious beliefs while you were a student in PK-12?  

8. What was your family's approximate income while you were a student in PK-12?   

9. What was your GPA when you graduated high school? 

10. What types of academic classes were you enrolled in when you were a student in PK-

12?  

11. Do you have siblings? Describe your relationship with them.  

12. Describe your family dynamics. Who was involved in your life during your 

experience as a PK-12 student and how did they impact your upbringing while a student? 

13. Did you participate in extracurricular school clubs or athletic teams while you were a 

PK-12 student?  

14. Did you have an external job while you were a PK-12 student?  

15. Did you partake in external community organizations while you were a PK-12 

student? 
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16. Did you participate in external sports teams as a PK-12 student that was not part of a 

school team?  

17. Did you experience juvenile incarceration as a PK-12 student?  

18. Describe your school behavior records as a student in PK-12. 
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APPENDIX F 

Guiding Interview Questions  

1. What was the nature of your parent’s offense?  

2. When did the incarceration take place and how long where they incarcerated?  

3. How would you describe your memories of your experience in school when your 

parent/guardian was incarcerated? 

4. How did having a parent incarcerated impact your experiences in school? 

5. What stands out for you during the school time your parent was incarcerated?  

6. Describe what you did to achieve academic success to graduate from high school.  

7. How did you handle school challenges? 

8. Describe a time that you felt positive about an educational achievement? 

9. How did you see yourself as a student?  

10. How does race influence how you think about your identity? 

11. How would you describe how your teachers perceive you as a student? 

12. How did the way you perceived your educators (teachers, counselors, administrators, 

and principals) impact your overall educational experience?  

13. How do you think society perceives you?  

14. How do define yourself?  

15. Is there anything I have not asked you that is important for me know in order to 

understand your school experiences in PK-12 during the time your parent was 

incarcerated? 
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APPENDIX G 

Consent to Modify and Use Existing Peer-Reviewed and Published Screening and 

Guiding Interview Questions  

MARCH 30, 2021 

Helena Pike Welch, PhD sent the following message at 10:57 AM 

 

 

 

View Helena’s profile 

Helena Pike Welch, PhD  10:57 AM 

Hi Kylene, thank you for reaching out. Congratulations on reaching your 

dissertation! I read over your dissertation topic and it looks very interesting. I'm 

sure you will learn a lot from your research and will benefit the current 

literature. I distinctly remember that there was no existing literature on my topic, 

and it was difficult to find literature that closely matched to use in my lit review. 

I am glad you are exploring the important topic of parental incarceration and 

how it affects the children who are living the experience. I am very familiar with 

phenomenology, it was my original methodology, but I changed it to broaden my 

data analysis, and I hope to one day conduct phenomenological research. All of 

this to say, you may absolutely use my guiding interview questions to modify 

them for your topic. You are also welcome to my demographic’s questionnaire. 

Let me know if I can attach it through LinkedIn or if I should send it to your 

school email. I want to make sure I send it to the appropriate place per your 
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school's dissertation policy.  Please reach out if you need anything, a sounding 

board, advice, etc. and I would be happy to connect with you.   

 

Best regards, Helena helena.pikewelch@duke.edu 
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APPENDIX H 

Informed Consent Interview Form 

Your Consent 

 

SIGNATURE OF SUBJECT: 

By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study.  

Additionally, due to the global COVID-19 ongoing health crisis, if consent is obtained by 
the internet digitally, by clicking “I Agree,” you are providing consent to be in the study.  

Further, to participate in the study you are required to provide consent to being audio 
recorded whether the interview takes place face-to-face or via Zoom remote virtually.  

Consent to be Audio Recorded 

I agree to be audio recorded. 

 

YES_________ NO_________ Initials ________ 

 

We will give you a copy of this document for your records. We will keep a copy with the 
study records.  If you have any questions about the study after you sign this document, you 
can contact the study team using the information provided above. 

 

I understand what the study is about, and my questions so far have been answered. I agree 

to take part in this study.  

 

______________________________________ 
 ____________________ 

Signature of Subject  Date 
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APPENDIX I 

Informed Consent Optional Research Form 

Optional Research 

 

Another stipulation to partake in the study is to provide optional consent to be contacted 
for participation in future research. This consent is not required to participate in the 
current study.  

 

Consent to be Contacted for Participation in Future Research 

I give the researchers permission to keep my contact information and to contact me for 
future research projects. 

 

YES_________ NO_________ Initials ________ 

 

I understand what the optional research component is for future research, and my questions 

so far have been answered. I agree to participate or not participate as initialed above next 

to my selected choice.   

 

______________________________________ 
 ____________________ 

Signature of Subject  Date 

 

Research Participants are encouraged to retain a copy of their signed consent form for 
their own records. The original signed copy should be given to the Research Group. 
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