
School Community Journal, 2021, Vol. 31, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx 

267

Critical Community Building in Teacher 
Education: Rethinking Classroom Management

Jeannette D. Alarcón and Silvia Cristina Bettez

Abstract
 

In this article, critical community building (CCB) is posed as a promising 
practice for teacher education. The authors engaged in action research in order 
to investigate the usefulness of the tenets of CCB for shaping experiences in a 
classroom management course. The overarching goal was to inform a teacher 
educator’s practices in establishing equitable learning spaces. The objectives of 
the investigation were twofold. First, we aimed to build trust in the learning 
community so that we could address controversial topics related to education, 
specifically in the area of classroom management. Second, we hoped that pre-
service teachers would take up and name CCB as part of their own pedagogical 
practice. Our guiding question was: When CCB is intentionally embedded in 
a teacher education course, how might preservice teachers’ description of their 
understanding be used to refine CCB practices within the context of teacher 
education? Action research was employed so that the authors could use stu-
dent data to inform teaching practices. Data sources included observations 
during instructional time, student work products, audio recordings of small 
group discussions, interview transcripts, and collaborative debrief and planning 
notes. The co-authors coded and analyzed data individually and collaborative-
ly. Preservice teachers revealed that participating in activities guided by CCB 
principles resulted in what they described as: (a) increased meaningful interac-
tion and interdependence, (b) instructional strategies that enhanced learning, 
and (c) shifts in thinking about traditional notions of classroom management. 
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Introduction

As preservice teachers prepare to enter the profession, experiences with 
classroom management practices that foster student voice, promote equita-
ble opportunity, and build trust are key. However, there remains a lack of 
emphasis on developing critical awareness as a skill for examining and un-
derstanding accepted forms of traditional classroom management practices 
in teacher education. When teachers talk about future classrooms and learn-
ing environments, they seldom consider the need to engage culturally relevant 
pedagogy as a framework for establishing procedures, routines, norms, rules, 
and other essential processes (Milner & Tenore, 2010; Nieto, 2000). Statistics 
show that disproportionate numbers of students of color are negatively disci-
plined through traditional classroom management approaches (Mayworm et 
al., 2016; Skiba et al., 2009). Teachers are often taught to “manage” by con-
straining students to fit particular ways of being. We believe moving from a 
focus on teacher-controlled management to creating an atmosphere in which 
all students feel like a part of the community has the potential to increase eq-
uity and a sense of security for all students. Critical multicultural education 
scholars indicate a need for increased emphasis on equity-oriented practices 
in teacher education in order to provide preservice teachers with experiences 
for fostering equitable learning environments (Alarcón, 2016; Cochran-Smith, 
2004; Nieto 2000; Sleeter, 2018). Such space exists within classroom manage-
ment courses that centralize asset-based framing and are infused with practice 
geared toward justice-oriented education. 

Critical community building (CCB) has been put forth as a strategy of 
social justice education in higher education classroom and professional de-
velopment settings. (Bettez 2011a, 2011b; Bettez & Hytten, 2013). Bettez 
(2011a, 2011b), expanding upon literature regarding community building 
(Hall, 2007; Pharr, 2010), defined critical community building by articulating 
three main tenets: (1) maintaining an open web of connections; (2) engaging 
in active listening with critical question posing; and (3) making a commitment 
coupled with accountability (Bettez, 2011a, p. 11). The first tenet refers to the 
need to create a dynamic and fluid learning space where students and teachers 
are seen as contributors to knowledge-building in the classroom while also fos-
tering relationships that support difficult learning moments. The key factor in 
the second tenet is the inclusion of critical question posing. In the context of 
teacher education, and specifically classroom management coursework, critical 
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question posing leads to facilitated dialogue that helps preservice teachers bet-
ter understand their roles establishing a more inclusive learning environment. 
The third tenet is meant as a pathway toward establishing mutual respect with 
the goal of promoting equity.

Alarcón, the first author, is a teacher educator who promotes an increased 
awareness of and practice with equity pedagogies that are appropriate for 
PreK–12 classrooms. As such, Alarcón drew upon the CCB premise as a tan-
gible, culturally relevant strategy for guiding preservice teachers in rethinking 
classroom management. The authors co-designed and conducted an action 
research project by intentionally implementing the principles of CCB in a 
teacher preparation classroom management course. The overarching goal of the 
project was to inform practices that establish equitable learning environments 
by employing culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Culturally 
relevant pedagogy is commonly seen as an effective pathway to increased equi-
ty in public school classrooms and other educational spaces (Cochran-Smith, 
2004; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Nieto, 2014). 

During the course, we encouraged CCB by providing preservice teachers 
with a framework for understanding the concept and asked them to commit to 
specific forms of small group work to promote open dialogue and space for all 
voices to be heard. We presented CCB to preservice teachers in two ways. First, 
we introduced the concept of CCB, distinct from (non-critical) community 
building, as a classroom management strategy that centralizes active listening 
and voicing commitments for engaging in the learning space as integral to cre-
ating an environment where critical question posing is centralized. Second, 
preservice teachers practiced CCB as a strategy for fostering a trusting class-
room culture where everyone invested in considering the perspectives of others 
in order to understand complicated issues that arise throughout the school day. 

Theoretical Framework and Related Literature

Results of our literature review indicated a renewed focus on traditional 
community building as a child-centered approach to classroom management. 
However, there is little indication of an emphasis on criticality in this area. 
This study adds to the literature addressing both classroom management and 
culturally relevant pedagogy by examining the impact of intentionally enacting 
and promoting a CCB environment. Our work is situated within three main 
bodies of literature: child-centered classroom management, culturally relevant 
pedagogy as a pathway to justice-oriented classrooms, and CCB in learning 
environments. We begin with an overview of a child-centered orientation, next 
we provide foundational information regarding culturally relevant pedagogy 
and social justice education, and finally we present previously published work 
highlighting CCB. 
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Community-Centered Classroom Management

The notion of classroom management, in most cases, refers to the ways in 
which teachers handle time, movement, instruction, and decision-making in 
classrooms. Traditional approaches to classroom management include a variety 
of models such as behavioral approaches, systematic approaches, and integra-
tive approaches that combine instruction and management strategies (Hardin, 
2012). Beginning in the late 1990s, the notion of child-centered management 
techniques has been preferable to antiquated disciplinary action as teachers 
work to create engaging learning environments while simultaneously shaping 
students’ behaviors (Perry & Weinstein, 1998). In many cases, child-centered 
approaches incorporate three main strategies: empathetic listening, assign-
ing positive intent to behaviors, and teaching children to use choice language 
(Pereira & Smith-Adcock, 2011). While a child-centered focus continues to 
be held up as desirable practice, the tension between the teacher’s authority 
in the classroom and making space for student-led decision-making persists 
(Tzuo, 2007). Building from these premises, a next step could be an integrative 
approach that builds from a community-centered learning environment and 
allows for co-construction of knowledge among students and teachers via dia-
logue and open communication (Lloyd et al., 2016; Meltzoff, 2001). A critical 
aspect is realized when people learn to speak across differences in order to learn 
to examine and analyze the systems of power that permeate society (including 
classrooms). Strategies such as question-posing can be used for moving toward 
fostering critical community. Developing a sense of criticality is essential in 
working toward more just educational environments and access to relevant ed-
ucational opportunities. 

This work endorses taking up equity pedagogies that help preservice teach-
ers make sense of systems of power. However, teacher educators must remain 
mindful of cultural differences that may be at odds with certain premises of 
critical pedagogy, such as teaching students to question authority (Greenfield 
et al., 2000; Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008). As such, it is important to 
include explicit instruction for facilitating dialogue with students and fam-
ilies that promotes understanding the usefulness of a democratic approach 
while also maintaining order via mutual respect and accountability. To achieve 
this goal it is important to consider variance in communication styles across 
cultural difference, particularly in terms of interactions between adults and 
children and varieties of group interactions (Lustig et al., 2006; Nelson-Barber 
& Dull, 1998). One goal for raising critical awareness and promoting com-
munity building in classrooms is to centralize historically marginalized ways 
of knowing and to reveal civic pathways for correcting long-standing inequity 
in schooling. 
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Justice-Oriented Practice

We have found that although social justice is often a central theme in cul-
tural and social foundations graduate programs, “teacher education program 
surveys indicate that ‘diversity’ is often relegated to a single optional course” 
(Cochran-Smith, 2004, p. 149). Furthermore, there is no guarantee that with-
in “diversity” courses social justice issues will be directly addressed. When we 
speak of social justice, we are referring to “critical social justice” (Sensoy & Di-
Angelo, 2011, p. xvii, emphasis in original). A critical approach to social justice 
refers to specific theoretical perspectives that recognize that society is stratified 
(divided and unequal) in significant and far-reaching ways along social group 
lines that include race/ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, and ability. Critical 
social justice recognizes inequality as deeply embedded in the fabric of society 
(i.e., as structural) and actively seeks to change this. Educational spaces can 
be sites for teaching about the complexities of society by helping students un-
derstand how communities work. By providing a learning community where 
preservice teachers are engaged in tackling social issues related to education on 
micro and macro levels, teacher educators provide an opportunity for them to 
experience culturally relevant pedagogy. 

As educators and researchers grounded in a social justice orientation, we be-
lieve in the importance of examining systems of privilege and power (Allen et 
al., 2017; Delpit, 2006) in all aspects of teacher education; this moves beyond 
mainstream notions of incorporating diversity. As Hackman (2005) explains,

Social justice education does not merely examine difference or diversity 
but pays careful attention to systems of power and privilege that give rise 
to social inequality and encourage students to critically examine oppres-
sion on institutional, cultural, and individual levels in search of oppor-
tunities for social action in service of social change (p. 104).

Thus, our work is predicated on recognizing and understanding this critical 
social justice complexity as well as helping preservice teachers experience it in 
tangible ways, such as CCB.

Critical Community Building

We assert, along with others (Bettez & Hytten, 2013; Renner, 2009), that 
community building is integral to promoting equity in education. We set out 
to examine the ways that preservice teachers described their understanding of 
CCB. Thus we planned for purposefully implementing a CCB framework in a 
teacher education classroom management course. 

Maintaining a web of connections requires operating with an attitude of 
openness and inclusivity, attempting to build bridges, and making conscien-
tious efforts to be welcoming and hospitable. Engaging in active listening in 
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a critical community context entails seeking out dialogues across lines of dif-
ferences, aiming for reciprocity in which both the speaker and listener can 
learn from the dialogue, recognizing that listening is impacted by structure and 
space, engaging in critical self-reflexivity, and asking critical questions. Block 
(2008) in his book on community argues that:

Commitment and accountability are forever paired, for they do not ex-
ist without each other. Accountability is the willingness to care for the 
well-being of the whole; commitment is the willingness to make a prom-
ise with no expectation in return (p. 71). 

We used these definitions as a framework for the work teacher educators and 
preservice teachers did together in the classroom management course.

Of late, restorative justice has proven a popular approach in schools. The 
main premise of restorative justice is that students will learn to take owner-
ship when they have transgressed against community-established norms and 
practices or against individual community members (Zehr, 2015). Some of 
the practices in both the CCB approach and the restorative justice approach 
are similar, for example, the use of circles to address important learning com-
munity issues. However, the main distinction is that CCB highlights helping 
preservice teachers to understand the foundational skills needed to forge the 
learning community in the first place. In other words, engaging in CCB helps 
all members of the learning community understand interactions of the whole 
as opposed to individual relationships. We assert that both are important. It is 
our view that establishing a space for students to ask each other critical ques-
tions and expect their views to be valued will result in a classroom community 
that centralizes learning about differences and how to work together to solve 
problems in a proactive way. 

Using CCB as both a management and instructional strategy provides a 
pathway for preservice teachers to disrupt taken-for-granted power dynam-
ics embedded in school settings. Relationship building is key to both teacher 
retention and promoting equitable learning opportunities for students (Ni-
eto, 2000; Phelps & Benson, 2012). CCB centers relationship building as a 
key component to establishing interdependence in classrooms. Further, it pro-
motes rethinking teacher–student and student–student relationships. We assert 
that this approach has the potential to help teacher educators provide tangi-
ble experiences with culturally relevant pedagogy. As reported by the Bridging 
Cultures Project (Greenfield et al., 2000; Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008), 
it is key for teachers to understand many students’ collectivist backgrounds in 
order to create culturally familiar and appropriate learning environments and 
instructional opportunities.
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Researcher Context

Alarcón is a faculty member in teacher education in a college of education 
at a large public university in the southwestern United States. Bettez is a faculty 
member in cultural foundations in a school of education at a mid-size public 
university in the southeastern United States. Both of us are committed to and 
have previously written about social justice praxis. Bettez has conducted re-
search and writing about CCB for several years (Bettez 2011a, 2011b; Bettez 
& Hytten, 2013); however, up until this point none of the research had been 
conducted within teacher education. Alarcón emphasizes culturally relevant 
pedagogy, social justice education, and equity in her work with preservice and 
practicing teachers. We engaged as co-researchers for this action research proj-
ect. Alarcón was the course instructor. 

Purpose of the Study

This study sought to understand the ways in which teaching candidates 
seeking a Master’s degree and initial licensure make sense of CCB in order to 
inform future teaching practices. During the course of this study, we engaged 
CCB practices for employing culturally relevant pedagogy in the classroom en-
vironment. The preservice teachers were asked to describe their experience and 
the potential for including it in their classroom management plans due at the 
end of the course. The guiding research questions were: 
1. When critical community building is intentionally embedded in a teacher 

education course, what do preservice teachers describe as the impact of the 
approach? 

2. How might the descriptions be used to refine critical community building 
practices in the context of teacher education?

Methods

The action research was set within the parameters of a classroom manage-
ment course taught as part of a teacher preparation program at a midsize public 
university in the southeastern United States. The course is a requirement of 
the university-based, Master of Arts in Teaching initial teaching certification 
program. We employed action research in order to present a data-informed 
promising practice in the field of teacher education. Because we employed re-
flective methods, the course instructor was able to use student-generated data 
to improve her own practice when implementing CCB. Finally, we found ac-
tion research an appropriate method because it promotes professional dialogue 
about teaching practices (Sagor, 1992). 
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The main data sources were artifacts (student work, teaching materials), ob-
servation notes, planning/debrief notes, and audio recordings of small group 
discussions. The main purpose of the study was to understand Alarcón’s teach-
ing practice. As such, document analysis was enlisted across data sources. The 
authors engaged in reflective dialogue during meetings before and after class 
sessions as points of triangulation. Finally, 9 of the 16 (56%) preservice teach-
ers enrolled in the course agreed to be interviewed about their understanding 
of CCB. The preservice teachers who agreed to the interview represented mi-
noritized perspectives along race/ethnicity, gender, and age lines, and/or had 
expressed a commitment to engaging culturally relevant pedagogy. While this 
sample size is small, the insights provided informed planning for subsequent 
implementation of CCB in teacher education courses. Table 1 captures demo-
graphic information about the nine interview participants. 

Table 1. Preservice Teacher Interviewees
Preservice Teacher 

(pseudonym)
Grade Level  

Certification Sought
Self-Described 
Race/Ethnicity Gender Age

Sabita Secondary ESL Indian descent Female 32
Lorraine Middle School Math African American Female 50
Mary Secondary ESL White Female 24
Amber Middle School Math White Female 28
Jack Secondary ESL White Male 24
Greg Elementary Education Latino Male 24
Irene Secondary ESL Asian American Female 28
Debra Elementary Education White Female 30
Jennifer Middle School Science African American Female 40

We were able to capture preservice teachers’ reactions and learning through-
out the duration of the course and identified links to the language, activities, 
and questions used to elicit the responses. The main purpose of the study was 
to inform future practice for raising critical awareness, CCB, and culturally 
relevant pedagogy. Nine preservice teachers agreed to interviews and provided 
descriptions of what worked well and what challenges they faced when consid-
ering implementing CCB in their future classrooms. 

Context of the Study

The classroom management course took place during a five-week summer 
session and met 19 times (2 hours each). The first several sessions were devoted 
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to introducing the preservice teachers to a variety of frameworks for classroom 
management. During session six we began developing class learning commit-
ments. This is a central component of CCB and became our introduction to 
the approach. Over the next seven consecutive sessions, Alarcón directly em-
phasized defining and engaging in CCB as a pathway for developing culturally 
relevant pedagogical practices. The authors created activities that would result 
in experiencing CCB, and a co-instructor helped to facilitate the small group 
dialogue. Preservice teachers were asked to explore the ways the framework 
could inform their classroom management action plans. For example, in order 
to encourage preservice teachers to move beyond non-CCB toward CCB, read-
ings highlighted notions of connectivity, active listening, and commitment as 
foundations for our own learning community (Sleeter, 2018). As a follow up 
to reading about CCB, preservice teachers engaged in the process of naming 
community commitments and discussing appropriate ways to hold each oth-
er accountable. We finished this segment with small group dialogue capturing 
ideas for implementing the framework and strategy in their future classrooms. 

During subsequent sessions, assigned readings focused on cultivating a 
mindset informed by culturally relevant pedagogy and applying these prin-
ciples to classroom management practices (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Milner, & 
Tenore, 2010; Weinstein et al., 2003). After reading about the framework, 
preservice teachers analyzed case studies depicting scenarios in which teachers 
should consider issues of equity in making decisions about consequences for 
behavior. In other words, the case studies illustrated a clear-cut rule violation 
in the school setting while at the same time providing sociocultural contexts 
calling for teachers to make individualized decisions that demonstrated an 
antibias stance based in culturally relevant pedagogy as opposed to making de-
cisions based upon generalizations. Here again, we followed up with a dialogue 
around implementing culturally relevant pedagogy in designing the classroom 
management action plan.

We followed a similar format over the seven sessions that defined the data 
collection period, beginning with a reading about culturally relevant pedagogy, 
followed by an experiential activity, and ending with a dialogue centralizing 
the application of culturally relevant pedagogy. We chose this instructional for-
mat in order to aid in collecting data that would bring forth the links between 
Alarcón’s teaching practice and preservice teachers’ descriptions of understand-
ing CCB. We used responses to prompts and the interview transcripts as points 
for triangulation. Ultimately, the goal was to help refine practices for using 
CCB and culturally relevant pedagogy frameworks in the teacher education 
courses taught by Alarcón. While we did use preservice teachers’ reported ex-
periences and reflections to guide our understanding of their perspectives, they 
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were not used to make claims about student learning per se. Instead, the focus 
of the study remained on practices that might inform rethinking classroom 
management courses in teacher education. Specific teacher learning moments 
(where Alarcón is positioned as the teacher) and recommendations for practice 
are discussed in the implications section. 

Data Collection

First, we created several small written assignments with the aim of gather-
ing information about the preservice teachers’ perceptions of course content 
and activities related to CCB. These included written responses to open-ended 
prompts asked at the end of each class that were used to guide debriefing sessions 
focused on progress and reactions to particular session topics. All participant 
work samples were considered and analyzed as relevant data. Second, we con-
ducted observations during selected class sessions when the focus was explicitly 
teaching about or engaging in CCB practices or culturally relevant pedagogy. 
Bettez attended these sessions to take field notes. We also audiorecorded small 
group discussions that were transcribed and analyzed. Observation field notes 
were taken at various points throughout the 38 hours of class time. Lastly, we 
conducted individual interviews (45 minutes–1 hour) with nine of the preser-
vice teachers who took the course. The nine were selected because they were the 
students who consented to both analysis of their work and an interview. Addi-
tionally, the preservice teachers who had named community building and/or 
took up culturally relevant teaching in the classroom management action plans 
they submitted at the end of the semester were considered. This latter criteri-
on made their insights particularly useful for making course revisions because 
we asked the preservice teachers about how course activities influenced the 
decisions. Including this variety of data sources allowed us to triangulate (Gle-
sne, 2011; Yin, 2009) the data during analysis. Engaging in collaborative data 
analysis enabled us to gain a rich understanding of the connections between 
Alarcón’s planning and carrying out instruction in CCB and culturally relevant 
pedagogy. The collaborative aspect added a layer of trustworthiness thereby 
providing evidence to inform revisions to teaching practices as well as share re-
sults with the broader field of teacher education. 

Analysis

We began data analysis with coding the written work and field notes to de-
termine the ways preservice teachers articulated and/or defined CCB, either 
explicitly or implicitly, taking up culturally relevant pedagogy either explicitly 
or implicitly, and examples of instructional practices/experiences that facilitat-
ed their learning about CCB and/or culturally relevant pedagogy. The coding 
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involved marking portions of texts by identifying “a word or phrase that sym-
bolically assign[ed] a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 
attribute” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 3). Initially, we individually coded the same 
documents and then conversed with each other to create a preliminary codes 
document. We then continued to code separate documents, adding to and re-
fining our coding list, and occasionally coded the same documents in order 
to add to the trustworthiness of the analysis via peer coding and debriefing 
(Glesne, 2011). We searched for patterns and created categories to organize 
our findings, ultimately uncovering themes drawing from Rallis et al. (2007) 
who explicated the move from categories to themes in this way: “Think of a 
category as a word or phrase describing some segment of your data that is ex-
plicit, whereas a theme is a phrase or a sentence describing more subtle and 
tacit processes (p. 282)” (as cited in Saldaña, 2009, p. 13). We employed the 
coding and theme identification to analyze the nine interviews with the goal 
of further understanding the ways in which participants defined and articu-
lated using CCB as a foundation for enacting culturally responsive classroom 
management. After analyzing all the data, we compared themes among partici-
pant responses and data sources in order to find consistencies and discrepancies 
in descriptions of CCB and the connections participants made to developing 
classroom management action plans grounded in culturally relevant pedagogy. 
Additionally, we looked for indications of the ways in which the course in-
structional and pedagogical practices informed preservice teachers’ work and 
articulations. Pseudonyms are used in the discussion of findings. 

Findings

Data analysis revealed that enacting a CCB approach in the teacher ed-
ucation classroom resulted in what participants described as: (a) increased 
meaningful interaction and interdependence, (b) instructional practices that 
enhanced learning, and (c) shifts in thinking that complicate traditional 
notions of classroom management. The following sections are organized the-
matically to inform potential revision to teaching practices that centralize the 
critical aspects of CCB going forward. 

Increased Meaningful Interaction and Interdependence

We purposefully worked toward meaningful interaction and interdepen-
dence in a variety of ways. Beginning on the first day of class, we engaged in 
small group work promoting trust-building and listening in order to provide ex-
periences the preservice teachers could implement in their own classrooms while 
simultaneously establishing our own learning community. Interacting with each 
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other right away, the preservice teachers introduced themselves by interviewing 
each other in pairs. Several were visibly pushed from their comfort zone as evi-
denced by initial silences, indecision about who should share first, and nervous 
laughter. However, the opportunity to learn about their classmates seemed to 
increase participation when we developed our class expectations together later 
in the same session. Some days later, when introduced explicitly to the concept 
of CCB, students drew heavily upon their previously created class expectations 
of mutual respect and active listening to revise our class commitments. Table 2 
includes the final commitments the preservice teachers and instructors agreed to 
around the midpoint in the summer session. Each tenet of the CCB definition 
is listed, and examples of the learning community’s commitment are listed in 
the column below and exemplify the priorities of the group.

Table 2. Commitment Definitions 
Connectivity Active Listening Group Accountability

·Create space for honest  
 answers
·Refrain from advice-
 giving
· Ask questions to seek 
  clarification

· No interruption
· Ask questions and 
  connect responses to 
  themes

· Be accommodating and 
  expect others to accommo-
  date
· Monitor your own behav-
  ior with attention toward 
  equity

Through a facilitated group activity involving adding and altering, we 
reframed the community commitments using a lens more oriented toward cul-
turally relevant pedagogy and equity. Ultimately, we reached consensus around 
the classroom management course community commitments. It is import-
ant to note that active listening was continually emphasized across student 
responses to in-class assignments. When asked about active listening during 
the interviews, all nine participants named observable behaviors that indicated 
“active” listening but still did not articulate that the goal of the listening was 
for understanding. This indicated that Alarcón needed to draw out distinctive 
attributes of active listening using a CCB framework such as asking questions 
to elicit deeper understanding and student-led facilitation. 

Returning to work on our community commitments over several course 
sessions drew attention to the time investment we made to this activity. 
Alarcón shared this reflective moment with the preservice teachers when we 
discussed the importance of devoting time to establishing the classroom envi-
ronment. The community commitments became key when preservice teachers 
worked in small groups to tackle controversial topics related to education and 
teaching. During one whole group discussion of the text, The Dreamkeepers by 
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Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009), Greg (who seldom participated in whole group 
discussion) shared a vulnerable moment from his student teaching experience. 
When asked by Bettez about his decision to do so, he pointed to the work we 
did to build the community commitments as “something that bonded the 
group together.”

Small group activities ranging from creative projects to dialogue were con-
sistently and intentionally implemented in the course to promote CCB. When 
asked about her most memorable experience in the course, Amber stated: 

Well most any time we did—well we did group work every day—but 
group work where we were drawing the pictures of the different commu-
nity things that we felt were important in the classroom, where we made 
the posters [expressing our own ideas]. 
All interviewees noted group work as a key factor in facilitating students’ 

co-construction of new knowledge, particularly for being open to different 
ways of interpreting course content. The activity Amber is referring to is a 
group mapping activity wherein students created a visual representation of im-
portant considerations for teachers as they mindfully used culturally relevant 
pedagogy to frame classroom management action plans. The fact that several 
preservice teachers referred to group activities indicated it as a practice Alarcón 
would retain for building both content knowledge and relationships within the 
classroom. Additionally, mention of a specific arts-based activity indicated that 
creative projects provided an outlet for helping preservice teachers talk through 
a variety of ideas and then reach agreement on how to represent them visually. 
In order to reach this level of agreement, listening with the goal of understand-
ing was strategically used during group work. As Jennifer noted when talking 
about problem-solving during group work, “with seventh graders, you know 
getting them to listen is…I like the idea that they can listen to each other and 
decide things together. Then, [I] can use their ideas to solve issues that come 
up.” In this example, Jennifer shows a move toward seeing herself relinquish 
some control over what happens in the classroom but understanding that de-
velopmentally, the students may still need guidance. The experience of small 
group work for multiple purposes provided Jennifer with ideas for engaging 
students in setting the tone in the classroom. 

Preservice teachers recognized the value of applying CCB principles, such as 
active listening, with all classroom interactions. When asked about how prac-
ticing CCB could help build relationships with teammates, Lorraine noted, 

If you work in the group, a lot of things build up about how to work to-
gether, your listening skills for one thing...you learn good listening skills 
and communication skills. You learn how to communicate to others 
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because you might have an idea, but if you can’t get it across to others 
[that could be a problem]. 

In the excerpt above, Lorraine confirms the importance of understanding lis-
tening as a skill that can be used in a variety of ways for a variety of pur-
poses beyond teacher–student interactions. Although the class was geared to-
ward student–teacher interactions, as the class progressed, preservice teachers 
were asked to consider the variety of relationships they would be engaged in 
as teachers. Often, they focused on building relationships with students and 
overlooked the fact that they would have to engage with other adults regularly 
(i.e., students’ parents and family members, professional colleagues).

Lorraine goes on to say, “the community building within the classroom I 
think is a good idea, and you know, you can build it around so many differ-
ent things.” Lorraine clarified in a follow up conversation that by “things” she 
meant topics and issues that arise in classrooms and schools. She named the 
importance of not only listening for understanding but having the space for 
communicating various ideas. As Lorraine indicated, “how” people work to-
gether is as important as what brings them together. We found that providing 
many and varied instances that promoted connection within the group resulted 
in an engaged learning environment, thus validating community-building-ori-
ented instructional decisions. A second important learning point for future 
planning is that, like Lorraine, most interviewees did not directly mention the 
critical aspects of community building that I felt I was highlighting during the 
sessions studied. This indicates the need for a deeper treatment of critical ped-
agogy as a framework for the course.

Small group work and practice with active listening in a variety of configu-
rations provided opportunities for increased understanding among preservice 
teachers, which in turn enhanced the feeling of mutual respect among them. 
As Jack noted, 

I don’t really remember any big disagreements to be honest with you...I 
don’t think I remember any huge debates, but I just think that just the 
whole classroom, [how it] was created from day one lent itself to what 
I just said an open atmosphere….So I can’t really remember any hard 
discussions or anything like that.
Jack’s recollections indicate that, despite the fact that we often talked in 

class about potentially controversial topics including racialized perceptions, 
varying ideas around parental involvement, and disciplinary stances, people 
listened to each other and engaged in asking questions in ways that prevented 
conflict. Interestingly, Debra contradicted Jack’s recollection by noting ten-
sions that sometimes arose during group work. However, she also shared that 
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forging the commitments helped to make these interactions less “intense”; “less 
‘I have to be right.’” This indicated that the commitment became helping each 
other to make sense of new and sometimes difficult ideas. In terms of teach-
ing, it confirmed that time spent developing commitments was worthwhile 
and that more could be brought forth in terms of understanding power dy-
namics in group work. In addition to small group work and activities that 
emphasized building classroom community, the preservice teachers began to 
understand how making purposeful instructional choices influenced student 
engagement. The instructional choices made while working with this particu-
lar group helped create a space where question-posing enhanced learning and 
where students felt their ideas would be considered.

Interview and observation data indicated that instructional work promot-
ed connection between peers, consistent active listening, and mutual respect 
as their familiarity with each other increased. Audio recordings of small group 
work indicated several instances when students grappled together to figure out 
how concepts from the reading on culturally relevant teaching might look in 
their future classrooms. In some instances, questions from the small groups 
were brought forward for the large group discussion indicating mutual respect 
for each other’s opinions and ideas. 

The data also revealed the need for increased attention to explicitly teach 
about the importance of critical pedagogy for promoting educational equi-
ty. This was evidenced in the interviews, with eight of the nine describing the 
importance of community building in more traditional terms such as “getting 
to know your students,” “making sure there is representation,” and “commu-
nicating respectfully with parents.” Only one preservice teacher talked about 
community building in more critical ways such as helping students to value 
difference and “speak up when other teachers put students down.” This indi-
cated the need to teach about the notion of criticality more explicitly in the 
beginning of the course. The next section addresses our second finding, con-
nections between learning and instructional practices.

Instructional Practices That Enhanced Learning

While the instructional practices/strategies employed are mainstream by 
themselves, intentionally framing them as CCB practices and naming the ways 
they were used as culturally relevant pedagogy helped the students to see the 
strategies as more than just tricks of the trade. Interviewees described the fol-
lowing practices as the ones that enhanced their learning: (1) sharing power 
in the classroom in terms of decision making, (2) promoting co-construction 
of knowledge via cooperative learning, and (3) facilitating an environment of 
mutual respect between the instructors and students and among the students.
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Prior to the course beginning, the co-instructors met to talk about the type 
of classroom environment they would promote. Taking community building 
as integral to establishing expectations and ways of interacting, we often in-
cluded icebreaker activities and class meetings in our daily plans. With an eye 
toward introducing CCB, we included readings that would help the preservice 
teachers find points of connection between what they knew about commu-
nity building and reaching beyond simply liking each other. Additionally, we 
worked to create an environment where students felt able to include the in-
structors in dialogue and ask honest questions during whole group discussions. 
Sabita stated,

Shared power between the professors and students [created] a very 
friendly atmosphere…it was not like there was a distinct line between 
“I am the professor, and you are the student.” There was still an under-
standing of those demarcations, but there wasn’t a constant feeling of 
that difference. We were still a community of collaborators working to 
advance our knowledge.
Though Sabita did not name specific instructional practices in her quote, she 

described the impact of our practices. She noted a “very friendly atmosphere” 
indicating a level of comfort and trust when interacting with the instructors. 
But she also pushed toward a more critical stance by mentioning that under-
lying power dynamics remained intact, though she did not feel the instructors 
exploited them. Finally, she described a key understanding of the importance 
of students seeing themselves as holders of knowledge alongside teachers. In 
terms of informing teaching practice, Sabita’s reflection sheds light on what 
may have been a missed opportunity in terms of content building with the goal 
of a more explicit articulation of the ways instructional practices were connect-
ed to the environment we eventually created. 

Mary shared that the “turn and talk” practice contributed to her comfort 
level. She said, “Like you had us do the turn and talk and discuss our ideas 
with our neighbors to see what their views were and [share] our views….[We] 
created discussion between ourselves.” The instructors framed this practice as a 
way to increase participation among students. Use of discussion prompts also 
highlighted the goal of understanding the other person’s message. Mary went 
on to say these practices worked to “create a relationship.” She expressed that 
the turn and talk strategy made sharing with the whole group less intimidat-
ing, “then we did that with everyone in the classroom...we all got to know each 
other, and it built up the community real well.” Mary’s descriptions indicated 
her pathway to understanding how instructional practices could be used to 
facilitate community building. Further, she saw relationship building as ben-
eficial to student learning. We used the turn and talk strategy in a variety of 
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ways. Approaches included scaffolded question-posing aimed at helping pre-
service teachers become comfortable talking with each other. As the preservice 
teachers became more familiar with the process, we used the strategy to evoke 
stance-taking with regard to classroom management and discipline. Addition-
ally, turn and talk was described to students as a scaffold toward whole group 
discussion and as useful for encouraging a variety of student voices, especial-
ly those not often heard in the classroom. Finally, Mary also emphasized the 
importance of the course format being “not lecture based” as key for building 
community and facilitating learning from peers.

Lorraine emphasized the importance of the course format as she described 
the impact that mutual respect between students and instructors had for her. 
She noted that when instructors consider the strengths and needs of students 
when making instructional decisions, students may feel more inclined to en-
gage in learning. She shared, “You have some kids that are brilliant and just 
afraid to talk so you have to figure that out and then find a way to get them in 
groups where they will have an opportunity to speak out.”

Throughout the course the instructors emphasized the importance of con-
sidering implicit bias and disrupting assumptions preservice teachers often 
have about students. Lorraine’s learning evidenced her understanding that in-
structional practices can be purposefully selected to highlight students’ existing 
strengths and cultivate new ones. The preservice teachers emphasized the im-
portance of learning to hear and value multiple perspectives. This showed that 
they considered the importance of students helping each other through the 
learning process in ways they had not prior to the course. The shift in think-
ing became evident when analyzing an early in-class writing prompt asking 
them to define classroom management. After experiencing culturally relevant 
pedagogy via cooperative learning and defining community commitments, 
preservice teachers more explicitly noted that teachers are not the sole owners 
of knowledge and that students can learn from each other. It should be noted 
that they continued to grapple with becoming comfortable striking a balance 
between honoring that idea and the logistics of managing a classroom. This 
evidence provides a specific area to consider as teacher educators continue to 
hone teaching practices that forefront culturally relevant pedagogy. 

Overall, the interviewees listed community building as a key component in 
planning for classroom management and expressed the ways that it enhanced 
student engagement in learning. According to those interviewed, the commu-
nity commitments created in our class for engaging in discussion helped to 
enhance content knowledge building by helping students come to consider 
differing perspectives while working toward a common learning goal. They 
also demonstrated and articulated connections between enhanced student 
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engagement and instructional practices that highlighted collaborative work 
among students and between students and teachers. In sum, the preservice 
teachers highlighted instructional practices in which instructors shared pow-
er, promoted co-construction of knowledge, and fostered an environment of 
mutual respect. The next section addresses our third finding, highlighting par-
ticipants’ ideas around the importance of CCB in their future classrooms.

New Notions of Classroom Management

The preservice teachers came away from the course with a belief that com-
munity building in classrooms is important to student learning. Most did 
not articulate a clear distinction between responsive notions of community 
building (such as class meetings) and CCB. However, most preservice teachers 
who were interviewed reported a desire to foster a positive classroom envi-
ronment via community building above other traditional modes of classroom 
management such as systems based upon extrinsic rewards. Some of the inter-
view participants did highlight CCB as important for teachers committed to 
drawing upon students’ cultural wealth and those concerned with promoting 
equitable learning spaces. For example, Irene described how she learned from 
“the way we had class, a lot of discussion of the way we wanted it to be, and 
how we could be held accountable for group work; some of them did not like 
group work, but in the end we could figure things out in our own way.” Irene 
was referring to the routines and procedures we put into place for co-con-
structing knowledge and using instructional practices like cooperative learning 
as systems of classroom management. Preservice teachers noted the ways in 
which CCB helped them imagine a classroom that was less teacher-controlled 
and a more community-based learning environment. This indicated that the 
readings and instructional practices we selected for the course where helpful in 
encouraging a new vision of classroom management. They described this shift 
in terms of becoming comfortable with community-promoting practices. 

Finally, the participants expressed the need to think through obstacles to 
community building in classrooms in order to develop plans for use in their 
future classrooms. While the previous two findings validated instructional 
choices, the third finding has been useful for rethinking approaches to high-
lighting distinct features of CCB and also providing experiences that more 
closely promote transfer of these features beyond the teacher education class-
room. It is important to include more discussion of how to navigate obstacles 
such as going against the grain in terms of behaviorist, school-based approach-
es so that preservice teachers have opportunities to learn about each other’s 
ideas. In addition, including opportunities for preservice teachers to hear from 
experienced teachers who engage culturally relevant pedagogy could be useful. 
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Many of the classroom management action plans students handed in at the 
end of the course included aspects of community building. As the preservice 
teachers continued to engage in learning activities that called for collaboration 
throughout the term, student work products indicated increased investment in 
helping each other to learn. For example, students noted in exit tickets collect-
ed at the end of class that their level of engagement increased when working 
together in small groups toward a common goal. This indicates they connected 
a community-based learning environment to a new understanding of student 
interaction. Instead of framing student interaction as a potential disruption, 
the preservice teachers began to see these guided interactions as integral to 
students learning from and with each other. This idea disrupts deficit-based 
perspectives by shifting from the assumption that students’ interactions will 
lead to chaos to viewing group work as enhancing purposeful learning as a 
possibility. Sabita extended the notion of decentering the teacher’s control by 
pointing out the ways in which CCB approaches could include families:

That is another reason why I think this concept of critical community 
building is highly important, and taking it from the multicultural stand-
point is again very important...I hope to be able to create an atmosphere 
in my classroom where all students will feel a part of that community, in 
fact that parents also feel a part of that community, because their contri-
butions will be valuable to the students’ learning as well.
This stance invites teachers to give up the role of sole authority to include 

various perspectives. As Sabita further noted, “we also built on that knowledge 
to be a classroom community on our own and that allowed us to experience 
firsthand how it is possible to manage to do this.” Here she described content 
knowledge building as a group endeavor rather than an individual act. She 
stressed the importance of experiencing this firsthand by pointing out that it 
helps preservice teachers to plan and facilitate classroom environments that in-
clude CCB practices in terms of both classroom management and instruction.

The preservice teachers grappled with the fact that the school districts they 
are most familiar with implement campus-wide disciplinary systems. The main 
concern discussed during our class was the emphasis on extrinsic rewards and 
punitive punishments that seemed to be the norm in public schools. Many 
voiced the value of community building, critical or otherwise, for establishing 
a positive learning environment. However, they recognized that this could be 
challenging if they were alone in their efforts. As Lorraine pointed out, “The 
way the administration is set up [could be an obstacle]. If your administration 
is set up like one of those really traditional [ones] that don’t really see the need 
for [it]…that is a barrier to get that teacher to try and get that set up.”
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Here Lorraine explicitly named traditional stances around student disci-
pline among administration as a potential barrier. She also alluded to the idea 
of teacher isolation as a barrier in implementing the strategies we practiced in 
class. This indicated the importance that she placed on teachers coming to-
gether to support each other in taking up culturally relevant pedagogy in both 
classroom management and instructional practice. Though Lorraine did not 
name CCB explicitly, her mention of teacher agency as key to disrupting status 
quo practice indicated her view that professional support is a necessary form of 
CCB and is integral to a shift to using culturally relevant pedagogy in her fu-
ture classroom. This segment of data brings to light ways that activities geared 
toward developing professional agency and ownership of teaching practices 
were used. The descriptions of CCB and culturally relevant pedagogy indicate 
that students learned during the experiences while at the same time showing 
that the experiences fell short in providing specific ways for students to name 
CCB and culturally relevant pedagogy as the framework. This highlights the 
importance of being mindful when planning for future courses of employing 
strategies that help build preservice teachers’ articulation of CCB and cultur-
ally relevant pedagogy that can be added to students’ repertoire of professional 
communication. 

Through interview responses, preservice teachers articulated pathways and 
barriers to CCB practices in schools. They highlighted the importance of 
teachers finding ways to share power in the classroom and ways to embrace 
community building practices. Shifts in thinking beyond relationship build-
ing with students to consider the need to do this with other adults was also a 
key aspect of learning. Overall, the experiences we provided during the course 
highlighting CCB as a tangible way to practice culturally relevant pedagogy in 
classrooms enhanced participants’ understanding of the frameworks. The study 
was a success in terms of providing relevant information that can inform teach-
ing practices with regard to CCB and culturally relevant pedagogy. In the next 
section we discuss implications for teacher education.

Implications for Teacher Education

Alarcón used the findings to inform revisions to instructional practice 
using CCB as a vehicle for enacting culturally relevant pedagogy in teacher 
education. Sharing the outcomes of this action research provides a look at a 
promising practice for facilitating preservice teachers’ understanding of class-
room management as space for using just practices to ensure equitable learning 
environments and opportunities for teachers and students to build commu-
nity within the classroom. This action research builds upon work centralizing 
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culturally relevant pedagogy with an equity lens in teacher education (Alarcón, 
2016; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Sleeter, 2018). In the current literature, promot-
ing CCB is positioned as having the potential to enhance dialogue regarding 
issues of power related to social justice; however, no empirical studies had ap-
parently been done to examine the effectiveness of this technique in teacher 
education. The action research presented is a step toward filling that gap. As 
stated previously, we had two main questions entering this research study. Re-
lated to our first question, “When critical community building is intentionally 
embedded in a teacher education course, what do preservice teachers describe 
as the impact of the approach?”, we uncovered informative findings. Those in-
terviewed articulated that the learning community established over time had 
positive impacts that included (a) increased meaningful interaction and inter-
dependence, (b) instructional practices that enhanced learning, and (c) shifts 
in thinking beyond traditional notions of classroom management. 

Increased meaningful interaction and interdependence relates directly to 
social justice work and culturally relevant pedagogy. Lee Anne Bell (1997) de-
fines social justice as “both a process and a goal… [it entails] a society in which 
individuals are both self-determining (able to develop their full capacities) and 
interdependent (capable of acting democratically with others)” (p. 1). Given 
that recognizing interdependence is a key aspect of social justice, recognition 
of the importance of connection, active listening, and mutual respect as posi-
tive aspects of the course is encouraging. Further, experiencing such practices 
helped preservice teachers to acknowledge increasing the space for collabora-
tive and just decision-making as a viable option to traditional classroom norms 
centralizing notions of individualism and competition. Importantly, they be-
gan to see the connection between facilitating a sense of interdependence and 
classroom management by using instructional practices that supported that 
goal, such as cooperative learning activities. Through supporting each other 
in learning within the classroom, the students demonstrated shifts in think-
ing, including seeing the value in honoring a wider variety of contributions to 
the learning environment. As such, they could articulate reasons to diminish 
punitive practices, which we know disproportionately affect students of color 
and perpetuates marginalization. Given descriptions of the CCB approach, we 
consider the framework a promising practice not only for courses addressing 
issues of classroom management, but for any course aimed to help develop the 
skill sets for promoting equity, inclusion, and access in their classrooms by de-
liberately building a sense of community. 

Related to our second question, “How might the preservice teachers’ de-
scriptions be used to refine CCB practices in the context of teacher education?” 
we found that purposefully working to de-emphasize traditional teacher– 
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student power dynamics was key to preservice teachers’ understanding the 
CCB approach as distinct from other approaches to establishing the learning 
environment. Given this, the main point of refinement to practice is atten-
tion to experiences that help reveal and work toward de-emphasizing power 
relationships in classrooms. Delpit (2006) asserts, most often teachers in class-
rooms enact a “culture of power” that privileges some students over others, 
providing inequitable learning opportunities. Preservice teachers in this study 
remarked upon the shared power, co-constructed learning, and mutually re-
spectful environments built through shared CCB practices. Over the duration 
of the course, several traditional instructional strategies were employed (i.e. 
text-based small-group discussion, turn and talk, assignment of roles for small-
group work). However, the difference in implementation surfaced when these 
strategies were discussed with preservice teachers. Instead of naming them as 
well-worn and trusted teaching practices, the potential for using them to build 
mutual accountability among students and create trusting spaces for sharing 
different ways of knowing was emphasized; they recognized that how the prac-
tices were framed could enhance community building. The implication for 
teacher education is promising because indications are that teacher educators 
do not need to invest in acquiring a new skill set for promoting criticality 
and equity in teaching. Rather, long-standing practices can be reenvisioned. 
In sum, the study demonstrated the ways in which preservice teachers experi-
enced important shifts that revealed a CCB approach as viable for establishing 
classroom environments based upon shared power and mutual respect both 
between teacher and student and among students. The CCB approach shows 
promise in that it promotes equity and justice-oriented education in both 
teacher education and PreK–12 settings. 

We have two recommendations for future research. First, there is value in 
following up with these teachers once they have had the chance to establish 
their own classroom environments to see which CCB practices they took up 
initially and which, if any, they continue to refine as they become experienced 
teachers. Second, the framework is useful establishing communities of practice 
for teacher educators who seek to work collectively to refine critical pedagogical 
practices across disciplines. As such, future research questions could centralize 
understanding how teacher educators engage CCB in order to promote collec-
tive sense-making for professional development. 

Limitations

The preservice teachers rarely used the term “critical” community build-
ing in work products, interviews, or conversations. Although not articulated 
as explicitly as we hoped, the data revealed that they demonstrated shifts in 
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understanding of how building community can lead to actions and under-
standings that are related to creating more equitable classrooms. Despite the 
limitations of studying CCB as culturally relevant pedagogy within a single 
course, we view reported and observed shifts as important building blocks in 
understanding the instructional practices that support criticality in teacher ed-
ucation. We believe that if a CCB approach were modeled and implemented 
throughout a variety of courses, then more students would be able to explicit-
ly articulate the framework’s connection to their intended practice in terms of 
culturally relevant pedagogy and equity education. In addition to supporting 
more exposure to the concept over time via multiple courses, we feel that the 
short timeframe for the study did not allow for a deep treatment of the con-
cept, critical pedagogy. In subsequent semesters, foundational work around this 
topic will take place earlier in the course. 
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