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CHAPTER 1

Introduction
Teacher/Student Interactions, 
Retention, and Equity

With 2 minutes until the bell rings to start her next class, Veronica’s pres-
ence in the hallway outside her classroom door is the center of a whirl-
wind.1 

“Vishon, pull your pants up,” she laughingly calls down the hall. Vis-
hon turns to face her, shaking his head—and pulling up his pants—as he 
continues walking to his next class.

“Miss J, do you have any snacks for me today?” Chanel asks. 
“Um, yeah, I do, but they’re downstairs. Come back right before 

lunch, and I’ll walk down with you,” Veronica responds. The student 
smiles, nods, and walks away.

“Where’s your red lipstick?” Veronica asks one of the 9th graders ap-
proaching her. “I loved that color on you yesterday.” The student smiles 
shyly and heads inside.

“Miss J, do you know where my portfolio is?” a student from one of 
her earlier classes yells over the noise from across the hall.

“Yeah, I think it’s in the class bin. You were going to revise that poem, 
right?” Veronica responds. The student’s face registers a fl ash of recog-
nition, and she crosses the hall to retrieve it from Veronica’s classroom.

“Can I go to the bathroom?” Tommy needs to know, barely slowing as 
he speed-walks toward her.

“Go, go, make it quick,” says Veronica, glancing at the hallway clock. 
He picks up his pace walking away from the classroom.

Veronica sticks her head into the classroom after a large group of stu-
dents arrives, announcing, “Sit in your writing groups today!” The stu-
dents redirect themselves, and some who were already seated get up and 
move to new seats.

“Where were you yesterday?” Veronica is back in the hallway, directing 
her attention to Ceyonne, who seems to be dragging herself toward her.

“I was sick,” she explains. “I’m still not feeling great. Can I have a pass 
to the nurse?”

1. All names of people and places are pseudonyms, and some details have been 
changed to ensure confi dentiality.
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2 The Power of Teacher Talk

“Hmm,” Veronica says. “Just head down there now. You still have time 
before the bell.”

“All right, thanks,” Ceyonne mumbles back over her shoulder as she 
ambles away.

“Feel better!” Veronica says hopefully.
A worried-looking student approaches Veronica from inside the class-

room and asks, “Are we having a notebook check today?” She shakes her 
head no, and he exhales with relief. “I left mine at home. Whew!” He dances 
back into the room.

“Can I get a drink?” inquires Rob, who also is coming back out of the 
classroom and into the hallway after putting his backpack down on his desk.

“Yeah, go ahead. Good morning, Khalil. What team do you play today?” 
she asks, pointing to the school lacrosse shirt he’s wearing.

“Southern. It’s gonna be freezing.” Khalil grimaces as he passes her.
“Yeah, well, my excuse for not coming is that I’m staying for extra help 

today.” She smiles.
As Veronica looks away from Khalil, she spies Diego sitting on top of 

his desk. “Diego! Sit! In your seat!” Diego snaps to attention, then slides 
into his chair. In the classroom, some students stand in front of the board, 
reading Veronica’s instructions for today’s journal; some are talking; others 
get their journals out of their backpacks. Veronica turns her attention back 
to the hallway.

“Hi, JJ! Hey, Taiye!” She greets two more students entering the room. 
“Hey,” they reply.
“Dan—please tell me you brought your essay for me today,” she says to 

the student behind them.
“Yep,” he replies.
“Nice.” Veronica nods as he passes her, and the bell rings.
“How’s my favorite teacher?” yells a former student to Veronica from 

far down the hall.
“Missing my favorite student, of course. But get to class!” She smiles, 

turns toward her classroom, and enters, pulling the door closed behind her. 
Without missing a beat on the way to her desk, she starts class even before 
the door shuts. “Good morning, everyone. You can go ahead and get started 
on your journals, and when I call your name, come on up and get your paper. 
I fi nished grading them all last night.”

Dear reader, are you exhausted yet? If you are, then you have successfully tak-
en a brief vicarious walk in a public high school English teacher’s shoes. The 
mind-spinning pace of an ever-changing slate of student interactions is famil-
iar territory for teachers. In fact, the vignette above, which occurred in a span 
of only 3 minutes, actually contains 15 separate teacher/student interactions. 

That’s fi ve interactions per minute, or one interaction every 12 sec-
onds. Allow that to sink in—because it is the average pace of the 15,287 © H
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Introduction 3

interactions I observed between teachers and students during a 2-year study, 
across four teachers in four different schools. Back-and-forth talk between 
teachers and students is the cornerstone of all education, and while the high 
frequency and quick pace of teacher/student interactions are noteworthy 
enough, this book contends that the content of these interactions is also 
highly consequential for both teachers and students. 

THE RETENTION CURRICULUM OF INTERACTIONS

In this book, I argue that when teachers interact with students, they not only 
are engaging in discourse about subject matter or personal matters; they are 
teaching students how much the students are (or are not) noticed and valued, 
and whether school is a place in which students want to stay. At the same time, 
in these interactions, the teachers themselves also are determining whether 
they want to stay in schools. In this way, I suggest that every interaction be-
tween a teacher and a student constantly shapes, as well as refl ects, both par-
ticipants’ attitudes about staying in school. For new high school teachers and 
their students alike, these attitudes are unstable, continually shifting with ev-
ery teacher/student interaction. At any given moment, a teacher’s or student’s 
positioning toward retention—a current sense of commitment to remaining 
a teacher or a student—can be observed in voiced or visual expressions of 
praise, pleasure, effi cacy, ineffi cacy, or frustration with classroom experienc-
es, as well as in direct references to staying in or leaving school. This book 
details how, in their numerous daily interactions with one another, teachers 
and students are always positioning themselves either toward or away from 
retention and revealing this position. Over time, 
these attitudes begin to solidify, and both teach-
ers and students eventually make decisions about 
staying in school.

In the hallway before her class began, Veron-
ica engaged in important teaching and learning 
about retention with her students. The instruc-
tion she directed at Vishon let him know that he 
was noticed, and her laugh communicated that 
she supported him. When she complimented a 
nonbinary student’s lipstick, expressed support 
for Ceyonne regarding her illness, and talked 
about lacrosse with Khalil, Veronica taught 
these students that she was paying attention to the details of their lives and 
was building relationships with them (see Figure 1.1). And when she helped 
a student locate her portfolio to revise a poem, responded to a student’s 
question about a notebook check, and asked Daniel whether he brought 
his fi nished essay, she was teaching her students that they could succeed 

Teachers typically 
engage in fi ve stu-
dent interactions 

per minute—that’s 
one interaction ev-

ery 12 seconds.
Each one shapes 
and refl ects par-

ticipants’ attitudes 
about staying in 

school. 
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4 The Power of Teacher Talk

and that she wanted to help them do just that. In this teaching, Veronica 
also created herself as someone who held important knowledge, used that 
knowledge to assist and connect individually with her students, and estab-
lished a welcoming environment—all actions that teachers can take to help 
their students stay and succeed in school. In these particular before-class in-
teractions, Veronica was not “teaching English” in the traditional sense, as 
she was not focused on teaching her content-area curriculum. But, I argue, 
there is another “curriculum” that is present in all teacher/student interac-
tions, both those that are explicitly related to subject matter and those that 
are not: what teachers and students are learning about their “fi t” with, or 
sense of belonging to, school.

Most of today’s conversations about public education in America fo-
cus on major issues such as policies, standards, curriculum, assessments, 
student demographics, teacher preparation, parent support, school resourc-
es, and school leadership. All of these important variables shape teachers’ 
daily practice enormously. But even as policies change, as new assessments 
are required, as schools’ resources grow or diminish, as other innumerable 
variables fl uctuate, the central and defi ning feature of education persists: 
Students and teachers will always be interacting in the midst of it all, and 

Teachers can learn to observe their students closely (column 1), use 
conversation starters in the moment (column 2), and then continue 

building on them over time.

When there is something 
different or noteworthy about 
a student’s appearance (e.g., a 
new haircut or outfi t, a sports 
uniform) . . . 

• “You look so nice today!”
• “Let me see your new haircut—it 

looks nice.” 
• “Is the game at home today?”

When a student has returned to 
school (e.g., after an illness or a 
trip) . . . 

• “Hey, are you feeling any better 
today? 

• “I missed you.”
• “How was your trip?” 

When a student has decorated 
something (e.g., their notebook 
or backpack) . . . 

• “What does your button say?”
• “Did you draw that?”

When a student is singing, 
rapping, or humming . . . 

• Join them!
• “What song is that?”

When students are showing 
fatigue (e.g., their head is on their 
desk, or they are yawning) . . . 

• “Are you feeling okay?”
• “Didn’t get enough sleep last 

night?”

Figure 1.1. Noticing to Build Relationships
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they will always be positioning themselves toward or away from retention 
in and through these interactions. The great potential of these interactions 
to change lives for the better is often why students love school, why people 
become teachers, and why both students and teachers stay in school. Yet, 
while we as teachers rightly conceptualize interactions as vehicles for teach-
ing students content-based knowledge and skills and productive behaviors 
and dispositions, the signifi cance of interactions in shaping our own and 
students’ retention is typically far from our day-to-day radar. However, I 
argue, teachers and teacher educators can work toward increased student 
and teacher retention when they are mindful of the power of interactions to 
shape such decisions. 

This work is urgent, as all across America, many students and teachers 
are choosing not to stay in school: Between 40 and 50% of new teachers 
quit within the fi rst 5 years (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011), and between 20 and 
30% of students drop out annually, with much higher percentages among 
teachers and students of color and in other marginalized groups (Balfanz 
et al., 2014; Bowers, Sprott, & Taff, 2013; Heckman & Lafontaine, 2010; 
Ingersoll & Connor, 2009; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Snyder & Dillow, 
2011). These worrisome trends exacerbate the under-representation of ex-
perienced teachers of color and of graduates of color. The economic costs 
of these losses are also daunting: Teacher attrition has cost $2.2 billion 
annually (Borman & Dowling, 2008), and student dropout $154 billion 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011). Increasing the retention of mar-
ginalized students, and the retention of their teachers, is a critical social 
justice issue, and not only for these reasons. When marginalized students 
stay in school, they have a greater chance to emerge skillful and critically 
literate and powerful, to go to college, to earn a higher income. When 
their teachers stay longer in the profession, they have a greater chance to 
increase their effectiveness as they instruct students to become skillful, crit-
ically literate, and powerful; to enjoy the benefi ts of deepening their roots; 
to invest in a community long enough to help make it better. Student drop-
out and teacher attrition prevent full emergence from occurring; they are 
like a late-season frost that wilts delicate spring blossoms. When students 
and teachers remain in school, there is a greater chance that they can use 
their more deeply developed skills and knowledge to create a more equita-
ble world for themselves and for others.

EQUITY-ORIENTED TEACHERS: A DEFINITION

Equity-oriented teachers understand that historical legacies of inequity play 
out every day in schools, and they commit to both shielding students from 
the damaging effects of these legacies and working to dismantle them. What 
are historical legacies of inequity? They are pervasive systems, policies, and © H
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practices that function to maintain the unequal status of and unequal re-
sources for different groups of people. These legacies aim to protect the sta-
tus quo, in which people who enjoy wealth and power retain such privileges, 
and people who currently do not have such privileges have no viable path-
ways toward them. In the sphere of education, the persistence of these lega-
cies can be seen, for example, in the underfunding of schools in communities 
struggling with poverty; the hyper-punitive approach to school discipline in 
urban schools that criminalizes youth of color; the “achievement gap” (as 
opposed to the “opportunity gap”) narrative that positions marginalized 
youth as chronically underachieving; or curriculum and instruction that 
position White people’s language, achievements, or texts as the norm or 
the standard. In other words, equity-oriented teachers align their perspec-
tives and practices with the notion of equity; they view students, families, 
communities, schools, texts, practices—everything—through an equity lens. 
They look for and take opportunities to actively promote and increase eq-
uity wherever they can.

Equity-oriented teachers are thus distinct from other loving, caring, 
well-meaning teachers. While members of the latter group often see them-
selves as functioning purely as individuals or only within the realm of their 
unique environment, equity-oriented teachers see themselves and their stu-
dents as participants in a much larger, historic struggle. While well-meaning 
teachers obviously can and do work for good and make important differ-
ences in the lives of their students, equity-oriented teachers aim to focus 
their efforts primarily on doing the most good and making the most dif-
ference in the lives of historically marginalized students. Well-meaning 
teachers may be troubled by inequities they observe—like fewer students 
of color in the gifted program or in honors or AP classes at their school; 
or required novels featuring people of color only in marginalized or op-
pressed roles; or higher absence, tardiness, detention, or suspension rates 
among students from particular neighborhoods. Yet these teachers may 
doubt their ability to effect change or may avert their eyes in order to 
avoid “getting too political.” Well-meaning teachers may make some equi-
ty-oriented moves but not necessarily or intentionally be part of the move-
ment. However, as Emdin (2016) compellingly explains, teachers’ good 
intentions ultimately can still prove harmful to marginalized youth: “As 
long as white middle-class teachers are recruited to schools occupied by 
urban youth of color, without any consideration of how they affi rm and 
reestablish power dynamics that silence students, issues that plague urban 
education . . . will persist” (p. 9). 

Efforts to conceptualize equity-oriented teaching also can benefi t from 
service learning scholarship—particularly Mitchell’s (2008) work, which 
differentiates “traditional service learning” from “critical service learning.” 
In the traditional model, volunteers help meet a community need and refl ect © H
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on their experiences. However, in the critical model, while volunteers still 
help meet a community need, they do so while examining injustices that 
may have caused this need, working to empower community members 
and engaging in nonhierarchical partnerships. The notion of traditional 
versus critical service learning offers an important parallel for traditional 
(well-meaning) versus critical (equity-oriented) teaching. This distinction 
is not meant to disparage any teacher’s effort to meet individual students’ 
needs but rather to urge all teachers to be more mindful of the role they 
are already playing in schools—and to encourage teachers to leverage their 
individual and collective power toward increasing equity for disadvantaged 
youth. Such an orientation is urgently needed.

For equity-oriented teachers, interactions—as well as all other as-
pects of their practice—are never inconsequential; they are understood as 
having the potential to contribute to or change cycles of inequity. As the 
conceptual framework provided in Figure 1.2 illustrates, for social justice– 
and equity-oriented teachers, the vast universe of teacher moves, which 
includes interactions—like their dispositions, relationships with students, 
curriculum choices, and pedagogical practices—is a natural outgrowth of 
their beliefs about inequity and commitment to working toward a more 
equitable, just world. This intentionally multicultural conceptual frame-
work illustrates important commonalities underlying the work of scholars 
who may: 

• Use different terminology (e.g., social justice, equity, diversity, 
multicultural, anti-racist);

• Emphasize different forms of inequity (e.g., race, ethnicity, class) 
or spaces in which inequity occurs (e.g., urban, the school-to-
prison pipeline); or

• Focus on different lenses or ways forward (e.g., critical race 
theory, critical consciousness, critical literacy, urban literacies, 
racial literacy, culturally sustaining pedagogy).

While critically conscious teachers may focus, at any given time, on bet-
ter aligning particular aspects of their practice with their beliefs, they share 
a mostly unstated goal of ensuring that as many of their practices, with as 
many of their students, as often as possible, are in harmony with their be-
liefs. They see themselves as intentionally acting as change agents toward 
the empowerment of people of color and members of other subordinated 
groups (Collins, 2000; Kumashiro, 2004). Equity-oriented teachers’ prac-
tices can re-create schools as places in which students’ identities and voices 
are valued, and this work, particularly when it is done with marginalized or 
minoritized students, can be revolutionary.© H
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8 The Power of Teacher Talk

Figure 1.2. Conceptual Framework for Social Justice– and Equity-Oriented 
Teachers

Worldview: What Is Wrong in the World?

• Conscientização: Oppressors “perpetuate injustice” by 
dehumanizing the oppressed, who must take action to humanize 
themselves through praxis (“refl ection and action upon the world 
in order to transform it”) (Freire, 1970/2000, pp. 44, 51).

• Critical race theory: Race should be “foreground[ed . . . ] as 
an explanatory tool for the persistence of inequality” (Ladson-
Billings, 1997, p. 132).

View of Schools: 
How Does This Play out in Schools?

• Schools are inequitably funded, with those in poorer communities 
of color being persistently, severely under-resourced (Kozol, 1991).

• A “hidden curriculum” running throughout students’ experiences in 
school reproduces a system of unequal social classes (Anyon, 1980). 

• Groups of students and teachers experience inequity via a process 
of minoritization (Benitez, 2010).

• Poverty, resource distribution, and institutional racism inhibit 
minoritized students’ educational success (Picower, 2012).

• Students of color and students in poverty are criminalized in 
schools (Wald & Losen, 2003) and pushed out (Morris, 2016).

View of Teachers’ Role: How Can Teachers Play a 
Part in Responding to and Changing These Realities?

• Understand that teaching is political (Freire, 1970/2000) and that 
teachers are political beings (Ladson-Billings, 1994) and social 
actors (Dover, 2013).

• Because schools reproduce inequity, work toward halting this 
reproduction (Weis & Fine, 2005) and engage in a collective 
struggle against the status quo (Ladson-Billings, 1994) and toward 
the empowerment of people of color and other subordinated 
groups (Collins, 1998, 2000; Kumashiro, 2004).

• Raise student awareness of injustice and inequity (Dover, 2013) 
and explicitly address how to challenge them (Normore, 2008).
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