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Abstract

Black male teachers are often positioned as role models for Black boys, yet representation-based accounts
rarely explain how their impact is produced, sustained, or constrained within racialized school
organizations. Through a conceptual synthesis of scholarship on Black boys' schooling, culturally
responsive pedagogy, relational trust, teacher expectations, and racialized organizations, this article
advances Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations as a mechanism-centered framework. The framework
identifies three interdependent findings: sociopolitical recognition, dignity-preserving relational care, and
rigorous academic press with scaffolding and advocacy work together to shape belonging, identity safety,
engagement, and opportunity-to-learn. The article argues that separating these domains risks exposure
without care, comfort without rigor, or rigor without justice. Implications are offered for research, teacher
preparation, retention, leadership, and organizational redesign.

Keywords

Black Boys; Black Male Teachers; Culturally Responsive Pedagogy; Racialized Organizations; Warm
Demander Pedagogy

Corresponding Author:

Lewis Thomas III, Assistant Professor of Educational Leadership

School of Education, Monmouth University

400 Cedar Avenue, West Long Branch, NJ 07764

Email: Ithomas@monmouth.edu ORCid: https://orcid.org/0009-0002-4366-5929



82 Midwest Journal of Education 3(2)

Introduction

A Black male teacher notices that Malik, a seventh-grade Black boy, has stopped turning in written work
even though he is among the most vocal students during class discussion. The school record marks Malik
as inconsistent, defiant, and easily distracted. The teacher reads the situation differently. He remembers
Malik's comments about caring for younger siblings after school and his frustration that the curriculum
rarely treats his neighborhood as a place of knowledge. Instead of beginning with a compliance warning,
the teacher invites Malik into a brief hallway conversation, asks what is getting in the way, and names what
he has already seen: Malik can reason, argue, question, and lead. The next day, the teacher redesigns the
writing task so students can connect textual evidence to a local issue, provides a model paragraph and
revision checkpoints, and tells Malik, directly but without humiliation, that the class needs his written
thinking as much as his spoken brilliance.

This composite vignette illustrates the central problem this article addresses. Black male teacher impact is
often explained through the language of representation, role modeling, or relational connection. These
accounts matter, but they are incomplete. They do not explain why the teacher's response to Malik is
pedagogically significant, how racialized interpretation is interrupted, why warmth is inseparable from
rigorous academic press, or how school structures can either protect or exhaust such practice. In a schooling
ecology where Black boys are frequently rendered hypervisible as disciplinary subjects and invisible as
intellectual, emotional, and civic beings, the work of Black male teachers must be theorized with more
precision than the familiar claim that students simply need someone who looks like them.

Research on Black boys' schooling has long documented the convergence of racialized discipline, deficit
narratives, low expectations, and unequal access to rigorous learning (Balfanz et al., 2014; Ferguson, 2001;
Gregory et al., 2010; Noguera, 2003; Skiba et al., 2014). These patterns are not merely interpersonal biases.
They are reproduced through organizational routines: referral processes, tracking decisions, classroom
management norms, placement practices, family contact scripts, and accountability systems that normalize
some forms of student expression while criminalizing others (Ray, 2019). As a result, Black boys may
experience school as a place of conditional belonging, where acceptance is granted only when their bodies,
language, emotions, and cultural practices do not disrupt dominant expectations (Carey et al., 2022; Warren
et al., 2022).

The purpose of this article is to advance Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations as a conceptual
framework for understanding the mechanisms through which Black male teachers can support Black boys'
belonging, identity development, engagement, and academic opportunity. The framework does not claim
that Black male teachers possess an automatic or essential capacity to reach Black boys. Nor does it suggest
that Black boys need saving by individual educators. Instead, the argument is that Black male teachers are
often uniquely positioned, and often unfairly burdened, within racialized schools. Their impact is produced
through teachable, observable, and institutionally mediated practices: sociopolitical recognition, dignity-
preserving relational care, and rigorous instructional support.

The manuscript contributes to the literature in three ways. First, it moves beyond representation-only and
role-model arguments by specifying mechanisms of impact. Second, it refines warm demander traditions
by foregrounding Witness as the sociopolitical and epistemic condition that prevents warmth and rigor from
becoming depoliticized techniques. Third, it introduces a language of strategic specificity and coalitional
portability: the framework is developed from the schooling of Black boys and the labor of Black male
teachers, but its broader relevance to other marginalized communities should be debated, adapted, and
empirically tested rather than assumed.
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Methods

Because this is a conceptual article, the method is theoretical synthesis rather than empirical data collection.
The framework was developed through a synthetic reading of five bodies of scholarship: (a) Black boys'
schooling and racialized discipline; (b) Black male teacher labor and the role model trope; (c) culturally
responsive, relevant, and sustaining pedagogies; (d) relational trust and teacher expectations; and (e)
racialized organizational theory. The aim was to identify the mechanisms through which Black male teacher
practice may shape classroom conditions and student outcomes, and to specify the institutional conditions
that amplify, distort, or constrain those mechanisms.

Within this context, Black male teachers are frequently invoked as corrective figures. Same-race teacher
research suggests that teacher-student racial congruence can be associated with important benefits for Black
students, including achievement and longer-term educational attainment (Dee, 2004; Gershenson et al.,
2022). Yet the congruence finding is an entry point, not a theory of action. It does not specify whether
impact emerges through curricular recognition, relational trust, instructional demand, advocacy, discipline
interpretation, family engagement, or some combination of these practices. Nor does it explain how the
benefits of congruence are shaped by school leadership, discipline regimes, tracking structures, and the
racialized division of labor in schools.

The literature on Black male teachers clarifies the stakes of this gap. Bristol (2015) and Brockenbrough
(2015) showed that Black male teachers are often positioned as disciplinarians, cultural brokers, and
symbolic representatives rather than as complex pedagogical professionals. This role model trope is
politically risky. It can reduce Black male teachers to charisma, proximity, or masculinity; it can shift
institutional responsibility onto individual educators; and it can convert relational labor into an
uncompensated form of racialized extraction. A conceptual framework for Black male teacher impact must
therefore ask not simply whether representation matters, but how impact is enacted, what it requires, what
it costs, and when schools distort it.

This framework is grounded in four assumptions. First, race is not a background variable but an organizing
structure of schooling that shapes interpretation, opportunity, discipline, and belonging (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017; Ray, 2019). Second, Black boys' academic outcomes are inseparable from identity safety,
relational trust, and access to rigorous intellectual work. Third, Black male teachers' impact is not
automatic; it depends on enacted practice and institutional conditions. Fourth, conceptual specificity about
Black boys and Black male teachers need not foreclose coalition. Rather, careful attention to this case can
illuminate broader questions about how marginalized students are seen, cared for, challenged, and supported
in schools. This ecological logic is consistent with developmental perspectives that understand students'
learning as embedded across family, school, community, and institutional systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Results

Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations

Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations names three interdependent domains of practice. Witness is
culturally and politically attuned recognition: the teacher's disciplined capacity to see Black boys as whole
persons, credible narrators, intellectual contributors, and students whose schooling experiences are shaped
by history and institutional power. Warmth is dignity-preserving relational care: the consistent enactment
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of trust, reliability, emotional safety, and community. High Expectations is rigorous academic press with
support: the refusal to confuse care with lowered demand, combined with scaffolding, feedback, advocacy,
and expanded access to opportunity-to-learn.

The framework draws from culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2018), culturally relevant pedagogy
(Ladson-Billings, 1995), culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris & Alim, 2017), relational trust scholarship
(Bryk & Schneider, 2002), teacher expectations research (Jussim & Harber, 2005), and warm demander
pedagogy (Kleinfeld, 1975; Ware, 2006). Its distinct contribution is not that these literatures have ignored
care, rigor, or culture. Rather, the contribution is to show how the domains must inform one another in
contexts where Black boys are often punished for being visible and denied the forms of recognition that
make deep learning possible.

Witness extends the warm demander tradition by making sociopolitical consciousness foundational rather
than supplemental. Warmth and demand can become assimilationist when they ask students to succeed by
separating achievement from identity, critique, and community knowledge. Witness interrupts that drift. It
allows a teacher to interpret behavior before punishing it, to place Black intellectual traditions inside the
core curriculum rather than at the margins, and to help students name institutional harm without
internalizing inferiority. Witness is not pity and it is not a lowering of standards. It is epistemic respect,
narrative repair, and political clarity.

Warmth is the relational infrastructure that makes Witness livable and rigor invitational. For Black boys
who experience school as surveillance or selective love, warmth communicates that authority can be
exercised without humiliation. It appears in greetings, check-ins, repair conversations, classroom routines,
and feedback practices that preserve dignity. Warmth is sometimes misread as softness, but in this
framework it is a condition for academic risk-taking. Students are more likely to attempt difficult work, ask
for help, revise, and persist when they believe that the teacher's correction is rooted in care rather than
contempt (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Pianta et al., 2012; Wentzel, 1998).

High Expectations completes the framework by centering Black boys' intellectual entitlement. Rigor is not
the performance of toughness; it is access to complex tasks, disciplined inquiry, rich discourse, revision,
transparent criteria, and advocacy into advanced opportunities. High Expectations rejects both deficit
narratives and sentimental care. A teacher who believes Black boys are brilliant but never gives them
demanding work offers affirmation without access. A teacher who demands achievement but withholds
scaffolding offers rhetoric without justice. High Expectations, therefore, is rigorous care: academic press
made credible through support, feedback, and gate-opening (Bandura, 1997; Ware, 2006).

The most important claim is that the domains are mutually constitutive. Witness without Warmth can
become exposure without protection: students may be asked to analyze oppression without experiencing
the classroom as safe. Warmth without High Expectations can become comfort without power: students
may feel liked while being denied challenging intellectual opportunities. High Expectations without
Witness can become rigor without justice: students may be pushed toward achievement while their
identities, histories, and institutional realities are treated as irrelevant. Only together do the domains form
a coherent pedagogical stance.
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Figure 1
Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations as an Integrated, Mechanism-Centered Framework

Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations

A machanam-centared framework for Tiinck male teacher impact

Witness
Socizpa dical recagnition
narratae "
Mepretive Sictecton

Warmth High Expactations

GITes scadenvic press win
i

Enlatiorme trunt, emobiane
atety, ard digaiy Sreasrang
™o

! '

Fangrated anectmant: the thres comans work a3 & stancs not as
isolpted traits

/\

& N
Student and school outcomes

\
roximal classroom condition$

Bubonging wnet cafuty
rowbactin

r’:}m‘m'y cordticre: sakarizetion, dBEITAT TeGITINE. frackng, el kiation lagice, waderih @ Lpsore. )

L Ml TNIvdy DYTREi It res J

From Domains to Classroom Conditions

The framework operates through proximal classroom conditions that mediate longer-term student
outcomes. Witness and Warmth jointly cultivate belonging and psychological safety. Warmth and High
Expectations support academic efficacy and intellectual identity. Witness and High Expectations produce
sociopolitical clarity and agency by helping students connect rigorous learning to self-definition,
community knowledge, and institutional navigation. These conditions can support engagement, attendance,
achievement, persistence, identity development, and reductions in exclusionary discipline, particularly
when organizational contexts align with rather than contradict the framework.

Table 1 summarizes the domains and the risks that arise when each is separated from the others. The table
is intentionally brief because the purpose of this conceptual article is not to create a checklist of teacher
behaviors. Rather, it offers a theory of action that can guide empirical research, professional learning, and
leadership alignment.

Table 1

Domains, Mechanisms, and Risks of Isolation

Domain Core Practice Proximal Condition Risk When Isolated

Witness Recognizes Black boys as whole persons  Narrative repair, Can become exposure or
and credible knowers; names institutional  interpretive protection, critique without relational
context and interrupts deficit narratives. sociopolitical clarity. safety.

Warmth Builds trust through dignity-preserving Belonging, emotional Can become comfort or
care, predictable routines, restorative safety, help-seeking, selective love without
correction, and relational presence. engagement. intellectual access.

High Provides rigorous tasks, scaffolds, Academic efficacy, Can become compliance,

Expectations feedback, revision, advocacy, and gate- intellectual identity, access  assimilation, or unsupported

opening opportunities.

to opportunity-to-learn.

demand without Witness and
Warmth.
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Discussion

Boundary Conditions and Coalitional Portability

The framework must be understood within racialized organizations. Black male teachers may skillfully
enact Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations, yet their impact may still be muted by discipline policies,
tracking systems, evaluation logics, and leadership practices that reproduce inequity (Ray, 2019).
Tokenization is especially consequential. When Black male teachers are among the few Black men in a
building, schools may ask them to mentor every Black boy, de-escalate every conflict, translate every
cultural misunderstanding, and embody institutional diversity, often without time, compensation, or
authority (Bristol, 2015; Brockenbrough, 2015; Kanter, 1977; Pirtle, 2017). In such contexts, the framework
is not merely difficult to enact; it can be distorted. Witness may be labeled political, Warmth may be
exploited as an emotional first response, and High Expectations may be reduced to compliance or test
preparation.

These boundary conditions shift responsibility from individual heroism to institutional design. A school
cannot claim to value Black male teacher impact while assigning Black male teachers disproportionate
discipline labor, ignoring their instructional expertise, or evaluating them through systems that fail to
recognize relational trust and culturally responsive practice. Nor can schools claim to value Black boys
while maintaining policies that remove them from instruction, track them away from advanced learning, or
contact families primarily through crisis and compliance scripts. The framework therefore requires
organizational alignment: humanizing discipline, opportunity audits, father-inclusive family engagement,
protected planning time, and leadership practices that distribute care and accountability across the school.

The framework is also intentionally specific but not exclusive. Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations
may resonate with scholarship on Black girls, Latinx students, Indigenous youth, Muslim students, rural
White students, disabled students, and other communities whose schooling experiences are shaped by
marginalization. The claim here is not that only Black male teachers can enact these domains or that only
Black boys need them. The claim is that Black boys' schooling makes the neglect of these domains
especially visible, and that Black male teachers' labor reveals both the promise and danger of locating
institutional repair in individual educators. This distinction matters for coalition building: frameworks can
travel, but they must travel with attention to history, community, power, and context.

Implications for Research, Preparation, Retention, and Leadership

For research, the framework shifts the question from whether Black male teachers matter to how their
impact is produced. Empirical studies can operationalize the domains through classroom observations,
student surveys, interviews, instructional artifacts, discipline data, course placement patterns, and family
partnership evidence. Rather than relying only on demographic congruence, researchers might examine
whether Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations mediate the relationship between teacher-student
congruence and outcomes such as belonging, engagement, academic efficacy, achievement growth, and
exclusionary discipline. Mixed-methods and longitudinal designs are especially useful because they can
track both measurable outcomes and the meaning students attach to teacher practice over time.

Research should also test the framework's synergy claim. The strongest outcomes are likely when all three
domains co-occur at high levels and when school structures support that co-occurrence. Profile analysis,
comparative case study, design-based research, and improvement science approaches could examine
different enactment patterns: high warmth but low rigor, high rigor but low witness, strong witness but
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weak institutional support, or all three domains reinforced by leadership alignment. This research agenda
would move the field from description to design.

For teacher preparation, the framework can be treated as a set of professional competencies rather than as
naturalized traits. Candidates need practice designing culturally sustaining curriculum, interpreting
behavior through contextual and restorative lenses, building relational trust, creating rigorous tasks, using
formative feedback, and advocating against biased placements or referrals. This is crucial for Black male
candidates, who may be expected to connect naturally without receiving explicit preparation, and for all
candidates who teach Black boys. Preparation programs should resist essentializing Black male teachers
while also preparing them to navigate the racialized expectations they may encounter.

Retention and induction must protect Black male teachers from extraction. Schools and districts should
reduce isolation by hiring and supporting cohorts, distributing mentoring and culture-building labor across
staff, compensating formal leadership responsibilities, protecting instructional planning time, and creating
advancement pathways that recognize Black male teachers as intellectual and pedagogical leaders.
Recruitment without retention merely cycles Black male teachers through harmful systems while leaving
the systems intact.

For school leaders, the framework provides an equity audit lens. Leaders can ask: Are Black boys removed
from instruction for subjective behaviors at disproportionate rates? Who has access to advanced
coursework, gifted programs, strong teachers, and intellectually demanding assignments? How are families
contacted, and are Black fathers and other caregivers treated as partners or problems? Are Black male
teachers evaluated and supported as instructional leaders, or primarily used to manage behavior? These
questions locate the framework where it belongs: not only in the teacher-student relationship, but in the
policies and routines that shape what relationships can become.

Limitations

This article is conceptual and therefore does not provide empirical validation of the framework. The
proposed relationships among Witness, Warmth, High Expectations, classroom conditions, and student
outcomes should be tested through qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies in varied school
contexts. The framework also risks overgeneralization if readers treat Black boys or Black male teachers
as homogeneous groups. Black boys' experiences are shaped by class, sexuality, disability, language,
immigration history, region, religion, family structure, and other intersecting dimensions of identity and
power. Black male teachers likewise differ in ideology, preparation, content area, school placement, and
institutional positioning. Finally, although the framework is designed for coalitional portability, its use with
other student groups should involve contextual adaptation rather than direct transfer.

Conclusion

Witness, Warmth, and High Expectations offers a mechanism-centered framework for understanding Black
male teacher impact beyond the role model trope. It argues that impact is neither magical nor automatic. It
is produced through skilled, relationally complex, and politically situated practice: seeing Black boys
accurately and fully, building trust without humiliation, and making rigorous learning possible through
support and advocacy. The framework also insists that these practices cannot be sustained by individual
heroism alone. Schools must become worthy of Black boys' brilliance and worthy of Black male teachers'
labor by redesigning the structures that govern belonging, discipline, opportunity, evaluation, and family
partnership.
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The revised conceptual contribution is therefore both analytic and moral. Analytically, the framework gives
scholars constructs that can be studied, refined, and tested. Morally, it refuses to place the burden of
institutional repair on Black male teachers while leaving racialized school routines intact. When Witness is
enacted without penalty, Warmth is supported rather than exploited, and High Expectations are paired with
real opportunity, Black boys can encounter school as a site of dignity, intellectual growth, and possibility.
The goal is not simply to bring more Black male teachers into unchanged schools. The goal is to build
schools where their presence, practice, and professional humanity can flourish - and where Black boys are
not merely managed, but believed, challenged, and celebrated.
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