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Abstract 

 

The study addressed three problems related to social justice education (SJE): inconsistent 

vocabulary, siloed teacher education programs, and the neglect of teacher intersectionality when 

designing professional development. The study asked three questions, “How confident are WI 6-

12 educators in facilitating SJE in their classroom, do demographics correlate with that 

confidence, and do personal histories with diversity correlate?”  

An anonymous self-administered online survey collected self-reported data about 

participants' inherent traits and asked respondents to self-select for categorical variables. The 

results indicated 79.7% of participants (N = 566) self-identified a level of confidence above 50% 

(Moderately confident teaching SJE). Confidence positively correlated (f = 0.294, p < 0.00001) 

with experience with diversity during childhood and young adult years. The study was originally 

planned as a needs analysis to provide evidence that Wisconsin educators were not feeling 

confident about providing SJE in their classrooms.  Instead, the survey showed 79.7% of 

participants (N = 566) participants felt "moderately confident" or more.  Perhaps this study 

instead provides evidence that Wisconsin educators might not be aware of their shortcomings in 

their SJE competencies.   

 
Keywords: social justice, cultural competence, tolerance, Wisconsin, equity, inclusive, 

privilege, confidence, intersectionality, identity, teacher education programs, social desirability, 
personal experience with diversity, formative childhood, demographics. 



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
iii 

 
Acknowledgments 

 
In 2016, I went to an LGBTQIA+ alliance group conference (GSAFE) in Madison, WI 

with my teacher colleagues for professional development.  At this conference, the keynote 
speaker Mustafa Sullivan stood up and confidently called us all out on our white privilege for at 
least an hour.  I was uncomfortable and mad that day; it took me years to really sort through and 
process that keynote address. However, I am so incredibly grateful for Mr. Sullivan’s brevity. It 
changed everything. I would also like to acknowledge two other influencers – Stephen Sieck 
from Lawrence University and Dr. Rachel Brashier from UW-Stevens Point.  I do not know 
them personally, but their work contributed to my understanding, or really lack of understanding, 
of equitable teaching and critical pedagogy.  Stephen Sieck’s book “Teaching with Respect” and 
Dr. Brashier’s January 2020 graduate course “Critical Pedagogy and Social Justice for Music 
Educators” built a critical framework for my growth. 
 

I am very grateful to the UW-Superior professors who facilitated this graduate program. 
Their expertise, patience, and flexibility during an incredibly stressful time did not go unnoticed.  
They each provided content and, more importantly, feedback to all of us.  Thank you, UW-
Superior, for designing this program.  The coursework truly, exponentially, and immediately 
improved student outcomes in my classroom. Thank you, Dr. Deb Kneser, Dr. Mary Churchill, 
Dr. Jessica Cook, my advisor Donna Lebsack, and special thanks to Dr. Deb Watry and Dr. 
Kristi Shaw Reitz. My own school district has also been quite supportive, but more importantly, 
has contributed to great personal growth in the last couple of school years by training us on 
Trauma-informed practices and mindfulness. Deerfield Community Schools' professional 
development laid an important foundation for my growth during this graduate program and 
research project. 

 
I cannot possibly move forward in presenting this research without expressing gratitude 

to the nearly 650 Wisconsin educators who participated in the survey and to the school district 
principals who passed the survey along to eligible teachers in their schools. In a moment of 
serendipity, a survey participant reached out to me personally and helped me navigate statistics 
and validity within my survey. Oliver Burrows of Wausau, WI, volunteered a great amount of 
time, patience, and care to my work in Chapter Four (Results).  His subject matter expertise 
added a great dimension to the reporting of results. He saw more value in my study than I did; I 
am forever blessed. 

 
And, most of all, I would like to thank my family.  My husband Andrew, our 3.5-year-old 

Bernadette, and our almost 2-year-old Walter sacrificed the most while supporting this graduate 
endeavor.  Andrew, thank you for encouraging me to pursue a graduate degree and for 
occasionally being a single dad (during a pandemic) while I worked in the guest bedroom 

 

 
 



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
iv 

 
Table of Contents 

Abstract ii 

Acknowledgments iii 

Table of Contents iv 

List of Figures vi 

List of Tables vi 

Chapter One: Introduction 1 

Statement of the Problem 2 

Purpose of the Study 3 

Research Questions 3 

Expected Outcomes 4 

Assumptions 4 

Limitations 5 

Time 5 

Participant pool 5 

Researcher bias 5 

Other contributing factors 6 

Social desirability 6 

Delimitations 6 

Definition of Terms 6 

Summary 8 

Literature Review 9 

Tolerance vs Affirmation 9 

Siloed Teacher Education Programs 11 

Teacher Intersectionality 12 

Summary 14 

Methods 15 

Instrument and analysis 15 

Data Collection 17 

Results 17 

Expected Outcomes 18 

Demographics of respondents 18 

RQ1 Confidence 19 



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
v 

 
RQ2 Demographics related to confidence 20 

RQ3 Formative experience with diversity 23 

In relation to Self-identified level of confidence 25 

Summary of results 27 

Summary 28 

Limitations 28 

Time and Access 29 

Researcher Bias 29 

Survey Design 30 

Likert-type Scale and Social Sciences. 30 

Zip Code. 30 

Religion. 30 

Social Desirability. 31 

Defining Social Justice. 31 

Instrument Adaptations. 32 

COVID-19 32 

Recommendations for Future Research and Application 33 

Conclusion 34 

References 36 

Appendix A – IRB Approval 43 

Appendix B – Consent Landing Page 44 

Appendix C – Survey Instrument 44 

 
  



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
vi 

 
List of Figures 

Figure 1 Summary of Self-identified Level of Confidence Teaching Social Justice 20 

Figure 2 “Childhood Experience with Diversity” Mean for All Respondents 24 

Figure 3 “Young Adulthood Experience with Diversity” Mean (1-6) of All Respondents 24 

Figure 4 Experience with Diversity Correlated to Level of Confidence 26 

Figure 5 Childhood Experience w/ Diversity Correlated to Level of Confidence 26 

Figure 6 Young Adulthood Experience with Diversity Correlated to Level of Confidence 27 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1 Demographics Correlated to Level of Confidence 21 

Table 2 “University Attended” Compared to Level of Confidence  21 

Table 3 “Political Affiliation” Correlated to Confidence 22 

Table 4 “Content Area Compared” to Confidence Mean 23 

Table 5 Comparison of Diversity Mean (1-6) Scores 24 

Table 6 Experience with Diversity Correlated to Confidence 25 

 



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 

Chapter One: Introduction 

"Part of building a common culture involves teaching students from different racial, 

ethnic, religious, and economic backgrounds to respect each other and get along. Early 

advocates of the common school believed that when children from different backgrounds 

shared in a common education, class conflict would disappear and people would interact 

with greater civility" (Kober, 2007, p. 10). 

The culture in America always looks to schools to bring diverse groups together. One 

purpose of public school, in theory, is to provide learning opportunities that level the playing 

field for students from any background.  The truth is, it levels the playing field for baseball 

players, but football athletes and soccer professionals have a lot of catching up to do to learn the 

game of baseball.  Equitable public education is not yet a reality. Schools are still are very 

segregated. Orfield, Kuscera, & Siegel-Hawley (2012) evidenced 74% or more of minority 

students attend schools where they are the majority, and 15% of minority students attend schools 

where whites are almost non-existent (p. 9). On average, students from marginalized groups do 

not perform at the same level as their white peers (NAEP, 2011).  Schools in economically 

disadvantaged communities have poorly funded and less successful school districts than their 

affluent neighbors. Kober (2007) explained less-advantaged school districts have a higher 

teacher turnover rate, a higher dropout rate, and are three times more likely to have instructors 

with no teaching background than a school from a more affluent community. 

From "Black Lives Matters" protests to newly energized and publicized white 

supremacist groups, the United States is far from united on civil or human rights and far from 

civil to people from all backgrounds. To be clear, the current study did not only look at racism.  

The division and unrest apply to any marginalized group, including but not limited to 
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communities identified by race, ethnicity, ability, gender, class, socioeconomic status, sexuality, 

and age.  If the United States is interested in battling unrest, it must focus on improving 

children's cultural competencies who will be its future adults.  

Statement of the Problem 

There are many barriers to improving social justice education (SJE) in public schools, 

including inconsistencies in teacher education. Gorski & Parekh (2020) concluded that while 

academia agrees a cross-curricular, critical foundation to teaching SJE is most effective, most 

universities and colleges still only offer these topics in separate courses and generally were 

inconsistent with critical social justice philosophies. Another challenge to improving SJE in 

public schools is that teachers are individual people. Metz (2018) explained that teachers and 

professors are human before they are professionals; teachers' and professors' backgrounds with 

diversity and diversity training cannot be ignored when planning district or department-wide 

interventions. Motivation, as part of a teachers’ identity, is also another challenge to 

improvements. Gushue & Hinman (2016) studied trainees' motivations for learning how to be 

more socially just and discovered that intrinsically motivated learners have more long-lasting 

results from training. If the education system wants to help students enter adulthood more 

culturally competent than those before them, the system needs to look at current teachers and 

future teachers as the students. The education system cannot help teachers become better 

teachers of social justice until there is knowledge of where teachers are starting. 

The study addressed the following problems: 

1. Wisconsin public schools are tasked with teaching social-emotional 

competencies, including social justice topics (WI DPI, 2020), but there is little 

evidence of teachers' confidence in teaching social justice. 
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2. Gorski & Parekh (2020) showed that a cross-curricular, critical approach to SJE is 

most effective, but it is still taught separated from the core content.  This, along 

with other inconsistencies in teacher preparation programs, displays a flaw in 

preparing future teachers to feel confident teaching social justice. In parallel, the 

study looked to see if teachers in all content areas felt confident and prepared to 

be socially just teachers. 

3. Much of the literature focuses on student outcomes concerning student 

intersectionality but rarely considers a teacher's intersectionality as a factor in 

teaching social justice.  

Purpose of the Study 

The majority of research in SJE surrounds university-level interventions in teacher-

educator programs. Meanwhile, public schools, where students spend more formative time than 

in post-secondary school, disagree about a simple definition of social justice and who should be 

teaching it. While the current study did not aim to solve these problems, it aimed to provide 

evidence to inform future research regarding current public educators' confidence and 

competence in teaching for social justice. This quantitative study's purpose was to gather 

descriptive data to gauge the level of confidence of 6-12 educators in Wisconsin, to evaluate 

correlations between demographics of respondents and their confidence, and brought social 

justice to the attention of respondents. 

Research Questions 

If public educators are expected to teach content related to social justice, it is imperative 

to study teachers' current level of confidence.  Finding correlations between confidence, 

demographics, and personal experiences with diversity might provide a foundation for future 
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research on what interventions might be most appropriate.  Therefore, the current study asked 

three questions:  

1. RQ1 – How confident are 6-12 educators in facilitating SJE in their classroom?  

2. RQ2 – Is there a statistical correlation between participants' demographics and their 

confidence? 

3. RQ3 – Is there a statistical correlation between participants' formative experience 

with diversity and their confidence? 

Expected Outcomes 

The alternative hypotheses and null hypotheses presented in this research were as 

follows:   

● H1:  Less (H1(0): More) than half of Wisconsin teachers feel confident in facilitating SJE. 

● H2: There is (H2(0): There is not) a statistical correlation between teachers' demographics 

and their confidence 

● H3: There is (H3(0): There is not) a statistical correlation between teachers' experience 

with diversity and their confidence. 

Assumptions 

It was assumed most current public education SJE programs are not successful and that 

the system wants to improve in this area. The study assumed responding teachers were aware of 

the current unrest in the country. The researcher also had to assume that respondents were honest 

in their answers.  Participants were told their data was anonymous and were urged to answer 

truthfully to their actual experience and practices, not to what they wished was their experience 

or practice or to meet social desirability. 
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Limitations 

Many limitations and strategies to combat limitations for this study are discussed, 

including time, participant pool, researcher bias, design, social desirability, and other 

contributing factors.  

Time 

The researcher understood firsthand that responding was a low priority for teachers 

working in extreme conditions during a pandemic. The survey (Appendix C) was designed to 

take about eight minutes. The "eight-minute" design was used in publicity to acknowledge 

teachers' valuable time and energy. 

Participant pool 

The survey was only open for two weeks and only made available to teachers who were 

exposed to the call-for-responses on social media or from an email forwarded from their 

principal. 

Researcher bias 

The researcher's identity and positionality were also a limitation. The researcher admitted 

personal and substantial insecurity in teaching social justice topics.  The researcher's desire to 

improve affected the design of the study and survey tool. Three other teachers, whose diversity 

backgrounds were contrasting to the researcher's, piloted the survey to combat biased language 

or design. It is also very important to note the researcher is a trained music educator with 

minimal background in social justice and did not pretend to be an expert in the field of social 

justice. 
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Other contributing factors 

While parents are also a significant contributor to a person's cultural understanding and 

competency, this research focused only on the education system's contribution; future research 

might include studying parents' and community members' confidence and competence. 

Social desirability 

Roberts & Allen (2015) explained self-selected surveys of any kind could also produce 

social desirability bias in respondents (i.e., "I should answer this way because I should feel this 

way, even if I do not").  To work against this bias, the survey defined social desirability and 

asked participants to acknowledge that bias for themselves and respond truthfully.  

Confidentiality was then reiterated to participants. 

Delimitations 

Participants were certified 6-12 public educators currently, or within the last two years, 

teaching in Wisconsin. Participants took an anonymous online survey after accepting informed 

consent on its landing page. The survey was open for a two-week window from Saturday, 

February 6, 2021 – February 20, 2021. 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions were used for research and design. 

● Cultural Competencies: CCPE (2018) offers competencies as an equivalent of content 

area mastery standards in the subject of Social Justice. Social Justice is part of the 

CASEL (2015) framework of SEL competencies.  The current study focused on 

confidence, not competence. Many existing studies, discussed in chapter two, focus 

on competence. 
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● Diversity: the condition of having or being composed of differing elements, 

"especially the inclusion of different types of people (such as people of different races 

or cultures) in a group or organization" (Merriam-Webster, n.d.) 

● Intersectionality:  the complex, cumulative way in which the effects of multiple forms 

of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and classism) combine, overlap, 

or intersect, especially in the experiences of marginalized individuals or groups. 

(Merriam-Webster, n.d.) 

● Social-Emotional Learning (SEL): Social-emotional learning (SEL) is the process of 

developing "self-awareness, self-control, and interpersonal skills that are vital for 

school, work, and life success" (CASEL, 2020). 

● Social Justice: The operational definition for this study mainly used this term as an 

adjective to describe topics, learning opportunities, or competencies. As a noun, true 

social justice provides for, protects, and recognizes who people are and what they 

require to be fulfilled (Vigliante, 2007). The literature pointed to two areas of social 

justice for educators: responsibility and curricula, or self and students. Teachers are 

responsible for equitably teaching all of their students; this is their responsibility to be 

socially just.  Teachers also must teach students to be culturally competent; this is the 

curricula – to teach social justice topics that help students be socially just. The survey 

tool and research asked participants to reflect on both. Therefore, the definition of 

social justice for this study, built from Cochran-Smith (2010), is "(1) equity of 

learning opportunity, and (2) respect for social groups by actively working against the 

assumptions and arrangements of schooling that reinforce inequities, disrespect, and 

oppression of cultural groups" (p. 454).   
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Summary 

When there are cultural complaints, society simultaneously blames the public education 

system as the problem's source and then looks to schools to solve the problem. To combat civil 

unrest, schools are looking to adjust course regarding systemic inequities baked into the system. 

Anyone who wishes to improve the cultural competencies in another person must first check in 

on their own competencies (Metz, 2018). Similarly, if the public education system wishes to 

change its course and help all students become more culturally competent, it must first be aware 

of its own deficits. This study sought to provide evidence that current teachers were or were not 

confident in their own practices. 

This study presents four more chapters: a review of key topics in the related literature, an 

explanation of methods used in designing the current study, an analysis of the data collected 

from the survey instrument (Appendix C), and a discussion of the results. Chapter Two 

highlights three main topics from the literature: the difficult task of defining what social justice is 

and is not, current flaws in teacher education programs, and the importance of acknowledging 

teacher identities. Chapter Three outlines the methodology of the design and explains how the 

quantitative non-experimental survey was developed.  Chapter Four analyzes data obtained from 

the survey.  Finally, Chapter Five discusses the implications of the study.   
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Literature Review 

At times, the literature called out the researcher on their own implicit biases; likely, it 

will also do the same to the reader.  Before the literature review, it is important to understand 

Singleton's (2011) "Four Agreements of Courageous Conversations:” stay engaged, experience 

discomfort, speak your truth, expect and accept non-closure. The literature review addresses 

three problems related to SJE: inconsistent vocabulary, siloed teacher education programs, and 

the neglect of teacher identities and intersectionality when implementing interventions. 

Tolerance vs Affirmation 

There are many ways to name and discuss SJE: "Anti-oppression education," "moral 

education," "multicultural education," "pluralism," "intercultural education," and more. In the 

more than 50 years since the work of Paulo Friere (1972) and the book Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, there have been strides for English language learners, students with exceptionalities, 

and many other students who are in the margins. However, as Black Lives Matters and other 

groups bring to the attention of the public, there are plenty of systemic inequities still built into 

the school system that apply to any marginalized group, including but not limited to communities 

identified by race, ethnicity, ability, gender, class, socioeconomic status, sexuality, and age.  

“Social justice” in education is not a universal term; this inconsistency is, by itself, an example 

of systemic marginalization. Not having clear definitions and vocabulary perpetuates a lack of 

confidence in educators and teacher educator programs.  To define social justice in education, 

non-examples of social justice are explored: marginalization examples from research and the 

difference between cultural tolerance and affirmation. 

Gushue & Hinman (2018) stated academic vocabulary such as microaggressions, 

aversive racism, implicit bias, colorblindness, and tolerance was created for "enlightened whites" 
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to avoid appearing prejudiced (p.142). Allen & Harris (2018) researched the literature 

surrounding tolerance, microaggressions, and implicit bias, discussed tolerance, and used the 

term "colorblindness" to describe a method of being "anti-racist." They argued that merely 

"tolerating" others' culture is not anti-racist; tolerance is apathetic and counterproductive. Allen 

& Harris (2018) wrote, “Though it seems innocuous, ‘colorblindness’ is actually a form of 

racism… it forces whiteness on everyone, strips nonwhite people of their uniqueness… assumes 

the American experience is the same for everyone, and promotes the idea that nonwhite races are 

inferior (p. 9). The harm can be applied to any other marginalized community.  For example, the 

now repealed military policy "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" (Don't Ask, Don't Tell Repeal Act of 2010, 

H. R. S.4022, 111th Cong., 2010 required sexual minorities to hide a large part of their identities. 

In contrast, affirmation can be a cornerstone of a socially just experience (Allen & Harris, 2018). 

Cultural affirmation sees, acknowledges, and values all participants' identities and cultures and 

does not ask them to hide any part of themselves. 

The school system needs to notice everyday procedures in American classrooms that 

make students feel "not at home." hooks (2009) painted a picture of an education system flawed 

in serving students from lower-class backgrounds. She felt any trace of her heritage needed to be 

hidden while in school.  The system's goal of keeping discussions between students quiet and 

calm, hooks wrote, is a reflection of classism because "…those of us from working-class 

backgrounds may feel that discussion is deeper and richer if it arouses intense responses" (p. 

140). In addition to class exclusivity, the literature pointed to vernacular as another example of 

systemic marginalization in school. Cochran-Smith (2015) explained the "perceived superiority" 

of Standard English over "lesser-valued varieties of language in a society (e.g., African 

American English in the United States)" are "arbitrarily determined and socially constructed." 
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The education system must take a critical look at long-held assumptions and advocate on behalf 

of marginalized students. 

Siloed Teacher Education Programs 

There is little research on the proficiencies or confidence current teachers regarding 

socially just practices.  Instead, the majority of research on SJE takes place in teacher education 

programs. This, by itself, is an unjust practice since one-third of graduating high school students 

do not attend college (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020), and even fewer are part of a 

teacher education program. The literature presented some other flaws in teacher education 

programs: perceived lack of support, who is involved in the research, funding, and a disconnect 

among stakeholders. The Gorski & Parekh (2020) study, an ideal starting point for understanding 

SJE methodologies, evaluated teacher educators' confidence in teaching multicultural teacher 

education courses (MTECs) with a critical ideology based on institutional support. The study 

highlighted three main SJE ideologies: conservative, liberal, and critical.  While the study 

provided evidence that critical pedagogy has a more significant effect on SJE, it also pointed out 

only 28% of surveyed respondents' institutions support it. The study (2020) has significant value 

at the intersection between SJE and academia.  It provides evidence of one key weakness in 

teacher education: perceived lack of support of critical pedagogy from administration. 

Cochran-Smith et al. (2015) completed a multi-year study to critically analyze teacher 

preparation programs between 2000 and 2012. The study found several flaws, three discussed 

here, in the research regarding teacher education preparation for social justice.  First, Cochran-

Smith et al. (2015) explained the majority of research on teacher education programs is fielded 

by the teacher educators themselves on their own preservice teacher candidates; these studies 

also rarely follow those individuals past the first year of teaching. Secondly, Cochran-Smith et 
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al. (2015) argued that the academic field needs larger-scale, longitudinal studies that focus on 

PK-12 student outcomes and the correlation with preservice educator programs. The study also 

called out a disconnect between changing preservice teachers' beliefs and changing teachers' 

practical skill sets. Third, stand-alone courses on social justice and diversity are insufficient, a 

conclusion shared by Gorski & Parekh (2020). 

There is a large amount of evidence reflective of teacher education programs; most of it 

is critical.  The purpose of this study was not to point blame. The flaws in teacher education 

programs are reflective of those in K-12 public education.  Educational innovation is difficult 

and, to complicate the casualty dilemma, current students (whose outcomes the education system 

seeks to improve) are future teacher candidates. Likewise, many teacher educators are middle to 

late-career professionals who, like K-12 teachers, are tasked with doing more teaching with less 

funding.  The literature suggested the university-level research could be translated into grades K-

12.  For example, Garmon (2004) proposed six focus areas for positive social justice 

development at the university level that could be brought down into secondary schools and into 

professional development for teachers provided by districts. Perhaps current teachers and current 

students could learn together and break a pattern. "There is no teaching without learning, and no 

learning without teaching" (Freire, 1972). 

Teacher Intersectionality  

"When markers of identity such as gender, ethnicity, race, or social class are examined, 

the focus is on developing students' understandings of how these discourses shape learner 

identities and rarely on how these also shape teachers' identities" (Allard & Santoro, 2006, p. 1, 

original emphasis). Teachers' intersectionality cannot be ignored when planning and promoting 

any solutions to systemic marginalization in public schools. Three traits in teachers' identities 
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can affect their confidence in facilitating successful SJE for their students:  personality and 

personal histories, beliefs about and motivation to improve social justice, and conviction. 

Garmon (2004) recognized certain factors influence a person’s interaction with social 

justice ideals: dispositional factors (openness, self-awareness and reflectiveness, and 

commitments to social justice) and experiential factors (intercultural experiences, support 

groups, and educational experiences) (p. 2). A person who has had more positive exposure to 

diversity will have more tools for improving their own cultural competency. In a multi-year 

longitudinal study, Gaias et al. (2018) showed that preschool exposure to diversity and diverse 

materials correlated with less bias in third grade.  Other studies have shown that growing up in 

more diverse neighborhoods decreases "modern racism and social dominance orientation" for 

white people (Pauker et al., 2018; Christ et al., 2014; Deeb et al., 2011). Additionally, teachers' 

personalities and personal histories play a key role in guiding students' identity development. 

It is difficult to change one's beliefs. Enterline et al. (2008) documented the growth of 

teacher candidates' social justice competencies at the beginning of their undergraduate program, 

upon student-teaching, and one year after teaching.  The study proved that beliefs about social 

justice could change and grow. The Enterline et al. (2008) study's limitation was that those 

student participants were in a program with a built-in social justice component while most 

preservice educators are not. Enterline et al. (2008) argued that teachers' beliefs and motivations 

are essential in facilitating successful SJE.  

Gushue & Hinman (2018) studied the effectiveness of corporate multicultural trainings. 

The study quantified the motivation behind respondents' cultural competence interventions.  The 

study showed that cultural competence trainings provide few long-term effects.  The study 

concluded that the participants who were motivated by internal factors (growth mindset and 



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
14 

 
commitment to respecting others) were much more engaged and had better long-term outcomes 

than those motivated by external factors (assessments, "my boss is making me do this," and 

punishments). From this study, it could be extrapolated that a teacher's motivation to be socially 

just and to teach social justice to students significantly affects student outcomes (2018). Like 

motivation, teachers also have control over their own conviction. Athanases & de Oliveira 

(2007) followed new teachers from a SJE undergraduate program as they began their careers. 

Their qualitative research noted that participants were full of energy, information, and 

conviction. At the end of the multi-year study, participants noted that advocating for students 

required conviction and often came with the risk of confrontation with parents or colleagues. 

Veteran or mid-career teachers who are more removed from that part of their careers might not 

carry as much conviction about equity-minded practices. How can one facilitate successful social 

justice learning experiences if they do not have the conviction to follow through? 

Teacher intersectionality, personal history, beliefs, motivation, and conviction must be 

considered when designing a school or district-wide intervention of any type, including SJE. 

When a teacher's intersectionality is analyzed, there are many more pieces to that puzzle.  The 

current study looked to gather more about how teacher identities might fit into the SJE puzzle. 

Summary 

The previously outlined research (hooks, 2014; Cochran-Smith et al., 2015; Gushue & 

Hinman, 2018; Gorski & Parekh, 2020; Athanases & de Oliverira, 2007; Enterline et al., 2008; 

Gaias et al., 2014; Garmon, 2004) presented gaps in vocabulary and ideologies in public schools 

and universities’ SJE programs. The majority of research surrounds post-secondary programs; 

meanwhile, secondary schools, where students spend more formative time than post-secondary 

school, disagree about the simple definition of social justice and who should be teaching it. 
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While the current study does not aim to solve these gaps, it aimed to provide evidence to inform 

future research. This literature review's empirical findings led the researcher to design a survey 

tool that could collect data about teachers' confidence in. 

Methods 

The current non-experimental study design took a cross-sectional, quantitative look at 

participating teachers in 6-12 Wisconsin public schools to measure their confidence in 

facilitating SJE.  The anonymous self-administered survey (Appendix C), hosted on Qualtrics, 

collected data from volunteer participants connected to the researcher through social media 

networks and a WI DPI public list service. The self-administered survey collected data about 

participants' inherent traits (i.e., gender, age, education level) and asked respondents to self-

select for categorical variables. Since the current study focused on inclusiveness and social 

justice, the researcher designed a short survey that would use inclusive and unbiased language. A 

quantitative approach provided the researcher with unbiased, objective data to use in a 

comparative analysis to identify causal relationships (Yilmaz, 2013).  Participants in this study 

were limited to current 6-12 public school teachers in Wisconsin. The sampling procedure used 

by the researcher was a discriminative, nonrandom convenience sample.  

Instrument and analysis 

The survey was designed into four parts (see Appendix C for the full survey. Each part of 

the survey used evidence-based practices from existing validated survey instruments. Part I of 

the survey collected teacher participants' demographics:  age, sex, gender identity, race, years of 

teaching experience, grades taught, content area taught, and University where they earned their 

undergraduate degree. Part II and III of the survey collected self-selected categorical values to 

determine a participants' personal history with diversity. These questions were adapted from the 
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University of Michigan's (U.M., 2015) survey tool for campus climate. Participants replied on a 

Likert-type scale scored 1-6; the variables were named, “Childhood experience with diversity,” 

or “Young-adulthood experience with diversity.” "Interacting in a meaningful way" was defined 

to survey respondents as "interactions that were collaborative, productive, and longer than five 

minutes." Participants replied on a Likert-type scale from 1 – "Never," 2 – "Once a month or 

less," 3 – "More than once a month, but not weekly," 4 – "Once a week," 5 – "More than once a 

week, but not daily," and 6 – "Daily." Both sections II and III asked the same questions: Section 

II asked about participants' years before they turned 18, and Section III asked about a person's 

formative young adult years (ages 18-22).   

Sections II and III each had eight questions.  Responses were coded 1-6 as ordinal data 

and then averaged to create a mean statistic to correlate with respondents' self-identified level of 

confidence. The data from both sections averaged together were named "Experience with 

diversity mean (1-6)." Data from each Section were also averaged separately to see if the 

correlation was more apparent from either era.  These data averages were named "Childhood 

experience with diversity” mean (1-6) and "Young adulthood experience with diversity mean (1-

6).   

Part IV gauged teachers' confidence in facilitating SJE in their classroom, the study's 

primary focus. The researcher adapted the Panorama Education's (2019a) survey tool developed 

in partnership with the Reimagining Integration: Diverse & Equitable Schools (RIDES) Project 

at the Harvard Graduate School of Education for Equity and Inclusion. Respondents replied with 

Likert-type responses scored 1-5. This key variable was named “Self-identified level of 

confidence.”  



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
17 

 
Data Collection  

Before any data were collected, the University of Wisconsin – Superior Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) granted expedited approval of the study (see Appendix A). Once the survey 

was designed, the internet-based Qualtrics survey software allowed the researcher to easily 

design the survey, send out the survey, and safely collect and store data. An anonymous link to 

the survey was emailed (Appendix D) to all principals in eligible schools, asking them to forward 

the survey to their staff. The link was also distributed on social media. Participants were allowed 

to withdraw from the survey at any time by exiting their browser.  Once submitted, their data 

could not be withdrawn since their responses were unidentifiable.  

Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed within Stats IQ software from Qualtrics. The researcher ran 

correlations for two variables at a time; an appropriate approach for non-experimental 

quantitative surveys (Belli, 2008, p.63), using “Self-identified level of confidence” as the key 

variable. 

Results 

This study's purpose was to gauge the level of confidence of 6-12 educators in facilitating 

effective SJE and to find any statistical correlations between respondents' self-reported 

demographics, their experience with diversity, and their level of confidence. Finding correlations 

between confidence, demographics, and personal experiences with diversity might provide a 

foundation for future research on what interventions might be most appropriate.  The current 

study asked:  

RQ1 – How confident are 6-12 educators in facilitating SJE in their classroom?  
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RQ2 – Is there a statistical correlation between participants' demographics and their 

confidence? 

RQ3 – Is there a statistical correlation between participants' formative experience with 

diversity and their confidence? 

Expected Outcomes 

The alternative hypotheses and null hypotheses presented in this research were as 

follows:   

H1:  Less (H1(0): More) than half of Wisconsin teachers feel confident in facilitating SJE. 

H2: There is (H2(0): There is not) a statistical correlation between teachers' demographics 

and their confidence 

H3: There is (H3(0): There is not) a statistical correlation between teachers' experience 

with diversity and their confidence. 

Demographics of respondents 

Many demographic data were collected from survey participants. 566 responses (N = 

566) represented 141 of 376 (37.5%) unique WI zip codes. 64% of participants identified as 

female, 35.7% as male, and .4% preferred to self-describe. Only 3% of participants were not 

white, even more disproportionate than the WI DPI WiseDash (2020b) data that indicated people 

of color make up 6% of teachers in Wisconsin. There was a near equal distribution of 

participants across those seven grades 6-12. Participants represented 17 content areas. 47% of 

participants had earned a Master’s degree (n = 294), 0.5% a Doctoral degree (n = 3).  69.8% of 

respondents taught in rural schools, 15.9% in City or Urban, and 14.3% from suburbs. While the 

study's overall sample size was healthy, the distribution of those responses did not reflect normal 

distribution in the eligible community (a limitation). For example, the greatest number of 
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responses came from teachers who received their undergraduate degree from the University of 

Wisconsin–Stevens Point, a University significantly smaller than UW–Madison or UW–

Milwaukee.   

RQ1 Confidence 

Self-identified confidence data were collected in section IV. The survey asked 

respondents to indicate their confidence with a Likert-type scale from 1 (Not at all confident) to 

5 (Very confident) about five generic scenarios. Overall, the average from all respondents (N = 

566) for "Self-identified level of confidence" was 3.6 on a scale between 1 and 5, with a median 

of 3.7 and a standard deviation of 0.8 (see Figure 1). Because the survey data showed 79.7% of 

participants self-identified a level of confidence above 50% (Moderately confident or higher), 

hypothesis H1 was rejected, and the null hypothesis H1(0) was accepted: More than half of 

teachers are confident in facilitating SJE. 
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Figure 1 Summary of Self-identified Level of Confidence Teaching Social Justice (1-5 scale). 

 

     

RQ2 Demographics related to confidence 

The second research question asked, "Is there a statistical correlation between 

participants' demographics and their self-identified level of confidence?" Some traits were 

categorical and coded without ranked value, while some were numerical and coded with value, 

so effect sizes were determined using Cohen's f and Pearson's r, respectively. The analysis 

showed a statistical correlation between University attended and confidence (f = 0.311, p < 

0.00001) as well as gender identity (f = 0.219, p < 0.0471), content area taught (f = 0.183, p < 

0.0774), age (f = 0.172, p < 0.000039), and political affiliation (f = 0.142, p < 0.0402). Compared 

to confidence, all other demographics had no statistical effect. As shown in Table 1 below, the 

only demographic with a Medium effect size (assumed ANOVA) was University attended (f  = 



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
21 

 
.311). Respondents from specific Universities indicated a higher level of confidence, as 

illustrated in Table 2. The demographics that statistically correlated to confidence were looked at 

more closely in Tables 3 and 4. 

Table 1 Demographics Correlated to Level of Confidence 

Trait (N = 566) Effect  
(Cohen's f) 
 

Effect 
(Pearson's r) 

P-value Confidence 
Interval of Effect 

Size 
University attended 0.311 - < 0.00001  
Gender Identity 0.219 - 0.0471  
Content area 0.183 - 0.0774  
Age - 0.172 0.000039 0.0909 to 0.251 
Political affiliation 0.142 - 0.0402  
Race 0.129 - 0.152  
Years of service - 0.100 0.0173 0.0178 to 0.181 
Type of school  
(rural, suburban, 
urban) 

0.102 - 0.0601  

Level of formal 
education 

0.0938 - 0.111  

Sexual orientation 0.0921 - 0.648  

Table 2 “University Attended” Compared to Level of Confidence, Ranked by Confidence 

Group (N = 420) 
F = .311, p < 0.00001 

Sample  
Size 

Avera
ge  
(1-5) 

Median Standard 
Deviation 

Confidence 
Interval of 
Average 

Viterbo University 7 4.33 4.7 0.82 3.58 to 5.09 
University of Wisconsin - Green Bay 20 3.72 3.5 0.71 3.38 to 4.05 
Concordia University Wisconsin 7 3.69 3.5 1.11 2.66 to 4.72 
University of Wisconsin - Platteville 24 3.67 3.8 0.74 3.36 to 3.99 
University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee 6 3.67 4.0 0.88 2.74 to 4.59 
University of Wisconsin - Eau Claire 44 3.62 3.6 0.82 3.37 to 3.87 
University of Wisconsin - Stevens Point 85 3.53 3.7 0.76 3.37 to 3.70 
University of Wisconsin - Madison 36 3.53 3.7 0.81 3.26 to 3.80 
University of Wisconsin - Oshkosh 36 3.52 3.6 0.84 3.24 to 3.81 
OTHER 11 3.52 3.4 1.02 2.83 to 4.21 
University of Wisconsin - Superior 21 3.52 3.7 0.89 3.11 to 3.92 
University of Wisconsin - Whitewater 36 3.51 3.7 0.90 3.20 to 3.81 
University of Wisconsin - River Falls 31 3.50 3.5 0.79 3.22 to 3.79 
University of Wisconsin - La Crosse 31 3.45 3.3 0.69 3.20 to 3.71 
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University of Wisconsin - Stout 15 3.32 3.0 0.94 2.80 to 3.85 
St. Norbert College 10 2.77 3.1 0.91 2.12 to 3.42 

Note. If a University had five or fewer respondents, it wasn’t included in this analysis. 
When included, the effect size was larger. 
 
After University attended, all other effect sizes were considered small effects but still 

statistically significant. Males identified a higher level of confidence than women (f = .219, p = 

0.0471). The data indicated more confidence as one aged (f = .172, p = 0.000039).  The 

respondents were very politically diverse, as shown in Table 3. The survey data indicated 

political affiliation effected level of confidence. Republicans were more confident than 

Independents; Independents more confident than Democrats. This political correlation, however, 

was small (f = 0.142, p = 0.0402).  The correlation between content area taught and confidence (f 

= 0.183, p < 0.0774), as shown in Table 4 might have been a statistical coincidence.  

The survey determined five self-reported demographics statistically correlated to one's 

self-identified level of confidence. Therefore, H2 was accepted: "There is a statistical correlation 

between teachers' demographics and their self-identified level of confidence." 

Table 3 “Political Affiliation” Correlated to Confidence, Ranked by Confidence 

Political Affiliation 
(N = 566) 
F = 0.142, p = 0.0402 

Average Median Sample 
Size 

Standard 
Deviation 

Confidence 
Interval (CI) 
of Average 

Republican 3.82 3.7 51 0.68 3.63 to 4.01 
Prefer not to answer 3.73 3.8 40 0.86 3.45 to 4.00 
Independent 3.72 3.7 102 0.84 3.56 to 3.89 
Other 3.69 3.8 17 0.93 3.21 to 4.16 
No preference 3.56 3.7 40 0.81 3.30 to 3.82 
Democrat 3.51 3.7 316 0.81 3.42 to 3.60 
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Table 4 “Content Area Compared” to Confidence Mean, Ranked by Confidence 

Content Area (n = 558) 
f = 0.183, p = 0.0774 
 

Average 
(1-5) 

Median Sample 
Size 

Standard 
Deviation 

Confidence 
Interval 
(CI) of 
Average 

Social Studies 3.88 4.1 62 0.79 3.68 to 4.08 
Character Development 3.87 3.8 13 0.43 3.61 to 4.13 
Technology and Engineering 3.74 3.7 9 0.75 3.17 to 4.31 
Special education 3.70 3.8 74 0.82 3.51 to 3.89 
Family & Consumer Sciences 3.69 3.7 11 0.78 3.17 to 4.22 
English Language Arts 3.62 3.7 133 0.84 3.47 to 3.76 
Music 3.56 3.5 42 0.75 3.32 to 3.79 
Science 3.53 3.7 58 0.74 3.33 to 3.72 
Art and Design 3.53 3.3 13 0.57 3.18 to 3.87 
Health and Physical Education 3.51 3.4 18 0.81 3.11 to 3.91 
Business 3.48 3.7 18 1.04 2.96 to 4.00 
Mathematics 3.44 3.5 76 0.86 3.24 to 3.63 
World Languages 3.42 3.4 22 1.03 2.96 to 3.87 
Agriculture and Natural 
Resources 

3.24 3.3 9 0.54 2.83 to 3.65 

 

RQ3 Formative experience with diversity 

The third research question asked, "Is there a statistical correlation between participants' 

formative experience with diversity and their self-identified level of confidence?" Parts II and III 

of the survey (Appendix C) asked participants to indicate the frequency of "interacting in a 

meaningful way with" different groups outside of their own narrative.  The median, average, 

confidence, and SD (Table 5) indicated more experience with diversity from respondents' 

experience with diversity during young adulthood (Mdn = 4.39, M = 4.6) than in childhood 

(Mdn = 3.8, M = 3.68).  
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Table 5 Comparison of Diversity Mean (1-6) Scores 

Variable Median Average Confidence 
Interval (CI) of 
Average 

Standard 
Deviation 

Overall mean 4.1 4.04 3.95 to 4.12 1.04 

Childhood 3.8 3.68 3.58 to 3.77 1.15 

Young adulthood 4.6 4.39 4.30 to 4.49 1.15 

Figure 2 “Childhood Experience with Diversity” Mean (1-6) of All Respondents 

 

Figure 3 

“Young Adulthood Experience with Diversity” Mean (1-6) of All Respondents 
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In relation to Self-identified level of confidence 

The average from each variable (Table 5) was correlated with respondents' self-identified 

level of confidence using Qualtrics Stats IQ. Assuming Pearson’s r correlation interpretation 

rules, the correlation tests proved very clear, small correlations between one's confidence in 

facilitating SJE and their experience with diversity in childhood and young adulthood (Table 6 

below). The overall mean from sections II and III combined indicated a positive correlation with 

confidence (f = 0.294, p = <0.00001). However, when the sections were run separately, the data 

showed that a person's young adulthood experience with diversity had a greater effect on their 

reported level of confidence compared to their experiences before age 18.  Of interest, Q4.5 

(Appendix C) "How often did you interact in a meaningful way with people from a race other 

than your own?" stood out with the strongest correlation to confidence of all questions from 

Sections II and III (r = 0.294, p < 0.00001). The data proved a statistical correlation between 

teachers' experience with diversity and their self-identified level of confidence.  Therefore, H3 

was accepted: "There is a statistical correlation between teachers' experience with diversity and 

their confidence.” 

Table 6 Experiences with Diversity Correlated to Confidence 

Variable effect size 
(Pearson's r) 

p-value confidence interval 

Overall experience 0.294 <0.00001 0.217 to 0.368 
Childhood 0.236 <0.00001 0.157 to 0.313 
Young adulthood 0.294 <0.00001 0.217 to 0.368 
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Figure 4 Experience with Diversity Correlated to Self-identified Level of Confidence 

(f = 0.294, p = <0.00001) 

 

Figure 5 Childhood Experience with Diversity Correlated to Self-identified Level of Confidence 

(f = 0.236, p = <0.00001) 
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Figure 6 Young Adulthood Experience with Diversity Correlated to Self-identified level of 

confidence 

(f = 0.294, p = <0.00001) 

 

Summary of results 

Because of the non-experimental design of the study, the study did not make any 

sweeping conclusions. The researcher only examined correlation possibilities by looking at two 

variables at a time; this approach is appropriate for non-experimental quantitative surveys (Belli, 

2008, p.63). The data collected from the anonymous survey (Appendix C) were examined using 

Qualtrics Stats IQ software provided by the University of Wisconsin to the researcher. The study 

asked three research questions and had three sets of expected outcomes.  

RQ1 asked, "How confident are 6-12 educators in facilitating SJE in their classroom?" 

Since the survey data showed 79.7% (much more than half) of participants self-identified a level 

of confidence above 50% (Moderately confident or higher), hypothesis H1 was rejected, and the 

null hypothesis H1(0) was accepted: More than half of teachers are confident in facilitating 

successful social justice learning experiences.  
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RQ2 asked, "Is there a statistical correlation between participants' demographics and 

confidence?" The survey determined five self-reported demographics statistically correlated to 

one's self-identified level of confidence. Therefore, H2 was accepted: "There is a statistical 

correlation between teachers' demographics and their self-identified level of confidence." 

RQ3 asked, "Is there a statistical correlation between participants' formative experience 

with diversity and their self-identified level of confidence?" The data proved a statistical 

correlation between teachers' experience with diversity and their self-identified level of 

confidence.  Therefore, H3 was accepted: "There is a statistical correlation between teachers' 

experience with diversity and their confidence.” 

Beyond the analysis of expected outcomes, there were correlations of interest. The data's 

strongest correlation within the self-reported demographics was between confidence and 

University attended. When analyzing a person's experience with diversity, participants' young 

adult experience with diversity, the data showed, had the most significant effect on a person's 

self-identified level of confidence; the question about the young adult experience with people of 

a different race than ones' own had the most effect on confidence from that section ( f = 0.294, p 

< 0.00001, confidence 0.217 to 0.368, n = 563).  

Summary 

Limitations  

Upon reflection of the study, there were several limitations in this study that must be 

acknowledged: Time, access to participants, researcher bias, several aspects of the survey design, 

and a worldwide pandemic's effect on the study. 
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Time and Access 

Due to graduate program timelines, the window for gathering data with an online survey 

(Appendix C) was less than two weeks. Additional research opportunities might consider 

utilizing a longer timeframe for data collection. If the timeline was longer, the researcher could 

have spent more time and energy working towards connecting to more school districts across the 

state with an end goal of a more diverse participant pool. Demographic results were not well 

representative of Wisconsin universities' alumni. The data might give Universities cause for 

concern when they compare their outcomes to other Universities.   

In addition to time, the researcher was denied "access" to have principals forward the 

online survey to teachers in larger districts. Some larger Wisconsin school districts have very 

lengthy applications to allow research to take place within their district.  The researcher chose 

not to dedicate time to these lengthy applications. The resulting limitation is that those districts' 

teachers' experiences and voices were not heard unless they saw an invitation to participate on 

social media. Future research should anticipate these applications to access teachers in larger 

schools and spend time applying for access. 

Researcher Bias 

The researcher's identity and positionality were considerable limitations. The researcher 

was not an expert or even a novice in SJE, survey design, or statistics. The researcher's strong 

desire to improve their own understanding and open a dialogue about privilege affected the study 

and survey tool's design. The researcher worked against this by piloting the survey with 

colleagues at their school district with different experiences with diversity.  However, if given 

more time, the researcher should have piloted the survey with more diverse respondents from 

different environment. 
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Survey Design 

Likert-type Scale and Social Sciences. 

An important limitation of the survey design was quantifying "confidence" into data from 

participants' feelings. Louangrath & Sutanapong (2018) argued that while Likert-type scales are 

the most commonly used tool in social science research, the Likert scale is not an accurate tool 

when converting something subjective (i.e., confidence) into a number within a linear scale (p. 

100). The limitation could have been combatted with more background knowledge on survey 

methodology and statistics. Future designers of survey instruments to measure confidence should 

understand current evidence-based practices for designing surveys for social science research. 

Zip Code. 

The survey collected zipcode data from the participants.  While that allowed for a heat-

map graphic in Chapter Four, it did not provide the researcher with intended insights.  The 

survey should have collected, instead of or in addition to zip code, the school's size. The school's 

size was on the original draft of the survey, but pilot respondents indicated it added a few 

minutes to the survey because that number was not information they knew inherently.  One of 

the main goals in designing the survey was to keep it incredibly short, so the number of students 

in the school was removed from the survey.  That information could have helped see different 

correlations between confidence and the size of school. If the researcher had had more time, the 

zip code data itself could have been a way to look closely at the data.  Perhaps another researcher 

could dig into that information. 

Religion. 

The survey did not collect religious practices from respondents. This was a missed 

opportunity in the survey design that could have been informative to correlate with confidence in 
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teaching social justice.  If another survey were designed, religion should be prioritized over some 

of the demographics collected from this study. 

Social Desirability. 

Roberts & Allen (2015) explained self-selected surveys of any kind could produce social 

desirability bias in respondents (i.e., "I should answer this way because I should feel this way, 

even if I do not").  To work against this bias, the survey defined social desirability and asked 

participants to acknowledge that bias for themselves and respond truthfully. The researcher 

purposefully placed this explanation directly before Section IV (see survey Appendix C) to make 

sure it was freshest in participants' minds while reflecting on their levels of confidence. If the 

survey were sent again, asking participants to combat their own social desirability should have 

happened at the beginning of the survey and right before the confidence section. 

Defining Social Justice. 

Directly before the final two questions, participants were given the working definition of 

social justice for this study.   Therefore, the definition of social justice for this study, built from 

Cochran-Smith (2010), is "(1) equity of learning opportunity, and (2) respect for social groups by 

actively working against the assumptions and arrangements of schooling that reinforce 

inequities, disrespect, and oppression of cultural groups" (p. 454).  The placement of this 

definition in the survey, like the placement of the social desirability explanation, was purposeful; 

that choice put the information as close as possible to its intended application. Some feedback 

from volunteers after the survey, who contacted the researcher privately, indicated they wish 

they had known the study's definition of social justice before beginning the survey. Some 

indicated it might have changed their responses to the questions about experience with diversity.  
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Like the social desirability definition, this study's working definition could have been included 

initially and directly before the survey section, where its use would be most applicable. 

Instrument Adaptations. 

For section IV of the survey (Appendix C), which sought to quantify participant's level of 

confidence, the researcher adapted Panorama Education's (2019a) survey tool developed in 

partnership with the Reimagining Integration: Diverse & Equitable Schools (RIDES) Project at 

the Harvard Graduate School of Education for Equity and Inclusion. The original survey reliably 

and validly measured its own respondents' "experiences of and perspectives on diversity, equity, 

and inclusion in school" (Panorama Education, 2019b, p. 9). While Panorama Education (2019) 

validated that tool in its own context, the researcher later questioned its use in this study's 

context. Pilot participants indicated difficulty measuring their own confidence in Likert-form 

with such generic questions adapted from Panorama Education (2019). A new tool could have 

been designed to give more specific scenarios for teachers to respond to.   

For example, how different would the data have been if the questions in Section IV 

(Appendix C) had asked, "A transgender student is dead-named by a classmate, and the students 

laugh. How confident are you that your immediate response would be socially just and teach 

social justice?" If given the chance and time to redesign that part of the survey, the researcher 

would spend more time on scenario-like questions instead of just finding an already established 

tool in the name of "validity." As a counterargument, though, a change to scenario questions 

could quickly change into measuring competence, not confidence.  

COVID-19 

Teachers in Wisconsin were experiencing quite a jolt to their careers during February of 

2021.  Most were teaching in a model that did not mirror their previous years of experience; most 
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were doing more work with less time, and everyone spent their days wearing masks. It was a 

stressful time for teachers, school staff, and principals.  Limitations related to COVID-19 were 

gladly included. For example, the researcher could not argue if a principal could not bear to send 

one more email asking for eight minutes of teachers' participation; that was a limitation the 

researcher could gladly accept. COVID-19 meant fewer responses, shorter fuses, and eye-strain 

(Williams, 2021). No one could argue with a drained teacher who could not find the energy to 

take the survey.  

Recommendations for Future Research and Application 

Based on the results of the study, there are three recommendations for future research. 

First, the strongest correlation from the data was between University attended for each 

participant and their level of confidence.  The correlation showed that specific Universities' 

alumni feel more or less confident than others; that finding warrants discussion. If future 

research focused on University outcomes, it would be important to better represent all 

Universities.  

Secondly, the study lead to the question, "How could schools facilitate more authentic 

experiences with diversity?" The data from this survey showed participants (N = 566) had 

interactions with diverse people (ability, class, religion, age, gender, sexuality, and race) "more 

than once a month, but not weekly." Then, in college, that average increased well past "once a 

week." Could schools and other stakeholders facilitate and nurture more meaningful human 

interaction opportunities between different groups of people to promote confidence and better 

human understanding during childhood?  

This study's purpose was to study teachers' confidence, but competence should also be 

part of future discussions, especially considering 79.7% of Wisconsin teacher participants 
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reported themselves to be more than "moderately confident" in teaching for social justice. The 

third and final recommendation for future research this study could support is to design a study 

that accesses teacher competency in social justice compared to confidence.  Is the confidence 

noted from this study justified by the actual depth of knowledge and skills? If it is, future 

research could also compare teacher education programs from other states and regions to see 

why Wisconsin programs are so successful in preparing teachers to be socially just (if the 

research can justify competence). 

Conclusion 

Several critical conclusions were made from this study. First, 79.7% of Wisconsin 

respondents are more than "Moderately confident" they are socially just in their classroom and 

teaching social justice in their content. That outcome was not expected by the researcher, which 

was proof of researcher bias and, in the end, researcher growth. Secondly, participants' formative 

experience with diversity had a positive, small, and statistically significant effect on their self-

identified level of confidence (f = 0.294, p < 0.00001). More specifically, participants' 

experience with diversity during young adulthood (18-22 years old) had a stronger statistical 

effect (f = 0.294, p < 0.00001) on their self-identified level of confidence than their experience 

with diversity from childhood (f = 0.236, p < 0.00001).  A third critical takeaway was 

correlations from the demographics collected; University attended had the strongest statistical 

correlation with level of confidence (f = 0.311, p < 0.00001).   

This study was originally planned as a needs analysis to provide evidence for future 

research, with a hypothesis that Wisconsin educators were not feeling confident about providing 

SJE in their classrooms.  Instead, the researcher discovered that most Wisconsin teachers who 

participated felt "moderately confident" or more.  Perhaps this study instead provides evidence 



EDUCATORS’ CONFIDENCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE 
35 

 
that Wisconsin educators might not be aware of their shortcomings in their cultural 

competencies.   

The survey and this study started conversations and self-reflection. Hopefully, the 

research will contribute to an exponentially growing human understanding and body of evidence 

about how teachers can implement best practices for social justice for all students. Perhaps future 

readers will pinpoint 2020 and 2021 as the time when education stakeholders checked in on their 

own bias and decided to evolve practices in an antiquated school system to be inclusive of and 

celebrate all students' experiences. 
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