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Teachers' Perceptlons of Appalachlan

and Nnn-Appaiachlan Students

GBJE, 5 = sl

ThlS paper is based on 1nterv1ews mith 45 publlc school
téachers in a county school system in rural southérn
ﬁﬁﬁaiachia. The purpose of the 1ntervrews was ta 1111c1t
1nformatlon concernlng teachers pereeptions of cultural
dlfferences between Appalacnlan and non-Appalachlan students.
of particular interest was whether teachers fron Aﬁﬁaiaéhia
différéd in tﬁéii oerceptlons from teachers who were born and

reared outsxde of the reglon. This partlcular rese rch was part

sociceconomic class, and rural ‘urban re51dence to educationai
experlences dec1srons and attltudes. As part of this broader
study, teachers' ﬁércéﬁtions constitute one dimension of thé
educational settlng Which ﬁight have an éffect cn the
educational exﬁefiéﬁéé of rural ippaiachiéﬁ students: The
interviews are interpreted within the context of this broader

study.

ﬁééﬁéii e% . .

Ey most standards of educatronal success, such as dropout

rate, percentage of students going to college, and achievemént



in the rest of the natlon (Appalachlan Consortium 1981 éraff

1962 Parker 1970 5chrag 1972) Yet* research 1nto thé

have sucgested explanatlons wh1ch are hlghiy similar to thoses

found for low educatlonai success among more v1s1ble éthnlc
groups in the United States - poverty, culture confiiét;

cuitural 1ncongruency, and prejudlce (Branscome 1972; ﬁrowning

1978- Clark 1974 Ikenberry 1970 Mlller 3977 Oglefree 1978)

substantlate or refute these observatlons. §art of thé reason

for th1s relatrve pauc1ty of research in Appalachla Is due to

the c conf11ct even among Appalachran scholars, over the question
of Appalachlan ethn1c1ty and culture. Some <cholars have argued
that Appatachia does not constltute a separate culture area and

that people from the regxon do not possess a dlStlnCt ethnic

1981) Others have argued that the Appaiachlan reglon does

possess a d1st1nct1Ve cuiture and that people from the reglon do

)OSSess an ethnic 1dent1ty (Best 1970 Clark 1974 BeYouno and

'U

orter 1979; Friedl 1978- Jones 1971: Whisﬁéﬁt 1980): This

rdu

disagreement, combined with the fact that Appalachlans are

‘Q.\

desc nded largeiy from ScotCh-IIISh protestants, has prevented

many researchers from 1nvestlgat1ng factors such as culture

NI

' -



One factor that has been 1nvest1gated in non-Appalachian

educational research i: that cf teachers' perceptions of student

differences and the impact that such perceptions have on the

educational experience of students. At least 51nce the research
of Rosenthal and Jacobson ii?GB), the 1mpact of teachers'

perceptrons on the educatlonal experience of their students h

. —_——

students have found teachers perceptrons and cultural prejudices

to be negatlve factc*s rn those students' school experience

(Grrndai 1972 Hoste ler and Huntington 1971 Modlano 1973-

Rosenfield 1971). Nore specrfrcaliy, Ogbu (1978) has found that
teachers' perceptaors of students reflect the patterns of soc1al

dominance in a socie:y.

In Appalachla, several researchers have polnted to teachers'

perceptions as one ‘actor whlch contrlbutes to the negatlve

school experlence of many Appalacsran students. Teachers'

perceptlons that rural Appaiachlan st:dent are more likeiy to

dropcat more 11keiy to b be poorly dr sse d and groomed more

w1thdrawn, backward and stubborn than non-Appalachlan students

have been do*umentec (Hicks 1976 Kaplan 1971- Looff 1971 Mrnk

and Barker 1968 Stephenson 1968) However, thrs prev1ous

research has not 1nvest1gated these perceptlons w1th1n the

framework of culture and et1n1c1ty. Prlor research by two of
the authors of th1s paper found that rural Abnaiachlan students

did p percelve ethnlc prejudice and stereotyplng on the part of

teachers 1n the county in which data for this paper were



collected (Reck and Reck (1986) Slnce the broader research
conducted by the authors of thls paper had xndxcated that there

were cultural structural and symbolxc dlmen51ons to rural
Appalachlan ethn1c1ty (Keefe Reck and Reck 1983), an

1nvest1gat1on of teacher perceptlons was undertaken as part of
the research into the symbolic dimension of ethn1c1ty and its
relationship to the school experience.

Depres (1975) identifies two general approaches to the

concept of ethnlclty. the objectlve, in Whlch ethnxc groups are

d1st1ngu1shed from other groups on the basis of 1dent1f1able

cultural tra1ts (language, relxgion, famlly structure étc;) or

groups; ThlS model has been further reflned to 1nclude the

structural cultural and symbollc dlmenslons of ethnxcxty

(Keefe Reck and Reck 1983) The structural dxmens1on refers to

the ethnic boundarles created from opposltlon and conf11ct

between groups wh1ch are conceptuallzed in ethn1c terms. Tﬁé

cultural dlmensxon pOlntS toward ethn1c boundarxes created from

actual d1fferences in cultural patterns of groups w1th1n a

s1ngle soc1a1 or natxonal system; Lastly, the symbolxc

olmen51on places empha51s on ethn1c 1dent1ty, a snared feellng

of peoplehood or percelved cultural d1fferences wh1ch may be

perceptions of ethn1c d1fferences between Appalachlan and

non-Appalachlan students would constltute one part of symbolxc

ethn1c1ty.



METHODS AND DATA SOURCE

Research was conducted in a county school system comprlsed

of a 51ngle consolrdated hlgh school and eight K-8 elementary

schools; Apérox1mately 5000 students are served by the system,

the hléh school has approx1mately 1400 students. There are
about 176 teachers in the system. The county is predomlnantly
rural w1th 38 percent of the populatlon llVlng in the county
seat whlch has a populatlon of only 12 00.:. O©One additional

1ncorporated town in the county has a populatlon of 1200 while

tJe other 60 percent of the populatlon llve in the countryslde.

Approx1mately two-thirds of the residents of the county are

descended from famllles who have resxded in the Appalachlan
mountalns for three generatxons Oor more. A conslderable tourlst
and ret1rement 1ndustry, along w1th a mid sized unlverslty, have
brought most of the non-Appalachians to the area.

Teachers to be 1nterv1ewed were selected from four

seat -- and the hlgh school The twenty-one elementary schcol

teachefs 1nterv1ewed were selected so that early crade

experience (K-2), late grade eXperience (6 8), and speclal

teachers (glfted reading, speclal educatlon) would be

represented. The twenty-flve hlgh school teachers 1nterv1ewed

were selected to prov1de a spread across course subject matter

and levels. Flfty-eight percent of the teachers 1nterv1ewed were
born and reared in Appalachla.
The Appalachlan and non-Appalachlan teachers were s1milar 1n

terms of such factors as religious background (Protéstaﬁti;



educatlon (M A. degree), snouses' educatlon (college) and
occupatron (professlonal or managerlal), and gender (elementary

teachers are almost all female whrle h1gh school teachers are

50/50 male/female) However, the two populatlons also dlffered

in certain srgnlflcant ways. The non- Appalachlan teachers were

teachers almost all live in the town limits of the single town

in the éauﬁfy; while the Appalachran teachers are much more

iiiéiy to re51de in rural areas of the county. Thls is true

regardless of the locatlon of the school at wh1ch they teach.

Non- Appalachlan teachers had llved in the county for an average
of th1rteen years whlle almost all of the Appalachlan teachers

had llved in the county all or most of their llves.

The 1nterV1ew schedule consrsted of 17 1tems (some W1th

between Appalachlan and non—Appalachran students and 10

background 1tems de51gned to establlsh standard 1nformatlon

about the teacher, most 1mportantly about thé Eeacﬁér's ethnic

background deflned operatlonally in terms of a mlnlmum

three-generatlonal famrly deptﬁ 1n Appalachla. ﬁoSt of the

1nterv1ews were conducted by the researchers with several

conducted by graduate assistants.



RESULTS

The %i%éé series of questlons 1111c1ted teachers'

perceptlons of major 1ssues fac1ng the local schooi system.
Several 1ssues, Includlng consolldatlon Into a 51ngle h1gh
schooi (accompllshed in 1965), a school bond referendum, and
1ength1er school days and year, were the top1c of con51derable

publlc dlscusston at the t1me of the InterV1ews. Both

supported the schooi Eond and dlsapproved of iengthler school

hours and years; Thelr main reason for opp051ng lengthler

agreed that this was the case. Whrie both Appalachién and
non-kppalachlan teachers overwhelmlngly supported the

referendum, thetr maJor explanatlon for its fa11ure in the
public vote 1 revealed an 1nterest1ng d1fference. Thé most common
eipianation amorng the non- Appalachlan teachers was that "the

issues were not understood by the pubirc;" while the most

frequent explanation given by the Appalachian teachers was that

1t lacked publlc support." Whlle the dlfference between th se
explanatlons may seem mlnor, they do refiect a dlfferent
attltude toward "the publlc" and a dlfferent degree of
identification w1th that public which is 1mportant in
understandlng ethnic boundar1 More wril be said about thIS
in the neit sectlon of the paper.

W1th regard to the questlon of consolldation, 35 percent of

the Appalachxan teachers stated that the county needed a second

~

'Qnm



hlgh school whlle only 21 percent of the non- Appalachian

tearhers felt that another high school was needed. Although

eonsolldatlon of flve hlgh schools 1nto the present one was

f1nallzed in 1965 the Issue is Stlll a controvers1al one among

local people. The hlgh school is located in the county seat

whtch has a populatlon of 66 percent non- Appalachlans and a

ma;orlty of middle-class 1 famllles. Many Appalachlan people in
the county feel that the h1gh school is phy51cally loeated and
academlcally struetured to serve town people who are
predominéntl? outsiders of middle or upper-class background.
Béspiie their differént vantage polnt, as teachers thh regard

to educatlon, the Appalachlan teachers agree much T more W1th
the1r non-teachlng counterparts concernlng th1s issue.

A second set of questlons 1111c1ted responses concern1ng

perceptlons of d1fferences betWeen Appalachlan and

non~Appalach1an students. The questlons covered perceptlons of
dlfferences in behavxor dress language, family llfe rellglon,

school partleipatron academlc ablllties, and soclallzation in

school Although the vast maJorlty of both Appalachlan and

non- Appalachlan teachers percelved that there were s1gnificant

d1fferences between Appalachlan and non- Appalachlan students,

of the Appalacnlan teachers percelved no differences, whlle only
13 percent of the non-Appalachlan teachers saw no dlfferenees.

Thls pattern remalned the same for questlons on speeific

drf:;rences- although differences were perceived By the ma;orlty

iff
f both teacher groups, a greatsr number of non-Appalachlan

10



teachers perceived d1fferences. For example, all of the

non Appalachlan teachers percelved at lsast some dlflerences

w1th regard to dress; speech and famlly llfe whlle there was

always from 10 - 30 percent of the Appalachlan teachers who

percelved no dlffererces.

S —

Whlle the most common expllcrt classlflcatlon scheme used by
the teachers was a rural/town d1chotomy, th1s distinctlon often

blurred 1nto ethnlo d1st1nctions between Appalachlan and

non- Appalachlan For example, when one non-Appalachlan teacher

was asked "what klnds of general groups of students are there at
thé hlgh school " he 1n1t1ally responded in terms of the rural
vs. town dlchotomy, throwtng in m1nor categorles such as "Jocks"
and ‘he "artsy crowd. " But when he was asked questlons about

specrfic d1fferences in behav1or be*ween the groups he had

1dent1f1ed he then started to collapse hlS categories into

mountaln klds/rednecks" and "outslders." The d1strnctlons

between these groups Were, moreover, drawn 1n baslc ethn1c

terms: mountaln klds/rednecks ";;;wear cat hats and have a

pouch cf Red Man chewing tobacco...;" "they are more comfortable

in the fields...(than at school);" "...have no manners...i"

", ..wear } blue jeans, flannel sh1rt a cat hat...drlve a plckup
truck..." This sort of response was tandard. Thus; while
iniéi&i aiééiﬁééiaﬁs used the terms "rural" and "town", thEy

more frequently evolved rnto ethnlc dlstlnctions between

Appalachlans and non-ﬁppalachlans.

Both Appalachlan and hcﬁ:aéﬁéiééﬁiaﬁ teachers made the ééﬁé

basic distinctions. ﬁéﬁ-nppalachian teachers were sllghtly more

Jh-w
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1xkely to volunteer the disttnctlon between rural and town
students (47% vs. 38%)* to volunteer the Cacegory "redneck" (37%
Vs, 19%\, and to agree when asked whether rural and town

students form 1dent1f1ably separate groups (81% to 73%); There

elementary and hlgh school teachers.
A th1rd set of questlons explored perceptrons of whether or
not Appalachlan and non- Appalachxan students Were treated

counselors. over 80 percent of the teachers stated that
students were treated dlfferently denendlng on the1r group
iééﬁéié&. Whlle teachers seemed to recognlze the prejudlces of
the system, they were much less llkely to 1nclude themselves as
a part of that system wh1ch treated s students dlfferently based
on the1r group 1dent1tV: sllghtly more than half of the
teachers stated that teachers do not treat students differently
hased on group 1dent1ty.

This statement about themselves as :*éChers éaﬁééééiéééa
other statements made durlng the course of the 1nterv1ews éoth
Appalachlan and non-Appalach:an teacher comments were more
likely to flatter town students than rural students. For
example:

"Town klds are more confident and do better academically."

"Town kids have g good grammar and descrxptlve language "

"Tawﬁ kids Bebe more social skills; are more confident, are

more 1nvolved in school actlvltles, and do better academlcally "

0 12



"ToWn klds are more tralnec to have manners."

"Rura1 ki&s are more inhibited; unicomfortable in new

srtuatlons "
"Rural kids have bad grammar and slower, slurred speech."

Ev1dent1y, teachers view these krnds of statements as

reflecting reality rathe: than prejudices. Some of them did
point out what they considered to be eXCéptions to these general
aiétiﬁééiéﬁg; For example, one teacher who was d1scussing the

"re’neck" group p01nted to one uf hlS current students to

attrlbutes of that group. Th1s =tudent a member of the

Natlonal Honor 50c1ety, was §01rg to be the f1rst member of his
family to attend Eoliééé; When asked why he referred to this
obvxously academlcally glfted student as a iiredneck—ii he rep11ed

flannei shirt; a cat-hat. His daddy drrves a pickup truck:"

Thus; the student was not vrewed for what he was: a bright

student who llved out in the county; but he was vrewed from the
perspectlve of an ethn1c category consrstlng of negatlve

qualltie S: a brrght "redneck" from "off the back of a mountain."

Contrary to the responses on the second set of questlons,

there were rno systematlc differences in responses between the

Appalachlan and non-Appalachlan teachers. However there were

differences between the respons s of the eiementary and high

dlfferences much more frequently For example, aithougﬁ 53

percent of the teachers felt that they did not treat stadents

g



drff ;ently based upon their ethnlc background 67 pércent 6%

the h1gh school teachers felt that they d1d while aﬁiy 17

percent of the elementary school teachers agreed. The same

EDUCATIONAL IMPGRTANCE

ethnographlc data collected in the county. ccntémﬁafafy
Appalachxan ethn1c1tv was found to be constrtuted prlmarlly of

symbollc and structural dimenslons rather than cultural ones:

Whlle some cultural d1fferences were found to ex1st between

Appalachlan nat1ves and non-natives (e g. famlly relatlonships

soclal networks and certa1n values such as 1dent1f1catlon w1th

Yet these d1fferences were conceptuallzed by teachers as well

Appalachlan ethn1c1ty is constricted symbollcally and functlons

structurally through percelved opp051tlon to an equally
symbollcally constructed non-Appalachian group.

Moreover, these ethn1c categorxes were constructed by hoth
Appalachlan and nion- Appalachlan teachers. Appalachxan téééﬁéfé

typlcally did not ldentlfy overtly w1th the rural Appalachlan

group that they percelved. Bespxte the1r snared or1g1n - the

mountalns - they distanced themsulves from that group. In fact

only one Appalachlan teacher volunteered a p051t1ve identlty
w1th Appalachla. ThIS distanc1ng by mlddle class Appalachxan

teachers is characterlstlc of other middle class kppalachlans as

T 'Ti"‘?;"r‘i" -"ZT:.:., UOSITIAUT T T CNTE i e



well. Mlddle -class status provides Appalachlan people with the
means and the 1n':11nat10h to negotlate themselves out of a
largely forced, negatlve 1dent1ty. In a symbollcaliy
constructed soc1al system whlch tends towarg the blurrlng of SES
through the use of a derogatory ethnic gloss -—- redneck the
only certa*n way to avoid that category is to d1stance oneself
in terms of social identity. Unfortunately, what this leads to
is an acceptance of the negative stereotypes of the larger
social system.

There is some 1nd1catlon that Appalachlan teachers
experience some amblvalence w1th their social c1rcumstance.
They were more frequently reluctant and unc wmfortable in crtlng
differences between students. Occassionally; they viewed
Appalachlan children in more posrtlve terms than non- Appalachian
children: Their explanatlon for the failure of the school bond
referendum 1nd1cated greater sympathy and 1dent1ty with rural
Appaiachlan people. The vote on that rssue, like most politicai
iééaég, d1v1ded along the ilnes of the rural Appalachlan vote
against and the town, non-Appalachlan vote "for "  The
non-Appaiachlan teachers explained this vote in terms of "the
publlc" (read Appalachlan natlves) not understandlng the 1ssues,
deflnltely a deflclency on the part of "the public" (read
Appalachian native). on the other hand, the Appalachian
teachers explained the failure in terms of the more neutral
statement of the bond 51mp1y not havrng popular support.

Implicit in what many of them said concernlng thls issue was a

13
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recognltlon of the schlsm between Appalachlan and
non-Appalachlan and the difficulties that this schlsm can
produce;

Despite these éifféfeﬁéés; Appalachian teachers do not
appear to offer a real alternative to the stereotyplng and
ﬁfeiﬁaiéé that Appéiéeﬁiéh students experlence in the schools.
Their views differ little from their non-Appalachian
ceﬁﬁtefpaitsz ThlS is to be expected since they are part
of the larger socxal system of which the schoel is one
component. Despite the idealistic notion that schociing is
designed to transform students and society, the reality is that
schoollng more often perfcrms the func+1on of transmlttlng the
social system by reflectlng and re1nforc1ng that system In
thls case, teacher perceptlons and their relatlonshxp to the

symbollc ccnstructlon of an ethnic system whlch as one

Appalachian teacher pereeptlvely observed is "...like racism

14 S
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