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Abstract of Dissertation

Academic Success for Culturally Diverse Students from
Households of Low Socioeconomic Status:
A Qualitative Study of Caregivers’ Perceptions
Despite an increase in culturally responsive pedagogy in schools across the country,
national achievement data continues to show Black and Hispanic students falling
academically behind their White and Asian peers (Condition of Education, 2012). This
trend that begins in grade school for these subgroups leads to lower high school
graduation rates and higher incidences of low economic mobility (Condition of
Education, 2012). This study, “Academic Success for Culturally Diverse Students from
Households of Low Socioeconomic Status: A Qualitative Study of Caregivers’
Perceptions,” was conducted with the intention of hearing from a key group of
stakeholders, the caregivers, regarding how they define academic success, what factors
they feel influence the academic success of their children, and what roles schools should
play in their children’s attainment of academic success. Phenomenological research
methods were used to conduct six in-depth interviews aimed at exploring caregivers’
perceptions regarding this phenomenon. The six study participants were purposefully
selected in order to elicit feedback from those most closely associated with this current
trend in education, namely Hispanic and Black individuals living within low
socioeconomic households. The interview data, along with field notes and observations
of the local elementary school and housing complex, were coded in order to distinguish
the reoccurring patterns or themes that emerged throughout. These textural and structural
descriptions were then synthesized to represent the essence of the phenomenon. This

process gave way to three key results: 1. Parents value authentic opportunities to be



involved in their child’s school experience, 2. Pivotal relationships with teachers and
administrators played an important role in their child’s success in school, and 3. Living in
a community that offered many support services helped provide a setting in which their
children flourished in school. Recommendations were made for school systems to
redefine their relationships with caregivers, and for future educational policy and reform

movements to focus on supporting the whole family rather than the individual child.
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Chapter One: Introduction

“What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child
is what the community should want for all its children.” — John Dewey
Overview

This study is centered on the notion that caregivers possess a critical fund of
knowledge surrounding how school systems and policy makers can best serves our
country’s culturally diverse learners from low socioeconomic households. Education has
long since been viewed as the vehicle for upward mobility and change of one’s position
in society, yet the American educational system has often served to replicate the current
status quo rather than promote the equity and advancement of minority populations
(Condition of Education, 2012). For many of these individuals, this system has served as
a gatekeeper to success rather than as a gateway to opportunity (Kozol, 2005). Dating
back to the inception of schooling in the United States, White males were the primary
beneficiaries of the educational experience, and were subsequently the most
economically stable subgroup of the time (West, 2004).

The Civil Right’s Movement of the 1950’s and 60’s brought about many changes,
allowing White females the opportunity to assert their place in higher education and to
begin to transition into the workplace. Black and other minority populations fought for
educational equity, arguing that separate education did not qualify as equal education in
the landmark case of Brown vs. Board of Education (1954). Despite the fact that the law
evolved to promote racially integrated classrooms, towns and neighborhoods remained
segregated, and thus so did the schools. The 1970’s and 80’s brought about a

desegregated busing movement, which attempted to counter this tendency by transporting



students from inner city minority neighborhoods into primarily White suburban schools.
Although the intent of this law was to provide minorities with access to higher resourced
schools, the result was that many of these students were left feeling alienated and alone,
as they were unable to fully identify with either their new classmates or their
neighborhood friends. At this same time, many white families began leaving the
neighborhoods that were being forced to abide by the court ordered busing (Bosco and
Robin, 1974). This epidemic, coined “white flight,” further exasperated the issue of
segregated schooling.

While many of today’s schools represent a diverse mix of race, language, and
culture, some scholars argue that segregation remains in effect. Kozol (2005) notes the
findings of Harvard University’s Civil Rights Project:

During the 1990’s, the proportion of black students in majority white schools has

decreased... to a level lower than in any year since 1968... Almost three fourths

of black and Latino students attend schools that are predominantly minority, and
more than two million, including more than a quarter of black students in the

Northeast and Midwest, attend schools which we call apartheid schools, in which

99 to 100 percent of students are nonwhite. (p. 19)

This is a significant statement given that immigrants and minority populations are the
fastest growing members of our society; “between 1990 and 2010, the percentage of
public school students who were White decreased from 67 to 57 percent (Condition of
Education, 2012),” and current data show that these groups remain in both the lower
brackets of socioeconomic status and academic performance (Condition of Education,

2012). The Harvard Project notes, “Racial isolation and concentrated poverty of children



in public school go hand in hand” (as cited by Kozol, 2005, p. 20); currently, “higher
percentages of Hispanic (37 percent), and Black (37 percent) [students attend] high-
poverty schools than [do] Asian/pacific Islanders (12 percent) and White students (6
percent)” (Condition of Education, 2012). Despite the fact that the current educational
climate is one in which we strive to provide a quality education to all students, regardless
of race or socioeconomic status, a majority of minority students are attending schools
with fewer resources and opportunities for success (Kozol, 2005). The No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) legislation of 2001 was created with the specific intent of bringing light
to and closing the gap in achievement between White and Black and Hispanic students.
“While this law has brought heightened awareness of this issue” (Wallis and Steptoe,
2007, p. 2), many feel that it has further exasperated the gap in achievement and has
created a larger divide between low and high performing schools, which directly correlate
with race and poverty levels (Diamond and Spillane, 2004; Condition of Education, 2012;
Paul, 2004).

Our nation has evolved greatly from one that allowed educational access to only a
select few, to one where equal access to education has become a standard, and equitable
educational experiences have become a national goal. Yet as far as American society has
come in this regard, many would argue that the end result of a predominately White male
marketplace has remained the same (West, 2004). Schools, which have the potential of
being the great equalizer, function instead as hidden caste systems that often perpetuate
the cycle of poverty rather than working to transform it. “In 2010, the immediate college
enrollment rate of high school completers from low-income families was 52 percent, 30

percentage points lower than the rate of high school completers from high-income



families (82 percent)” (Condition of Education, 2012). This is considerable given the link
between education level and yearly salary earnings (Condition of Education, 2012).

In response to these complex societal issues, various policies, such as the Educate
America Act (1998) and the No Child Left Behind (2001) legislation, have been created
and implemented over time with limited success. In each instance, the driving forces
behind legislation were not the individuals affected by the enacted laws, but by the
government officials using statistical data. Such disconnects often result in legislative
policy that is misaligned with the day-to-day practice of the classroom. For example, a
2012 study on the intersection of policy and practice found that the “enforced policy of
utilizing a set curriculum... did not always match the learning styles, interest, and
cultural background of the students” (Henderson, p. 66) that were being taught.
Furthermore, another study on how NCLB has affected teachers’ sense of efficacy notes
that NCLB’s mandates and policies have worked to silence teachers’ pedagogical
judgments (Stephens, 2007). In such instances, the data that was used to create these
policies is limited in its ability to truly understand and connect with the underlying issues
and concerns that drive the need for said policy in the first place. Our current education
system is one in which there remains a divide between the educational performance of
White and Asian subgroups and their Black and Hispanic peers, and this divide has both
current and future economic implications for the children involved. The NCLB
legislation that was created to address this issue was not driven by or inclusive of the
parental perspective of these students. This study is therefore centered on the notion that
a disconnect remains between the educational legislation created to address this problem,

and the people with whom these laws directly affect. Namely, Hispanic and Black



families need to be involved in the decisions that will impact the educational experiences
of their children; how these caregivers interact with and make meaning of their child’s
learning may provide critical insight into what factors play a role in their children’s

ability to find success in school, and what type of policy decisions should be considered.

Statement of the Problem

As a consequence of the given issues discussed above, this study focused on the
problem of the disconnect between the viewpoints of those most closely linked to our
lowest performing segment of students, their caregivers, and the type of educational
policy that has been created for them. The immediate educational legislation to NCLB,
Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1998), recognized the need to improve student
learning and achievement through a student-centered approach (Prince, Pepper, and
Brocato, 2006). While this legislation brought light to the fact that many children from
low socioeconomic households were struggling to find success in school, it was not until
the controversial 2001 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, that the growing
disparity in achievement between low-income culturally diverse children and their middle
to upper class White peers was illuminated. The NCLB legislation, which was created
without input from a key group of stakeholders, the children’s caregivers, was central to
bringing the depth of the gap in achievement to more public attention. The most recent
achievement data have shown that 4™ grade reading scores in 2011 for White, Black, and
Hispanic students were not measurably different from their scores in 2009, although the
average 4 grade mathematics scores in 2011 for White, Black, and Hispanic students

were higher than their scores in both 2009 and 1990 (Condition of Education, 2012).



While this gap is stabilizing, both the slow speed by which it is narrowing, as well as the
long-term effects on subsequent educational attainment and future economic success has
raised concern. Namely, “the percentage of Whites who received at least a high school
diploma or its equivalent remained higher than that of Blacks and Hispanics” (NCES,
2013), with “the size of the White-Black gap at this educational level in 2012... not
[being] measurably different from that in 1990, while the White-Hispanic gap widened
from 18 to 25 percentage points” (NCES, 2013). The student groups who are making the
least significant academic gains in elementary school are the same ones that are not
graduating from high school or continuing on to pursue higher degrees.

A compounding factor exists in that this same population of students is also the
ones most significantly affected by the many factors associated with living in poverty.
Overall, the percentage of school-aged children in the United States living in poverty has
increased over the past two decades from 17 percent in 1990 to 21 percent in 2011
(NCES, 2013). A 2004 study by Parke, Coltrane, Duffy, Buriel, Dennis, Powers, French,
and Widaman notes that “one of the most significant findings of social science research
in the least several decades is the confirmation of negative impacts of economic problems
on families and children” (p. 1632). However, this phenomenon is “not equally
distributed across all racial and ethnic groups” (Parke et al., 2004, p. 1632), with African
Americans and Hispanic families being three times as likely to experience economic
problems than White families (Parke, et al., 2004). More specifically, Black and Hispanic
children have a significantly higher poverty rate than their White and Asian peers, with
39 percent of Black and 34 percent of Hispanic children living in poverty, as compared to

13 percent for White and 12 percent for Asian children (NCES, 2013). A study on how



poverty impacts the quality of life in families of children with disabilities found that a
family’s health, productivity, physical environment, emotional well being, and family
interactions were all negatively influenced by the effects of living in poverty (Park,
Turnbull, and Turnbull, 2002). The authors note that “poverty permeates several domains
of family quality of life and... the impact on multiple domains is often detrimental to all
family members” (Park, et al., 2002, p. 159). Furthermore, a study on the influences of
race and poverty on SAT scores found that living in poverty, especially extreme poverty,
had substantial effects on social and educational opportunities for both White and Black
students (Dixon-Roman, Everson, and McArdle, 2013). For Black students in particular,
this effect was so strong that it could not be overcome by high school academic
achievement, suggesting that those Black students living in poverty are likely attending
poorer quality schools (Dixon-Roman, Everson, and McArdle, 2013). This study also
noted that, “there is a social distribution to these racialized (sic) effects where those of
higher incomes are more familiar with the cultural capital assessed on the SAT *“(Dixon-
Roman, Everson, and McArdle, p. 1, 2013). Thus, poverty directly affects educational
outcomes while creating a unique set of needs and issues for families at home.

Many have applauded NCLB for increasing the accountability of all schools,
regardless of the make-up of their student population (Wallis and Steptoe, 2007);
however, others have criticized the NCLB legislation’s emphasis on high-stakes testing
as having further perpetuated this gap through the resulting narrowed curriculums and
teaching to the test mentalities that have overtaken much of today’s educational climate
(Dorgan, 2004). Lawmakers, administrators, and educators have responded to this need

through response to intervention programs, culturally competent teaching practices, and a



variety of remediation curriculums, yet this gap in achievement remains on the forefront
of current issues in education. A substantial body of literature exists on both the
achievement gap as well as on the effects of living in poverty on educational attainment;
however, this literature surrounding educational policy does not utilize the perspectives
of caregivers. With the views of school systems and policy makers so amply represented,
there is value in exploring the perceptions of these children’s caregivers, who have
traditionally been left out of the conversation (Trask-Tate and Cunningham, 2010;
Lahaie, 2008; Herzog, Umana-Taylor, Madden-Derdich, and Leonard, 2007; Unkenholz,
2007). These caregivers, who are intricately connected to this issue through their

children, posses a critical perspective into this complex problem.

Research Purpose and Questions

The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the perceptions of
culturally diverse caregivers living in economically challenged situations regarding their
children’s academic school experience. Caregivers, such as aunts, uncles, or cousins, in
addition to parents, were considered to be included in this study due to the fact that
current family structures may include extended family members. It is not uncommon to
find grandparents or aunts and uncles taking on the role of primary caregiver, therefore,
this study wished to be inclusive of the many diverse family compositions that presently
exist. Additionally, the term “culturally diverse caregivers” is an operationally based
expression that was created with the intention of addressing those who identify

themselves dually as being from a culture outside of the mainstream American culture,



namely Black or Hispanic, and who take on the role being the primary caregiver of their
children.
This study investigated the following primary research question:

1. What do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low socioeconomic

status, perceive as the influences that affect the academic success of their children?
Several secondary questions were also explored:

2. How do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low socioeconomic
status, define academic success?

3. What factors, both within school and at home, do culturally diverse caregivers,
from household of low socioeconomic status, perceive as influencing the academic
success of their children?

4. How do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low socioeconomic
status, perceive the role of schools in their children’s attainment of academic

success?

Statement of Significance

This study is significant in four noteworthy ways. Foremost, it offered a voice to a
group who has traditionally been left out of the conversation, the caregivers of culturally
diverse students. Any potential educational reform movement should take into
consideration the views of those closest to the issue at hand, which in this case are the
caretakers of the students with whom our reform efforts are geared towards. These
individuals possess a unique perspective into the lives of our culturally diverse students,

and they are the ones who best understand the complexities involved with living in a low-



income household. It is through the perceptions of these children’s caretakers that we
may better understand what factors are impeding their children’s success in school, as
well as open our eyes to the many approaches that will allow their children to thrive.

Secondly, this study helped to promote values of social justice and equality in
education for both the research participants, as well as the educational community at
large. Freire (2005) notes that as individuals begin to “come to a new awareness of
selfhood and begin to look critically at the social situation in which they find themselves,
[they] often take the initiative in acting to transform the society that has denied them this
opportunity to participate” (p. 29). It is essential for caregivers to deepen their awareness
of issues that affect their children’s academic success, and it is imperative that this group
of individuals feels empowered to participate in the national dialogue. Similarly, those in
the educational community may use the information gleaned from this study to advocate
for a more equitable system; one in which schools with high populations of children
living in poverty receive equal funding, equally skilled teachers, and equally thoughtful
and engaging curriculums (Kozol, 2005).

Finally, this study has increased the knowledge base of best practices for teaching
culturally diverse children. Baca and Cervantes (1998) reminds us that “during the
1960’s, 1970’s, and 1980’s... placing [a culturally diverse] child in a special class or
resource room became an accepted method of educating ethnically, linguistically, and
socioeconomically different children” (p. xi1). While education has progressed past this
point with emerging culturally responsive teaching practices (Singleton and Linton,
2006) and response to intervention programs aimed at making appropriate referrals to

special education based on the presence of a disability rather than a difference in race or

10



language (Baca and Cervantes, 1998; Collier, 2009) there is still much to be learned. As
the demographics of American classrooms are quickly changing (Condition of Education,
2012), the need to learn more about how to best educate this population of learners is
continually increasing. This study has expanded our understanding of what strategies,
curricular practices, and environmental structures within the classroom will most
effectively promote the academic success of these culturally diverse students. More
notably, this information, while imperative for general educators to understand, also
translates into the work being done by special educators who are interfacing with this
same population of families and children. As such, this study has highlighted the
importance of providing caregivers from minority and low socioeconomic status
backgrounds a voice in the education of their children.

In addition to the ways in which this study is of significance, it will also work to
benefit the field of education by helping to shed light onto what factors are influencing
the success of Hispanic and Black learners from low socioeconomic households. This is
noteworthy given the recent increase in minority populations throughout the country’s
school systems (Condition of Education, 2012), which has been accompanied by the
demand in accountability for all demographic groups of students (NCLB, 2001),
specifically those subgroups who continue to score lower on state tests. Current census
data have shown the connection between school success and economic stability
(Condition of Education, 2012), stressing the important role schools play in helping to
move people out of poverty. In response, research to date has focused on the perspectives
of policy makers, administrators, and teachers, resulting in the implementation of many

researched-based programs, such as Reading Recovery and the Sheltered Instruction
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Observation Protocol (SIOP), as well as the Response to Intervention (RTI) model
(Institute of Education Sciences, 2008; Echevarria and Short, 2011; Scammacca, Vaughn,
Roberts, Wanzek, and Torgesen, 2007). An influx of improved teaching practices and
culturally responsive curriculums have helped to slow the gap between White, Black, and
Hispanic students from widening, yet it is still not narrowing (Condition of Education,
2012). In addition to the current body of existing research, there is a need for more
information from the caregivers of these children who are at the heart of this educational
crisis. Much of the literature to date focuses on parental involvement, but does not elicit
parental feedback that is specific to this issue (Trask-Tate and Cunningham, 2010;
Lahaie, 2008; Herzog, Umana-Taylor, Madden-Derdich, and Leonard, 2007; Unkenholz,
2007). It is imperative that the perspectives of those who will directly experience the
effects of these laws are the ones to inform future educational policies.

The current No Child Left Behind legislation (2001) has left schools feeling the
added pressure of demonstrating the adequate yearly progress of all subgroups of
students, with the failure to do so resulting in a series of punitive actions by the state
(NCLB, 2001). In response, the schools with higher populations of students not meeting
these benchmarks, namely Black and Hispanic children from low income homes, are
reducing the curriculum and teaching to the test (Diamond and Spillane, 2004; Dorgan,
2004). As a result, identifying the factors that will help this group of students find success
in school has become increasingly imperative. This study has added to the current body
of literature by introducing the caregivers’ perspectives regarding what they feel defines
academic success for their culturally diverse children, and identifying what role schools

can play in best supporting this group of students’ academic experience.
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Overall Epistemological Framework Guiding Study

This was a phenomenological qualitative study that utilized a social
constructivist epistemology, and a conceptual framework that consisted of both
ecological systems theory and critical theory. Phenomenology explicitly looks to
understand the interrelationship between “the direct conscious description of experience
and the underlying dynamics or structures that account for the experience” (Moustakas,
1994, p. 9), which in this instance involved the participants backgrounds as culturally
diverse individuals from lower socioeconomic status brackets. Use of a constructivist
approach is closely tied to the use of a phenomenological methodology, in which
individuals are asked to describe their experiences (Moustakas, 1994). This study was
therefore framed by a social constructivist epistemology, in which “individuals seek
understanding of the world in which they live and work” (Creswell, p. 20, 2007).

A constructivist epistemology was well matched for this study given that “the
goal of [this] research... [was] to rely as much as possible on the participants’ view of the
situation” (Creswell, 2007, p. 20), namely, their perception of their child’s academic
experience. This study was subsequently guided by the notion that “all knowledge, and
therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being
constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and
developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). This
constructivist framework called the researcher to “focus on the specific contexts in which
people live and work in order to understand the historical and cultural setting of the

participants” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21). A constructivist approach allowed for an
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investigation into the meaning each participant had created regarding their perceptions,

and also encompassed an exploration into the factors that helped shape these views.

Conceptual Framework

This study was guided by two significant theories that the researcher integrated to
analyze the data collected from the caregivers, which was consistent with the
constructivist epistemology.

1. Ecological systems theory

2. Critical theory

Ecological systems theory highlights the integral role that a child’s circle of
influence (Brendtro, 2006) can play in their ability to mature both socially, emotionally,
morally, and intellectually. Thus, this study was guided by the belief that looking at a
child through the perspective of their caregivers would help to unlock a more inclusive
picture into the factors that may be impacting their classroom performance.
Bronfenbrenner (1977) elaborates:

The understanding of human development demands going beyond the direct

observation of behavior on the part of one or two persons in the same place; it

requires examination of multiperson (sic) systems of interaction not limited to a

single setting and must take into account aspects of the environment beyond the

immediate situation containing the subject. (p. 514)
Consequently, this study explored the academic experience of culturally diverse children
through the multi-faceted lens of their caregivers, who because of their interaction with

the many layers of their child’s environment, were able to provide a substantially richer
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depiction of their child’s school experience. While Whipple et al. (2010) noted the
negative effects of environmental factors, such as poverty, social instability, and poor
environmental quality on children’s emotional, physical, and cognitive development, this
study will work towards considering how other factors may also operate in a positive
fashion to support the development of culturally diverse children from low
socioeconomic homes (Delpit, 1995).

The second theory that was utilized in the analysis is critical theory, in which the
relationship between knowledge and power were examined (Cho, 2007). Critical theory,
which is closely tied to both phenomenology and social constructivism, suggests that
“social reality 1s constructed and operates at multiple levels of meaning” (deMarrais and
LeCompte, 1998 p. 26); however, this knowledge and understanding of meaning is
considered to be a source of inequality through their unequal distribution by class and
race (deMarrais and LeCompte, 1998). The use of critical theory therefore allowed for
the “unearthing or deconstructing [of] hidden assumptions that govern society—especially
those about the legitimacy of power relationships—and debunking or deconstructing their
claims to authority” (deMarrais and LeCompte, 1998 p. 26). More specifically, through
the lens of critical theory, the forms of dominance in the American education system
were explored, with the intention of “[excavating] the emancipatory (sic) possibilities that
are embedded within, yet simultaneously suppressed by, this very system” (Brenner,
2009). Such research seeks to move beyond understanding the status quo to rather
challenging it in the hopes of affecting change (Crotty, 1998), with the study participants
serving as an essential part of this process; “critical theorists refer to [the] active

involvement by participants as ~iuman agency and believe that despite the influence of
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oppressive reproductive forces, hope for transformation of society is maintained because
of the existence of [this] agency” (deMarrais and LeCompte, 1998) (emphasis in
original). Thus, the culturally diverse caregivers taking part in this study were provided
with the opportunity to help transform a situation that is currently limiting to this

population of students (Freire, 2005).

Basis in Research Literature
In sum, this study is a product of the following factors found in the literature that
related to the current social context in which caregivers find themselves:

1. The legislative background of the current high-stakes educational landscape,
particularly as it relates to the No Child Left Behind Legislation, which has
helped to shed light on the current educational achievement gap.

2. The achievement gap between White, Black, and Hispanic students.

3. The influence of factors associated with living in poverty on the educational
experience and academic achievement of minority students.

4. Best practices for teaching culturally diverse students.

Summary of the Methodology

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) describe the qualitative researcher as one who
“[studies] things in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of, or interpret,
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring them” (p. 3). In this vein, this study
was guided by a qualitative study methodology, in which this researcher strove to

“[understand] how people interpret their experience, how they construct their worlds, and
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what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5). A series of six
individual phenomenological interviews were conducted in order to unveil and interpret
the viewpoints of the study participants, who were made up of culturally diverse
caregivers living below the federal poverty line. In doing so, their world and perceptions
were made visible (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005), specifically in regards to what holes they
saw in how our current educational system responds to the academic needs of culturally

diverse children from low socioeconomic households.

Phenomenological Interviews

The primary method of data collection was through phenomenological interviews,
a practice that “involves an informal, interactive process and utilizes open-ended
comments and questions” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 114). Prior to beginning this interview
process, the researcher took part in the practice of epoche, or bracketing, by setting aside
“past associations, understandings, ‘facts,” [and] biases” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 116) so
that any preconceptions did not influence or direct the course of the interview
(Moustakas, 1994). As Heidegger (1962) explains, “we must rid ourselves of our
tendency to immediately interpret” (as cited in Crotty, 1998, p. 96). Rather, we must
“attempt to return to the primordial contents of consciousness, that is, to the objects that
present themselves in our very experience of them prior to our making any sense of them
at all” (Crotty, 1998, p. 96). It is through this process of putting our personal world of
meaning aside that then allows the phenomena under study to speak to us directly so that

the possibility for new meaning can emerge (Crotty, 1998). A discussion of how these
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phenomenological interviews will be conducted within a constructivist framework will be

addressed in detail in chapter three.

Subjectivity of the Researcher

Given that “eliminating the actual influence of the researcher is impossible, ...
the goal in a qualitative study is not to eliminate this influence, but to understand it and to
use it productively” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 109) (emphasis in original). By engaging in the
practice of reflexivity, one can “reflect critically on the self as researcher, the ‘human as
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instrument’” (Lincoln and Guba, 2000, p. 183), and in doing so, situate themselves within
the study. Merriam (2009) reiterates, “investigators need to explain their biases,
dispositions, and assumptions regarding the research to be undertaken... such a
clarification allows the reader to better understand how the individual researcher might
have arrived at the particular interpretation of the data” (p. 219). Furthermore, engaging
in this practice will aide in the researcher’s ability to “uncover dialectic relationships,
array and discuss contradictions within the stories begin recorded, and move with
research participants toward action” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2002, p. 337). Peshkin (1988)
reminds us that, “one’s subjectivity is like a garment that cannot be removed” (p. 17). It

is with this notion that I wish to share my personal beliefs and experiences, all of which

will shape the way I interpret and exist within this study.

Experiences and Identity

I am entering this study as a White English speaking female who considers being

a teacher as one of the most central and core parts of her identity. From a young age, |
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knew that I wanted to work with children in this capacity, and this calling has shaped
both who I am and the lens in which I view the world. My desire to teach has been
intricately linked with my desire to serve, which has led me to a series of teaching
positions in high poverty areas.

I began my career as a member of an inner-city teaching program that puts first
and second year teachers into low-income Catholic schools throughout Boston,
Massachusetts. As part of our commitment to these schools and families, we lived
amongst them in one of the lowest socioeconomic status neighborhoods in the area. This
experience allowed me to gain an understanding of, albeit limited by my level of
privilege, the realities involved with living in a high-crime, low-resourced part of the city.
After my experience in this program, I spent one year teaching 4™ grade at a charter
school in the area, followed by three years working as a special education teacher for
students in grades 3 — 6. This charter school was primarily composed of Haitian families,
many of whom had recently immigrated to the United States due to conflict in their
native country. Both children and parents often struggled to make sense of the
mainstream American culture and language. It was interesting to begin navigating the
world of being a special education teacher amidst this backdrop of culture and language.
Currently, I work as a teacher at a Spanish immersion elementary school in Arlington,
Virginia, where my students are a mix of White American children whose family values
having a second language, and a large number of Hispanic children whose family finds a
place in my school where their culture and language are both accepted and encouraged.

My time spent teaching primarily culturally diverse children from low

socioeconomic households has directly influenced my beliefs about how to best serve this
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population of learners. Throughout the data collection and analysis phases of this study, I
worked to bracket (Merriam, 2009; Crotty, 1998; Creswell; 2007) my potential biases as
they related to the ideas and perspectives I have developed during my teaching career,
and I continually revisited this subjectivity statement in an effort to assure that these
biases were not influencing my interpretation of the data. This was achieved by recording
my thoughts and beliefs in a journal after each in interview. Furthermore, I worked to
seek participant feedback and engaged in member checking to assure that my views and

beliefs did not interfere with the integrity of this study.

Assumptions
This study was based on the following assumptions:
1. It was assumed that participants would respond to the interview questions and
probes in a straightforward and honest manner.
2. It was assumed that each participant had interacted with their child’s school,
and subsequently had some knowledge regarding their child’s school

experience.

Limitations
The following limitations should be taken into account when considering the results and
conclusions of this study:
1. This study was limited to a particular location in which the study participants
resided, specifically a subsidized housing complex that offered a substantial

amount of programs and resources to its residents.
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This study was limited to the perceptions of culturally diverse caregivers from
a low socioeconomic status background, and as such, caregivers’ views from
other backgrounds were not represented.

This study was limited to the perceptions of caregivers with children in grades
2 — 5, and did not account for the views of those caregivers with children in a
different grade range.

This study was limited to Hispanic and Black caregivers. The scope of the
study did not include caregivers from other culturally diverse backgrounds.
This study was limited to individuals who were able to fluently speak and read
English at a functional level or beyond. The scope of this study did not
include caregivers who self-identified on the participant screening tool as
having limited to no English language skills.

This study was limited to individuals who were 18 years of age or older. The
views of caregivers who were younger than 18 years of age were not

represented in this study.

Delimitations

The following delimitations were identified in order to narrow the scope of the study:

1.

This study focused exclusively on Hispanic and Black caregivers from low
socioeconomic households, rather than examining the perceptions of
caregivers from a range of cultures and income levels.

This study was limited to individuals who were able to fluently speak and

read English on a functional level. The scope of this study did not include
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caregivers who self-identified as having limited to no English language
skills.

3. This study involved caregivers of children in grades 2 — 5. Caregivers of
children in grades PreK — 1*', middle school, or high school were not
included in this study.

4. This study was limited to caregivers who were 18 years of age or older,
and did not include families with caregivers who were younger than age

18.

Definition of Terms
Achievement levels: The “National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
achievement levels are set through a National Assessment Governing Board process and
define what students should know and be able to do at different level of performance. The
NAEP achievement levels are Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. The definitions of these
levels, which apply across all grades and subject areas, are as follows:
Basic: This level denotes partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills that
are fundamental for proficient work at each grade level.
Proficient: This level represents solid academic performance for each grade
assessed. Students reaching this level have demonstrated competency over
challenging subject matter, including subject-matter knowledge, application of
such knowledge to real-world situations, and analytical skills appropriate to the

subject matter.
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Advanced: This level signifies superior performance at each grade assessed.”

(Condition of Education, 2012).
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP): “Adequate yearly progress (AYP) is the measure by
which schools, districts, and states are held accountable for student performance under
Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), the current version of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act... Under NCLB, AYP is used to determine if
schools are successfully educating their students. The law requires states to use a single
accountability system for public schools to determine whether all students, as well as
individual subgroups of students, are making progress toward meeting state academic
content standards. The goal is to have all students reaching proficient levels in reading
and math by 2014 as measured by performance on state tests. Progress on those standards
must be tested yearly in grades 3 through 8 and in one grade in high school. The results
are then compared to prior years, and, based on state-determined AYP standards, used to
determine if the school has made adequate progress towards the proficiency goal”
(Education Week, 2011).
Black: “*Black or African American’ refers to a person having origins in any of the
Black racial groups of Africa

-Includes Sub-Saharan African entries (e.g., Kenyan; Nigerian)
-Includes Afro-Caribbean entries (e.g., Haitian; Jamaican)

Black alone or in combination population = all people who reported Black, either alone,
or in combination with one or more other race groups (e.g., Black and White; Black and

Asian)” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).
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Co-Researcher: A research participant that is viewed to be on equal footing with the
researcher (Fraelich, 1989). Both work in tandem in the pursuit of “knowledge and
understanding with regard to the phenomenon” (Fraelich, 1989, p. 68) under study.
Culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD): Students who are “from homes where
languages other than English and dialects other than Standard English are spoken. They
also include students from families of racial and ethnic backgrounds that differ from the
majority population in the United States and Canada, such as African Americans, and
Quebecois, depending on the region” (Collier, 2011).

Culturally and linguistically diverse/exceptional (CLD/E): “Students who are learning
English and also have special needs” (Grassi and Barker, 2010).

Elementary school: Is “a school with one or more of grades K—6 that does not have any
grade higher than grade 8. For example, schools with grades K-6, 1-3, or 68 are
classified as elementary” (Condition of Education, 2012).

English language learner (ELL): “A person for whom English is a second language and
who has not yet attained proficiency in the English language” (Condition of Education,
2012).

Family income: “Includes all monetary income from all sources (including jobs,
businesses, interest, rent, and social security payments) over a 12-month period. The
income of nonrelatives living in the household is excluded, but the income of all family
members age 15 or older (age 14 or older in years prior to 1989), including those
temporarily living outside of the household, is included” (Condition of Education, 2012).
Free or reduced-priced lunch: “Also referred to as the National School Lunch Program,

established by President Truman in 1964, the program is a federally assisted meal
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program operated in public and private nonprofit schools and residential child care
centers. To be eligible for free lunch, a student must be from a household with an income
at or below 130 percent of the federal poverty guideline; to be eligible for reduced-price
lunch, a student must be from a household with an income between 130 percent and 185
percent of the federal poverty guideline” (Condition of Education, 2012).

Hispanic: “Hispanic origin can be viewed as the heritage, nationality group, lineage, or
country of birth of the person or the person’s parents or ancestors before their arrival in
the United States. People who identify their origin as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may
be of any race. “Hispanic or Latino” refers to a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican,
South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race” (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2011).

Limited-English proficient (LEP): “Refers to an individual who was not born in the
United States or whose native language is a language other than English, or who comes
from an environment where a language other than English ahs had a significant impact on
the individual’s level of English language proficiency. It may also refer to an individual
who is migratory, whose native language is a language other than English, and who
comes from an environment where a language other than English is dominant; and whose
difficulties in speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the English language may be
sufficient to deny the individual the ability to meet the state’s proficient level of
achievement on state assessments as specified under the No Child Left Behind Act, the
ability to successfully achieve in classrooms where the language of instruction is English,

or the opportunity to participate full in society” (Condition of Education, 2012).
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Median earnings: “The amount which divides the income distribution into two equal
groups, half having income above the amount and half having income below that amount.
Earnings include all wage and salary income. Unlike mean earnings, median earnings
either do not change or change very little in response to extreme observations. The March
Current Population Survey collects information on earnings from individuals who were
full-year workers (individuals who were employed 50 or more weeks in the previous
year) and full-time workers (those who were usually employed 35 or more hours per
week)” (Condition of Education, 2012).

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB): “The No Child Left Behind Act [NCLB] of 2001,
signed into law by President Bush on Jan. 8, 2002, was a reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the central federal law in pre-collegiate
education... the NCLB legislation set in place requirements that reached into virtually
every public school in America. It expanded the federal role in education and took
particular aim at improving the educational lot of disadvantaged students. At the core of
the No Child Left Behind Act were a number of measures designed to drive broad gains
in student achievement and to hold states and schools more accountable for student
progress” (Education Week, 2011).

Poverty: “The U.S. Census Bureau uses a set of money income thresholds that vary by
family size and composition. A family, along with each individual in it, is considered
poor if the family's total income is less than that family's threshold. The poverty
thresholds do not vary geographically and are adjusted annually for inflation using the

Consumer Price Index. The official poverty definition counts money income before taxes
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and does not include capital gains and noncash benefits (such as public housing,
Medicaid, and food stamps)” (Condition of Education, 2012).

Race: “The socially constructed meaning attached to a variety of physical attributes
including but not limited to skin and eye color, hair texture, and bone structures of people
in the United States and elsewhere” (Singleton and Linton, 2006).

Title I school: “A school designated under appropriate state and federal regulations as a
high-poverty school that is eligible for participation in programs authorized by Title I of
the Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, P.L. 107-110”

(Condition of Education, 2012).

Summary of Chapter 1
Chapter one provided an overview of the issues that framed this research topic
and outlined the problem statement and subsequent primary and secondary research
questions. The chapter then described how this study benefitted the current field of
education, and then provided an overview of the epistemological and theoretical
frameworks, which were used to guide this study. A summary of the methodology was
discussed, and the researcher’s subjectivity was presented. Several limitations,

delimitations, and assumptions were shared, and key terms were defined.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature

Purpose of the Literature Review

There exists a myriad of literature pertaining to the past and present crisis in
American education regarding the gap in achievement between White, Hispanic, and
Black students. The perspective of culturally diverse primary caregivers from low
socioeconomic status, specifically concerning their viewpoints as to what factors are
influencing the academic success of their children, is the focus of this study. The
objective of the literature review presented in this chapter is to situate the phenomenon
under study within the current literature on the achievement gap, the legislative context
that has brought attention to his gap, and review the factors associated with living in
poverty that have exacerbated this disparity in achievement. Additionally, strategies and
approaches that are contributing to the academic gains of culturally diverse children will
be reviewed. The chapter will conclude with an account of the identified gaps in the

literature as they relate to the research questions being addressed in this study.

Overview of the Chapter Structure
Chapter two will begin with an examination of the literature pertaining to the
epistemological and theoretical lenses through which this study will be interpreted and
viewed, specifically, constructivism, ecological systems theory, and critical theory. A
description of the historical background and current issues surrounding the topic of study

will follow. (Please see Figure 1). This review will conclude with a synthesis of the
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literature, as well as a discussion regarding the gap in the literature, which this study

seeks to address.

Figure 1. Chapter Two Overview
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Epistemology

A social constructivist epistemology will be used to guide this study. As such, this
study will be grounded in the notion that human reality functions as a socially constructed
reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1996) in that each person’s understanding of their world is
a direct result of their unique interaction with it. Social constructivism is based on the
notion that “human beings do not find or discover knowledge so much as we construct or
make it” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 197). These interpretations of reality are not constructed in

isolation, but rather “against a backdrop of shared understandings, practices, language,
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and so forth” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 197). Lincoln and Guba, (2000), describe the social
constructivist’s understanding of knowledge as anti-foundational, meaning “‘a refusal to
adopt any permanent, unvarying (or “foundational”) standards by which truth can be
universally known” (p.177). Rather, “truth—and any agreement regarding what is valid
knowledge—arises from the relationship between members of some stake-holding
community” (Lincoln and Guba, 2000, p. 177). Freire (1972) reiterated this point when
he stated:

The generative theme cannot be found in people, divorced from reality; nor yet in

reality, divorced from people; much less in ‘no man’s land.” It can only be

apprehended in the human-world relationship. To investigate the generative theme
1s to investigate people’s thinking about reality and people’s action upon reality,

which is their praxis. (p. 106)

In this light, reality is viewed as a human construct that evolves with and among the
individuals experiencing it. “It is a world that originates in their thoughts and actions, and
1s maintained as real by these” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p. 20). This view of the
world points to the uniqueness of each person’s experience (Crotty, 1998), and “suggests
that each one’s way of making sense of the world is as valid and worthy of respect as any
other” (Crotty, 1998, p. 58).

A constructivist epistemology suggests that it is the culturally diverse individuals
themselves who will best be able to provide an understanding of how they interface with
the mainstream American education system. Rather than approaching this research
through the lens of what we already know about how this system functions, a

constructivist approach invites researchers “to approach the object [of study] in a radical
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spirit of openness to its potential for new or richer meaning” (Crotty, 1998, p. 51).
Research orientated in this theory looks to “rely as much as possible on the participants’
views of the situation” (Creswell, 2007, p. 20) within the social, historical, and cultural
backdrop in which they are framed (Creswell, 2007). This “researcher’s intent, then, is to
make sense (or interpret) the meanings others have about the world” (Creswell, 2007, p.
21), specifically, the academic world in which the study participants’ children engage in

on a daily basis.

Conceptual Framework

This study will be structured within an ecological systems theory and critical
theory framework. deMarrais and LeCompte describe theory as “a world view, a way we
organize and explain the world we live in” (1998, p. 3). Within the context of this study,
theory will be viewed as a model in which the researcher’s thoughts and inquiry will be
viewed and organized (deMarrais and LeCompte, 1998). Specifically, this researcher will
look to understand how each individual comprehends their reality within the context of
their ecological environment, and how the discovery of this understanding can allow for

the possibility of one to challenge the status quo with regard to educational policy.

Ecological Systems Theory
Urie Bronfenbrenner (1977) describes his Ecological Systems Theory as:
The scientific study of the progressive, mutual accommodation, throughout the
life span, between a growing human organism and the changing immediate

environments in which it lives, as this process is affected by relations obtaining
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within and between these immediate settings, as well as the larger social contexts,
both formal and informal, in which the settings are embedded. (p. 514)
This theory posits that individuals exist within an ecological environment that consists of
“a nested arrangement of structures, each contained within the next” (Bronfenbrenner,
1977, p. 514). Paquette and Ryan (2001) explain:
The interaction between factors in the child’s maturing biology, his immediate
family/community environment, and the societal landscape fuels and steers his
development. Changes or conflict in any one layer will ripple throughout other
layers. To study a child’s development then, we must look not only at the child
and her immediate environment, but also at the interaction of the larger
environment as well. (p. 1)
As such, a child’s biological potential can only come to fruition if the various elements of
their environment are in harmony (Ceci, 2006). Interpersonal relationships are therefore
“embedded in the larger social structures of community, society, economics, and politics”
(Ceci, 2006, p. 173). Subsequently, “a person’s development becomes a product of a
constellation of forces— cultural, social, economic, political- and not merely
psychological ones” (Ceci, p. 174). Given that it would be impossible to focus on every
variable in a child’s environment, Bronfenbrenner directed much of his attention to the
areas that most profoundly affect healthy development; the immediate circles of influence
of family, peers, and school (Brendtro, 2006). Bronfenbrenner felt that “a child’s
behavior reflects transactions within these immediate circles of influence. One can only
gain an accurate understanding of a child by attending to transactions within the family,

school, peer group, and neighborhood” (Brendtro, p. 163). “Proximal forces impinging on
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human development are influenced by the interaction of characteristics of the various
social and physical settings children inhabit such as home, school, and neighborhood”
(Whipple et al., 2010, p.423). In a 1979 interview with the Journal of Educational
Leadership, Bronfenbrenner shared, “One of the most important things is to recognize
that the school cannot work in isolation. School people must build bridges to the rest of
the community and to the parents” (p. 463). Bronfenbrenner reiterated this point in a
1992 interview with the Journal of Human Ecology, when he stated, “The family is the
secret to the child’s development, ... families know more about their own children than
anybody else and are more motivated to do right by them than anybody else” (p. 16).
Within this framework, this study examined a child’s academic experience from a
parental perspective that encompassed the family’s culture, economic, and social
structures. As such, it was framed by the notion that families are integral to unlocking the
key behind their child’s success, and that a child’s development is influenced by the
many “environmental structures and the processes taking place within and between them”
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 518). This research moved beyond observing the child through
a singular classroom-environment lens, and into seeing the child within the context of
their home and community environment. Although these environmental conditions of low
socioeconomic status and cultural differences have traditionally been viewed as deficits
and barriers to a child’s ability to access the academic arena (Delpit, 1995), this study
worked to shift this focus by exploring the multitude of ways in which these factors may
serve as a form of capital for the child. Delpit (1995) explains, “There is a tendency to

assume deficits in students rather than to locate and teach to strengths. To counter this

33



tendency, educators must have knowledge of children’s lives outside of the school so as

to recognize their strengths” (p. 172).

Critical Theory

Fay (1987) stated that, “Critical theory perspectives are concerned with
empowering human beings to transcend the constraints placed on them by race, class, and
gender” (as cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 27). This study will elicit the perspectives of
culturally diverse caregivers living below the federal poverty line, and in doing so, will
“help individuals examine the conditions of their existence” (Creswell, 2007, p. 27).
Through the use of critical theory, this research strives to move beyond understanding
and accepting the status quo, to challenging it in the interest of bringing about social
change (Crotty, 1998). Freire (1972) shares:

As [people] separate themselves from the world, which they objectify, as they

separate themselves from their own activity, as they locate the seat of their

decision in themselves and in their relations with the world and others, people

overcome the situations which limit them: the ‘limit-situations.” (p. 99)
This ability to move beyond critical perception into action brings about a level of
confidence that allows one to attempt to overcome the limit-situations (Freire, 1972).

Karl Marx, who has “more than anyone else inspired and laid the foundation for
the critical inquiry that obtains today” (Crotty, 1998, p. 115), highlighted the need for
social change when he stated, “The philosophers have only interpreted the world in
different ways, the point is to change it” (Marx, 1961, p. 84). Marx believed in using

concrete social reality as a platform for such change rather than basing change in thought
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(Crotty, 1998). Max Horkheimer, upon becoming director of the Institute for Social
Research in 1931, shared a similar vision of “a social philosophy that stands as a critical
theory of society and is able to escape the fate of becoming sheer ideology: the
intellectual masking of an indigent social reality” (Wolin, 1992, p. 50). Horkheimer
envisioned this ‘critical theory’ to be one in which philosophy and science worked in
tandem to connect philosophical construct with empirical detail (Crotty, 1998).
Contemporary critical theory calls “current ideology into question, and initiate[s] action,
in the cause of social justice” (Crotty, 1998, p. 157). This presents as an ongoing, cyclical
project, where every action affects the context, subsequently requiring the researcher to
reassess their assumptions (Crotty, 1998). Furthermore, this theory views certain groups
in a society as being privileged over others, with a mainstream group that works to
reproduce the very systems of class, race, and gender oppression that allow them such
positions of power (Crotty, 1998). Crotty (1998) explains:
Critical inquiry keeps the spotlight on power relationships within society so as to
expose the forces of hegemony and injustice. It is at all times alive to the
contribution that false consciousness makes to oppression and manipulation and
invites researchers and participants (ideally one and the same) to discard false
consciousness, open themselves to new ways of understanding, and take effective
action for change. (p.157)
Seehwa Cho (2010) identifies the link between knowledge and power, and goes on to
discuss the relationship between what is taught in schools and the power structures of

society. He states:
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Major power dynamics in society (such as class, race, and gender) are highlighted
in this endeavor of critically examining the connections between power and
knowledge. From this process, critical pedagogy aims to construct alternative or
counter-hegemonic forms of knowledge, and therefore power. (2010, p. 311)
As such, “critical theory remains a form of praxis—a search for knowledge, to be sure, but
always emancipatory [sic] knowledge, knowledge in the context of action and the search
for freedom” (Crotty, 1998, p. 159). Brenner (2009) notes that critical theory “is
explicitly intended to inform the strategic perspective of progressive, radical or
revolutionary social and political actors” (2009, p. 202). “The central concern of [critical
theory] is the transformation, rather than reproduction, of the values, beliefs, and
structures of society” (deMarrais and LeCompte, 1998, p. 3). In this vein, this study will
be framed around the notion that the sharing of stories from individuals outside of the
mainstream will begin the process of shifting the ways in which policy makers view and
inform future educational legislation. This study will be guided by the concept that each
study participant will bring a unique perspective of their reality, as it has been shaped by
the various ecological environmental structures they live within. These stories will be
interpreted through a critical viewpoint that will work to transform the ways in which this
group of individuals have traditionally been viewed and approached within the field of

education.
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Methods and Topics of the Literature Review

Methods

A comprehensive search of relevant literature was conducted to inform the study.

Figure 2 outlines keyword search terms that were used.

Figure 2. Keyword Search Terms

Literature Review Topic

Search Terms

Legislative Context

“No Child Left Behind,” “Parent Attitudes,” “Attitudes of
Parents,” “Perceptions of Parents,” “Parent Perceptions of
Academics” “Parental Perceptions of Academic Success”

The Impact of Poverty on
Education

9

“Low Income Mother’s Perceptions,” “Low SES Mothers,’
“Low SES Mother’s Perceptions of Children,” “Mothers’
Perceptions,” and “Socioeconomic Gaps in Academic
Achievement,” “Poverty and Education,” “Poverty and
American Education”

Race and the Achievement
Gap

“Achievement Gap,” “Academic Achievement Gap,”
“Parental Perceptions,” “Culturally Diverse Parental
Perceptions,” “Culturally Diverse Parental Perceptions” and
“Academic Success,” Culturally and Linguistically Diverse
Mothers,” “CLD Mother’s Perceptions,” “Mother’s
Perceptions of Children,” “Mother’s Perceptions of
Academic Success,” “Hispanic Mothers’ Perceptions,”
“Hispanic Parent Perceptions of Academics,” “Black
Mother’s Perceptions,” “Black Mother’s Perceptions of
Academics,” “Black Mother’s Perceptions of Children’s
School Success,” “Immigrant Parent Perceptions,” “Black
Parental Perceptions,” “Black Parental Perceptions,” and
“Academics,” “Children’s Academic Success,” “Hispanic
Students,” “Academic Success,” “Latino Mother’s
Perceptions,” Latino Caregiver’s Perceptions,” Latino
Parent Perceptions of Academics,” “Latino Students,” and
“Latino Caregivers Perceptions of Academic Success”
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Strategies that Work “Effective Teaching Strategies for ELL’s,” “Effective
Teaching Strategies for CLD/e Students,” “Effective
Teaching Strategies for CLD Students,” “Effective Teaching
Strategies for Culturally Diverse Students,” “Best Teaching
Practices for ELL’s,” “Best Teaching Practices for
Culturally Diverse Learners,” “Best Teaching Models for
ELL’s,” “Best Teaching Models for Culturally Diverse
Learners,” “Culturally Responsive Teaching,” “Cultural
Competence,” and “Cultural Competence in Schools”

Several databases were utilized, including Academic Search Complete, Articles
Plus, ERIC Clearinghouse, Proquest Research Database, and Dissertation Abstracts
Online. Additionally, many other online sources were reviewed for current statistics and
data, such as Pew Hispanic Research Center, National Center for Educational Statistics,
Institute for Educational Statistics, The Annie E. Casey Foundation, Foundation for Child

Development, Migration Policy Institute, and the Urban Institute.

Topics

This literature review will explore the legislative context of the current
educational policy as well as present data surrounding the conditions associated with
living in poverty, specifically those related to lower levels of academic achievement and
the prevalence of minority groups affected by this phenomenon. It will also discuss the
existing achievement gap between low-income culturally diverse students and their
middle to high income White peers, and will conclude with a review of the academic
strategies that have been shown to work with this population of learners. (Please see

Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Literature Review Overview

Legislative
Context

. The Impact of
Synthesis of Poverty on
the Literature i
Education

Race and the
Achievement
Gap

Strategies that
Work

Review of the Literature

Legislative Context

America’s education system has undergone many shifts and changes throughout
its history, but few educational reforms have attracted such attention and controversy as
the 2001 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. This legislation, propelled into motion by
former President George W. Bush, was created out of a desire for increased standards and
accountability from schools across the nation, specifically from high poverty and low
performing schools (Lagana-Riordan and Aguilar, 2009). As a result, the educational
community was thrust into a quickly changing school culture that emphasized a certain
type of results-driven curriculum that involved high stakes testing. This law, which was
created without input from caregivers, possessed an intent that did not play out the same
way in practice. While “NCLB proponents and critics alike agree that the law’s greatest

accomplishment has been shining an unforgiving spotlight on such languishing schools
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and demanding they do better” (Wallis and Steptoe, 2007, p. 2), there remains many
aspects of the law that have evoked much debate and disagreement. Most pointedly is the
concern regarding the policy surrounding Annual Yearly Progress (AYP), which dictates
that schools meet a yearly achievement objective that will be raised each year whether or
not it was met with success the previous year (Congressional Digest, 2008). Furthermore,
“if a Local Education Authority (LEA) has failed to meet their achievement objectives
for two consecutive years, the state agency must require the LEA to develop an
improvement plan” (Rossell, 2005, p. 3). Chapman (2007) notes, “AYP functions as a
pass-fail test for the whole school, with only one year to improve, even if the school has
followed the letter of the law and made a two-year plan” (p. 26). After a five year period
of not having met AYP, additional sanctions are then put into place, such as allowing
students to transfer out of a failing school, providing tutoring support to students, and
reorganizing of the school’s administration and staff (Congressional Digest, 2008). This
mandate has raised growing concern in the academic community and beyond given the
fact that “no matter how academically successful a school, it faces sanctions if even a
single subgroup of as small as 30 students falls short of AYP goals” (Stover, 2007, p. 7).
Additionally, the law requires that every student in the United States show 100 percent
proficiency in reading and math by 2014, which many argue is an improbable standard
(Johnson, 2011). With such strict criterion in place, “officials at the Education
Department say more than 80 percent of public schools soon could face sanctions”
(Dervarics, 2011, pp. 1-2). Diane Ravitch, a key player in the creation of NCLB who is

best known for championing voucher programs and charter school movements, recently
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caused quite a stir amongst educators when she recanted many of her previous views,
stating:

NCLB [is] fundamentally flawed, based on absurd goals... Rich men are trying

to impose their market ideology on public education and in doing so will destroy

it. Their tools are standardized tests, government punishments, private-school
vouchers, and charter schools. Theses efforts must be defeated if public education

is to survive. (Carey, 2011, p. 8)

Most notably, the drive to meet the requirements of NCLB has created a division
between the type of instruction received in schools that are meeting their benchmarks and
those that are not (Diamond and Spillane, 2004). Low performing schools, which
positively correlate with having a population of students from culturally diverse and low
socioeconomic backgrounds (Condition of Education, 2012), are responding to the
pressures of making AYP by narrowing their curriculum to address only subjects that are
tested, and by implementing a drill and practice form of instruction that is geared towards
reinforcing test taking skills and covering tested content (Dorgan, 2004). Success on state
testing often comes at the expense of best teaching practices. This standards-targeted
instruction limits opportunities for higher order thinking and hands-on learning (Wills,
2007), which may not be ideal for the average student, but does often produce positive
results on state testing data for this on grade-level population. However, the
consequences of this type of limited teaching become particularly detrimental for
students who struggle to make academic progress in the most ideal instructional settings.
The emphasis on avoiding state sanctions by passing mandated benchmarks has led to an

influx of poor instructional practices that are having the largest impact on the success of
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our neediest students (Paul, 2004). NCLB has consequently raised awareness surrounding
the demographics of students who are not meeting grade-level expectations while
simultaneously creating an academic culture that negatively impacts this same group of
student’s classroom instruction (Gardiner, Canfield-Davis, LeMar Anderson, 2008).
More specifically, Gardiner et al.’s study on the perspectives of urban school principals
on NCLB found that “when implemented, the law presents challenges to the
advancement of multicultural education” (2008, p. 143).

Prior to NCLB, Congress passed the Goals 2000: Educate America Act in 1998,
which “established eight broad goals for improving student learning and achievement”
(Prince, Pepper, and Brocato, 2006, p.22). Sizer, (2004) explains that through this act,
“our government acknowledged that for many children having the opportunity to attend
school was not enough; but, because of the conditions of their childhood, some children
needed more help in order to be successful at school” (as cited in Prince, Pepper, and
Brocato, 2006, p. 22). This notion that we must support the whole child brings awareness
to the fact that other factors beyond the classroom environment, such as the effects of
living in poverty, play a critical factor in a child’s ability to succeed in school. However,
the introduction of the NCLB act in 2001 shifted this focus “from concentrating on the
well-being of children for success to the accountability of the schools” (Prince, Pepper,
and Brocato, 2006, p. 24), with the result being an educational system that centers around
raising test scores and meeting adequate yearly progress rather than addressing the
circumstances of our students lives that cause them to begin school behind and ultimately
remain behind (Prince Pepper, and Brocato, 2006). A 2006 study of NCLB conducted by

Mathis concluded that, “the programs funded by NCLB do not off-set the impact of
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poverty on the achievement of students... NCLB functions in a manner that
disproportionately penalizes schools attended by the neediest students” (as cited in
Chapman, 2006, pp. 26-27).

In response to the growing criticism that has followed the implementation of
NCLB, Education Secretary Arne Duncan instituted a waiver system in September 2011,
which allows states to opt out of certain requirements set by NCLB. States that have
secured waivers will still be required to follow NCLB’s mandate that they test students
annually in grades 3 — 8, and once in high school in reading and math (Cavanagh, 2012);
however, “they would be freed of having to meet the deadline for having all students
reach proficiency [in 2013 — 2014]... districts and schools also would be freed from the
sanctions for not making adequate yearly progress” (Cavanagh, 2012, p. 3). To be
eligible to receive this waiver, states must create career-ready standards and assessments,
develop and implement an accountability system to reward high performing schools and
improve those that are low achieving or with high achievement gaps, and finally, work
with educators to evaluate and support teacher and principal effectiveness (Kim, 2011).
Critics of this system “fear that the waivers will allow states to fall short on the most
difficult schooling challenge — educating disadvantaged kids” (Johnson, 2011, p.3). Both
sides agree that this waiver program is “a mere Band-Aid on the deeper wound that is
Congress’s failure, since 2007, to update No Child Left Behind” (Johnson, 2011, p.3 3).
States that chose not to apply for a waiver must continue to abide by NCLB until
Congress is able to pass new legislation (Kim, 2011).

Despite the fact that there appears to be movement away from the current NCLB

legislation, children throughout the country continue to experience its effects. Most
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notably, those students coming from low-income homes are faced with the gravest
consequences of this act, as they encounter the highest incidences of poor instruction,
novice teachers, and narrowed curriculums. This subpar instruction does little to help

students gain the academic skills necessary to improve their future economic stations in

life.

The Impact of Poverty on Educational Achievement

A vast amount of literature exists on the topic of poverty and its impact on
education; however, in an effort to highlight the most recent and relevant issues, this
review will focus solely on studies covering the period from 2001 to 2013.

Education remains the greatest predictor of economic success in American
society; “In 2010, young adults ages 25-34 with a bachelor’s degree earned 114 percent
more than young adults without a high school diploma or its equivalent, 50 percent more
than young adult high school completers, and 22 percent more than young adults with an
associate’s degree” (Condition of Education, 2012). More significantly, “from 1980 to
2011, the gap in the attainment of a bachelor’s degree or higher between Whites and
Hispanics widened from 17 to 26 percentage points, and the gap between Whites and
Blacks widened from 13 to 19 percentage points” (Condition of Education, 2012).
Subsequently, as of 2010, “the median of earnings by education level for White young
adults generally exceeded the corresponding medians for Black and Hispanic young
adults” (Condition of Education, 2012). There emerges a distinct pattern in which Whites
are achieving higher levels of educational attainment, which is correlating directly with

higher earnings. Additionally, a 2008 study by Spera, Wentzel, and Matto found that
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parental educational aspirations for their children increased as a function of parental
education, with significantly higher levels of parental aspirations associated with each
higher level of parental education” (p. 1145). This is a considerable finding given that
“significantly higher parental aspirations were associated with higher levels of children’s
academic performance” (Spera et al., 2008, p. 1145). This study suggests that parents
with less educational attainment will have lower academic expectations for their children,
which will directly affect their child’s ability to succeed in school. Consequently, those
children who are not progressing academically in our schools will be the same
individuals who will struggle to make an adequate living, and thus continue to struggle
economically in the future. “American educational institutions provide learning according
to social and economic backgrounds, thereby perpetuating social inequality and affecting
students’ future career trajectories” (DeSena and Ansalone, 2009, p.61). Colclough
(2012) reiterates, “The education system is a critical allocation tool which can help to
break down — or, perhaps equally often, to reproduce — such inequalities” (p. 139).

A 2011 study on children’s attitudes towards science education supports this notion
through their findings that “early life experiences of the participants were influenced by
their parents’ education levels and the community in which they lived as children”
(Alrehaly, p. 41). Parekh, Killoran, and Crawford (2011) conducted a study in which they
explored the relationship between public secondary school programming opportunities
and student and parent characteristics, specifically, low-income status, parental higher
education level, and students’ inclusion in special education services. Their findings

“suggest a strong relationship between the acquisition of higher education and the

45



successful navigation of the market, i.e., monetary remuneration” (Parekh et al., 2011, p.
273). Parekh et al. explains:
Reducing access to select social groups, such as students from lower income
households as found within this study, is evidenced of a marketized [sic] system
that is reproducing the embedded inequities present in... society as a whole — a
system that apportions opportunities to students who already mirror the identity of
those with economic power. (2011, p. 273)
A parent’s level of education has also been found to influence their perception of their
child’s school, and subsequent involvement levels (Réty, 2010). Réty (2010) found that
“the parents’ social-psychological distance from the school, as measured by their
education in particular, tends to structure their evaluations” (Réty, 2010, p. 502). In a
follow-up study, Réty (2011) found that “the vocationally educated parents with
relatively negative school recollections were inclined to see the social activity in their
child’s school... and their own relationship to the school... in less favourable [sic] light
than the ones with positive recollections” (p. 357). As such, parents that fall within the
lower socioeconomic status bracket, who had less positive school experiences, may be
less optimistic “about the possibilities of the school to develop their child’s potential”
(Raty, 2011, p. 358). Similarly, teachers’ expectations of students have been found to
increase initial achievement differences (Hughes, Gleason, and Zhang, 2005). Hughes et
al. (2005) found that “when these [teachers’] expectations are based, in part, on children’s
background variables such as ethnicity and SES, they contribute to the widening
disparities in educational attainment between majority and minority students and between

high and low SES students” (p. 306). Conversely, Spera, Wentzel, and Matto (2007)
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found that “parents, regardless of their ethnic background, have high educational
aspirations for their children” (p. 1148); however, there was a discrepancy between these
aspirations and the degree of educational attainment, which raises the important question
regarding “whether minority students and their parents are given equal educational
opportunities to realize their aspirations” (Spera et al., 2007, p. 1149). A study on the
impact of economic segregation on children’s educational attainment by Mayer (2001)
found that “an increase in [neighborhood] segregation raised educational attainment
among high-income children by about the same amount that it reduced educational
attainment among low-income children. Thus the increase in economical segregation
increased inequality in educational attainment between rich and poor children” (p. 13).
This is even more significant given that children from Black and Hispanic backgrounds
are significantly more likely to attend high poverty schools. Kozol (2005) elaborates:
Only 15 percent of the intensely segregated white schools in the nation have student
populations in which more than half are poor enough to be receiving free meals or
reduced price meals. ‘By contrast, a staggering 86 percent of intensely segregated
black and Latino schools’ have student enrollments in which more than half are
poor by the same standards. A segregated inner-city school is ‘almost six times as
likely’ to be a school of concentrated poverty as is a school that has an
overwhelmingly white population. (p. 20)
Children coming from high poverty homes experience a significant number of
risk-factors, such as exposure to environmental pollutants, poor nutrition, inadequate
health care, and lower levels of parental educational achievement (Whipple, Evans,

Barry, and Maxwell, 2010). This is significant given that Whipple et al.’s 2010 study
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found that “schools located in neighborhoods with higher levels of cumulative risk
perform worse on standardized achievement tests... Neighborhood risk accounted for
30% of the variance in school-wide academic achievement when controlling for school
risk” (p. 425). “In addition to the risk factors that children bring with them to high-
poverty and high-ethnic minority schools, the classroom contexts in which they learn are
in some ways different, and perhaps less desirable, than those offered to their peers in
other schools” (Fram, Miller-Cribbs, and Van Horn, 2007, p. 316). Fram, et al.’s 2007
study on the impact of poverty and race on achievement found high poverty and high
ethnic schools were staffed with less experienced and credentialed teachers who were
more likely to use universal standards to assess students’ learning. Additionally, they
found students in these schools spent more time in achievement-based groups and were in
classes where a majority of the students had below grade level reading skills (Fram et al.,
2007). While this study highlights the gap in achievement found in high-poverty and
high-ethnic schools, it also raises a significantly more important question regarding
“where, in the multiple layers of a child’s environment, this gap is created and sustained”
(Fram et al., 2007, p. 316).

Books and Ndlalane (2011) conducted a study in which they interviewed 29 South
African teachers to discern their views on issues surrounding education and social justice.
The intent of this study was to better inform the practices of educational reformers and
policymakers in the United States. One major finding that emerged was “that uniting
teachers behind a national objective, such as closing the achievement gaps, requires
simultaneously reducing long-standing inequities in social and educational opportunities

for students as well as in basic working conditions for teachers” (Books and Ndlalane,
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2011, p. 99). Furthermore, Kohlhaas, Lin, and Chu (2010) explored the connection
between gender, poverty, and race on fifth graders’ science performance, and found that
all three variables contribute to students’ success; however, the combination of variables
resulted in significant consequences, with the largest gap (26 points) occurring “between
White males ‘at/above poverty’ and African American females ‘below poverty’”
(Kohlhaas, Lin, and Chu, 2010, p. 9). While there was a negative correlation between all
students living below poverty and success in science, African American and Hispanic
children scored consistently lower than their White, Asian, and Other counterparts, with
an even larger discrepancy among females than males across all ethnic groups (Kohlhaas
et al., 2010). However, it should be noted that Fram et al.’s 2007 study found that “once
family structure, parental characteristics, the use of ability grouping, and rural school
location were taken into account, no influence of race on achievement remained” (p. 1).
The implication for this being that “reducing the achievement gaps will likely depend not
only on educational reform, but also on... strengthening the policies and programs that
promote economic equality and meaningful choices about the tinting and balance of
human capital development, family formation, and parenting” (Fram et al., 2007, p. 14).
Factors associated with living in poverty thus continue to be the common denominator in
inadequate educational experiences and future economic success. Thomas (2010)
concludes:

Schools are failing, the narrative goes, but that failure is measured against a

standard of success by all students without regard to the impact of socioeconomic

conditions on student outcomes. Further, our educational approaches to children

living in poverty are corrupted by deficit assumptions and practices as

49



characterized by the workbooks and programs presented by Ruby Payne.
Educational reform should be guided by a commitment to social reform and by a
shift away from deficit perspectives and toward nuanced and realistic
understandings of children living in poverty. The lives and education of children
of color are disproportionately impacted by inequity and reduced practices, both
reinforced by social assumptions driving educational discourse and policies that
are doing more harm than good for an educational system designed to support a
free people. (p. 262)

A clear link exists between a child’s socioeconomic status and the type of education they

receive. It is not surprising, then, that the same demographic groups that are consistently

noted as living below the federal poverty line, namely Hispanics and Blacks, are also the

ones found to comprise the current gap in academic achievement.

Race and Ethnicity and the Achievement Gap

While America’s education system includes children from a diverse range of
cultures and languages, Black and Hispanic children will be the focus of this literature
review due to the fact that this population of students is identified as the subgroups that
are underperforming academically in contrast to both mainstream American students and
students from other cultural backgrounds. “The National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) indicates that [Black] and Latino students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds are two years behind other students in the fourth grade. By twelfth grade,
the gap has widened even further, with these students lagging nearly four years behind”

(White-Clark, 2005, p.23). Furthermore, “according to Education Commission of the
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States reports, Hispanic students at the end of high school are roughly on par with white
13-year olds when it comes to reading and writing skills” (Pascopella, 2004, p. 40), and
Phillips, Crouse, and Ralph’s 1998 “meta-analysis of extant longitudinal and cross-
sectional surveys of student achievement through all grade levels concluded that black
students who started elementary school on a [sic] par with average white test scores will
learn less than the average white student by twelfth grade” (as cited in Skiba, Knesting,
and Bush, 2002, p. 67).

Conversely, some educators have questioned the notion of an achievement gap,
stating that perhaps it is merely a social construct, developed by privileged groups to
maintain a sense of power (Romney, 2003). These skeptics have noted that “although
Asian Americans, as a group, have a 15-point lead in IQ scores compared to whites, and
score higher than white students on achievement tests, we do not hear much reported
anxiety about the ‘white achievement gap’” (Romney, 2003, p.33). This raises the
question as to whether or not the focus on achievement creates a culture in which there
becomes “something inherently problematic about being black or Latin,” (Romney, 2003,
p- 35) in that simply being identified as such becomes the cause of poor outcomes
(Romney, 2003).

However, there remains a longstanding positive correlation between these
students performing within the lower levels of achievement and the quality of instruction
they receive. A longitudinal study by Greenwood, Delquadri, and Hall (1984) found that:

Inferior instruction in low SES schools resulted in students in those schools

receiving an equivalent of 57 weeks less academic engagement than students in

high-SES schools by the sixth grade; as a result, an achievement gap equal to 0.3
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of a grade level at school entry grew to a gap of 3.5 grade levels by grade 6. (as

cited in Skiba et al., 2002, p. 70)
A 1996 study on Black students’ perceptions of achievement echoes this historical
practice of instructional inequity in its findings that “most of the Black early adolescents
[held] high regard for achievement, doing well in school, and working hard” (Ford and
Harris, p. 1149), yet a discrepancy remained between their reported “support for the
tenets of the achievement ideology and their achievement behaviors” (Ford and Harris,
1996, p. 1149). These students attributed their lower achievement behaviors to the school
curriculum, which was noted as being unrewarding and culturally unresponsive (Ford and
Harris, 1996). Roach (2006) reiterates, “Compared to their White and Asian American
peers, Blacks and Latinos are more likely to be tracked into less challenging classes or
assigned to special education programs” (p. 26).

Moreover, “students in the lower performing schools are only learning to take the
test and are unable to use this so called knowledge in real world situations™ (Ellis, 2007,
p- 228). While some policy makers debate this point by citing the provision of NCLB that
allows for parents to transfer from low to high performing schools, Elmore (2003) is
quick to point out that, “parental transfer rights, if they work, increase instability in
enrollments in low performing schools and adversely affect the distribution of students
among schools, without necessarily improving instructional practice in either the sending
or receiving schools” (p.8). Thus, the core issues surrounding the quality of teachers and
the type of instruction received remains, and the students who continue on in these
schools pay the price. “In some instances, where school funds have been cut as a

consequences of poor standardized test scores, such students have been denied the
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resources that might have helped them to improve” (Paul, 2004, p. 650). Additionally, a
2004 study on parent’s perceptions of standardized testing and its effect on student
achievement found that the parents of students who performed in the lower ranges
reported higher interest in state testing, as well as significant or extreme levels of stress
and anxiety (Osburn, Stegman, Suitt, and Ritter, p. 87). Consequently, students who are
struggling to meet the testing benchmarks in school may also be faced with increased
pressure and scrutiny at home.

While “achievement gaps have narrowed since 1998 between white students and
Hispanic students who are not classified as English-language learners on National
Assessment of Educational Progress tests” (Sparks, 2011, p. 5), this degree of
improvement has not been observed for Hispanic English language learners (ELLs),
“who continue to trail far behind both white students and Hispanic students with better
English-language skills in both 4™ and 8" grades” (Sparks, 2011, p. 5). One aspect
affecting the progress of this demographic of students is the parent teacher relationship. A
2005 study on Korean-American mother’s perceptions of professional support found that
“positive parent—professional relationships appeared to be much more challenging when
ethnic minority status was factored in” (Cho and Gannotti, p. 1). Further contributing to
the lack of progress seen amongst both Black and Hispanic student populations is the
large percentage of such students who attend hyper-segregated schools. Specifically,
within the United States as a whole, 39.5 percent of Hispanic children, and 38.3 percent
of Black children attend schools that are 90 to 100 percent nonwhite (Gandara, 2010).
The implication for this is that students from culturally diverse backgrounds who attend

such hyper-segregated schools will, “lack access to peers from the mainstream U.S.
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culture, which inhibits their understanding of the norms, standards, and expectations of
the broader society” (Géandara, 2010, p. 26). Thus, the reported achievement gap between
culturally diverse and mainstream White students can, in part, be attributed to the nature
of the state tests in that “state assessments demand high levels of English-language
ability” (Smyth, 2008, p. 135) and contain content which “demonstrate[s] significant
gender, cultural, and socioeconomic biases” (Altshuler and Schmautz, 2006, p. 7).
Furthermore, this trend of racially segregated schools works to perpetuate a culture of
students rebelling against the mainstream population. Geoffery Canada, in a 2006
interview with Essence Magazine, explains:
We have a culture that is very antieducation [sic], and the leaders of that culture
are Black kids; If kids do what they need to do to be really successful--work hard,
speak properly--they are looked upon as being a traitor to their race. (p. 2)
This type of “antieducational” attitude towards learning often functions as a barrier to

success, thus further continuing the gap in achievement.

Strategies That for Work for Culturally Diverse Students

As America’s school systems have experienced a growing influx of students from
diverse cultural backgrounds (Condition of Education, 2012), many districts around the
country have responded with teaching approaches and strategies designed to target the
specific needs of this population of learner. One such program, the Sheltered Instruction
Observation Protocol (SIOP) Model emerged as a result of seven years of research
conducted by California State University’s Center for Research on Education, Diversity,

and Excellence (CREDE), currently know as the Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL).
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This research, funded by the U.S. Department of Education, culminated in the
identification of eight key practices for high quality sheltered instruction, each of which
“were designed to increase the academic achievement of [English Language Learners] by
supporting their language development and making grade-level academic content
comprehensible to them” (SIOP, 2013). (Please see Figure 4). Further research conducted
on the reliability and validity of this protocol found that “English language learners in
classes whose teachers had been trained in implementing theses key teaching strategies
achieved significantly higher scores on selected language skill tests than did the English
language learners whose teachers had not been trained in using the SIOP Model” (SIOP,
2013). While SIOP was initially created with the intent of designing and delivering
lessons that meet the unique needs of second language learners (SIOP, 2013), its
multisensory and cooperative learning approach has been proven to be beneficial for all

culturally diverse learners (SIOP, 2013).
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Figure 4. SIOP Model Featured Components
(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2010)

SIOP Key Practices

Component Descriptions

Lesson Preparation

Careful planning of lessons allows teachers to present age-
appropriate concepts that are supplemented by outside
materials, meaningful activities, and adapted content.

Building Background

Presented concepts will be linked to the students’
backgrounds as well as to past and new learning experiences.
Key academic vocabulary will be developed.

Comprehensible Input

Teachers work to make their verbal communication more
understandable by using appropriate speech, giving clear
explanations of academic tasks, and employing a variety of
techniques such as pictures, models, body language, graphic
organizers, and multimedia.

Strategies Explicit teaching of learning strategies to help students
access their memory, make connections between learned and
new concepts, learn problem solving, and retain new
information.

Interactions Allowing for meaningful opportunities to practice using

academic language through thoughtfully grouping students,
providing sufficient wait time for student responses, and
clarifying concepts in the students’ native language.

Practice & Application

Teachers provide opportunities for students to practice a new
skill and to subsequently demonstrate their level of

understanding or mastery of the given skill. Students are later
given the chance to apply this new knowledge in novel ways.

Lesson Delivery

A lesson may be well prepared, but it must also be well
delivered; the content and language objectives must be well
supported, students should be fully engaged, and pacing
should reflect students’ ability levels.

Review and Assessment

Key concepts and vocabulary are continually reviewed and
assessed throughout the lesson, and then again at the end of
the lesson.
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The strategies developed by the SIOP program are echoed throughout the
literature on teaching culturally and linguistically diverse students. Teale (2009) reiterates
the need for assessment to be linked to ongoing instruction, and for the presentation of
clear learning objectives with many opportunities for practice of skills and active student
engagement, while Zhang and Dougherty Stahl (2011) highlight the importance of
engaging in frequent language-rich discussions with students who are English language
learners. Additionally, Garcia and Ortiz (2006) found that “culturally and linguistically
diverse learners are better served by curricula and instruction that build on their prior
sociocultural [sic] and linguistic knowledge and experiences” (p. 65). Instruction should
thus be comprehensible, in that it connects back to a student’s prior knowledge (Wessels,
2011) and consists of a language and content that is geared towards the student’s
developmental level (Garcia and Ortiz, 2006). Furthermore, it is essential to foster a
child’s native language, as the “native language provides the foundation upon which
English language skills are built” (Ortiz, 1997, p. 323). Effective teachers of culturally
and linguistically diverse students thus “incorporate students’ culture and language in the
teaching—learning process [and] at the same time teach critical language, academic, and
social skills” (Ortiz, 1997, p. 323).

In addition to expanding our approaches towards teaching culturally diverse
students who are acquiring English as a second language, much attention has also been
turned towards how to best instruct all culturally diverse students, including those coming
to us with fluent English language skills. This type of teaching, often described as
culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), works towards achieving “three

criteria or propositions: (a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students must
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develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c¢) students must develop a critical
consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order”
(Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 160). In a three-year study of successful teachers of African
American students, Ladson-Billings found that in order to identify teachers who
successfully practiced culturally relevant pedagogy, one must look “beyond the surface
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features of teaching ‘strategies’” (1995, p. 162), and explore instead “the philosophical
and ideological underpinnings of their practice” (1995, p. 162). For example, successful
culturally relevant teachers were found to be ones who established a fluid and equitable
relationship between themselves and their students, and who identified strongly with and
were very passionate about their profession (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Ortiz (1997) also
found that “educators who want to empower students [will] actively involve parents in
the schooling process and help them develop a sense of their own effectiveness in relation
to their children. This, in turn, results in students’ increased interest in learning” (p. 323).
In addition to changing the way teachers plan and deliver the content of their
instruction through such programs as the SIOP model, school systems around the United
States are also investing in cultural competence training for staff members in an effort to
improve the ways in which teachers and culturally diverse students interact. The intent of
this training is to help teachers to foster culturally responsive classroom environments.
Such “classrooms specifically acknowledge the presence of culturally diverse students
and the need for these students to find relevant connections among themselves and with
the subject matter and the tasks teachers ask them to perform” (Harris-Murri, King, and

Rostenberg, 2006, p. 785). Culturally responsive classrooms thus work to challenge the

standard curriculum rather than continuing to reproduce the “socio-historical hierarchies
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within the educational and societal environment” (Harris-Murri, King, and Rostenberg,
2006, p. 785), and in doing so, allow culturally diverse students to recognize themselves
and their cultures within the curriculum.

While these advances in pedagogy may have played a role in helping to stop the
growth of the achievement gap, they have yet to demonstrate that they are the solution to
the problem. This opens the possibility that answers on how to best instruct this
population of learners may lay beyond the educational community, and rather within the
home community. “In a positive school environment educators reject interpretations of
student failure that place the responsibility and blame on families and adopt an additive
framework that appreciates the funds of knowledge among all families, including those
with limited resources” (Garcia and Ortiz, 2006). This proposed study is therefore
centralized around the notion that “schools can benefit from family members sharing

their ‘funds of knowledge’” (Teal, 2009, p. 701).

Synthesis of the Literature

The review of the literature points to a distinct relationship between race, low
socioeconomic status, and lower levels of academic achievement. A large number of
culturally diverse students are living in poverty, and the many factors associated with
living in poverty, such as poor environmental conditions, lower parental education levels,
and lower parent and teacher aspirations, directly impact a child’s ability to achieve
academically. In 2001, Congress passed the No Child Left Behind Act in an attempt to
directly address this population of students and close the achievement gap; however, the

law in practice is very different as it was intended in theory. The very children that
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NCLB set out to help have been further stigmatized through narrowed curriculums, less
experienced teachers, drill and practice type instruction, and fewer opportunities to
expand their higher level thinking skills. Furthermore, the schools that are struggling to
make the legislatively required annual yearly progress goals are consequently losing the
crucial funding that could be vital to their eventual success. Although President Barack
Obama has acknowledged the law’s shortcomings through the passage of the waiver
system, the core issue remains; Black and Hispanic students from low socioeconomic
households continue to lag behind their mainstream White peers despite an influx of
culturally responsive teaching practices. This becomes a concern given that lower levels
of academic attainment directly impact future economic success. Despite the fact that
many individuals view these students’ low socioeconomic status and diverse culture as
deficits to their ability to access the mainstream American education system, a body of
literature exists which highlights how these factors can serve as a form of capital for the
individual, rather than barriers to success.

While there is a substantial body of literature on this issue, much of it draws on
the perspectives of policy makers, educators, administrators, and students, leaving parents
somewhat removed from the conversation. The literature that addresses caretakers’
perspectives primarily is quantitative and mainly explores their previous schooling
experiences, levels of parental involvement, or parental attitudes towards their own
schooling experiences. Whereas this literature describes caretakers’ characteristics, it
fails to elicit actual feedback and opinions from caretakers regarding what causes the
barriers to their children’s success, and what changes need to be made in order to

overcome them. Many studies note the need for future research to address these topics, as
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“parents of at-risk [children have] more insight into what is needed to help them help

their children become successful” (Griffin and Galassi, 2010, p. 15).

Implications for Research

A large body of literature exists concerning the current educational legislation, the
impact of living in poverty on academic achievement, and the gap in achievement
experienced by Black and Hispanic students. Within this literature, educators, policy
makers, administrators, and students’ viewpoints are accounted for; however, there exists
a gap in the literature as it pertains specifically to perceptions of caretakers regarding
what factors are influencing their children’s success in school. This is significant given
that the caretakers of these culturally diverse students have a great wealth of information
to share with the academic community. As Bronfenbrenner reminds us, “proximal forces
impinging on human development are influenced by the interaction of characteristics of
the various social and physical settings children inhabit such as home, school, and
neighborhood” (Whipple, et al., 2010, p. 423). It is therefore imperative that we address
all aspects of a child’s life, rather than viewing them through a singular classroom lens.

As will be discussed in Chapter 3, this study will work to address this gap in the
literature by relating the perceptions of culturally diverse caregivers, from low
socioeconomic households, regarding what issues they feel are impacting their children’s
educational experiences. In-depth individual interviews will be used as a means for
collecting this information. This approach will allow for a rich collection of qualitative

data (Moustakas, 1994).
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Summary of Chapter 2

This chapter provided a review of the epistemological and theoretical frameworks
through which this study was approached. The methods and topics of the literature review
were then shared. The chapter also summarized the current literature pertaining to the
legislative context upon which this study was framed. An overview of the research on
how socioeconomic status and cultural diversity impact the current achievement gap in
education was presented, as were the strategies that are currently working to improve the
academic success of culturally diverse students. This chapter concluded with a synthesis
of the literature, a discussion regarding implications for future research, and an

identification of the gaps in the literature, which this study wished to address.
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Chapter Three: Methods

Overview

The aim of this study was to investigate the perceptions of culturally diverse
Hispanic and Black parents or caregivers from low-income backgrounds in regard to
what factors they feel influence their elementary-aged children’s ability to experience
success in school. This chapter will describe the qualitative approach, design, and
methodology that were employed throughout the course of this study. Additionally, the
research site, data collection procedures and timetable, participant selection criteria, and
instrument design will be discussed in detail. This chapter will conclude with a
discussion regarding the ethical precautions that were taken to protect research

participants.

Narrative Style of Writing

Holloway and Biley (2011) note the presence of reflexivity in qualitative writing,
which they define as “the researcher’s own reactions to the study, their position and
location in the study, and the relationships encountered, which are reciprocal” (p. 971).
They go on to observe that, “qualitative research is usually influenced by the feelings and
experiences of researchers and their standpoint” (Holloway and Biley, 2011, p. 971).
While the majority of this study is written in scholarly form, the reader will observer that
the researcher makes a stylistic change to narrative writing when presenting the
environmental structures and participant characteristics in chapter four. This was an
intentional shift as a means of revealing the researcher herself as data, and in doing so,

recognizing “the role the researcher plays in the construction of knowledge... and [the]
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focus on the sense of self that we bring to our work™ (Rhoads, 2003, p. 237). Robert Nash
(2004) describes this notion as the “constructivist circle” (p. 24), explaining, “Each of us
is both constructivist and constructed. The stories we construct then turn around and
construct us, and we them... forever” (p. 24). As such, switching to this narrative style of
writing permitted the production of “a research report that creates emotion in the reader
and has a sense of realism, truth, authenticity, and authority” (Caulley, 2008, p. 432).
Richardson (2000) reminds the qualitative researcher to “nurture our own voices” (p. 9),
and in doing so, to “release the censorious hold of ‘science writing” on our
consciousness” (p. 9). This researcher therefore chose to present her voice to the readers
as both a means of uncovering her reaction to the data as well as in “recognition that you

can never be fully outside your writing” (Nash, 2004, p. 24).

Research Purpose and Question
The purpose of this research was to explore and describe the perceptions of
culturally diverse Hispanic and Black parents or caregivers living in economically
challenged situations regarding their children’s school experience.
The following research questions emerged after a review of the literature, which
uncovered a gap regarding how caregivers interpret the current discrepancy in
achievement as it relates specifically to low socioeconomic culturally diverse
families. This study investigated the following primary research question:
1. What do culturally diverse Hispanic or Black parents or caregivers, from
households of low socioeconomic status, perceive as the influences that affect the

academic success of their children?

64



Several secondary questions were also explored:

2. How do Hispanic or Black culturally diverse parents or caregivers, from
households of low socioeconomic status, define academic success for their
children in school?

3. What factors, both within school and at home, do culturally diverse Black and
Hispanic parents or caregivers, from household of low socioeconomic status,
perceive as influencing the academic success of their children?

4. How do culturally diverse Black or Hispanic parents or caregivers, from
households of low socioeconomic status, perceive the role of schools in their
children’s attainment of academic success?

The first research question was designed to look expressly at how this particular
population of caregivers perceives the influences that play a role in their children’s ability
to find academic success. Question 2 addressed the caregivers’ definitions of success,
which allowed for the development of a common understanding surrounding the idea of
what constitutes “academic success.” Question 3 then examined what factors these
caregivers feel are shaping their children’s academic success, while question 4 looked at

the perceived role that schools play in the achievement of student academic success.

Methodology

This phenomenological, qualitative study was approached through a social
constructivist epistemological stance, with a conceptual framework that consisted of
ecological systems theory and critical theory. Social constructivists view human

existence as an ongoing externalization (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). “As man
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externalizes himself, he constructs the world into which he externalizes himself. In the
process of externalization, he projects his own meanings into reality” (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966, p.104). In this fashion, humans are continually constructing a “world
that originates in their thoughts and actions, and is maintained as real by these” (Berger
and Luckmann, 1966, p.20). This reality is further shaped by the environments, or
ecosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), through which they interact. Crotty explains:
For each of us, when we first see the world in meaningful fashion, we are inevitably
viewing it through lenses bestowed upon us by our culture. Our culture brings
things into view for us and endows them with meaning and, by the same token,
leads us to ignore other things. (p. 54)
The participants of this study have perceptions that are shaped by their experiences as
culturally diverse individuals who live with limited income, and are typically accorded
lower social status within American society (Condition of Education, 2012). These
factors, in conjunction with several others, have helped to shape how each study
participant understands the world around them. The notion that environments affect
development, and that individuals create meaning from this changing reality, framed this
study. As such, this researcher used a constructivist epistemology in order to “make sense
(or interpret) the meanings others have about the world” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21), with a
“focus on the specific contexts in which people live and work in order to understand the
historical and cultural settings of the participants” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21). The primary
data collection method was therefore obtained in a manner that drew on an individual’s
construction of reality, specifically through the use of individual interviews, which

worked to “describe the meaning of the phenomenon for a small number of individuals
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who have experienced it” (Creswell, 2007, p. 131). In this way, each interview allowed
the researcher to delve deeper into how the participants understood their world and
experiences within it.

Prior to beginning the interview process, potential study participants were asked a
series of questions over the phone from a screening tool, which helped to identify which
individuals met the selection criteria of being a culturally diverse, English speaking
caregiver, of a child in grades 2 — 5, from a low-income home. (Please see Appendix D.)
Those individuals who met the participant criteria were then invited to take part in an
interview, which were held on site at Victoria Housing. At the start of each interview, the
researcher worked to create an atmosphere that was both relaxed and trusting
(Moustakas, 1994) so that the “participant [felt] comfortable and [would respond]
honestly and comprehensively” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 114). To create this effect, the
researcher began the interview with a brief social conversation (Moustakas, 1994). After
rapport was developed, a set of broad, open-ended questions was posed to the participants
in order to gather what they have “experienced in terms of the phenomenon... [and] what
contexts or situations have typically influenced or affected [their] experiences of the
phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 61). According to Moustakas (1994), the interview
questions should help to “facilitate the obtaining of rich, vital, substantive descriptions of
the co-researcher’s experience of the phenomenon” (p. 116). Additionally, the use of
language that was recognizable and jargon-free, as well as the timing of each question
and use of appropriate probes (Moustakas, 1994), further allowed for the “full disclosures
of the co-researcher’s experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 116). Through this process, study

participants unveiled the meanings that they attach to their world (deMarrais and
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LeCompte, 1998), and a “shared meaning of experience” (McCaslin and Scott, 2003, p.
449) emerged. Data was then “analyzed using a process of coding and categorizing [of]
the information” (Byrne, 2001, p. 3) until a common set of themes emerged within and
across interview data (Merriam, 2009). Initial findings were peer reviewed by others “to
ensure the credibility of the conclusions” (Byrne, 2001, p.3).

The purpose of this study was aligned with the goals of qualitative research, as “the
focus [of this study] was on process, understanding, and meaning; the researcher was the
primary instrument of data collection and analysis; the process was inductive; and the
product is richly descriptive” (Merriam, 2009, p.14). As in line with qualitative research,
this researcher “[studied] things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people [brought] to them” (Denzin and

Lincoln, 2005, p. 3).

Methods

This study used a qualitative methodology to create a rich and heuristic description
of how low-income culturally diverse caregivers perceived the influences that affect the
academic success of their children. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) describe qualitative
research as “a situated activity that locates the observer in the world” (p. 3). In order to
glean an in-depth understanding of how this particular world operates and to develop an
understanding of its reality, this study design employed individual interviews, which
allowed participants to explore what they have lived through in terms of the phenomenon,
as well as what situations have influenced their understanding of the phenomenon

(Creswell, 2007). These individual interviews facilitated the creation of “a textural
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description and a structural description of the experiences, and ultimately provided an
understanding of the common experiences of the participants” (Creswell, 2007, p. 61). To
achieve this, methods of phenomenological inquiry, a social constructivist epistemology,
and critical and social ecological systems theories were used to interpret and understand

the data.

Use of Phenomenological Inquiry

“To take a fresh look at phenomena is, of course, to call into question the current
meanings we attribute to phenomenon. Phenomenologyi, it is often said, calls into
question what is taken for granted” (Crotty, 1998, p. 82). The day in and day out
experience of schooling can be one that is not often reflected upon, and in this sense,
taken for granted. Using a phenomenological approach, this study took a novel look at
how culturally diverse caregivers perceive their child’s daily encounter with the
American school system, specifically from the perspective of those living at or below the
federal poverty line. The task of this phenomenological inquiry was “to depict the
essence or basic structure of [this] experience “(Merriam, 2009, p. 25).

“A phenomenological approach is well suited to studying affective, emotional, and
often intense human experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 26). More specifically,
Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology allows for a thick and rich
description of these participant experiences in order to convey their overall essence or
underlying structure (Creswell, 2007). With phenomenology comes the concept of
intentionality (Husserl, 1931), which “bespeaks the relationship between us as human

beings and our world. We are beings-in-the-world. Because of this, we cannot be
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described apart from our world, just as our world — always a human world — cannot be
described apart from us” (Crotty, 1998). In this vein, the culture into which one is born
provides them with a world of meaning that shapes their thoughts and behaviors (Crotty,
1998). This “combination of objective reality and individual experience” (Creswell,
2007, p.61) required that the researcher “bracket out, as much as possible, their own
experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 61) in order “to fully describe how participants view the
phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 61). While phenomenology notes the liberating role of
culture in allowing one “to emerge from our immediate environment and reflect upon it”
(Crotty, 1998, p. 81), it also warns of the limits and boundaries set by it. Crotty (1998)
cautions that “we should never lose sight of the fact that the particular set of meanings
[culture] imposes has come into being to serve particular interests and will harbour (sic)
its own forms of oppression, manipulation and other forms of injustice” (p. 81). In order
to account for the role of culture in one’s perceptions of their reality, this study was also

approached with a critical perspective.

Use of Critical Theory

This study was looked at through the lens of critical theory. As such, this research
strived to challenge the current status quo and worked to bring about change (Crotty,
1998). As discussed in Chapter 2, the current educational system is one in which children
from middle to upper class families continue to make academic gains at higher rates than
their peers living at or below the federal poverty line (Condition of Education, 2012). A
family’s income level is closely correlated with both race and success in school, a trend

that highlights a societal power imbalance; families with greater resources continue to

70



attend schools with higher success rates, and subsequently enter the job market in
positions that perpetuate an upward socioeconomic motion while children from
economically disadvantaged families, particularly those of minority status, are often
educated in sub-par school systems, resulting in higher school drop out rates (Condition
of Education, 2012). While many factors affect the school performance of children living
in low-income homes, “putting the primary onus of responsibility to parents in these
neighborhoods” (Kozol, 2005, p. 54), who were often products of the same educational
system, is not addressing the heart of the issue. Rather, this study wished to hear directly
from these parents to elicit their feedback regarding where within our current system
changes should be made. This research thus offered a voice to the caretakers of this
population of children, many of who have traditionally been left out of the conversation
regarding the educational policy that directly impacts the type of school experience their
children receive. These conversations allowed the caregivers in this study to interpret the
meaning of the social institution of education, critique its current structure, and
envisioning new possibilities for its future (Creswell, 2007). Their perceptions have
subsequently illuminated the current power imbalance found within American schools,
and have helped to discard false beliefs about this group of students’ potential for

academic success (Crotty, 1998).

Use of Social Ecological Systems Theory
This research was centralized around the concept that a child’s interactions with
their environments will impact other aspects of their life and development, namely their

academic achievement. As such, these “environmental structures, and the processes
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taking place within and between them, must be viewed as interdependent and must be
analyzed in systems terms” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 518). This research subsequently
moved beyond observing the child through a singular classroom-environment lens, and
into seeing the child, through their caregiver’s perceptions, within the context of their
home and community environment. Study participants were asked to reflect on aspects of
their language, culture, heritage, community, and home environment as it related to their
children’s performance in school. In this way, the data that emerged accounted for the
many circles of influence that play a role in a child’s school experience, rather than

focusing solely on the school setting.

Design of the Study

This qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured individual
phenomenological interviews. Each interview lasted approximately sixty minutes in
length, and worked to achieve an understanding of the “emic or insider’s perspective”
(Merrian, 2009, p. 14) (emphasis in original). Victoria Housing staff identified twenty-
eight families within their Youth Services Program that met the study participant criteria
for this study, and from this group, six study participants were recruited to share their
unique understanding and perspectives regarding what factors they see affecting the

academic success of their culturally diverse children.

Site Selection
The theoretical frameworks and review of the literature presented in chapter two

worked to serve as guides for the study site selection criteria. Specifically, the researcher
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strived to find a site that reflected the demographic make-up of the subgroups found to be
at the highest risk for academic difficulty, namely Black and Hispanic families living in
low socioeconomic status households (NCES, 2009). The selected study sight, Victoria
Housing, was chosen due to the fact that it accurately represented these desired
characteristics, and thus allowed the researcher to study individuals most closely affected
by this current academic crisis. This site, whose name has been changed to respect
confidentiality, is a low-income housing organization located in a large city on the east
coast. Victoria Housing provides homes to over 850 individuals with low-incomes, 58%
of which are Black, and 33% of which are Hispanic. Additionally, although the
surrounding neighborhood has a median household income of $52,649, more than two-
thirds of the residents at Victoria Housing earn less than 30 percent of this area median
income. Given the fact that the demographics of this site accurately represent the
individuals most affected by this current educational crisis, other study sites were not
considered.

Victoria was founded in 1973 by a small faith-based group of individuals. The
catalyst for forming this secular organization was the desire for all people, regardless of
income level or religious affiliation, to have access to quality housing within a supportive
community. With this mission of providing equitable housing opportunities and improved
life options to individuals with low incomes, Victoria Housing began the process of
acquiring and renovating properties. To date, Victoria has 7 different facilities, which
collectively have 215 housing units among them. Thirty-one staff members as well as a
Board of Trustees, which includes seven resident members, administer the buildings and

the many programs and services offered within them. Victoria is currently considered to
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be a Publicly Supported Agency, with the majority of its financial support received from
the general public in the form of grants, fundraising efforts, private loans from related
parties, and income from these acquired properties.

Victoria Housing is notable for its mission to move beyond the provisions of
housing services to building strong communities. In addition to securing affordable
housing units within what is now a highly gentrified urban area, Victoria has worked to
renovate its properties regularly to assure that they are of the highest standards.
Furthermore, through these renovations, spaces have been created to house a number of
programs, which are designed to enrich and broaden the lives of the residents and their
families. In this manner, Victoria Housing is fulfilling its desire to provide a quality
living environment for the many economically disadvantaged residents of this urban

metropolis area. (Please see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Victoria Housing, Site Information
(Statistical information provided by Victoria Housing, 2014)

Resident 58% Black
Demographics 33% Latino
9% Other
Typical Resident Low-Wage Sector Jobs
Employment Teacher’s Aides
Profile Cooks and Dishwashers
Parking Attendants
Sanitation Workers
Housekeeping
Home Health Workers
Typical Resident - Elderly Seniors on Fixed Incomes
Portrait - Recent Immigrants

- Single Mothers

- Men and Women Recovering from Abuse or Problem
Situations

- Families Earning Very Low Incomes

Current Resident
Programs and
Centers

- Resident Leadership Programs
- Financial Education

- Healthy Living and Life Skills
- Community Building

- Adult Education

- Computer Lab

- Wellness Center

- Youth Services

Current
Renovation
Projects

- New Mechanical and Electrical Systems
- New Roofs
- Elevator Upgrades
- Air Conditioning Installations
- Apartment Upgrades
- Larger Living Spaces
- Additional Bedrooms
- Additional Community Rooms

Victoria Housing falls within the boundary system of Narino Public School. This

school, whose name was changed to protect confidentiality, has a student body that
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consists of 396 students, 66% of which are Hispanic, 30% African American, 3% Asian,
and 1% White. 99% of these students qualify for free and reduced lunch, allowing Narino
to be designated a Title 1 school. From 2013 to 2014, Narino’s reading proficiency rate
dropped 7 percentage points, with 41% having passed in 2013 to just 34% passing in
2014. More encouragingly, Narino’s math proficiency rate rose 5 percentage points
within that same time frame, increasing from 34% of students passing in 2013 to 39% of
students passing in 2014. However, with the majority of students falling short of
performing at or above grade level, Narino has once again failed to meet the Annual
Yearly Progress (AYP) requirements set by the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation
0of 2001. As such, this school is now considered a Focus School, which by definition
means that it requires “targeted support to address large subgroup achievement gaps
relative to all schools in DC” (“2013-2014 School Scorecard,” 2014), and as such, “must
develop an intervention plan to address specified subgroups and report twice a year on
planned milestones™ (“2013-2014 School Scorecard,” 2014). As described in Chapter
Two (p. 11) per the NCLB legislation, Narino must now offer public school choice to all
of its families as well as provide supplemental educational services to any eligible
students. Consequently, parents can now opt to send their child to a school outside of
their neighborhood boundaries, or may choose to have their child receive tutoring free of
charge. This study site therefore offered access to parents who are directly experiencing

the gap in achievement that has been illuminated through the NCLB legislation.

Participant Selection

This study employed a purposeful random sampling strategy, which was “based on
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the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight, and
therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009, p.
77). The theoretical frameworks and review of the literature directed the determination of
the study participant criteria. As such, the participants in this study were culturally
diverse caregivers who were living in subsidized housing and have children in grades 2 —
5. Additionally, all study participants were at least 18 years of age, able to functionally
read and speak English, and had been living in the United States for a minimum of five
years. These criteria was developed with the intent of working with families of children
represented in national data as not experiencing the same degree of academic success as
their White mainstream middle to upper class peers (Condition of Education, 2012),
specifically Black and Hispanic families. The racial term Black was defined as, “a person
having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa” (Census Brief, 2010). This
includes any “people who indicated their race(s) as ‘Black, African American, or Negro’
or reported entries such as African American, Kenyan, Nigerian, or Haitian” (Census
Brief, 2010). The term Hispanic, while not recognized as a race per the U.S. Census
Bureau (Census Brief, 2010), referred to any individual that self-identified “their race as
‘Latino,” ‘Mexican,” ‘Puerto Rican,” ‘Salvadoran,’ or other national origins or ethnicities”
(Census Brief, 2010).

This study focused on caregivers within this demographic group, which included,
but was not limited to mothers, fathers, grandparents, and aunts and uncles. A caregiver
was defined as the primary individual looking after the child and interfacing with their
child’s school. This broader participant criterion acknowledged the many diverse family

structures that are prevalent today, and opened the door for a richer and more inclusive
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conversation; however, with the exception of one grandmother who declined to
participate in this study, all of the caregivers interviewed were mothers, with one father
who chimed in periodically during his wife’s interview at their home. Given that this
study did not have the resources to employ a translator, study participants needed to be
able to speak and read English in order to understand the information flyer, the informed
consent process, and the interview conversations. Additionally, all study participants had
to be 18 years or older so they could legally provide informed consent. Caretakers with
children in grades 2-5 were selected to participate in this study, as these grade levels
cover the year leading up to and the subsequent years in which students are tested
annually per the NCLB legislation (NCLB, 2001). Finally, this study recruited both
caregivers who have lived in the United States for their entire life, as well as those who
have immigrated here; however, caregivers who have immigrated to the United States
had to meet the criteria of having resided in the country for a minimum of five years, in
order to assure that they have had time to both acculturate and assimilate to the
mainstream American culture and school system, as a key predictor of behavioral
acculturation includes the length of time one has lived in the United States (Collier,
2011).

To aide in the participant recruitment process, Victoria Housing staff compiled a
list of residents that met the criteria to participate in this study and distributed information
flyers to these individuals at both the start and end of the recruitment phase of this study.
Each of these possible participants was then given a number, and numbers were selected
at random to decide which individuals this researcher would contact by phone. By the

close of the study, each resident on the initial list had been contacted at least one time,
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with an average of eight attempted contacts made per individual. Throughout the
recruitment process, all individuals who expressed an interest in taking part in the study
were first given a screening survey to assure that they met the study participant critiria.
Individuals who met this criteria were invited to take part in an interview, which was then
scheduled to take place at a time and place at their convenince. All interviews took place
on site at Victoria Housing; some were held in a conference room within the central
office, others at private spaces within the Youth Program facilities, and one within a
resident’s home. From the initial set of twenty-eight residents, a total of six individuals
were successfully recruited to take part in this study.

In order to increase the richness, validity, and credibility and hence, theoretical
generalizability of the data that was gathered, the researcher attempted to recruit a
minimum sample size of ten caregivers. Despite multiple attempts made over a four-
month period to reach each potential participant, the researcher was only able to make
contact with eighteen out of the twenty-eight individuals. A variety of factors, including
disconnected or incorrect phone numbers, inactive voicemail, odd work schedules, and/or
unreturned messages contributed to the researcher’s inability to reach ten of these
possible participants. Of the remaining eighteen potential participants who were
contacted, several either did not meet the study participant criteria, declined to
participate, or did not choose to attend their scheduled interview. (Please see Figure 6).
The resulting number of study participants was six. Additional attempts were made by the
researcher to increase the possible participant pool by looking for additional families who
had joined the Youth Services Program during the course of the data collection period;

however, the attempt proved unsuccessful. Although six participants was a lower number
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than anticipated, the researcher felt that the rich data that was obtained, in conjunction
with site visits to both the local school and the housing complex’s Youth Program

facilities, was substantial enough to conclude the data collection process.

Figure 6. Participant Recruitment Efforts

# of Individuals Not Meeting Study Participant Criteria 7
# of Individuals Meeting Criteria but Declining Interviews 2
# of Participants with Out of Service Numbers 4

# of Participants with Working Numbers Who Were Unable to be Reached | 6

# of Participants Who Did Not Attend Scheduled Interview Session 3

# of Successfully Completed Interviews 6

Instrument Design

The researcher consulted with a number of scholars and peers, as well as key staff
from the research site, in order to design the interview protocol. Six questions were
derived from the research questions, and were subsequently arranged in a format that was
built to encourage the optimal level of dialogue from participants, as in line with
phenomenological research methods. In this way, the interview protocol was purposefully
aligned to answer specific research questions. (Please see Figure 7). A semi-structured
interview format was employed so that the researcher could “respond to the situation at
hand, the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic”

(Merriam, 2009, p. 90). In instances where the researcher sensed “that the respondent is
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on to something significant or that there is more to be learned” (Merriam, 2009, p. 101),

probes were then used consistently in this manner to try and gain richer data.

Figure 7. Alignment of Research Questions to Interview Items

Research Questions Interview
Items

What do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low 1,2,3,11

socioeconomic status, perceive as the influences that affect the

academic success of their children?

How do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low 4

socioeconomic status, define academic success?

What factors, both within school and at home, do culturally diverse 5,6,7,8,10

caregivers, from household of low socioeconomic status, perceive as

influencing the academic success of their children?

How do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low 9,12,13

socioeconomic status, perceive the role of schools in their children’s
attainment of academic success?

Instrument Review

This study used a screening questionnaire first to insure that the sampling criteria

were met, and an individual interview protocol to collect the data. Multiple individuals,

who hold a doctorate degree, including various experts in qualitative research

methodologies, reviewed each of these tools prior to their implementation. Three outside

readers from other disciplines, including a staff member from the research site, reviewed

the screening questionnaire and interview protocol in order to assure they were all

intelligible and usable instruments. Prior to the start of this study, each instrument was
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piloted by a small group of individuals who met the study participant criteria. The
instruments were piloted with the intent of refining the “data collection plans with respect
to both the content of the data and the procedures to be followed” (Yin, 2009, p.92). This
process allowed the researcher to identify which questions need to be reworded, which
questions would produce useless data, and which questions would need to be added to the

existing protocols (Merriam, 2009).

Data Collection Procedure

Data collection occurred over the course of two months. (Please see Figure 8).
The researcher engaged in the data collection process by conducting individual semi-
structured interviews. Each interview was guided by an interview protocol. The
interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes, and began with an introduction to the topics
that were to be addressed as well as a discussion surrounding the purpose for the
interview session. These interviews were all semi-structured in nature in order to serve as
“guided conversations rather than structured inquiries” (Yin, 2009, p. 106). The
interviews were all scheduled at the participants’ convenience, and were each held at a
quiet and private location within the Victoria Housing community. Each interview
session was audio recorded to “ensure that everything said is preserved for analysis”
(Merriam, 2009, p. 109). These recordings were later transcribed verbatim to provide “the

best database for analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 110).
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Figure 8. Data Collection and Analysis Timeline

Task Begin End
Recruit parent participants | October 2013 December 2013
Conduct and transcribe January 2014 March 2014

individual interviews

Contact participants for September 2014 October 2014
member checking and
follow-up questions

Conduct data analysis September 2014 April 2015

Validity

Throughout the data collection procedure, the researcher engaged in the act of
bracketing through the process of purposefully setting aside one’s “experiences, as much
as possible, to take a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under examination”
(Creswell, 2007, p. 59-60). In this manner, the researcher was able to situate her
subjectivity in a way that allowed for a transparent data collection process by using the
bracketing process discussed below. Additionally, multiple methods of data collection
were used throughout the study in order to increase the study’s validity. “With data
triangulation, the potential problems of construct validity also can be addressed because
the multiple sources of evidence essentially provide multiple measures of the same

phenomenon” (Yin, 2009, p. 116-117) (emphasis in original).

Data Analysis Procedures

Due to the emergent nature of a strong qualitative study design, the collection and
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analysis of the data occurred simultaneously (Merriam, 2009), with the analysis
becoming more “intensive as the study progresses and once all the data are in” (Merriam,
2009, p. 169). As such, a number of techniques were employed throughout the data
collection and analysis process in order to derive the true essence of the phenomenon
under investigation (Merriam, 2009). Phenomenological research, specifically, strives to
reach an “understanding of the meanings and essences of experience” (Moustakas, p. 84,

1994) by progressing through four distinct phases of research. (Please see Figure 9).

Figure 9. Phenomenological Data Analysis Process

Phenomenological Imaginative

Reduction Variation Synthesis

Epoche

The process of analyzing this data set started with the Epoche, in which the
researcher set aside “prejudgments, biases, and preconceived ideas about things”
(Moustakas, p. 85, 1994) so that the phenomenon could be viewed “with new eyes in a
naive and completely open manner” (Moustakas, p. 86, 1994). From the start of this
study, the researcher engaged in this step of epoche, or bracketing, through the process of
writing reflexivity statements. This practice allowed for an authentic understanding of

how the researcher’s viewpoint was influencing the inferences that were being drawn

84



from the data (Maxwell, 2005). “Eliminating the actual influence of the researcher is
impossible (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995), and the goal in a qualitative study is not to
eliminate this influence, but to understand it and to use it productively” (Maxwell, 2005,
p. 108-109) (emphasis in original). “This suspension of judgment is critical in
phenomenological investigation and requires the setting aside of the researcher’s personal
viewpoint in order to see the experience for itself” (Katz, 1987, p. 37).

Each individual interview was analyzed in isolation prior to being viewed
collectively. In the instance where one participant’s husband joined the interview
conversation, the researcher noted this as a form of the many ways in which linguistically
diverse caregivers navigate unfamiliar situations, and as such, the data was considered
and analyzed in the same manner as the other interview data sets. Five out of the six
study participants were contacted and asked to conduct member checks on their
individual interview transcripts in order to rule “out the possibility of misinterpreting the
meaning of what participants said” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 111). The sixth participant could
not be located for this step of the process, as her phone number was disconnected and
there was no public record of a new or different phone number. Additionally, the study
site did not have any forwarding address or alternative phone number available. After
conducting the available member checks, the researcher read through the transcribed data
in search of “‘significant statements,” sentences, or quotes that would provide an
understanding of how the participants experienced the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p.
61). The task then moved towards “describing in textural language just what one sees”
(Moustakas p. 90, 1994) through Transcendental Phenomenological Reduction. During

this step, the researcher, while continuing to bracket out biases, began the practice of
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horizonalization, in which every statement, regardless of orientating from an interview
question or subsequent probe, was looked at as having equal importance before then
removing those which proved to be irrelevant or repetitive (Moustakas, 1994). Moustakas
(1994) elaborates:

There is an interweaving of person, conscious experience, and phenomenon. In

the process of explicating the phenomenon, qualities are recognized and

described; every perception is granted equal value, nonrepetitive (sic) constituents

of experience are linked thematically, and a full description is derived. (p. 96)
This process left “only the Horizons (the textural meanings and invariant constituents of
the phenomenon)” (Moustakas, p. 97, 1994), which could then be grouped together into
themes that could be presented through a textural description of said phenomenon.
(Please see Appendix G). Through the subsequent step of Imagination Variation, the
researcher worked to view “the data from various perspectives” (Merriam, 2009, p. 26).
During this process, these textural descriptions were transformed into structural
descriptions of the experience. Moustakas explains, “The task of Imaginative Variation is
to seek possible meanings through the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of
reference, employing polarities and reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from
divergent perspectives, different positions, roles, or functions” (p. 97 — 98, 1994).

The final step of this phenomenological process was Synthesis, in which the
researcher brought together the textural and structural descriptions “into a unified
statement of the essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole” (Moustakas,
p. 100, 1994). The process of analyzing qualitative data is one in which the researcher

must work to reduce “the mass of words to more manageable proportions” (Seidman, p.

86



129, 2013). In doing so, the researcher moved through “a process of making sense out of
the data” (Merriam, p. 193, 2009), eventually “developing categories, themes, or other
taxonomic classes that interpret the meaning of the data” (Merriam, p. 193, 2009). The
themes that emerged worked to “capture some recurring pattern that cuts across [the]
data” (Merriam, p. 181, 2009), and were clearly “abstractions derived from the data, not
the data themselves” (Merriam, p. 181, 2009). The researcher then aligned these themes
to the research questions, and used them to create a textural description of what the
participants experienced, as well as a structural description that let the reader experience
“the context or setting that influenced how the participants experienced the phenomenon”
(Creswell, 2007, p.61). These textural and structural descriptions allowed for the creation
of a composite description, which presents the essence of the phenomenon in a way that
demonstrates the common experience of the participants (Creswell, 2007). Through a
transcendental phenomenological study, Coffey and Atkinson remind us that “we do not
merely report what we find; we create accounts of social life, and in doing so we
construct versions of the social worlds and the social actors that we observe” (p. 109,
1996).

Throughout this data analysis process, the researcher engaged in the task of peer
reviewing. Three colleagues, who are familiar with the research topic, were asked “to
scan some of the raw data and assess whether the findings are plausible based on the
data” (Merriam, 2009, p.220). Additionally, the researcher created and maintained both
electronic and printed copies of all of general correspondences, interview audio
recordings, field notes, and transcripts. The researcher also kept a separate electronic and

paper file for each participant, which included demographic information, records, and
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individual correspondences, as well as audio recordings, field notes, and transcripts from
each individual interview. To ensure the safety of the collected data, the researcher set
aside one hard copy of the entire data set, along with the organizing scheme for the
collected data, from the data set that will actually be used during the data analysis process

(Merriam, 2009).

Ethical Considerations

Prior to the start of this study, all potential study participants were carefully
informed through oral and written presentation, of the study purpose and goals, of the
voluntary nature of the study, and of the right to withdraw from participation at any time.
Procedures regarding confidentiality of the data and the handling of audiotapes were also
explained. Questions were fully encouraged, and contact information of the researcher
and university personnel were provided. Study participants were then asked to provide
written consent of their wish to participate. In addition, through the informed consent
process mentioned above, the time commitment required was explained, along with a
description of any possible risks as well as potential benefits of participation. As
mentioned above, participants were informed that the interview session would be audio
taped for the purpose of obtaining an accurate transcription. As a measure of appreciation
for the study participants’ time and participation, each individual received a $25.00 gift
card to a popular national chain store: Target, which carries household items, clothing,
and food, among the immense variety of its stock.

All of the data obtained through the individual interviews was managed in a

secure way to assure the confidentiality of each study participant. Names were not used
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in the transcription of interview sessions, additionally, individuals partaking in the
interview sessions were each given pseudonyms, a key to which was secured in a
separate locked file cabinet. Furthermore, all electronic information was kept on a
password secured computer. Audio recordings, along with any identifying information,
were appropriately destroyed at the close of the study. Identifying information was kept
separate from audio information and written transcripts.

A degree of risk was associated with this study in that participants were asked to
engage in conversations regarding their child’s educational experience that may bring
unpleasant or uncomfortable emotions to the surface, especially considering that the
topics addressed required them to reflect on factors that may be negatively affecting their
child’s success in school. It is this researcher’s hope that several aspects of this study
have served to both directly and indirectly benefit the study participants. Specifically,
individuals may have directly benefitted from the opportunity to have their voices heard
in regards to the educational issues faced daily by their children. Additionally, discussing
these topics may have helped them to reflect on and better understand their feelings
surrounding the American education system. The data that emerged from this study can
benefit school administrators, educators, and educational policy makers by helping to
better inform their practices and by allowing for a more concrete understanding of how to

help diverse children from low-income households achieve greater success in school.

Summary of Chapter Three

This chapter described an overview of the methodology that was employed for

this qualitative study. Within this chapter, the primary research question and secondary
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research questions are discussed in detail. The methodology and instrument design that
were used are addressed, as well as the participant selection criteria, the data collection
and analysis procedures, and the risks, benefits, and ethical considerations of this

research.
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Chapter Four: Results

Overview

This study has focused on understanding the perspectives of culturally diverse
caregivers from low socioeconomic status households in regards to how they perceive
their children’s experiences in school. Chapter four will begin with a presentation of the
themes that emerged from across the collected data. An analysis of the interview data in
relation to this study’s guiding research questions will follow. Because this study aims to
look at participant responses within the context of their various environments, a textural
account of the neighborhood school and study sight will be discussed. The chapter will
conclude with a description of each participant’s background and a sharing of their

individual stories and responses to the interview questions.

Presentation of the Findings

Themes Across Interviews
As described in the data analysis section of chapter three, an in-depth cross case
examination of the interview data was conducted, resulting in the emergence of three
prevalent themes; Parent Involvement, Pivotal Relationships, and Community Supports.

(Please see Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Cross Case Emergent Theme Matrix

Parent Pivotal Community
Participant Involvement Relationships Supports
Karen “When a teacher “Her teacher’s “I believe in the
sees that she’s not relationship with her | mantra of the
being challenged 1s amazing. village. We have a
and they are looking | Amazing.” village...
for ways to partner Everybody is
with the child and invested in her. |
partner with us, that feel like her
to me is a form of accomplishments
success for her are their
because it shows her accomplishments
that Mommy and and not just mine.
Daddy and Mrs. Everybody’s there
Such-and-Such or to tutor her... We
Mr. Such-and-Such have a strong faith
are in this together.” community as well.”
Maria “Do we own part of | “The principal is “This community’s
the school as parents | very welcome to been amazing for
because our kids are | me. We’ve been so | me. This
there? Do we have | blessed in this community’s been a
the right to say, ‘I school that all the blessing... I would
think we can hire principals are so say that because this
this teacher, because | good to me and to where I learn my
I think this teacher | all the parents. They | values. This is how I
is good?’ They do it | always say, ‘Hi learn. There is
on their own, and I | Mommy. Hello, workshops, there are
think it’s time for how are you doing?’ | parenting classes
them to give us a every time [ come.” | that I don’t have at
little bit of that job school, that I don’t
too.” have in my son’s
school. There is
people who support
you through your
earliest child into
your last child of
schools, college.”
Juanita “I’m there to check | “Oh she loves her “I love it. I feel like

them [teachers] and

main teacher, Ms.

it’s such a tight knit




make sure that
whatever is
supposed to be
going on is going
on. I am there for
her, honestly. I
communicate with
the teachers and I
noticed that a lot of
times, a lot of
people are
intimidated by
teachers and they’re
afraid to speak up or
answer any
questions. I think
because my mother
was an educator, |
don’t feel that way.”

Lucy*. She loves
her. Me and Ms.
Lucy — Actually, I
texted her the other
night at like 9:00,
and I was like, “[My
daughter] can’t do
her homework!”
[laughter] So I like
Ms. Lucy, too. She
likes her a lot.”

community,
everybody knows
each other.”

Kallie “Sometimes it’s “The school “[Victoria Housing]
good if [teachers] encouraged, of are very good — they
could communicate | course, in all means | have a lot of
more, and of communication.” | programs and then
sometimes, maybe, they send us all the
if they see anything programs, and they
that they have to do. inform us monthly
We are often of what’s going on
waiting for parent- by sending us a
teacher meetings brochures. They
sometimes.” have also a

campaign and they
start to get together
families in residents,
they do a barbecue
from time to time.
So they try to bring
the families in...”

Felicia “When you have my | “Her kindergarten “So I know every

child, you are part
of my family. For
me to trust you with
my child [ need to

teacher was a very
nice lady. The way |
grew up, your
teacher is a part of

single teacher. I
even know every
single receptionist
[chuckles] that




know you, I need to
get to know you a
little bit. I cannot
just leave my child
and go, like how
people just come in
and drop your child,
you don’t ever go
back to that school,
unless they have
parent teacher
conference. I can’t
do that. I’'m one of
those moms that
send emails every
weekend and say
thank you to the
teacher.”

my family. So she
became part of my
family being my
firstborn and her
first teacher, and she
became — she’s still
a real good friend of
my family.”

answers the phone,
because it’s the way
I was brought up. In
Africa, they say it
takes a village to
raise a child...
That’s one thing
about that school —
they encourage you.
Even if you don’t
want to, they’ll sign
you up for
something
[laughter].”

Susannah

“The teachers are
good, they
communicate well
with us.”

“...Anytime [ want
to reach the
teachers, it’s easy
for me to do that. If
I want to talk to her,
I can just go come
to the school and
she is always there
ready to talk, and
she told me, ‘If you
want to come and
you want to talk,
I’m here.” So I think
we’re getting along
just fine.”

“Plus, [Victoria
Housing] — they are
helping us after
school with our
homework and
[paying for] field
trips, because I’'m
working [laughter].”

*Name changed to respect confidentiality.
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1. Parental Involvement

All six participants spoke about the importance of parents being involved in the
educational process. Five out of the six women discussed the role their own parents and
families played in their personal educations. Three of these participants described their
mother as being very “hands-on” and attributed their current similar parenting style to
these early experiences of their own. Five of the participants depicted their current parent
involvement as being one who helps their child with homework, has an awareness of
what is going on in their child’s classroom, and being in contact with teachers through
phone calls, emails, and text messages. Two of the women described their role as being
an active “partner” or “team member” with the teacher. Karen discussed how she made
sure that she was in her daughter’s room regularly, regardless of whether or not the
teacher was on board with this; however, she hoped to be seen by the teacher as a partner
rather than a nuisance. While Juanita did not visit her daughter’s classroom daily, she did
check her book bag each night and made sure to contact her teachers regularly so that,
“they know me and I know them.” All six participants regularly attended parent teacher
conferences. Kallie shared that she was part of a class where each parent was able to
review their child’s individual performance in relation to how their peers are performing.
Parents in this group were also given additional strategies for how they could offer more
academic support at home.

Despite each mother describing herself as being highly involved, they all reported
that they would like to see schools improve in this area. Specifically, two women
discussed the need for groups that required parents to be involved in the school, and for

programs that allowed teachers and parents to interact with one another. Maria wished to
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see workshops offered that taught parenting skills and English language skills.
Furthermore, she hoped to see parents being invited in to school regularly to teach
students and staff about their cultures at home. One participant discussed the need for
parents to be involved in the hiring process of teachers, noting that they should have
some say in who their children are spending their days with. Another mother described
“parent engagement” as a form of school success, noting that this needed to happen at a
deeper level than simply using parents as field trip chaperones and contacting them to
discuss report cards. None of the participants shared that they were actively involved in
their school’s Parent Teacher Association (PTA). One participant explained her lack of
involvement as being due to, among other things such as time and work schedules, their
being a lack of a “personal connection” between the school and the parents. She felt the
impersonal nature of flyers deterred parents from feeling that there was an intimacy
between them and the school. She suggested, rather, that the principal and teachers call
parents or make visits to their homes to form a personal connection that would allow
prospective parents to feel that their voice would be heard and valued if they were to
make such a commitment to join. The change in school security in recent years was also
cited as a factor contributing to a perceived disconnect between families and schools.
When Maria’s oldest child first entered school, she was able to come and go from the
school building as she pleased. She described feeling very welcomed and recalled that
there was a group of Hispanic parents who were highly involved. Now with her current
child in elementary school, her experience is a stark contrast. Rather, parents are asked to
sign in and out of the building at a security desk, and at dismissal time they are now

required to wait outside of the building for the children to exit instead of going inside to
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pick them up. Karen highlighted the need for parents to take the time to “invest” in their
children’s education so that children are, in turn, invested in their own education. All six
participants reported that their child was doing very well in school by measure of passing
the mandated state tests in one or more subjects, and/or receiving passing report card
grades, which is in line with the current literature that connects parent involvement to
improved school performance (Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, and Weiss, 2006; Englund,

Luckner, Whaley, and Egeland, 2004; Cheung and Pomerantz, 2012).

2. Pivotal Relationships

Five out of six participants reported having had supportive teachers during their
own time in school. One participant noted the presence of racist teachers in her early
years, but had positive experiences with her teachers from 5™ grade on. When Maria first
immigrated to the United States, she struggled with not knowing the English language
and having little to no support at home with a single mother working multiple jobs. She
credits the involvement and support of her teachers and school social worker with helping
her to feel “very safe” and “very comfortable” in her new country. She noted how they
tried to learn Spanish, and helped her find activities outside of school to occupy her time.
Felicia shared how her early teachers served as role models, setting the stage for her
future career as an educator herself, while Kallie described a much different experience
with teachers that were strict and employed the use of corporal punishment. Three of the
women described having parents that were very supportive of their education, while three
others experienced the support of their extended family members. One participant shared

that her extended family continues to play a large role in her son’s life as well.
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All six participants discussed the important role of supportive teachers within
their own children’s experience in school. The idea that a close student and teacher
relationships enhances students’ academic performance has been reiterated within the
current literature (Brewster and Bowen, 2004); Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, and Oort, 2011;
Hamre and Pianta, 2005). One participant noted how her daughter’s teacher took the time
to really connect with her at her level and openly recognized her family’s culture. Juanita
shared how her daughter’s teacher fostered a supportive relationship with her by offering
tutoring sessions afterschool and by sending home extra learning resources. Two mothers
warmly described their child’s teacher as being “part of the family,” and two other
mothers credited the strong bond between their child and their teacher to helping them
master tough skills and build their overall confidence. Susannah described a time when
her son was hesitant to read in front of the class and came home in tears. His teacher took
the time to talk with him and explain her high expectations, and they were then able to
work through the problem together before Susannah had the chance to get involved.
Conversely, one participant had experienced the effects of a teacher who was always
“mean” and “upset” when working with her son. She described how the development of
that negative relationship caused her son’s disengagement from his math curriculum,
despite the fact that it had previously been one of his favorite subject areas. Two
participants discussed the positive support of their child’s principal, noting that one was
working to learn Spanish so that he could better communicate with parents, and the other
responded quickly to parent concerns. Two mothers described the positive relationships
formed between themselves and the Victoria Housing staff. When Maria felt that she was

not being listened to at her son’s school, one of the Youth Services workers accompanied
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her to school to aide her in getting her issue resolved.

When asked what more schools could do to foster a positive relationship between
students and teachers, three of the mothers shared that they would like to see smaller
class sizes with better student teacher ratios. Juanita shared how she felt that smaller class
sizes would lead to a less formal learning structure; one in which individual relationships
were fostered and community was built. Two parents noted the importance of teachers
taking the time to know each child’s family in a more in-depth fashion. When Maria’s
son’s class read The Three Blind Mice, her son shut down as he watched his classmates
laugh at the blind characters’ actions. Maria noted that her son’s teacher might have
changed the way in which she taught this story had she known that Maria was legally

blind, and that this would subsequently be a sensitive topic for her son.

3. Community Supports

A final theme that emerged throughout the data was the presence or absence of
community supports. All six participants described ways in which their child’s school
served as an important part of their community. Three of the women noted how the
schools supported their family’s culture through such things as displaying flags,
recognizing their native languages, and celebrating Black and Hispanic history months.
One participant appreciated the presence of cultural foods as well as soccer, a highly
popular sport within the Hispanic community. Five participants described their school
communities as welcoming environments. Maria shared that her child’s school served as
a “second home” for her son, while Juanita discussed how she felt “welcomed’ because

everyone within her daughter’s school knew who she was. When Felicia’s daughter
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wanted to participate in a costly class service trip that her mom could not afford, her
school supported her by fully covering the cost of the trip. Two mothers discussed how
the community feel of their school fostered an environment that cultivated their
children’s confidence and self-esteem.

When asked to describe ways in which their child’s success in school could be
fostered, all six participants discussed a desire to see improvements in various aspects of
their children’s school community. Though three women discussed feeling supported by
the school’s recognition of their family’s culture, four participants shared that they
wished to see their cultures represented on a deeper level. One participant noted that
Spanish classes were readily available; however, her native French was never an option.
In this same vein, two participants shared that they would like to see “greater diversity”
with “more cultures represented” and greater “culturally responsive food choices.” Karen
described a desire to have a curriculum that all students could equally access, regardless
of their English language skills, and Juanita noted how schools should be a place where
students are taught the way they learn rather than a one size fits all approach. When asked
in what ways Kallie’s family’s language and culture were recognized in her son’s school,
she revealed that it was not at all represented. Kallie explained that her native country of
Eritrea was only about twenty years old, and was thus not very well known. Rather, most
Americans, such as her son’s teachers, mistook her family as being from Ethiopia, the
neighboring country. One mother reported the need for a more inclusive community for
disabled individuals, and another participant shared that she would like there to be club
sports offered for her son. While Maria found support through the relationships she has

developed with the Victoria Housing staff, she was dismayed that the school personnel
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did not listen to her voice alone when an issue arose between her son and another student.

All six women enthusiastically described the plethora of community supports
offered through Victoria Housing, one of which referred to the community as a “village”
that invested all of their efforts to support their children. Specifically, all six participants
expressed extreme gratitude for help that the Youth Services Program had provided for
them and their children. All six women discussed how their children had benefitted from
the “robust and educational” tutoring and homework help offered, and two mothers
shared what a help and comfort it was for them to have cost-free daycare centers located
within or near their buildings. Two participants described the ways in which the low rent
allowed them to live in a manner they otherwise would not be able to afford, while three
participants talked about how their family had benefitted from other financial help in the
form of scholarships, paid field trip fees, and free summer camp programs offered
through Victoria. One participant discussed the help she gained from taking part in
Victoria Housing’s parenting classes, and two participants shared how they had
benefitted from financial management classes and other similar trainings. Additionally,
one mother described her positive experiences serving as a council member on Victoria
Housing’s board, and how likewise, her son had taken to being a leader within Victoria’s
community by participating in rallies and the Housing for All program.

Two participants shared that this was a “tight knit” community of “good people,”
who are all “close neighbors” that “know one another.” When Juanita’s father picked her
daughter up from school one afternoon, a neighbor’s son approached them and
questioned whom her daughter was with. Juanita noted that although they lived in an

urban, crime-ridden neighborhood (she shared that an individual had recently been
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stabbed in her building), she found comfort in knowing that a community of people who
looked out for one another surrounded her. Similarly, Kallie explained that her family felt
connected to the Victoria community through the many resident events and monthly
newsletters. Juanita described herself as having great “civic pride,” and Maria shared that
the many supports she received through the Victoria community made her feel like a

“panther” who can’t be stopped.

Findings as Related to the Research Questions
Following the in-depth analysis of the data, which resulted in three overarching
themes, a further examination was conducted to identify the ways in which the findings

connected back to this study’s guiding research questions.

1. What do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low socioeconomic
status, perceive as the influences that affect the academic success of their children?
The participants of this study perceived several influences upon their children’s
abilities to achieve academic success. Foremost, the presence of parental involvement
became a reoccurring theme and key factor; however, the degree to which this
involvement was fostered and encouraged by the school was paramount. Additionally,
the ability of teachers to cultivate meaningful relationships with their students stood out
as another significant influence. Several participants discussed the positive outcomes of
teacher relationships, such as increased self-confidence, greater student investment in
school and learning, and improved social-emotional skills. Conversely, negative teacher

relationships had an influence as well by creating student disengagement and lowered
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levels of achievement. Other school-based relationships, such as the principal or the front
office staff were noted, but the student-teacher relationship appeared to have the greatest
effect. A final major influence reported by the study participants was the existence of a
community support system, both within and outside of the schools. Namely, a school’s
ability to promote a culturally responsive and competent environment stood out as an
important way for the participants and their children to feel a sense of connection and
belonging within the building. More significantly, each participant discussed in detail the
helpful presence of the Victoria Housing community, and the many supports offered such
as after school care, tutoring and homework help, summer programs, parenting
workshops, financial management classes, English language classes, and lower rents.
Although the many services were of assistance to each respondent, the influence that
most greatly emerged was the overall feeling and sense of community and kinship that
had developed among the residents. This factor seemed to provide a basic stability and
support that the participants attributed to their children’s ability to rise above and meet or
exceed the school’s academic expectations. The findings presented as related to the
following sub questions below will further illuminate the responses to the interview

questions as they connect back to the over arching themes.

2. How do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low socioeconomic
status, define academic success?

Each study participant was asked to describe their perception of what it means to
find success in school. Several participants emphasized that academic success to them is

when parents are actively involved in the day-to-day life of a school on a deeper level.
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Many discussed how schools needed to see parents as being more than simply chaperones
or individuals that visit that the school once or twice a year for parent teacher
conferences; rather, these parents wished to be vigorously engaged in their children’s
school experience and working collaboratively with their teachers. Maria described the
need for an overlap between school and home, where school becomes a second home and
the values and love of learning that is taught in one setting translates back to the other.

Participants also described academic success as the development of both one’s
intellectual and social skills. One mother described how each child should have the
opportunity to excel in their particular areas of strength, while another mother talked
about the need for life skills that will be applicable outside the classroom. Karen
highlighted how being able to be learn from a diverse array of peers who do not
necessarily look like you, or are from different economic backgrounds than you, is a form
of school success. Many respondents agreed that school success is when children are
reaching their full potential and making progress. Kallie pointed out the distinction
between progress and mastery, noting that success to her is the former, while Susannah
defined success as the act of finishing school so that more doors of opportunity will be
opened for you.

Most of the women advocated for an individualistic approach to teaching
students, stating that school success is when children are taught and assessed the way
they learn rather than every student needing to fulfill the same standardized curriculum.
One respondent promoted the practice of ability grouping so that students were matched
with performance based peers as opposed to same age peers. Another participant offered

the notion of teaching and testing children in a way that honors their particular cultural
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and economic background, with content that is accessible to all rather than just the
mainstream American population of children. Kallie noted the importance of setting high

expectations for all children, regardless of their different abilities and learning styles.

3. What factors, both within school and at home, do culturally diverse caregivers,
from household of low socioeconomic status, perceive as influencing the academic
success of their children?

The study participants outlined a variety of factors within their homes and schools
that they felt influenced their child’s achievement in school. Among these, the majority
of participants attributed their high levels of personal involvement in their child’s
educational experience as playing a key role in their subsequent success. One participant
highlighted the importance of the home environment, noting that how one chooses to
parent their child sends a very strong message in terms of what things are valued and
what are not. One mother discussed how the community environment that was fostered
within her child’s school played a role in positively influencing her daughter’s
achievement; however, several parents shared their desire to see an increased level of
parent engagement as a vehicle for improving student success.

Five respondents listed positive teacher relationships as a factor within schools
that impacted the success of their children. Several women discussed the helpful
influence of other school factors, such as the opportunities for peer tutoring, reading
lunch bunches, after school tutoring, targeted remediation homework, strong teacher
communication skills, parenting groups, and nurturing teacher personalities. Additionally,

many participants noted the presence of a culturally responsive school environment as
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playing a significant part in helping their child to do well in school. One participant
shared that she would like to see additional factors present, such as more teacher
professional development and increased recess time.

All six participants attributed the assistance they had received through Victoria
Housing as a positive aspect of their children’s ability to do well in school. Specifically
noted were the homework help and tutoring sessions offered through the Youth Services
Program, as well as the feeling of connectedness and belonging that was fostered
throughout the community. Kallie shared how Victoria Housing had helped her family
purchase needed school supplies, and provided a constructive summer camp opportunity
for her daughter. Several other participants noted other supports for their family and

children, such as the after school clubs and parenting classes.

4. How do culturally diverse caregivers, from households of low socioeconomic
status, perceive the role of schools in their children’s attainment of academic
success?

When asked to describe the role that schools should play in a child’s attainment of
academic success, the study participants presented a variety of ideas and suggestions.
Several women wished to see an improved effort in culturally competent practices.
Specifically, minimizing discriminatory practices by providing greater access to
translators for non-English speaking parents, as well as taking the time to highlight all of
the cultures found within the school building so that the school becomes a place where
students feel pride in their heritage. Two women discussed the need to have more

culturally responsive food choices, and one suggested allowing parents the opportunity to
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come in and cook their native foods for students. Karen noted the need for the inclusion
of other languages besides Spanish in the foreign language programs. She shared her
concern that native Spanish-speaking students are not given a chance to learn a new
language when Spanish is the only second language option. One participant discussed the
need for children at this early age to have an exposure to a variety of races. She suggested
diversifying the teaching staff so that it becomes representative of mix of all races so that
students can see that everyone has important information to impart.

As discussed above, many participants reiterated their desire for schools to have
mandated parent involvement policies, including pathways for parents to be essential
parts of the school culture and decision making processes. Maria felt that schools should
provide English classes and parenting workshops, as well as a time and space for parents
and teachers to connect to form deeper partnerships. Maria was adamant that teachers
needed to move beyond the classroom and into their students’ homes if they desired to be
truly effective in teaching them. Another participant discussed wanting schools to
increase their level of parent teacher communication.

Other suggestions for schools included grouping children by ability levels rather
than age groups, and providing extra incentives for children that are failing to meet the
benchmark. One participant wanted to see schools put a greater emphasis on the arts and
science curriculums, and felt they should encourage a less formal class structure so that
children can feel free to express their ideas and creativity. Several mothers discussed the
importance of schools helping students to feel comfortable within their learning
environments. Juanita shared how she would like to see teachers meeting children where

they are at so that their confidence can be bolstered, and Felicia noted the importance of
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creating safe spaces where students feel they can take risks when learning. Three
respondents urged for the creation of smaller class sizes with improved teacher to student
ratios. Juanita discussed how a smaller school environment all together could help to
foster a tight knit community that would be conducive to learning. Two interview
participants felt that schools should take on the task of providing one on one tutoring
during the school day, and Kallie described her desire to see schools provide increased
levels of homework and environmental sustainability programs. One participant
mentioned the need for schools to improve their facilities to provide larger classrooms
and more outdoor space, and another felt that elementary schools should offer club
sports. Felicia discussed the need for after school events to be held at earlier times to
accommodate difficulties associated with living in a highly urbanized neighborhood. In
helping students to attain academic success, one participant felt that schools should be
explicitly teaching how to be a good test taker, in addition to teaching the content of the

state tests.

Presentation of the Data
The following sections present the body of data that allowed the researcher to
arrive at the previously shared themes and responses to this study’s guiding research
questions. As discussed in chapter three, this information will be shared through a
narrative style of writing in order to demonstrate how this researcher personally

responded to and interpreted the data as it unfolded.
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Environmental Structures

This researcher had the opportunity to tour Narino Elementary School in order to
observe the learning community in which a majority of the study participants’ children
reside in each day. The brick building, standing several stories tall, was pristine and
orderly throughout. Upon entering the school, individuals were immediately required to
pass through a security desk in which they signed in and would later be required to sign
out. The principal, a tall and confident African American women, interacted warmly with
students as they walked through the halls. These students’ various cultures were
represented within the school environment with many different flags proudly displayed
and objects labeled in multiple languages throughout the building. Additionally, each
classroom warmly invited parents and families to be an active part of their child’s school
experience by displaying newsletters outside their doors in both Spanish and English,
which highlighted important information and current topics of study. Each grade level’s
current program of inquiry could also be found posted just outside of the main office.
Student work was prominently featured in every hallway, with each bulletin board
including the central idea, state standard, and line of inquiry, which the given work
reflected. Students, in matching crisp white shirts and blue pants, could be seen both
engaged in group activities or working diligently at their desks, their laughter and banter
echoing out of the classrooms and throughout the hallways. At dismissal time, families
lined the outside of the building, anxiously awaiting the outpouring of energetic little
bodies into the central courtyard and street. Many of these students’ next stop would be

the Victoria Housing after school program.
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Nestled into the basement areas of various residential buildings lies the home of
Victoria Housing’s Youth Services Program. These spaces of afterschool learning and
fun, though modest in appearance, were filled with evidence of a caring and supportive
environment. Students’ cultures, identities, and shared community were openly
celebrated with bulletin board displays of self portraits and agreed upon community rules,
which include the use of positive language, a respectful attitude, respectful use of each
other’s bodies, taking responsibility for one’s actions, and practicing self-control. A large
bowl of apples and oranges was placed outside of the small kitchen, awaiting the arrival
of hungry children, and a daily schedule that included a learning activity, outside time,
homework hour, academic enrichment, and dinner, was written carefully onto one of the
large dry erase boards. A reminder to return permission slips for Thursday’s ice skating
trip was posted closely nearby, and a collection of worn children’s and chapter books sat
precariously stacked on the shelves of two tall wooden bookcases. High on the back wall
was a row of open cabinets that revealed a plethora of arts and craft supplies mixed with
the occasional board game. A large fish tanks bubbled away in the corner, near the
considerable utility-sized sink, much loved sofa, and air hockey table. Various worktables
combined with an odd assortment of mix-matched chairs to fill the open spaces of the
adjoining rooms. A large locked door, which was decorated on the inside with magnetic
word art, provided the space with some level of security so that only invited guests could

enter.
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Participant Characteristics

The purpose of this study was to better understand the perspectives of culturally
diverse caregivers from low socioeconomic households regarding their child’s experience
in the American school system. Six women took part in this study. (Please see Figure 11).
Each of these caregivers were mothers who lived inside the Victoria Housing community,
and as such, came from low-income homes. Two of the women were born in the United
States, while the other four were born in other countries but had resided in the United
States for a period of five years or longer. Of the interviewees, all but one spoke multiple
languages at home. Each participant self-identified themselves as having adequate written
and oral English language skills and were thus able to read the informed consent form
and respond to interview questions. One participant was legally blind, and as such
required that the informed consent form be read aloud to her and that her interview
transcripts be provided in enlarged print. No respondents had children who had been
identified as having a disability, and all were in the thirty to forty year old age range. All
participants fell within the U.S. Census’s description of being either Black or Hispanic.
Each individual’s personal story will be shared in greater detail throughout the final

section of this chapter.
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Figure 11. Participant Characteristics (n = 6)

Native Yearsin | Native Age
Participant* | Race** | Country the U.S. | Language | Range | Children
Black, Daughter,
Karen Caribbean | United States | N/A English 36 —40 | 2™ Grade
Son,
Maria Hispanic | El Salvador | 30 Spanish 36— 40 | 5™ Grade
Black/
African Daughter,
Juanita American | United States | N/A English 31-35 | 5" Grade
Son,
Kallie African Eritrea 5 Ambharic | 36 —40 | 2™ Grade
African/ Creole, Daughter,
Felicia Black Sierra Leone | 20 Mende 36— 40 | 4™ Grade
Son,
Susannah African Sierra Leone | 15 Creole 36 —40 | 4™ Grade

* All participants received pseudonyms to respect their identity.
**Race was self-identified by each participant.

Participant One

Background. “Karen” entered the room with a wave of energy. She was
immediately warm and engaging, and was eager to share her thoughts and ideas. Her
interview was held in a conference room, on the second floor of Victoria Housing’s main
office building. Karen talked quickly, answering each interview question in great detail.
Throughout the interview, she kept her cell phone within reach, a few times grabbing it to
pull up an image that illustrated her point. Her thin frame frequently shook with equal

parts excitement and laughter as she worked to convey her stories.
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Karen was born in New York City, but moved to Montreal, Canada as an infant,
where she lived first with her grandmother and then with her aunt and cousins until she
was six years old, at which point she relocated back to New York City to live with her
mom who had arrived from Haiti. She describes her time in Montreal as “very, very, very
awkward” because although she came from a “pro-black” household where obedience
towards teachers was encouraged, she found herself within a school system that was a
“racists environment,” where she felt constantly bullied by her peers and teachers alike.
Because Karen’s first language was French, she was placed in the English as a Second
Language (ESL) program upon entering 1% grade back in the United States. Karen’s
school experiences from then on were very positive. She describes herself as going “from
ESL in first grade to the top of the top classes as far as second, third, fourth, fifth grades
and onward were concerned.” She proudly shared that she was the class salutatorian, but
noted with frustration in her voice that her teachers had told her, “You would have been
valedictorian but you’re in ESL.” When asked what it was about her favorite teacher that
stood out to her, Karen remembered feeling that her teacher created an environment
where everyone in her class was equal. Additionally, she recalled how this teacher “got
me out of my box” by observing her talents and working with her to cultivate them.
Karen noted a connection between her school experiences and how she now relates to her
daughter’s time in school. Karen shared, “I really, really began to evolve and enjoy my
teachers and it set the stage for how I engage with teachers today as far as how I’'m
raising my child.”

Karen’s mom worked hard to raise both her and her brother on her own. While

her family spoke English outside of the home, French was the spoken exclusively in the
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home because her mother “was adamant about us not losing our culture.” Karen recalled
that her mom wanted her and her brother to attend “the best schools ever,” but because
they had little money, they attended the neighborhood schools; however, her mom was
passionate about the school only being a part of the puzzle where her education was
concerned.

So we could have a poor school, but what are the parents doing about it? How

involved are the parents in the day-to-day educational/academic life of the child.

So my mother was very hands-on. She went to every single open school, anything

you can think of.

Karen credited her mother’s role in her educational experience for guiding how she
parents her child now. She shared with a side smile, “So my mother really set the stage
on being involved.” Karen indentified her race as “Black Caribbean,” and shared that
currently French, English, and Haitian Creole are spoken within her home. Karen has an
eight-year-old daughter, who is a general education student within a second grade
classroom.

Perceptions regarding how academic success is defined for children. When
asked how Karen would define “school success” for her daughter, she highlighted the
role of parent involvement. She stated, “School success to me is ongoing engagement
with the parents.” However, Karen advocated for a deeper level of such engagement.
Rather than the traditional role of parents serving as field trip chaperones or coming to
school twice a year for parent teacher conferences and assemblies, Karen wanted to see
parents truly involved in the students’ learning. She explained, “I feel like there are other

opportunities that can be created or cultivated. I always liked when... they have parents
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come to read with the children.” She reiterated, “Parent engagement is a form of school
success. Parent-teacher engagement.” Karen felt that this partnership between parents and
teachers should work to propel students to greater levels of success.

When a teacher sees that she’s not being challenged and they are looking for other

ways to partner with the child and partner with us, that to me is a form of success

for her. Because it shows her that Mommy and Daddy and Mrs. Such-and-Such or

Mr. Such-and-Such are in this together.

Additionally, Karen spoke passionately about the current high stakes testing
climate and structure of schools. Specifically, she pondered how schools could test
children in a way that honors both their cultural and economic backgrounds. She gave the
example, “If you tell a child you have caviar is this and sushi is that. Another knows
ramen noodles, they don’t know sushi and caviar.” In essence, Karen advocated for
school systems that gave children a “level playing field,” in which the material presented
was accessible to all.

So having a school system that is so diversified, that anyone regardless of their

backgrounds, can actually understand. Not necessarily say “pass,” but understand

what’s being asked of them is something that I feel would be a form of school
success.
Furthermore, Karen defined the very make-up of a school’s diverse population as a
measure of success for her daughter. She explained, “And for her to be around people
that don’t look like her, and don’t have the same economical background as she does, and
she still learns from them. That’s a form of success.”

Karen also spoke of grouping students according to ability rather than age, saying
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strongly, “I don’t feel that the way the classrooms are set up is advantageous to the
children.” Karen felt that children should be placed with other students who are at their
level and can subsequently work to challenge each other.

You have children who aren’t even reading at the second grade level, they’re

reading at the kindergarten level, but because they’re at that particular age, that

they belong in second grade, they’re being placed in second grade. That’s not a

form of success to me. That’s a form of defeat, because what that’s saying for the

child as far as educating him or her? It’s not fair. I’ll just leave it at that. Yeah, I’ll

just leave it at that.

Perceptions regarding factors influencing academic success. Karen spoke
passionately about her role as a parent in her child’s educational experience. She
expressed her belief that children are “products of their environment,” or more
specifically, “products of their parents — of how their parents are parenting them.” Karen
credited a great deal of her child’s success in school to the importance that is placed on
school and schoolwork within her home. She explained, “She [her daughter] comes from
a household where we don’t play when it comes to homework. You’re doing your
homework before you even think about doing anything else.” Karen expressed concern
regarding the many outside influences her daughter is exposed to at school, but this
concern seemed to further fuel her need to be involved in her child’s school experience.
“We’re absolutely hands on,” she shared. Karen elaborated, “I see a lot of parents who
are not invested in the children. So the children in turn are not invested in the importance
of what education is really about.” Subsequently, Karen reported that her daughter is very

excited about school and the possibilities for her future.
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My daughter, she’s already speaking about, from the time she was five years old,
she was speaking about college and scholarships and stuff like that... Where as
other kids, they’re not really talking about that. So, that’s just unfortunate,
because | would want so much more.
Karen also attributed her daughter’s success in school to the relationships that have been
fostered by her teachers. “Her teacher’s relationship with her is amazing. Amazing,”
Karen gushed. She credited the teachers for working with her daughter on appreciating
progress rather than perfection. While Karen spoke with pride about her daughter’s
success in school, she was often drawn to reflect back on her daughter’s classmates who
were not experiencing similar levels of achievement. Karen described a large display
within her daughter’s classroom that declared, “We Are Learning to Read.” On this
bulletin board was each child’s reading level. While her daughter was excelling at Level
V, she noted that the majority of others were on Level B, with the midyear benchmark
being Level I. This left Karen to question both how her own daughter was being
challenged, as well as to how the lower level students were being supported.

Karen reported that her daughter’s most enjoyable experiences at school have
involved reading, math, and computers, mainly due to the fact that “she’s advanced to a
certain degree on several of those.” In an effort to foster these areas of strengths, Karen
shared that her daughter’s teachers created peer tutoring opportunities in which her
daughter was the “teacher’s assistant” in order to help “the other classmates get to where
she’s at.” This role served more than just an academic purpose; in addition to
strengthening her understanding of the content, Karen’s daughter was also able to

enhance her social-emotional skills.
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So, she was, in turn, helping the other classmates get to where she’s at. That
distracted her from her knowing more than the kids. It became her not learning,
but her teaching others. That helped her a lot, as far as people skills, and how to
actually make friends, and be like “oh, you did it, great job.” That helped her with
the trying thing, because like I said, she was so hard on herself.
As a result of this experience, Karen shared that her daughter became more open to
taking risks within her own learning experiences, and had broadened her relationships
with her peers. Karen chuckled, “She’s really... yeah, everybody’s her best friend.
Everybody’s her best friend.”

Conversely, when asked to describe school experiences that were difficult for her
daughter, Karen spoke first of her daughter’s struggle to handle the pressures she puts on
herself to succeed. Karen described her daughter as being frequently nervous about her
school performance and a perfectionist when it came to homework completion. Karen
explained, “She is obsessed with her homework — getting it right.” Attendance was also
very important to Karen’s daughter.

She missed one day of school and she was devastated. We had to write a letter,

just so she could know that all of them knew that she was sick. But we wrote a

letter just so she could feel happy. She’s like, ‘I’ll give it to the teacher.” We

didn’t have to right a letter, but for her, she said, ‘Please Mommy.’ She’s one of
those kids.
Outside of academics, Karen’s shared that her daughter worked hard to handle bullying
issues with peers, specifically concerning name-calling. Karen shared that she does not

permit any type of swearing from her daughter within their home, so when her daughter
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has been confronted with this type of language at school, she described her daughter as
feeling “traumatized.” Karen noted the influence of the students’ homes on how they
relate to one another within class.

I remember a child who happens to go to her school, but they also go to the same

after school program, they were on the playground and they told her, ‘I’'m going

to slap you all the way to your mother.” She was like, ‘Oh my God.’ ... That’s a

grown-up phrase. I happen to know the household of this particular child where

it’s her grandmother, her mother and her sister and uncle. So I could hear
grandmother saying I’m going to slap you all the way to your mother. So here
she’s repeating this to my child. My child doesn’t know that. All she know is, ‘Oh
my God, you’re going to slap me all the way to my mother’s work?’
To help her daughter navigate between these two worlds, she would tell her, “If you hear
somebody cursing it’s because they’re being lazy and they don’t use the vocabulary that’s
there for them to use.” Karen reported that initially her daughter would have nightmares,
that the situation was “really, really bad;” however, she has now started to grow more
confident and has been better able to stand up for herself.

Karen reflected on the differences between her experiences growing up as a
Haitian American to those of her daughter. Whereas she recalled feeling ostracized and
bullied for being Haitian, she has observed the opposite experience for her daughter.
Karen elaborated, “We had to lie and say we were Canadian or something else, or we
were from St. Lucia — another French speaking country — because to say you were
Haitian was bad, but for her, she’s so prideful.” Karen noted the positive impact her

child’s school has had on her daughter’s ability to embrace both her own cultural identity
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as well as the identities of others.
Her best friend is Latina and she’s black, but she’ll say, ‘Black girls rock, and
Latinas!” So she has that self-respect that’s been cultivated in her without
damning another ethnic group. Just hearing that ‘You’re beautiful, you’re
beautiful, you’re beautiful. Everybody’s beautiful, but you’re beautiful too.’
Narino [School] has done a good job, I would say, at cultivating that.
When asked to share more about how her family’s culture and heritage were recognized
by her daughter’s school, Karen discussed the many flags that were hung up around the
building, stating with pride that her daughter had been the one to draw the Haitian flag
that is currently displayed. Karen also noted the various events that were highlighted by
the school throughout the year, such as Black History Month and Hispanic Heritage Day.
Furthermore, her daughter’s afterschool program at Victoria Housing partnered with
Narino School to provide the students with an opportunity to share about their family’s
culture. Karen elaborated, “They had my daughter do a presentation where she was
talking about Haiti, and what Haiti was about, and how Haiti helped America and helped
black people in America become free and stuff like that.” Karen noted that while the
school and teachers showed an awareness and appreciation of her family’s Haitian
culture, she was disappointed that their native language, French, was not offered as a
second language option.
I feel like it’s a huge disservice here, because you just have Spanish. While the
Hispanic population is growing, I believe it’s almost the majority if I’'m not
mistaken, or it’s becoming the majority, there’s still a huge French population, not

even Haitian French, but there’s the people from the African diaspora who come
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form the continent who speak French. I’ve met so many people who speak

French, but we have to restrict it to just home, because the school system. We’re

afraid that we’re going to lose it.

When asked to share about her role in her daughter’s school experience, Karen
described herself as being highly involved. One area that Karen took particular interest in
was helping to plan opportunities for students to see the surrounding areas of the city.
Karen explained, “Dr. King’s Monument just opened, there’s the White House. I’'m like
why are they always going to the zoo? So I had a conversation with the teacher and I
said, ‘These kids need to see outside of their neighborhood.’” In an effort to expand the
horizons of the children in her daughter’s class, Karen spearheaded several fund-raisers
and worked with the teachers to create such enrichment opportunities for the students.
Karen also described herself as being a mentor to the other kids in her daughter’s class.
Karen shared, “I guarantee if you walk with me right now to go pick up... my daughter,
you’ll see a lot of the kids say, ‘Auntie Karen! Auntie Karen!”” Karen made it a point to
stay actively involved in all of the students’ progress. She explained, “I’ll challenge the
kids. I don’t care if your parents aren’t here, but I’m here, and I think green is the color
that you’re supposed to be, so I’'m like, ‘What color are you? You better be green!’”
Karen also made it a point to be up to date on the curriculum being covered in her
daughter’s class, and would work to tie this content into out of school activities with both
her daughter and her classmates.

So, if it’s her birthday and I knew that they were learning about main characters and
supportive roles, and I’ll say, ‘I want to tell you a story. Once up on a time there was

a little girl named Karinoya, and she had blah, blah, blah, blah, blah,” and then I’1l
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say, ‘Who can tell me who the main character was?’” Whoever raised their hand first,
I’1l give them a prize. So again, ’'m teaching them stuff while I’'m celebrating her
birthday, while I’'m implementing with the teacher. It’s teaching them.

In addition to Karen’s high level of school involvement, she also credited much of
her daughter’s continued success in school to the community within which they live.
Karen described this community as “economically diverse.” She explained, “It’s a
blessing for me to have come from a very humble, humble, humble background, to be in
a community where I can see people who don’t look like me and have my same struggles
and have my same accolades.” From within this community gleans a great deal of support
for her family. Karen shared, “I believe in the mantra of the village. We have a village.
The village takes care of [my daughter]... I always have people picking her up from
school if I can’t make it.” A specific area of support that Karen noted was from the “after
school programming” that is provided through Victoria Housing.

Everybody is invested in her. I feel like her accomplishments are their

accomplishments and not just mine. Everybody’s there to tutor her. The [Victoria

Housing] Youth Services is just a phenomenal program that she was part of since

she was four or five years old.

Perceptions regarding the role of schools in a child’s attainment of academic
success. Karen spoke fervently about changes she would like to see made in her
daughter’s school. Foremost, Karen highlighted her wish to see other languages offered
in schools, noting how she herself came from a French speaking home, but had the
opportunity to learn Spanish. She shared, “I took the opportunity to learn Spanish so that

it opened up so many doors of opportunities for me to communicate with others and to
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make the world much smaller than what it is.” Her concern with the Spanish focus is that
students coming from Spanish speaking homes are not given the chance to learn a new
language.
I feel that the school system is failing a lot of kids... A lot of Latinos go to the
schools and if they’re speaking Spanish at home and they’re speaking Spanish at
school, what’s going to bridge the gap to have them speak other languages? So for
me it’s a huge disservice. I would bring other languages in the school.
Additionally, Karen described the need for increased parent involvement. She elaborated,
“I would have more institutionalized programs for parents to be forced to engaged. I
would have parents sign contracts.” Karen compared the corporate structure of enforced
volunteer efforts to how schools should approach parents’ participation in their children’s
classrooms.
You’re going to be forced to take part in this or that activity with the child. The
same way some people have to volunteer — some corporations have people
volunteering for community hours — you have to go out and volunteer in the
community if you’re going to be an employee here. You’re going to have to come
into the school, into the classroom at least twice throughout the entire year... And
you’re going to do this with your class, with your child in the classroom.
The impact of this proposed change being that children would see their parents taking an
active role in their education. Karen shared, “The child can see, my mother and my father
are here,” and with this comes the message that school must be valued and important.
Karen also spoke of her desire to see a school system with greater diversity

among the student body. Karen noted how the school years are a critical time for
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exposing children to the many different types of people and races that exist in society.

By the time you grow up, you’ll decide what type of educational system you want

to be a part of. If you want to go to a historical black college and university, that’s

on you. If you want to go to a more traditional non-HBCU, that’s on you. If you

want to go to community college, that’s on you. But I want you to see outside of

your comfort zone.
Karen reflected on the importance of having an array of racially diverse teachers as well.
Karen explained, “I also don’t want you to feel that every single teacher that you have,
they’re all Caucasian, or they’re all Black. I would love to see this year we had this, that
year we had that...” Karen elaborated on how having a mix of races among those who
teach will show that everybody has something of value to share. Karen explained, “You
can see that everybody’s worthy of teaching. It’s not just limited to one particular group
of individuals to teach.”

When asked what Karen would like to see her daughter’s school and teachers
doing differently, Karen spoke immediately to the restrictions put on her daughter’s
academic trajectory by the current systems in place.

If she qualifies academically for third grade... I don’t want to hear, ‘She qualifies

for this, she’s too smart for second grade, but because of her age, she has to be in

second grade.” That’s failing her, and that’s failing me. That’s failing her father.

That’s failing the village.

Rather, Karen envisioned a system where students were placed based on ability instead of
age. Karen elaborated, “You’re limiting it to her age as opposed to the content of

knowledge that she has cultivating in her brain.” She proposes providing “different
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incentives that would continue to challenge the child.” Conversely, she would like to see
the school establish “creative incentives for children who are not meeting the levels or

who are not reaching the levels that they’re supposed to be at.”

Participant Two
Background. Maria and her son led the way to a basement room in their
apartment building. The room was one of the spaces used by Victoria Housing’s Youth
Services Program, but on this weekend evening, it stood empty and scarcely heated.
Maria’s son took a seat at a table in the corner and busied himself with games on his cell
phone. Maria, standing barely five feet tall, was a ball of passion and determination.
Legally blind, but fiercely independent, she was quick to open up and start talking.
Maria, who is a Hispanic woman that was born in El Salvador, came to the United
States at the young age of nine years old. She recalled struggling to assimilate to a new
language in school.
It was hard, because I didn’t know English at all. I couldn’t understand anything. |
couldn’t have friends, I couldn’t have nothing. It was very uncomfortable until I
started to learn English. It took me one year. It was a nightmares for me, every
day coming to school and to approach my American teachers that they were
talking to me but I couldn’t speak to them.
Despite a difficult first year, Maria recalled having the support of her teachers and social
worker to help with her transition. Maria remembered, “I have Black American teacher,
she tried to learn Spanish with me and I tried to learn English with her. So we always

were working together even after school.” She noted that her social worker, who knew
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some Spanish, “took care of me a lot,” helping her to feel “very safe, very comfortable
back then.”

Maria was the oldest of three children, and her mom was a single parent who
“worked hard” to keep the family going. With her mom working “day and night to
support our rent,” Maria was often “the mom” to her siblings. She described them as
being “a group of three working together to try and make it.” Both a busy work schedule
and a language barrier prevented Maria’s mom from being overly involved in her
schooling. Maria explained, “She didn’t know English, so she felt very uncomfortable to
go to school. She didn’t like it to go much.” Maria was not a stranger to living in poverty
when she came to the United States; however, she recalled that having a supportive
family structure made her time in El Salvador a “very happy” one.

It was very poor, but it was successful. Because at the end of the day, you were

there with your grandfather and grandmother. That’s all you wanted at the time,

and to know that you have something to eat... I think I had a lot of love from
parents, from my grandfathers. So that was a good thing about this stuff. The
cultures there are very tough. There’s no schools much, but there’s great examples
from your grandfathers and grandmas that you learn that you never forget.
Maria speaks both Spanish and English at home. Her son is a general education student
who is currently in the fifth grade.

Perceptions regarding how academic success is defined for children. Maria
defined her child’s success in school through how well he grew both intellectually and
socially. She viewed the notion of success as “great academic skills” as well as “a

standard of values.” Maria felt that school success should carry over into the real world,
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and that students should not simply learn for the sake of learning, but should also
understand how what they are learning is applicable to life. She gave the example that her
son should not just know how to read, but should also “know why he’s reading a good
book.” Maria felt that for there to be success, there should be an overlap between school
and home, with school being “the second house for them.” In this way, the values and
love of learning that are taught at home should carry over into school, and vice versa.
Perceptions regarding factors influencing academic success. When asked to
describe her son’s school experience up to this point, Maria noted the need for more
teamwork between the school and the families. She described her son as having great
potential, but didn’t feel the schools were fully able to tap into this potential. Maria
reported that her son had both “excellent” report card grades and also passed the
mandated state tests, yet she still felt that her son could be performing at a much higher
caliber. Maria shared, “I know that [my sons] are capable, that they could be more than
that, that they can do more than that. But they don’t, because... the school doesn’t give
them all the tools, I believe, to try to do the best.” One specific area of concern for Maria
has been her son’s math teacher. Although Maria reported that math is one of her son’s
“favorite skills,” she felt that a difficult teacher relationship has been putting a damper on
his overall success.
But there’s a teacher that is always mean and upset. Even when I have went to the
meeting, [ have meet her. She is very poor communicating with me. She is very
poor to reach out, how successful can be a kid. She wants her way, this way... so
sometimes I feel like she is kind of anger, and that anger she is bringing out with

the kids.
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Maria felt that all of the teachers should be given “more teacher education,” and should
come to the job because they genuinely love the work they are doing with children and
their families rather than simply for a paycheck.
To teach and to care is about to have love and passion too. It’s just not to teach
someone, and to put something in your head, and they’re going to learn. Not like
that. It’s just to have the motion, the power to be one-on-one with the children. I
feel like the teacher’s supposed to be like a team worker, the second person after a
mom, just to give the kids — they’re eager to teach them, and to give them the self-
esteem that they need, that they can feel security. That you are there for me,
teacher. If I fell down, I’'m going to get up and keep on working.
When asked if her son had any teachers that exemplified this vision, Maria spoke about
her son’s positive relationship with his art teacher. Maria shared, “They have special
teachers... my son has art... She gave the best of my son. She gave me the best of her
days, of her years, and through with it I feel so great.” Another bright spot for her son in
school has been reading, specifically during a reading group that takes place during lunch
once a week. Maria explained, “It’s like tutoring, which is a good thing... It’s been very
successful. They enjoy that, they enjoy good friends, and sometimes they enjoy the staff
— the people they’ve been knowing there for a long time.” Maria reported that her son
also enjoys his recess time; however, she expressed concerns regarding the short amount
of time allotted. Maria shared, “They think half an hour is after you’re there eight hours.
Half an hour is totally nothing to distract yourself, to enjoy yourself and then to go in and
work.”

Maria’s greatest frustration with her son’s school lied in the lack of parent input
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and involvement in school decisions and policies. Maria shared, “I don’t like the ways of
school regulations and policies are too tough sometimes... they don’t consult with
parents. We don’t know our rights sometimes, and we don’t know what our role is, as a
parent.” Maria felt that parents should be more involved with critical decisions such as
teacher hiring. She noted the trust that parents put into schools to care for their kids, and
the desire to “have that peace of mind” that their children are safe and happy.
Do we own part of the school as parents because our kids are there? Do we have
the right to say, ‘I think we can hire this teacher, because I think this teacher is
good?’ They do it on their own, and I think it’s time for them to give us a little bit
of that job too. Because you have to know where you put your children in those
eight hours.
Maria would also like parents to have more involvement in school discipline issues that
arise. When Maria’s son started experiencing issues with bullying, she went to the school
social worker and principal to discuss the issue. Maria hoped to work collaboratively with
the school and the other child’s parents to resolve the issue; however, she was told the
school officials would deal with the situation. This frustrated Maria, who credited herself
for working hard to be actively involved in her son’s education by taking parenting
classes that were offered through Victoria Housing.
It’s hard. First, they don’t want — the social worker didn’t want to talk to me about
it much because she said it was private and stuff like that. I told her, ‘It’s my kid,
I need to know her father of that child.” She said, “Well...’
It wasn’t until Maria came to school with one of the teachers from Victoria Housing’s

afterschool program that the school agreed to meet with her. Maria explained, “They
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decided that they were going to put attention to me because they saw me that [ was very
seriously, and I was not playing with it.” This type of collaborative relationship was what
Maria strived to have with her son’s school.

Sometimes parents also, they leave their kids thinking that the teachers are

everything, they’re going to do everything for them. It’s not that. That’s why I say

a teamwork all the time. We work together. I would love to be more close.

One place where Maria identified feeling supported was through her son’s
afterschool program at Victoria Housing, where they offer free homework and tutoring
help for their residents’ children. Maria attributed this service to helping her son complete
his homework on time and be prepared to meet the challenges of school the following
day.

I have the after school programs. The Youth Services have worked for me a big

deal; it’s a blessing. I didn’t know this program would not exist, I don’t know

how my children would do homework. They help them. Now you have to have
tutoring to help your child because it’s very important, and that’s the only way
that they can make homework — they do homework. That’s the way it’s prompt
and on time, because the after programs are helping them to keep on do their
homework and to keep them giving them — move them to give out what they need
to give tomorrow to do homework.

When asked about how her son’s school acknowledges her family’s culture and
language, Maria reflected on the large Latino population and the school’s openness to
celebrating the Spanish language and Latino traditions. She explained, “We are 70%

Latino... but it’s so great because we do Spanish heritage, we do Black history month.
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There is dual language.” Maria elaborated on how the school devoted one day a week to
speaking and teaching solely in Spanish; however, what was even more meaningful to her
was her principal’s willingness to learn to speak Spanish himself. She shared, “The
principal speaks Spanish. He have learning, even though he came to the school knowing
English, he have learned, because he needs to know that he needs to interact with
parents.” Despite the schools openness to celebrating their students’ cultures, Maria noted
the lack of depth still present in how this was accomplished. For example, while the
teachers know that her family is Hispanic, she did not feel that they would be able to
identify which country they were from.

No, they’re not really going into what country. Until they learn what is it, and

how to be, until they explore more, until they learn more how parents live over

with their kids... They don’t take their time enough. It’s not really a great
successful in that.
Maria spoke passionately about how taking the time to understand her family’s
background would ultimately improve how teachers would be able to relate to her son
and subsequently deepen his educational experience.

When asked to describe her role in her son’s school experience, Maria reiterated
her desire to be more actively involved. She described feelings of alienation and
frustration when trying to resolve issues with her son. Maria shared, “I feel successful
when I feel like somebody listened to me and they did something for my child.”
However, Maria reported that these successful interactions were infrequent. Moreover,
she was often left feeling unheard and unimportant within the school setting.

As a mother, you feel terrible. You go home and you feel terrible. You feel like
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there’s nothing there for you to give those values. You don’t feel important
enough. You feel important only if you’re at the household, and that the kids
would pay attention to you, but in school, they’re not. You feel like you’re one of
the other ones, and one of the other ones is like nothing.
These negative interactions with the school have made it difficult for Maria to want to
participate in the Parent Teacher Association (PTA). Maria noted the value in
participating in this organization.
Sometimes I feel, gee, [ need to part of it, because if [ don’t be part of it, who is
going to do things for us? Who’s going to do our job, what we want? We want our
voice to hear.
Yet, she cited the lack of a personal connection between the school and the parents as a
reason why both she and others did not join. Maria felt that sending letters and flyers
home was not sufficient, that such invitations lacked “intimacy.” Maria suggested taking
the time to get to know families on a personal level.
Maybe go drink coffee with her, or come and have breakfast, or go with the kids
on the weekends, or just come at home for 30 minutes, and just to talk to her, to
inspire me. That is the way [ would do it... That’s why many parents don’t go
there, don’t do it. Because | feel that it’s more of the principal and the staff, they
invite you, but not really. It’s not like that. It’s just... it’s not a personal
connection there.
Conversely, Maria described being an active member in Victoria Housing’s
community, where she felt a great deal of personal connections and support.

This community’s been amazing for me. This community’s been a blessing... this
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is where I learn my values. This is how I learn. There is workshops, there are

parenting classes that I don’t have at school, that I don’t have in my son’s school.
Maria attributed much of this community support to her son’s success in school, noting,
“My community is a bridge to give my kids the standard, the education, the support.”
Additionally, Maria described her son as “a leader” within this community, participating
in rallies and Housing for All events. Maria concluded, “I felt like a panther. I feel like
nobody can stop me... I can run miles, and miles, and miles because of [ Victoria
Housing]. Because I believe that they have helped me.”

Perceptions regarding the role of schools in a child’s attainment of academic
success. Maria outlined a number of changes she would like to see made within her son’s
school. She talked foremost about minimizing discrimination of non-English speaking
parents through improved access to translators. Maria explained, “Like if I don’t know
English, but I have — I will have, definitely, a person, a staff beside me all the time who
speaks English and translator at the minute.” Maria’s greatest passion involved both
educating parents as well as creating pathways for them to be more intricately involved in
the school decisions and culture. She suggested that both English and parenting classes
should be made available to parents through the school. Additionally, Maria would like to
see workshops held about the many cultures found within the school community.

I would bring a person from their country and explain them how — like from the

embassy — how your country runs, how it works, how would they do. I’ll bring

people too — not professional, but people who lives actually in El Salvador or

whatever country, and bring it out to do workshops.
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Maria envisioned these workshops as opportunities for the students and the staff to learn
more about each other. They would also provide a place for the teachers and the parents
to connect. Maria explained, “I will give parents opportunities to involve their self with
their staff, to involve themselves with their teachers.” Additionally, as an individual with
a disability, Maria felt that such workshops could also serve as a platform for educating
teachers and other students about what it means to have a disability, so that children of
disabled parents would feel less stigmatized when their parents visit the school.

Maria wished to “see a little bit of my culture in my school.” She suggested
devoting one day of each week to highlighting a specific culture, and inviting parents in
to cook cultural foods in the cafeteria. Maria shared, “Give them more Latino food to
involve the Latino culture in there. So maybe one day a week cook tacos or tortillas.” By
creating this type of culturally competent school environment, Maria envisioned school
becoming like a “second house” for each student. A place where students feel pride in
their heritage and have no shame in introducing their family to their peers and teacher.
Maria elaborated, “I’m proud to introduce to you to my teacher my mom because even
though she’s Chinese I’m so proud. That’s how I would like a child to feel like at
school.” Furthermore, Maria would like for parents to be involved in the process of hiring
these individuals who will be working with their children.

If you’re going to hire a staff or teachers on September, summertime, | want to

know who I will hire. I want to join in. Who’s going to teach my child English?

Who’s going to teach my child math? Do I feel happy with it?

Maria also advocated for a greater partnership between parents and teachers, one in

which parents and teachers are communicating regularly about what goes on throughout
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the day. Maria suggested, “Bring the teachers one day every month to interact with the
parents,” and “Work with the parents one-on-one before the school year start. To learn
more about your kid, how your kid is, from the parents.” Maria reflected back on her own
past experience as a student who was struggling to perform due to a difficult home
situation, and it wasn’t until her social worker and teachers took notice that she was able
to improve.
When I was in school, I was full of a lot of negligence, a lot of abuses of my
mother and stuff. I was not giving 100%. They thought I was a slow learner, even
though I didn’t know English. But it was not because of that. I’'m sure that the
opportunity came when my social worker became involved, and that’s why she
know. My teachers got involved to it, that’s how they know.
Maria stressed that teachers need to move beyond the classroom and into their students’
homes if they want to be able to truly teach them. She explained, “Give more presence of
yourself to it.” Maria elaborated, “That’s why many kids do very poor at school, because
[teachers are] not involved in housing and in their family with them, with the child.
That’s why maybe they don’t learn as much.” Maria relayed a personal story of her own
son shutting down in class during a lesson that involved the story, The Three Blind Mice.
As the other students laughed at the characters, her son felt sadness towards the
inaccurate portrayal of blind people’s capabilities, and stopped participating in the lesson.
Maria pointed out how this disconnect between her son’s teacher and their family caused
him distress and interrupted his education; Had his teacher known his mom was blind,
she may have not chosen that story, or could have presented the material differently.

Maria noted, “When your student is frustrated, you’re supposed to know why, because
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maybe something is happening, and he doesn’t want to say it out there.” Maria did
remark upon the fact that certain cultures by nature are very closed and do not say much,
but she reiterated how this makes the need for schools to form a relationship with them

even more critical.

Participant Three

Background. “Juanita” first appeared cautious and guarded as she sat down for
her interview in a small office space within one of Victoria Housing’s youth program
centers. While she was initially reserved and quiet, she began to open up and grow more
comfortable as the interview progressed and rapport was developed, occasionally smiling
as she began to offer more detailed responses.

Juanita, the first of two children, was born in the United States into an African
American family. She recalled that most of her childhood was spent moving to different
places each year, leaving her with no consistent experience in any one school. Her mom,
a school teacher, was subsequently described as being very involved in her education,
while her dad, a maintenance engineer, was less so. Juanita remembered feeling
successful during her elementary school years, but began to disengage in her school
experience from sixth grade on. She explained:

I did really well in school up until the 5™ grade, and then in 6™ grade things went

downhill from there. I don’t know, I just started doing bad in school. From 6™ on

up I started doing really bad in school in terms of grades. And it was more or less

I just wasn’t doing the work. I just was disinterested.
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Rather than completing high school, Juanita made the decision to get her GED in ninth
grade and go directly onto college at the young age of sixteen. English is the primary
language spoken within Juanita’s home. She has a ten-year-old daughter who is a general
education student in the fifth grade.

Perceptions regarding how academic success is defined for children. When
asked about the words “school success,” Juanita thought for a moment before sharing,
“School success. What comes to mind is the school basically creating an environment
where each student can learn in their own individual ways. That’s what I would think.”
Juanita related back to her own experiences in school, and reflected on how she herself
learned differently. She shared, “I just think there’s more than one way to skin a cat. |
guess that’s a bad way to put it, but everybody doesn’t learn the same.” Juanita noted
how the current state testing practices impact the type of instruction happening in
schools. She explained, “I feel like we have this sort of standardized way of teaching
students and testing them obviously, and if you know they can’t measure up in these
different ways, then they are sort of discarded.” Juanita therefore advocated for a school
system that tailors their instruction to students’ learning styles, rather than a one size fits
all standardized model.

Just really looking at the student and find out what they need. Maybe they are a

more active learner, maybe they need to take breaks every ten minutes. Just... and

I guess that would be hard in a really large school, but just really like looking at

the student and seeing what they need to be successful.

Perceptions regarding factors influencing academic success. Juanita spoke

positively about her daughter’s school experiences. Juanita shared, “She has had great

137



experiences in school... She’s never done horrible in school. There have been some years
where she hasn’t done well as others, but she’s never failed every class or anything.”
Juanita’s family had moved from a nearby suburban town to their current urban home,
and she had worried how this transition to Narino School in the inner city would effect
her daughter’s peer relationships; however, she was pleased to discover that her daughter
continued to flourish in this new environment. Juanita explained, “I thought that she was
going to have a problem making friends just because we came from a suburban
environment into an inner city environment. But she didn’t have any issues at all, and she
had really great friendships.” Juanita reported that her daughter had similarly agreeable
relationships with her teachers, who have always been quick to note on report cards that
she “is such a joy to have in class.” Academically, Juanita described her daughter as
being “above grade level” in reading, but “all over the place” with her math grades,
noting that she scored “the “low level” on the math state test while passing the other
subjects with ease. To help with this, her daughter’s teacher has helped set up after school
tutoring sessions, and has sent home multiplication tables and flashcards. Juanita
reported, “They’ve been very helpful in trying to get [her] up to speed on that. It’s been
working.” Juanita chuckled as she confided that despite the need for all of these
interventions, her daughter “thinks she’s good at math.”

Juanita described herself as being highly engaged in her daughter’s educational
experience, and has been amazed to find that other parents do not share her level of
participation. Juanita shared, “But I’'m very involved, and [the teachers] always say that,
which surprises me. I’'m like, ‘Aren’t all parents?’”” Juanita reported that her daughter’s

teachers reciprocated this level of involvement, responding quickly to text messages,
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emails, and phone calls. Juanita laughed as she recalled, “Actually, I texted [the teacher]
the other night at like 9:00, and I was like, ‘[My daughter] can’t do her homework!’”
Juanita noted that she will contact them “if something comes home that looks strange,” or
“if something is glaringly wrong.” Juanita smiled and laughed quietly as she shared, “I
definitely don’t talk to them everyday, an sometimes I don’t” even talk to them once a
week, but they know me, and I know them!” In addition to being in touch with her
daughter’s teachers, Juanita also makes a point to regularly “go through her book bag,”
and attend ““all the teacher conferences.” Juanita described herself as her daughter’s
“advocate,” sharing that while some parents may be less inclined to speak up or question
the school, she sees that as one of her parental duties.
I am her advocate. I am her defense. I am the stopgap, I’'m there to check them
and make sure that whatever is supposed to be going on is going on. I am there for
her, honestly. | communicate with the teachers and I noticed that a lot of times, a
lot of people are intimidated by teachers and they’re afraid to speak up or answer
any questions. I think because my mother was an educator, I don’t feel that way.
I’'m also there to challenge them... I guess I’'m her lawyer.
Juanita reported enjoying any opportunity she has to visit her daughter’s school, noting
the community feel between the other parents, teachers, and principal. She elaborated,
“Yeah, everybody knows me. I feel very welcomed. This school, yes, | feel extremely
welcomed. I can go there right now and they’d all know me.” Adding to this community
environment is the school’s practice of highlighting the students’ various cultures. While
Juanita considers her African American culture as a mainstream culture that is thus

“always kind of promoted... in the classroom,” she noticed, “that there are a lot of
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Hispanic heritage things” present in the school as well.

In addition to feeling a strong sense of acceptance and belonging at her daughter’s
school, Juanita described this feeling of community as existing within their Victoria
Housing neighborhood as well. Juanita gushed, “I love, love, love this community! One
of my friends said, ‘You have so much civic pride.’ I thought that was a nice way to put
it.” While initially feeling hesitant about joining this community, Juanita soon discovered
that her fears were unfounded. She explained, “I feel so bad because before I moved in I
partially judged it because, you know, you think low-income, you think sort of just a bad,
unsafe environment. But this has been one of the best things I’ve ever done.” When asked
what about her experience has been so positive, Juanita described the many supports that
have been offered to her family.

When I first moved in, they offered me financial management classes... I learned

how to stick to my budget and now I’m in this homebuyer’s club. And then they

have the free daycare in my building... the daycare being downstairs, and also,
it’s right next door to my daughter’s school, so my daughter can walk to school by
herself, which she’s never been able to do before.
Juanita also noted the many afterschool activities and clubs available to her daughter. She
shared, “The Victoria Housing aftercare... is really robust and educational... I feel like
this community may be unique in that way, that there are so many after school options
and tutoring options.” Moreover, Juanita has been comforted by the helpfulness of her
fellow residents and neighbors.
One funny story, my parents came down to visit, my dad and my daughter were

walking down the street, and one of my neighbor’s sons stopped them, and said,
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‘Where’s your mom? Where are you going? Who is this?’ and she was like, ‘This

1s my grandpa.’ So, even that is helpful... I feel like we look out for each other.
Despite having such a tight knit community, Juanita was not quick to forget the reality of
where she lived, recalling, “And it’s not all peachy-keen. Somebody’s got stabbed in this
building.” Yet, for Juanita and her daughter, the good appeared to far outweigh the bad.

Perceptions regarding the role of schools in a child’s attainment of academic
success. When asked to describe what more schools could do to support student learning,
Juanita discussed the need for “much smaller classrooms,” and a small school
environment “where everybody sort of knows each other” and “works as tight in a
community.” Juanita envisioned a less formal educational experience where kids are
encouraged to be kids rather than “training kids” to stay seated and raise their hands to
talk. Juanita elaborated, “You have to know how to speak up for yourself and you have to
know how to formulate an opinion and articulate that.” Juanita also spoke to the need for
a greater “emphasis on the art” by integrating it into other subjects. Juanita shared, “I
would want them to foster more creativity.” Additionally, Juanita noted the need for
increased science classes, especially for girls who may not be as equally exposed to
science content outside of school.

Juanita also discussed the current high stakes testing climate within her daughter’s
school and noted the need to learn how to take such tests. Juanita highlighted how taking
a test in itself is a skill separate from knowing the content of the test, and advocated for
schools to teach “how to be a good test taker.”

There are some people who are just going to do awesome on those standardized

tests. I am a really good test-taker. That does not mean a damn thing. You know
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what [ mean? I feel like there should be classes that teach people how to take

tests, like how to relax.
Juanita envisioned schools as a place where “teachers respect the children as
individuals,” and meet “the kids where they are.” She provided the example of a time
when she was overly harsh with her daughter, and the teacher called to assure her that her
daughter was, in fact, performing right were she needed to be. Juanita recalled how this
experience taught her the importance of “respecting the kids, and... not being too harsh
on them.” Juanita also noted the importance of providing opportunities for building
confidence. She concluded, “I think by giving people responsibility and letting them meet

those, giving them goals, and then they succeed. I think that builds a lot of confidence.”

Participant Four

Background. “Kallie” opened the door to her apartment building with a warm,
hesitant smile. She led the way into the elevator up to the third floor, and then into to her
small, tidy apartment. Kallie sat on one of the two living room couches and answered the
interview questions in a small timid voice. Though she was easy to understand, she
seemed shy and self-conscious to speak in her non-native language. Her husband, a
friendly and open man, frequently interjected and added information to our conversation.
His presence appeared to put Kallie at ease.

Kallie moved with her husband to the United States five years ago from Eritrea, a
small country on the horn of Africa that gained independence from Ethiopia in the spring
of 1993. Despite coming from a family with a very limited education, Kallie grew up

with a great deal of pressure to perform in school. Kallie recalled her parents being very
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involved in her educational experience, “forcing” her to learn and “to be good.” Kallie
described her teachers as being even more vigorous, a stark contrast to the type of
educational system that she had observed in the United States.

In our country, in Africa, Eritrea, normally the teachers, the way they are teaching

us, they just force. When I compare, when I come here, it’s a difference there.

They just force. They hit you if you don’t know the answer or if you not good

behavior or just something, they are just using by force.

Although Kallie’s school experience was at times difficult, she recalled feeling supported
by her family. Kallie described her culture as being one in which family played an
integral role. She elaborated, “You never lonely, you’re just — always somebody’s around
you. We just laugh. The family is just visiting. They come in, your aunt or uncle, every
day. Everybody’s here around you.” Kallie speaks both English and Amharic at home
with her children. She has an eight-year-old daughter who is in a general education
second grade classroom. Kallie self-identified herself as being “African.”

Perceptions regarding how academic success is defined for children. Kallie’s
idea of school success was twofold; She described academic success as being both when
her children are making academic progress as well as when the teachers are working
collaboratively with her family towards this goal. Kallie explained, “I expect when they
go to school, they told me sometimes they are good in these things, in these things they
have to improve in these things. I’'m happy to hear from them to help my children.”
Kallie described having high expectations for her children, and that she feels they are
successful when the teachers report back that they are making progress in all areas. This

does not mean that she expects her children to be mastering every subject, but rather that
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the teachers are aware of her children’s strengths and weaknesses, and are sharing this
information with her while helping to move them towards mastery. She reiterated, “When
I hear from teachers, I’'m happy.”

Perceptions regarding factors influencing academic success. Kallie described
her daughter as liking both her teachers and her school. She explained, “[My daughter]
don’t have much complaining about school.” While Kallie shared that her daughter
struggled more in math than in reading, she noted that she received good grades overall.
As a second grader, she is still too young to take the state tests, so Kallie did not have any
information to share about her performance in that area. When asked about her daughter’s
favorite part of school, Kallie shared that she loved art and reading and had many friends.
Kallie’s husband chimed in, “Yeah, she’s very social, very friendly. She’s too much
actually!” Kallie shared some concerns regarding her daughter’s progress in mastering
two new languages, English and Spanish. Kallie’s daughter attends a Spanish immersion
school, and has thus been instructed in multiple languages, other than her native Ambharic.
Kallie’s husband explained, “She doesn’t practice much in Spanish that we want her to
be, because she understand everything, but I think the hardest thing that she doesn’t want
to speak it so she always speaks more in English.” When asked about how frequently she
spoke her native language at home, Kallie’s husband shared a similar concern, stating,
“No. No, she doesn’t. She understands, she listens, but she doesn’t speak. That’s also one
of the things that we fight at home. That we want them to learn.” Conversely, Kallie
reported that her daughter’s English was “okay,” and not a concern. Kallie and her
husband’s other concern regarding their daughter’s school experiences involved her

progress in math. They shared, “She has to do a lot of math, especially this year. She had
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to work hard in math...”

While Kallie reported that her daughter’s school recognized other cultures, she
did not feel that her family’s culture was among one of the ones acknowledged. Kallie
shared that other minorities, such as the Latino group, were in the majority and more
likely to be known, whereas there were very few families from Africa within the school.
As such, her family’s holidays and language were not acknowledged by the school, and
she had never seen their country’s flag displayed with others around the building.
Furthermore, Kallie thought that her daughter’s teachers would mistakenly identify her as
being Ethiopian.

Probably my guess that’s she’s from... probably might think that she’d be from

Ethiopia... Yeah because most Americans especially, they know Ethiopia more

than Eritrea. That’s a small country, a new country... That’s the first thing that

comes to them, Ethiopia... the first thing anybody in America comes in Ethiopia
because Ethiopia had been... very familiar.
Kallie shared that her daughter’s school sent out a survey at the beginning of each year
that asked about what their daughter’s native language was, but beyond being told to
“speak at home our native language,” there was no other acknowledgement of it.

When asked to describe her role in her daughter’s school experience, Kallie talked
about how the school worked to stay in contact with families. Kallie shared, “The school
encouraged, of course, in all means of communication. But we are actively all the time
attending all the parent-teacher conference.” Kallie also spoke of a new parent group that
recently formed, which functions as more of a class. Kallie described, “They tell you how

you can help them at home, and what they do, different strategies, stuff like that.”
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Additionally, this group provides parents with the opportunity to understand their child’s
progress within the context of the whole school. Each child is assigned a number, so that
data can be shared while maintaining confidentiality.
And then they give you the review of the whole students, and then they give you
the folder of each student, then you could see the number that they give for your
child of the name. They give the number, and then you could see your son
comparing to others in terms of math or literacy...
Kallie and her husband found this information to be very “interesting,” and enjoyed
getting a more holistic understanding of how their children are performing in school.
Kallie and her husband shared concerns regarding the make-up of their current
urban neighborhood in terms of how “child friendly” it was for their family. Kallie
described, “I wouldn’t say child friendly environment because it’s really noisy. We are
right in the middle of restaurants, bars, and everything. It’s mostly young ones that they
live in there in the community, in the area.” While they both agreed that the area does not
have the family feel they desired, they agreed on feeling a great deal of support from the
more immediate Victoria Housing community. When asked to describe this support,
Kallie shared, “They have a program aftercare like that from they help do homework
from 3:00 until 6:00.” Kallie’s husband added that they have never actually enrolled their
daughter in this program because they receive similar supports from their children’s
school, but that the Victoria Housing community is routinely in contact with their family,
inviting them to join. Kallie shared that there is a summer program for the kids that they
have been asked to participate in as well, and that each school year, Victoria Housing

helps with purchasing “materials for school” for their children. Kallie reiterated,
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“[Victoria Housing] are very good — they have a lot of programs and then they send us all
the programs, and they inform us monthly what’s going on by sending us a brochures.”
Additionally, Victoria Housing works to further build community by connecting the
residents together through various events. Kallie explained, “They have also a campaign
and they start to get together the residents, they do a barbecue from time to time. So they
try to bring families in...”

Perceptions regarding the role of schools in a child’s attainment of academic
success. Kallie was overall very pleased with her daughter’s school as it was, but when
asked what she would like to see changed, she discussed the class sizes. Kallie would
prefer there to be fewer children in each class, with an improved teacher to student ratio.
Her husband clarified, “The school, we like the school. Maybe I would have change the
size of the class. To me it’s getting — in terms of the number of students in the class, to
me it look like a big number.” Kallie also felt there should be more work sent home. She
shared, “I think we would have like to get more homeworks.” While Kallie remained
pleased with her daughter’s teachers, she had some concerns with the school’s facilities.
She felt that her daughter would perform better in school if she had a bigger building with
more spaces for outdoor activities. She explained, “I mean the school is small in terms of
building. They have their own [baseball] park [but] they don’t have any extra curricular
activities outside so sometimes they go outside by the park.” Kallie also valued her
daughter’s current school’s sustainability program. She liked how the students were given
hands-on projects to help learn how to take care of the environment.

Everything they do is environment friendly. They go to [local park] for example,

that’s why we like it. They go some of the times to [local park], they do
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exploration, they do experiment, they do stuff like that. They go to the market,

and they do all this recycling stuff activities, they focus on sustainable programs.
Additionally, Kallie wished to have increased parent teacher communication. She noted
that more frequent and informal communication would be appreciated. She shared,
“...but probably sometimes it’s good if they could communicate more, and sometimes,
maybe, if they see anything that they have to do. We are often waiting for parent-teacher
meetings sometimes... do what you can to inform us.” Finally, Kallie discussed how her
daughter needed to improve in math, yet her school’s afterschool program did not offer
individual tutoring. She explained, “[The school] have aftercare program but that’s a

general aftercare program, it’s not focused for individual.”

Participant Five

Background. Felicia chatted in a friendly, casual manner as she took a second to
make herself comfortable in a worn armchair within the library area of one of Victoria
Housing’s youth program centers. She had a relaxed, happy manner about her, laughing
easily and often, eagerly volunteering her answers to the posed interview questions.

Felicia was born and raised in Sierra Leone, where she was both the oldest of six
children and the only girl, a role that allowed her the opportunity to be given much love
and attention. Felicia shared, “I’m the oldest, but the only girl. So when I was being
raised, I’d say very, people say spoiled, but I say loving, I don’t like the word ‘spoiled.””
After arriving in the United States twenty years ago, Felicia was most surprised to see the

different roles that women play within American culture. Whereas women in Sierra
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Leone are seen as “queen bees” that don’t engage in any hard manual labor, she found
that American women often share in such tasks.
We [women] don’t do a lot of the manual stuff. So it’s like in our culture, men are
expected to do the hard labor, and then bring it to their wives. So it’s like culture
shock when you go to different places and then you see women doing more than
men. It’s like, ‘Oh, women really does that?
Felicia recalled her experience in school fondly. She attended a Catholic school that she
described as “strict,” but full of supportive teachers. Educationally, Felicia felt challenged
within a system that placed you within the grade that you were performing in rather than
the grade you were in age-wise; however, she noted the social challenges of sometimes
ending up separated from one’s peer group.
They used to skip grades. If your teacher think you were doing so well in this
grade, instead of going to the next grade — for instance, like second to third grade
— they just skip you to fourth grade. I thought it was good for education-wise, but
it was not good for me social-wise, because the next grade was somewhere almost
two years older than me. Then my friends are in the third grade and you are in the
fifth grade. It was sad; I didn’t like it.
Felicia described her parents as being very involved in her school experience, even at
times being “overprotective,” a trait that she feels she has inherited as a parent herself. At
home, Felicia has continued the tradition of speaking in both Creole and Mende to her
children, and although they understand what she says, they will answer her in English.
Felicia identified herself as being “African or Black.” She currently has a nine-year-old

daughter who is a general education student within a fourth grade classroom.
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Perceptions regarding how academic success is defined for children. Felicia
measured school success on an individual level. Rather than looking at success in terms
of having the highest grades in your class, Felicia felt that success was more of a
reflection on how well her child reached her personal best. She explained, “For me,
school success is... school success... that’s like when my child has the chance to develop
their full potential, get everything you can — that’s success.”

Perceptions regarding factors influencing academic success. Felicia laughed as
she described her daughter’s excitement about school.

She woke up and said, ‘Mommy, we’re late.” I said, ‘For what?’ She said, ‘We’re

late. We’re supposed to be at school at 8:00.” I said, ‘You’re going to be there by

yourself!” She’s serious, ‘What mommy?’ I said, “It’s Saturday. We cannot go to
school Saturdays.” She said, ‘Oh no!’ I said, ‘No, you cannot go to school on

Saturday.’

Felicia reported that she also liked the school her daughter attended, noting that the
students are treated with respect and are given many “opportunities to express
themselves.” She explained, “You can say whatever you want, whatever is on your
mind.” While her daughter’s school is not required to take the mandated state tests
because they are a private organization, they do participate in another form of
standardized testing that measures their students’ performance in core subjects against
students from other independent schools. Felicia reported that her daughter has done well
on these tests, and also maintains “excellent” report card grades in school. Felicia shared
that her daughter had formed a particularly close relationship with her drama teacher. She

attributed this positive student-teacher relationship to “the way [the drama teacher]
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interacts with [the students].” Felicia elaborated, “I think it’s just the way she relates with
them.” Felicia described the way the drama teacher was able to be silly and meet the
students where they are at emotionally.

[My daughter is] at that age that she think a grownup, grownups they see us more

serious. Then when they see you at their level like that, it’s hard to take it off.

They are still thinking about it all day.

Yet despite the drama teacher’s relatable demeanor, Felicia noted that she clearly relayed
the message to the children that their work together was important. Felicia explained,
“She’s take it real serious. That goes over to the kids. [My daughter] do not play. When
it’s time for that, she says, ‘Mommy, oh no, it’s going to be a big concert. It’s going to be
a big one!”

When asked to share what school experiences have been difficult for her
daughter, Felicia discussed the transition between schools that her daughter experienced.
Felicia explained that in 4™ grade, the students moved to a different school. Although the
new building was on the same campus as the lower school, it was an entirely new
experience, with much higher expectations for the children. Felicia noted the unease her
daughter experienced as she anticipated this change. She described, “So towards the end
of summer she was getting very anxious. She would ask questions, saying to me, ‘[My
sister] said this school’s too big. There’s a lot of people?’” However, once her daughter
made the switch, “she got use to it” and assimilated well to the new school. At this new
school, Felicia’s daughter has had to adjust to an increased workload with a higher set of
expectations from her teachers.

The teachers do a lot of feedbacks... So when the teachers grade them, they’1l
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underline stuff and tell you how you should use this word. They will write that.
Or if you spell it wrong they will write that down, and she’ll come home, and they
will really make them bring it home to make sure the parent — I have to sign or my
husband have to sign it to make sure we saw it. Then we sign and give it back to
them, if it was that bad they will retake it. They will let them know, ‘Next time
you do this...’
This greater volume of work has been present both in and out of the classroom. Felicia
reported that her daughter has managed this change well; in part due to the support they
have received from Victoria Housing’s after school care. Felicia noted, “Homework,
they get a decent amount of homework, but she goes down here to Miss Nancy, not this
building, but my building. She goes down there. They do good down there to help them
with their homework.” When asked to elaborate on the various supports offered within
the Victoria Housing community, Felicia spoke excitedly.
Oh, I love Victoria. Victoria have everything — anything you want, they have it. |
don’t know how they do it, but they do. They have summer camp, they have after
school, they have parenting classes, they have everything. It’s just amazing how
they help this — I don’t know how they do it, but they do!
Felicia discussed the community feel of the housing complex, noting how people help
each other out and make a point of checking in on one another. She described, “They are
good people. I love everybody at Victoria... All of them... The receptionist at the front
desk... Ms. Kathy so nice... Ms. Kathy would really come upstairs and knock on your
door just to say hi.” Felicia also shared the financial benefits her family has experienced

from living within Victoria Housing.
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The summer camp, now that’s the best. Before I found out the Victoria summer

camp, it used to be so hard. Because summer camp is so expensive. They’re going

to do Victoria summer camp for free. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe it. I

said, ‘What? For free?’ They said, ‘Yes.’ I said, ‘Oh...’

She credited both their ability to live within this particular neighborhood and to be able to
send their children to private schools to Victoria’s financial assistance. Felicia elaborated,
“It’s been helpful living in this neighborhood, because it’s so expensive in this
neighborhood. But Victoria really made it possible for us to live in this neighborhood
with five kids, and tuition, and food.”

When asked to describe how their family’s culture and language were represented
within school, Felicia recalled receiving a survey at the start of each school year that
asked about the language spoken at home; however, she noted the difficulty she has had
trying to maintain her native language among her children. She shared, “No, because
that’s the thing with them. They’re not really speaking my language.” Despite this, she
did feel that her daughter’s teachers were aware of where her family was from, as well as
what her native language was. Overall, Felicia felt more culturally supported at her
daughter’s previous school than at her current one.

They had this thing every March. They call it Museum Night. I love it! That was

my very favorite thing! They’ll do different parts of the world like Africa and

South America, different places. The kids will really research. They’ll make parts

— just arts from different countries. Then they will have different food, food from

each country. Then the teachers will dress. If they doing Africa, the teachers will

wear the African outfits, South American outfit and we will dress like how we
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dress in our culture. I love it. They do it every year.

Whereas her daughter’s current school does not possess this same type of environment.
Felicia reflected, “[They] don’t have that, that much I see it. They don’t do a big thing
like that.” Felicia noted that each family was invited to display an object from their
respective culture at the yearly art show, but was unable to recall there being any
representation of their country throughout the building on a daily basis.

Felicia’s culture has significantly impacted the role she has chosen to take in her
daughter’s educational experience. Felicia described her need to have a close and
personal relationship with her child’s teachers.

Like I said, it’s a cultural thing. When you have my child, you are part of my

family. For me to trust you with my child I need to know you, I need to get to

know you a little bit. I cannot just leave my child and go, like how people just

come in and drop your child, you don’t ever go back to that school, unless they

have parent teacher conference. I can’t do that.”
To this end, Felicia made it a point to be in constant contact with her daughter’s teachers
by exchanging weekly emails. She explained, “I personally send an email to her
homeroom teacher and ask her how she’s doing... just for you to know that I really care
about what you are doing for my child, and I thank you very much.” Her daughter’s
teachers have reciprocated this relationship. Felicia shared with a wide smile, “They
know now, they just send the email. If I go upstairs right now, there’s an email already,
and [the school] does this every week.” Additionally, Felicia shared that the school
worked to get each parent involved in their daily activities. She chuckled, “That’s one

thing about that school — they encourage you. Even if you don’t want to, they’ll sign you
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up for something!” Felicia has subsequently gotten to “know every single teacher,” and
she laughed as she shared that she knows “every single receptionists that answers the
phone” as well. She reiterated, “It’s the way I was brought up. In Africa, they say it takes
a village to raise a child. I cannot just send my child to school and say, ‘Oh, she’s your

299

teacher. She get paid for that.”” Felicia was passionate about being an integral part of her
daughter’s educational experience, expressing, “When you get a better education in my
opinion, you get a better life.”

Perceptions regarding the role of schools in a child’s attainment of academic
success. One issue that has repeatedly been a problem for Felicia’s daughter in school has
been access to culturally responsive food choices. Felicia explained, “We don’t eat pork.
But most of the time I feel like if you know you have certain group for people that don’t
eat pork, you should provide an alternate lunch for them every time you make pork.” As a
result, her daughter often comes rushing home, ravenous for a meal she can eat. Another
concern Felicia raised was the timing of after school events. She noted how the late start
times keep her family out until 10:30 or 11:00 at night, making it difficult to find parking
on their return home. Despite these few problems she has experienced with her
daughter’s school, she has been overall very pleased with all that has been offered. She
explained, “They give them so much opportunity that we wouldn’t otherwise get.”
Among those opportunities, Felicia noted the many community service trips available, as
well as the support with funding for such travel. Felicia shared, “My girls have been to
New Orleans, to Tennessee. They go to Cambodia, Ghana. They take them on all types of

trips... They went to Louisiana one year to help after Hurricane Katrina.” When asked to

describe what more her daughter’s teachers could do to help further her academic
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success, Felicia discussed the importance of making her daughter feel comfortable and
confident within the classroom. She explained, “Make her feel like, it’s okay, I can ask a
question. If it’s wrong, then it’s wrong, if it’s right, then it’s right. I think that would be
good for them.” She felt that it was important for her daughter to never feel scared or
intimidated to express herself in class. Felicia clarified that this did not mean her
daughter should be discourteous towards her teachers. She explained, “You can’t
disrespect your teacher. In my country they feel like this person is giving you knowledge
so you shouldn’t be doing that.” Rather, Felicia envisioned her daughter having a safe

space in which she could discuss her learning.

Participant Six

Background. Susannah sat politely at the round table in the conference room of
Victoria Housing’s main office building. She had an easy-going and calm nature about
her, and would often smile and laugh softly as she spoke.

Susannah, originally from Sierra Leone, recalled that attending school was both
logistically and financially difficult for her and her family. Each morning, Susannah
would travel into the city to attend school. She shared, “When I first started, my sister
used to take me to school every day till I know my way out and then after that I started to
go on my own.” Susannah remembered having supportive teachers who would review
difficult concepts with her and offer tutoring after school. Her sister would periodically
go to her school to meet with her teachers. Susannah shared, “When I was not with my
mom, | was with my sister. So she like goes to the school to just talk to the teachers, see

how I’m doing.” Eventually though, family financial issues would prevent Susannah
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from continuing to attend school, leading Susannah to drop out of school in the sixth
grade. Having now returned to school as an adult, she proudly shared, “Well, presently,
I’'m in Adults Education Program. I’'m working on my GED.” Susannah identified herself
as “African,” and shared that she speaks both English and Creole at home. She has a son
who is currently a fourth grader within a general education classroom.

Perceptions regarding how academic success is defined for children.
Susannah equated finishing school with success in life. She saw education as a gateway
to her child’s future achievements, something that could “open the doors to a lot of
things.” She explained, “If you’re able to accomplish your school, you can do anything in
life. It’s a starting, it’s a huge starting in your life, if you accomplished your goals. Then
you can do whatever you want to do.” Susannah also defined academic success as having
the opportunity to excel in your area of strength. She found that when her son was able to
do what he loved, and in turn improve in these areas, he found success in school.
Susannah elaborated, “What they choose to do — what they like to do - if they’re good at
it and they want to do it, that would be a huge success.”

Perceptions regarding factors influencing academic success. Susannah
described her son as being “a little shy,” but she has observed that his experience in
school has helped “him improve a lot.” She explained, “He has gained a lot of confidence
and is — he speaks and opens up to people.” Susannah noted his close connection to his
teachers. She described, “He always talking about, ‘My teacher gave me this. Do you
know why? Because I did this. I finished my work that my teacher gave me this.” He
loves his teachers. He loves to be in school.” Susannah reiterated, “When the weather —

we have bad weather or like this, he say, he always say, ‘I’'m bored. I want to go to
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school. I’'m bored, I’m bored.”” Susannah reported that her son’s grades were “very
good,” and that he performed well on the state tests. She shared, “He always come out
good. Yeah, this time I’m like really, really proud.” Susannah shared that her older son
had been primarily a B student, but that the expectations in their house were higher. She
laughed as she explained, “How come he’s got a B? You don’t have to — we don’t need
B, it’s in our house we are A people!” Susannah noted that her son’s favorite subjects in
school were math and reading, and that there were not any real areas that were difficult
for him. She shared, “He knows if he works hard, then he’s going to get a better grade.”
Susannah discussed the need to be involved in her son’s homework. She recalled, “We
have to be on them on the homework.” Susannah credited her son’s success to the help he
received from both Victoria Housing’s after school program and his sister at home.
Although Susannah herself speaks Creole as her native language, her son was
born in the United States and has been raised as an English speaker. Susannah tried to
pass this language on to her son, but he has been resistant to speaking it. She explained,
“They don’t speak Creole. They can hear it. When I speak, they hear. They know what
I’m... they understand. But they don’t speak it.” While Susannah felt that her son’s
teacher could identify where her family was from and what languages were spoken
within their home, she had not taken notice of her family’s culture being represented
within the school setting. Susannah noted how she has had to request days off for
religious holidays, such as Ramadan, as the school calendar does not recognize these
days. She shared, “Sometimes we ask excuse for them, so we can celebrate our family
thing like when Ramadan came... We always wanted to ask for them so we all can be

home that day.” Susannah recalled that the school has always granted this request with no
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issue.

Susannah described herself as having a very active role in her son’s education.
She shared, “Yeah. I’'m always there for them. Anything, even if I have to go to work, if
it comes for their thing, I’ll call it off. Their school is first priority to me and I have to be
there.” Susannah recalled an incident where her son came home upset about something
that had happened in school, which prompted her to go and speak with his teacher.
Although her son begged her not to, she shared that she “[had] to go there and ask.”
Susannah expressed that she was pleased that her son and his teacher worked through the
problem together, and she felt happy that his teacher was open to talking with her about
the situation as well.

Perceptions regarding the role of schools in a child’s attainment of academic
success. Susannah spoke positively about the role her son’s teachers have played in his
educational experience. She praised their teaching strategies, and spoke highly of their
communication skills.

I don’t know if some parents did not connect well with the teacher, but anytime I
want to reach the teachers, it’s easy for me to do that. If [ want to talk to her, I can
just go come to the school and she is always there ready to talk, and she told me,
‘If you want to come and you want to talk, I’'m here.” So I think we’re getting
along fine.
Susannah reiterated, “The teachers are good, they communicate well with us...
Sometimes they call me or send notes.” When asked what changes she would like to see
made within her son’s school, Susannah discussed having smaller class sizes and more

one on one tutoring experiences, specifically during the school day. Susannah noted that
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Victoria Housing provided such help after school; so having tutoring help made available
within the classroom would be an added benefit. Susannah also expressed a desire to see
sports related after school programming.
Yeah, after school clubs. Like sports. Because my son wants to be on the sports
team and I didn’t have any programs to put him. They told me that he can run. He
can run so fast, [Victoria Housing staff] told me. Because when they put him to
play this, then no one can chase him. But I don’t know how I can put him in a
program.
Beyond a desire to see increased one on one attention and more sports team options,
Susannah remained pleased with her son’s overall school experience. She chuckled
lightly as she recalled how his self-confidence has blossomed over the years. She shared,
“[My son] is somebody who is opened up all the time. He can speak more. He can speak
more. He speaks his mind, so that’s — he’s full of excitement.” Susannah concluded,
“When he was in first grade he don’t talk. He don’t want to talk but now he’s opening
up... And he’s smart. He talk to you sense talk. When you’re talking to him, he tell you

some sensible talk.”

Summary of Chapter 4
This chapter began with a synthesis of the data into themes that emerged across
interviews, and then presented the study’s findings as they related to each of the guiding
research questions. Textural and structural descriptions of the study sight and the local
public school were shared. The chapter concluded with a description of the characteristics

of the study participants and their interview data.
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

Overview
Chapter five will begin with a discussion of the study’s limitations. The
conclusions of this study, as they relate to the results and overarching themes shared in
chapter four, will then be presented. Recommendations for future practice and research

will be offered. The chapter will conclude with the researcher’s final statement.

Discussion

This study explored the thoughts and perceptions of mothers whose children are
most closely connected to the current discrepancy in educational achievement. Six
mothers were interviewed, all of which were either Hispanic or Black and from low
socioeconomic households. Each participant provided rich and descriptive data regarding
what factors they felt impacted the educational experience of their children. The findings
of this study, which were presented in Chapter Four, gave way to several primary and
secondary conclusions, each of which have been grouped into the study’s overarching

themes and outlined below.

1. Participants perceived themselves as being actively involved in their children’
education

Five out of six participants described having parents or extended family members
that served as integral parts of their own educational experience. They noted that these

early experience with their own parents set the stage for how they would eventually
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operate as parents themselves within the school setting. As found by Réity (2010), a
positive correlation exists between a parent’s experience in school and their subsequent
involvement in their child’s schooling, with those having had positive experiences being
more likely to be optimistic “about the possibilities of the school to develop their child’s
potential” (Réty, 2011, p. 358). Several caregivers subsequently made frequent visits to
their child’s classroom and maintained regular communication with their child’s teacher
through such means as text messages, emails, and phone calls. Such levels of engagement
have been found to positively correlate with improved performance in school (Dearing,
Kreider, Simpkins, and Weiss, 2006; Englund, Luckner, Whaley, and Egeland, 2004).
This notion of “parent-oriented motivation” (Cheung and Pomerantz, 2012) suggests that
parental involvement works to motivate children, which in turn improves their

engagement in learning and subsequent achievement levels.

1a. Participants expressed a desire for schools to elicit their involvement on a deeper
level

Each participant reiterated the idea that schools alone are only a part of the puzzle
towards a child finding eventual success; parents and schools must work in tandem to
create an environment that will lead to optimal student achievement. Despite the fact that
participants described themselves as being regularly involved in their child’s school, they
all expressed a desire to be more intricately included. They wished for a school system
that treated them as equal “partners” and “team members,” providing them with an active
role in such things as the hiring decisions as well as the day-to-day operations. As noted

by Griffin and Galassi (2010), parents of children who are considered “at risk” have a
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greater insight into what is needed for their children to succeed. Furthermore, allowing
for the active involvement of parents in the schooling process can help parents see their
own self-efficacy in relation to their children, and can in turn increase students’ interest
in learning (Ortiz, 1997). These families possess critical funds of knowledge (Garcia and
Ortiz, 2006) that can inform and improve upon the teachers’ approach to instruction. Teal
(2009) found that schools that tap into these “funds of knowledge” offered by family
members can greatly benefit from the expertise they provide.

Additionally, creating spaces for families to become a more included part of the
public school culture is an essential step towards deepening the culturally responsive
nature of our classrooms. Harris-Murri, King, and Rostenberg (2006) found that
culturally responsive classrooms acknowledge the various cultures of each student and
generate opportunities for them to make personal connections with the curriculum, thus
heightening their ability to engage in learning activities and grasp the content being
presented. A finding that correlates with the experience of the study participants from this
study, each of whom reported that they were highly involved in their child’s classroom
and that their children experienced high levels of academic success. Moreover, such
inclusive culturally responsive classrooms challenge the standard curriculum, and in
doing so work to change the historical socioeconomic hierarchies that often reproduce
existing class structures (Harris-Murri, King, and Rostenberg, 2006). Partnering with
culturally diverse families on a more meaningful level can thus serve as a means for
improving the access of traditionally marginalized social groups to the educational arena
(Parekh et al., 2011), allowing for a breaking down of the current system’s inequities

(Colclough, 2012).
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2. Participants perceived relationships with school staff as important

Each participant described having adults in their own lives that played critical
roles in their educational journeys. From social workers to teachers, five out of six
women identified individuals that supported them and offered positive encouragement
during their time in school, while one participant recalled her teachers making a negative
impression upon her experience through their use of corporal punishment techniques
within the classroom. One participant shared that her favorite teacher created an
environment where every student was treated as an “equal,” regardless of race or native
language. Ladson-Billings (1995) notes that impactful teachers following a culturally
relevant pedagogy are ones who work to form an equitable relationship between
themselves and their students.

Although a 2005 study found that “positive parent-professional relationships
appeared to be much more challenging when ethnic minority status was factored in” (Cho
and Gannotti, p. 1), the culturally diverse participants in this study noted overwhelmingly
positive interactions with school staff. One respondent described how the school principal
learned Spanish so that he could better communicate with the Spanish-speaking parents,
while another noted how her child’s teacher took the time to provide tutoring sessions
and send home enrichment work. Four mothers spoke enthusiastically about how
accessible their children’s teachers were, communicating frequently through texts
messages, emails, phone calls, and notes sent home. Many mothers noted that this
relationship developed, in part, as a result of their proactive approach. They discussed
their desire to have their child’s teacher be “the second person after mom,” and wanted

school to be “a second home.” In this vein, several participants made a point of
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cultivating this relationship on a deeper level. Ceballo, Maurizi, Suarez, and Aretakis
(2013) found that, “immigrant and low-income parents may call on a number of
nontraditional activities in support of their children’s education” (p. 16), and noted that in
light of this, “relying on a narrowly defined construct of involvement, such as school-
based involvement, will impede [ones] understanding of parental involvement among
poor, racial/ethnic minority families” (p. 16). Bronfenbrenner (1979) supported such
notions of deeper levels of parent involvement when he discussed how schools should
build bridges to the community and to the parents rather than attempting to work in

isolation.

2a. Participants’ children experienced positive teacher relationships

When asked to describe factors that positively contributed to their children’s
success in school, five participants discussed the importance of the relationship between
their child and his or her teacher. One participant described how their child’s confidence
and willingness to take risks blossomed as a result of the relationship her daughter had
formed with her teacher. Many studies support this conclusion, noting the strong link
between a positive teacher relationship and a student’s robust academic performance and
feelings of academic efficacy (Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, and Oort, 2011; Lewis, Ream,
Bocian, Cardullo, Hammond, and Fast (2012); Hamre and Pianta, (2005); Crosnoe,
Morrison, Burchinal, Pianta, Keating, Friedman, and Clarke-Stewart, (2010).
Furthermore, several mothers highlighted how this teacher connection had bolstered their
children’s high investment and engagement in school, noting their child’s anxiety over

missing even a day of school due to illness or poor weather. Brewster and Bowen (2004)
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observed this consistent relationship between strong teacher relationship and academic
engagement when studying how social support from teachers effected the engagement of
at-risk middle and high school Latino students. Conversely, one respondent described
how her son’s willingness to participate in a favorite class diminished with the
introduction of a teacher who was often “angry” and “upset.” She reiterated the
importance of having teachers who are “team workers” who have a genuine interest and
passion for their job. Phillippo and Stone (2013) describe how strong student teacher
relationships can create a type of “social capital,” by helping to promote a level of
success that can lead to such things as attending college (Erickson, MacDonald, and
Elder, 2009), as well as aiding in the navigation of bureaucratic systems and

understanding unfamiliar cultural practices (Stanton-Salazar, 2010).

3. Participants cited ways in which their school community reflected their language
and culture

The culture to which one is born provides a lens through which that individual
views the world around them (Crotty, 1998). Each participant took note of the ways in
which their own culture and language were represented within their child’s school
setting. Several mothers took pride in seeing their native country’s flag displayed in the
school, while others appreciated having events such as Hispanic Heritage Day and Black
History Month. Two mothers recalled receiving a language survey at the start of the year,
but one mother was unsure as to whether or not this information made its way to her
child’s teacher. While one caregiver appreciated there being cultural foods in her child’s

cafeteria, another lamented over the lack of culturally appropriate food choices.
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Similarly, one participant discussed her pleasure with the inclusion of Spanish in the
curriculum, while another felt an injustice was being done by not having more language
options available, such as French. As discussed by the study participants, this researcher
noted the inclusion of multiple languages throughout the building while touring Narino
School. Additionally, important information such as the classroom newsletter was posted
in both English and Spanish. This researcher also observed the many flags around the
building, representing the diverse student body. While many respondents described
feeling their culture and language were supported by their school community in a variety
of ways, there was a frequent call for a deeper level of cultural representation. Several
participants wished to have the opportunity to be involved in more authentic activities.
For example, Maria shared how she wanted her son’s school to not just study Hispanic
heritage, but to also know specifically about their native country of El Salvador and what
life there was like for them. She felt parents could be useful in helping to teach this
information, and that having this taught would result in students feeling more accepted
and staff being better able to connect with families. Making such a space for parents to
share their family’s culture and traditions within the classroom can help foster greater

student engagement (Harris-Murri, King, and Rostenberg. 2006).

3a. Participants perceived the many community supports offered through Victoria
Housing as positively impacting the quality of their life

The many environments or “ecosystems” each individual encounters helps to
shape their perception of their reality (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Berger and Luckmann,

1966). Specifically, the community in which one lives will impact other aspects of their
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life and development. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System’s Theory stresses the
importance of analyzing one’s life within systems terms (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As
such, the housing community in which the study participants live arose as a central area
of focus within this study. Each participant reiterated the notion that it takes a village to
keep their family afloat amongst the backdrop of life within a busy metropolis; the many
competing forces of work, home, finances, and school making it difficult to manage each
well. However, the various services provided by Victoria Housing seemed to counteract
the many obstacles and stresses encountered by its residents. Every participant spoke
passionately about the role Victoria Housing has played in both their family’s stability
and their children’s success in school. Among the many supports mentioned, the after
school care and tutoring services were unanimously appreciated. Several other caregivers
noted the helpfulness of the financial management classes, parenting classes, and summer
camp option. Overwhelmingly, the intangible “tight knit” community feel of the housing
complex came through as a paramount source of comfort and assistance. Although
children and families living in poverty are often viewed through a deficit lens (Thomas,
2010), the successful structure of Victoria Housing serves as a reminder that our
“educational reform should be guided by a commitment to social reform” (Thomas, 2010,

p. 262).

Summary of Conclusions
A child’s ability to find academic success can be linked to a variety of factors
found within their school and home environments. Statistically, Black and Hispanic

children are both performing at a lower rate than their White and Asian peers, and are
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more likely to be living at or below the federal poverty line (Condition of Education,
2012). Likewise, children attending economically segregated schools experience an
inequity in the quality of education they receive (Mayer, 2001), creating a cyclical
experience that makes economic mobility difficult to achieve (DeSena and Ansalone,
2009). This all exists amongst the backdrop of a current educational landscape that
highlights standardized assessments and school accountability, a phenomenon that has
led low performing schools, which are often the ones in hyper-segregated and low-
income areas, to respond to the pressure of raising test scores by narrowing the
curriculum and teaching to the test (Dorgan, 2004).

The participants of this study all have children who are representative of this at-
risk group of students, yet each caretaker perceived their child’s school experience to be
positive and productive. Every mother described taking an active role in their child’s
educational experience, and each wished to find deeper and more authentic ways to
enhance their level of involvement. As in line with the current literature, high levels of
parent involvement have been positively correlated with children’s success in school
(Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, and Weiss, 2006; Englund, Luckner, Whaley, and Egeland,
2004; Cheung and Pomerantz, 2012). Furthermore, the presence of pivotal relationships,
both within their own upbringing as well as within their children’s school experience,
further served to enhance the reported levels of engagement and achievement
experienced by their children (Brewster and Bowen, 2004).

Previous studies have highlighted the need for social reform to exist alongside
educational reform (Thomas, 2010), with the notion that in order to transform one, you

must also transform the other. The participants of this study offered a unique perspective
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into what such a theory may look like in practice, as they experienced living among a
community that provided the social supports they needed to live comfortably, while their
children attended a public school that worked to be a culturally inclusive and high
performing institution. The combination proved to be successful, as each participant
described feeling supported in some way within both environments, and all caretakers

reported having children who were subsequently thriving academically and socially.

Recommendations

The researcher proposes the following recommendations for policy makers,
school systems, administrators, and teachers whose work impacts culturally diverse
students from low socioeconomic households. Recommendations for future research to
further support and develop upon this current study are suggested. The succeeding
recommendations are an outcome of both the study participants’ viewpoints on factors
impacting the academic success of their children, as well as from the literature review
and resulting conclusions. The recommendations are presented first for practice and

secondly for research.

Recommendations for Practice

National data continues to show a discrepancy in the achievement of Hispanic and
Black students from low-income homes. These staggering statistics served as the catalyst
for this study, which strived to tap into the perspectives of caregivers that have
traditionally been left out of the conversation. The participants of this study spoke

passionately about their desire to be more closely involved in their child’s educational
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experience, and each noted the impact of pivotal relationships on both their experience as
caregivers as well as their children’s experience as students. The degree of support
offered within their child’s school emerged as another prevalent theme, specifically as it
related to how their culture and language were recognized within the building; however,
of greatest importance to each study participant was the significant level of support
offered through their low-income housing complex. Each participant cited this as a
central factor within their ability to sustain their child’s success in school. The following
recommendations reflect both the participants’ perspectives as well as this study’s

findings:

1. The researcher recommends that school systems create greater opportunities
for more authentic parent involvement. Schools need to revisit their
understanding of parental roles in education; parents should be seen as partners in
the educational process rather than outside influences. Instead of limiting parental
involvement to superficial activities such as field trips and parent teacher
conferences, schools need to promote ways for parents to be an integral part of
their child’s academic experience. Programs should be created that bring parents
and teachers together on a regular basis, and opportunities for parents to teach
both students and staff about their family’s language and culture should be
established. Furthermore, parental input should be provided when schools are
making important hiring decisions. Schools need to cross the traditional home-
school boundaries; administrators and teachers should make a practice of visiting

their students’ homes, and families should be welcomed to join in on daily lessons
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in school. In this way, schools should work to break down barriers that exist
between the current home-school divide so that families feel a sense of belonging
within the school environment, and students can subsequently increase their

interest in learning.

The researcher recommends that school systems provide additional family
supports so as to educate the whole family. Schools are a central part of many
communities, and as such, they should serve as places that support the needs of
the whole family. Students who qualify for free and reduced lunch should be
provided after school care and tutoring services at no additional cost to the family.
Additionally, schools should offer a variety of workshops and classes to parents
on topics ranging from financial management classes, to parenting skills, to
English language lessons. In this way, parents are able to strengthen gaps in their
own skill sets and will subsequently be better prepared to support their children’s
educational growth. Schools should transition into the role of being a bridge
between families and their communities rather than continuing to function in

isolation of them.

The researcher recommends implementing practices to promote the
academic success of culturally diverse students. School instructional policies
should be inclusive of those from culturally diverse backgrounds. Specifically,
adopted curriculums and assessments should be culturally relevant towards the

learners. For example, students should be able to see their cultures and languages
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reflected back in the content of the materials, and there should be an array of
instructional delivery and assessment methods to choose from rather than one
mainstream approach. Classroom environments should also mirror each student’s
culture and language, and students and families should feel as if their child’s
teacher is aware and knowledgeable about their family’s native country and
language. Furthermore, culturally responsive response to intervention practices
should be implemented with fidelity across the school setting. Namely, special
consideration for factors associated with acculturation and assimilation should be
taken into account when determining a culturally diverse student’s academic and
behavioral performance and rate of progress, and changes to the instructional
environment and/or curriculum should be made in the instances where a
disproportionate number of culturally diverse students are not making expected
gains. Administrators and teachers should consider the following factors when
planning for how to best meet the needs of their culturally diverse students:

* Inclusion of high quality sheltered instruction

* Delivering culturally relevant pedagogy

* Providing cultural competence professional development

*  Minimizing class sizes

* Supporting students’ native languages

* Offering foreign language instruction

* Providing translators to caregivers

* Diversifying the classes and instructional staff
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* Providing opportunities for parents to educate staff on native
culture
* Allowing for double dosing of instruction for students performing

below grade level benchmarks

4. The researcher recommends school systems work to create greater diversity
in schools. School systems should lower the occurrence of educational disparities
by working to diversify neighborhood schools. Schools should be representative
of the various mix of races and levels of socioeconomic statuses found in the
mainstream population rather than allowing for hyper-segregated institutions that
perpetuate the structures of poverty and reproduce inequalities. This can start by
working to hire highly qualified teachers from a diverse array of backgrounds,
and by then affording these individuals optimal working conditions and

professional development similar to their peers in more affluent districts.

5. The researcher recommends strengthening policies and programs that
promote social justice and support of the whole family. The previous
educational legislation, Goals 2000: Educate America Act, was noted for
highlighting the need to support the whole child. The implementation of the No
Child Left Behind Act brought about a shift from this mindset by turning the
attention from families towards school accountability. While schools need to
maintain their answerability, there needs to be greater recognition of the many

factors beyond the classroom, such as the effects of living in poverty, that impact
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a child’s ability to succeed academically. Rather than using state testing data to
identify schools for punitive actions and restructuring, such data can serve as
indicators for the communities that are in need of stronger social reform. Future
policies should work to promote programs that build human capital and
strengthen the many circles of influence parents and children interact with on a
daily basis. These programs should be housed within schools to allow for a
continuity of services for families that may need to relocate, and should work to
address the following areas:

* Financial management skills

* Affordable housing

* First time homebuyer’s education

* Parenting techniques

* Second language acquisition

* Acculturation and mental health

* Childcare assistance

* Tutoring and remediation support

* Enrichment opportunities

* Community building opportunities

6. The researcher recommends including caretakers in policy-making decisions.
A key group of stakeholders have traditionally been excluded from the creation of
educational policy. Namely, children’s caretakers, all of who hold valuable

information concerning what educational practices will best serve their children.
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These individuals should be brought into the conversation when important policy
decisions are being made that will effect what their child’s time in school looks
like. Focus groups of parents and caregivers, specifically those from culturally
and linguistically diverse homes, should be created to elicit feedback on potential
changes to the educational landscape. This feedback should be considered in
conjunction with input from other key stakeholders, such as teachers and

administrators, when making important legislative changes.

Recommendations for Future Research

The outcome of this study illuminated the need for future research endeavors
directly related to the success of culturally diverse children from low-income households.
The remaining gap in educational achievement between White and Black and Hispanic
students, each of whom are more likely to be impacted by factors associated with living
in poverty, highlights the importance of continued research in this area. The following

recommendations for research emerged as a result of this study:

1. The researcher recommends replicating this study with a larger sample size,
particularly focusing on the inclusion of more Hispanic caretakers from
homes of low socioeconomic status. National data displays a discrepancy in the
academic performance of Hispanic children. While this current study intended to
elicit feedback from both Hispanic and Black caretakers, five out of six study
participants were of Black/African descent. To increase generalizability, the

researcher recommends that future studies expand upon this current study to
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include a greater number of participants, with a specific focus on increasing the
number of Hispanic caretakers taking part. Allowing for more voices from the
Hispanic community to be heard will deepen the educational community’s

understanding of how to best serve this population of learners.

The researcher recommends conducting a comparative study with Black and
Hispanic caretakers within Victoria Housing who are choosing not to utilize
the available community supports. The current study offered a perspective into
the lives of caregivers who are regularly accessing the many supports and services
offered through their housing community. Future studies should explore the
population of caregivers that are not represented within this study, which are the
parents who are not actively participating in the available programs. Researchers
should focus on exploring what barriers exist that hinder or discourage such
participation, and the similarities and differences between the two groups of

caregivers’ children’s school performance should be investigated.

The researcher recommends replicating this study with Black and Hispanic
caretakers with low socioeconomic status who are not residing within a given
housing community. The many levels of support and assistance offered through
Victoria Housing created a unique environment where the participants within this
study flourished and benefitted greatly as a direct result. Each participant
described how the services provided to them and their children directly helped

enrich both the quality of their lives and the success experienced by their children
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in school. This resulted in a study of an almost ideal backdrop for helping families
from low socioeconomic statuses find success in an urban environment. Future
studies should examine the perceptions of culturally diverse caregivers who are
not receiving this level of support. As most families are not living in communities
that partner with them to provide such things as childcare, tutoring, and parent
education, such a study would both produce more generalizable results as well as
further develop the conversation about how schools can better respond to the

needs of children from low socioeconomic households.

The researcher recommends replicating this study with Black and Hispanic
caregivers of children from low socioeconomic status homes who are
performing below grade level benchmarks. The perspectives represented in this
study reflect those of caretakers with children performing at or above grade level
benchmarks, as measured by report card grades and/or state testing scores. Future
research endeavors should shift the focus towards caregivers of children who are
not making expected academic progress, as this group of caretakers’ viewpoints
could providing greater insight into how schools and society can better respond to
such at-risk population of students, and in doing so, add depth to the findings of

this current study.

The researcher recommends replicating this study with Black and Hispanic

caregivers from low socioeconomic status homes who have children with

disabilities. This study looked explicitly at the perspectives of caregivers who
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were working to navigate the educational system for children without disabilities.
A unique set of experiences exists for those caretakers who are interfacing with
the complicated system of special education laws and practices within a school
system. For this reason, they may have a vastly different, yet equally important,
viewpoint to share. Future studies should expand upon this current study by
including caregivers who have children with disabilities in an effort to gain a
deeper understanding of the distinctive obstacles, challenges, and successes these
families face. Specifically, issues surrounding different cultural understandings of
mainstream definitions of disability and special education practices, as well as a
look into the resources needed to fully access these systems and services should

be explored.

Limitations

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of culturally diverse
caregivers from low socioeconomic households on what factors they felt influenced the
academic experience of their children. Six mothers participated in this study, each of who
was purposefully selected from the Victoria Housing community. The study participants
were a mix of individuals who were both native born and foreign born, with some
speaking multiple languages and some speaking solely English. All of the women who
took part in this study self-identified themselves as being either Hispanic or
Black/African. Due to the small sample size and modest scope of this study, the results
and conclusions are intended to be exploratory in nature and should not be considered an

exhaustive body of work that is completely representative of this population of
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individuals. Rather, the findings of this study are intended to inform future like research

endeavors.

Contributions to the Literature

This study changes the conversation that educators and policy makers have
habitually been having regarding the gap in achievement between White and Hispanic
and Black children from low-income households. Much of the current literature depicts
scenarios of low performing inner-city schools, or portraits of “at-risk™ children falling
further and further behind (Whipple et al., 2010; Kohlhaas et al., 2010; Mayer, 2001;
Spera et al., 2008; Parke et al., 2004; Alrehaly, 2011; Park, Turnbull, and Turnbull, 2001;
Dixon-Roman, Everson, and McArdle, 2013). While this crisis presently occurring within
our American school system certainly demands attention, there has not been adequate
focus on the other side of the story; the pockets of places where this demographic of
children are succeeding, where their diverse cultures and languages are seen as strengths
that are built upon rather than shortfalls, where their caregivers, regardless of being from
lower income homes, are viewed as possessing “funds of knowledge” (Garcia and Ortiz,
2006; Teal, 2009), and are likewise seen as having something of value to contribute to
their child’s school experience. Susannah provided a poignant example of a family who,
in the face of many potential barriers to success, maintained the highest of standards for
their son and celebrated his many successes. When her son came home with a B on an
assignment, she recalled declaring, “How come he’s got a B?” You don’t have to — we
don’t need B, it’s in our house we are A people!” This study brings to light an alternative

perspective by illustrating a community that, despite having all of the noted risk factors,
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has found a way to build the capacity of its residents, and in doing so, has fostered an
environment where the children are flourishing in school.

The participants of this study offer us a new way of considering how policy
makers and educators can approach future reform movements- through widening our lens
to look at the whole family rather than our current narrow view of the individual child in
the classroom. Bronfenbrenner (1977) spoke at length about the need to build bridges
between schools and communities. His ecological systems theory, which guided the
interpretation of this study’s data, describes how a child’s mesosystem (home,
community setting), exosystem (parent’s workplace, extended family), and overarching
macrosystem (laws, customs) interplay and directly effect what is happening at the
individual microsystem level (Bronfrenbrenner, 1977). Karen reiterated this idea when
she discussed how the interconnection between her daughter’s home, community, and
classroom laid the foundation for her success in school. She explained, “I believe in the
mantra of the village. We have a village... Everybody is invested in her. I feel like her
accomplishments are their accomplishments and not just mine.” This study redirects
policy makers to be more inclusive of the home environment. Rather than continuing to
view the child as a singular entity, we must now acknowledge and support the many
layers of a child’s life that influence and shape how they will ultimately access and
interact with the content within our classrooms.

In addition to reframing how future policy can be approached, this study also
alters the way administrators and school systems view parental involvement. Much of the
current literature on parental involvement handles the topic from a traditional top down

approach; with the schools dictating out to parents what they feel parent involvement
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should look like (Long-Stowers, 2011; Young, Austin, and Growe, 2013; Theodorou,
2008; Lattimore, 2013; Rosensweet, 2001). This study shifts this power dynamic by
creating a space for parents to voice what changes they would like to see school systems
make to fit their understanding of parent involvement. In the tradition of critical theory,
the caregivers of this study are challenging the status quo (Crotty, 1998) of the customary
idea of parent involvement, requesting instead a system where parents and schools work
together in a more authentic manner in which parents are participating in classes each
day, having input into hiring decisions, and providing workshops about their cultures and
native countries to staff and students alike. Maria questioned:
Do we own part of the school as parents because our kids are there? Do we have
the right to say, ‘I think we can hire this teacher, because I think this teacher is
good?’ [The schools] do it on their own, and I think it’s time for them to give us a
little bit of that job too.
Caregivers have customarily been limited to engage in their child’s classrooms within the
terms set by the school; however, this study, through a critical theory lens, has provided a
place for these individuals to overcome this “limit situation” (Freire, 1972), and redefine

for themselves how they wish to be seen and included within the school setting.

Final Statement
This chapter described the result of the study within the context of the guiding
literature review and theoretical framework. The study’s conclusions were shared, and
recommendations for future practice and research were presented. This study worked to

illuminate the perspectives of six culturally diverse caregivers from low-income
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households in regards to what factors they felt influenced the academic achievement of
their elementary school-aged children. The results of this study uncovered a wealth of
information regarding this group of women’s thoughts and beliefs surrounding their
experience interacting with their child’s school and surrounding community. The findings
of this study suggest the important role that both the home and school environments play
in a child’s ability to have a successful school experience.

The current No Child Left Behind legislation has shed a glaring light on the
number of children throughout the United States who are not able to meet basic grade
level standards. Moreover, certain subgroups have emerged as being more prominently
affected by this trend, namely, Hispanic and Black students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds. Schools with high populations of these students, often coined “apartheid
schools,” (Kozol, 2005) are often staffed with the least experienced teachers and fewest
resources. Furthermore, the struggle of these schools to meet the Annual Yearly Progress
goals set by the state often comes at the expense of best teaching practices and
enrichment opportunities. As a result, many of our children who are experiencing the
greatest hardships at home are then placed into our schools with the highest needs. As the
gap in achievement widens over time, these children are then at the greatest risk for
dropping out of school and not securing higher educational degrees, which are a growing
necessity to secure financially stability within our current society. In this manner, the
education system perpetuates the same cycles of power from generation to generation.

Given these rather dismal facts, this study admittedly began with the hypothesis
that the study participants’ perspectives would allow for an uncovering of the many ways

in which our current system is failing. Yet what unfolded through these participants’
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stories was an example of what is both working and what should be replicated across the
country. The results of this study indicate a need for systemic change. Rather than
working to reform education within a vacuum, policy makers needs to consider ways in
which reform movements can address the needs of the whole family. As Victoria
Housing displayed, creating communities in which families can get their basic needs met
can lead to home environments that fosters success for even our most vulnerable
population of learners. An integral part of helping students find success lies within our
ability to support their caregivers. Parents who are able to afford housing while
expanding their own skill set and securing reliable childcare will be better prepared to
maintain an active level of involvement in their child’s educational experience, which
studies have shown is a contributing factor to school success and student engagement.
School systems can respond on their end by rethinking their approach to families.
The traditional set-up of the American school system is one in which parents are invited
for superficial events, such as assemblies and field trips. While parent engagement is
often discussed and seen as valuable, there is little that is done to welcome parents into
classrooms as equal team members and participants. Conversely, it is rare to find
administrators and teachers who make home visits or spend time getting to know their
students’ extended families. An important component to promoting a successful learning
environment lies within a transformation in the way schools view parent involvement.
Parents should be invited to be a working part of the classroom, and opportunities for
sharing their family’s language and culture should be regularly fostered in ways that are

more meaningful than holding one special cultural day a year.
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Each participant in this study was faced with an immeasurable number of
financial and personal obstacles. Some had a limited level of education, while others
struggled with issues related to learning a second language and acculturation. Despite
this, every participant described using the resources they had available to them to
overcome the many odds that were not working in their favor, and in the process, they
had children who flourished. These participants invite us to reexamine the many ways in
which schools can work in conjunction with communities to overcome and account for
the many factors associated with living in poverty. Through their stories, it becomes
evident that the only deficits faced by this population of families lies in our society’s

inability to fully support their needs.
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Appendices

Appendix A
Partnership Letter

April 9, 2012

Dear Dr. Joel Gomez,

B s o0y to accept your offer to partner with The George
Washington University’s Graduate School of Education and Human Development for the
purpose of conducting a study which will examine how a group of culturally and
linguistically diverse mothers understand their elementary-aged children’s academic
success. We understand that this partnership will require the ||| Gz
Community to participate in this study from September 1, 2013 - June 30, 2014, with the
first two months (September 1st - October 30th) consisting of a recruitment period, and
the remaining four months (November 1st — February 28“’) consisting of data collection
in the form of individual interviews with the study participants.

To support the study, we will assist in recruiting study participants by distributing
information flyers to residents who fit the study participation criteria, as well as by
providing the researchers from The George Washington University with full access to
community events, where they will distribute information flyers and meet with
individuals who are interested in taking part in this study. The researchers from The
George Washington University will then be responsible for screening and selecting the

final study participants, and then securing informed consent from each individual.
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We understand that the remainder of the study will take place between the
researchers and study participants in the form of individual interviews. We agree to
provide a quiet and secure room for each individual interview session. We acknowledge
that study participants will be compensated for their time and efforts with a $25.00 Target
gift card provided to each interview participant, which will be supplied by the researchers
at The George Washington University. We understand that the identity of this
organization and each study participant will be protected, and that we will have full
access to all study findings. We are aware that these findings will be published and may
be used in future presentations or papers by the researchers from The George Washington
University.

_ is looking forward to working together with the researchers from
The George Washington University’s Graduate School of Education and Human

Development in a collaborative manner for the purpose of conducting this study.

Sincerely,

.

Executive Director
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Appendix B

Study Recruitment Flyer

Share Your Views!!!

The George Washington University’s Graduate School of Education and Human
Development is looking for individuals to take part in a study.

The purpose of this study is to understand what parents or caregivers think about how
their child is doing in school.

Interested individuals must meet the following criteria:

1. Be able to speak and read English.

2. Identify yourself as being either Hispanic or Black.

3. Be a parent or caregiver of a child/children who are in
grades 2 — 5.

4. Be a person that has lived in the United States for at least
five years.

5. Be at least 18 years of age.

Study participants will be required to spend 1 hour over the course of the study
by completing the following activities:
- Participate in one 60-minute interview.
» Your choice to participate is voluntary.
Compensation:
Individuals who choose to participate will receive one $25.00 Target Gift Card.
For more information, or if you are interested in participating in this study, please
contact Ms. Deanna Conley by

Phone at: 617-953-1495
or by Email at: deanna9@gwmail.gwu.edu
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Appendix C
Study Recruitment Script

The following script will be read aloud to potential participants at community events
during the recruitment stage:

The George Washington University’s Graduate School of Education and Human
Development is looking for individuals to take part in a study. The purpose of this study
is to understand a parent or caregiver’s perspective on what shapes their child’s ability to
do well in school.

Interested individuals must...

1. Be able to speak and read English.

2. Identify yourself as being either Hispanic or Black.

3. Be a parent or caregiver of a child/children who are in
grades 2 — 5.

4. Be a person that has lived in the United States for at least
five years.

5. Be at least 18 years of age.

Anyone who chooses to take part in this study will be asked to participate in one 60-
minute interview.

Participants who take part in the individual interview will receive one $25.00 Target gift
card.

Please contact Ms. Deanna Conley by Phone at: 617-953-1495 or by Email at:
deanna9@gwmail.gwu.edu if you would like more information about this study, or would
like to participate in it.
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Appendix D

Study Participant Screener

1.

2.

Which languages do you speak?
Let’s talk about how well you are able to speak and understand English.
On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the most comfortable, how comfortable are you
with speaking English?
On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the most comfortable, how comfortable are you
in understanding spoken English?
On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being easiest, how easy is it for you to read and
understand English?
How would you describe your race or ethnicity?
Do you have children? Yes No
If yes, how many?
What are their ages and grades in school? Genders?
Have any of your children been identified as having a disability? If so, what
grades are those child(ren) in?
Were you born in the United States? Yes No
a. Ifnot, how many years have you lived in the United States?

I am going to read some age groups to you: which group do you fall into?

18 —24
25 -30
31 =35
36 —40
41 and over
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Appendix E

Informed Consent Form
Informed Consent Form

Parental Perceptions of Academic Success
IRB #121105

Principal Investigator: Joel Gomez, Ed.D., 202-994-3306
Sponsor:

INTRODUCTION:

You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Joel Gomez, Ed.D.,
and The George Washington University’s Graduate School of Education and Human
Development. You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because you are
an English speaking Black or Hispanic caregiver of a child in grades 2 — 5 who has lived
in the United States for at least 5 years. Please read this form and ask us any questions
that will help you decide if you want to be in the study. Taking part is completely
voluntary and even if you decide you want to, you can stop and withdraw from the study
at any time. You must be at least 18 years old to take part in this study.

Your decision to take part or not will not affect the services or benefits provided to you.
If you decide to take part and then change your mind you can stop at any time. The
research team may need to choose others to participate in the study and end your
participation without your consent if you have misrepresented your ability to speak and
read English, and/or if after several attempts to schedule interviews at your convenience,
you are unable to meet with the study investigator.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this study is to understand a caregiver’s perspective on what shapes their
child’s ability to do well in school.

PROCEDURES

The total amount of time you will spend in this study is 1 hour over the course of 2
months (August and September).

All caregivers who choose to take part in this study will:

1. Participate in 1 Individual Interview.
(1 total hour)

The Interview Sessions will be Tape Recorded so that they can later be written out. Study
participants will be asked questions about their child’s school experience.
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RISKS & CONFIDENTIALITY

The study has the following risks:

You may feel some emotional stress/discomfort answering the interview questions. You
are free to skip any questions or stop taking the interview at any point. If you feel the
need to talk to someone about the emotions you are feeling please contact Ms. Conley
who will provide you with contact information of professional services.

There is a small chance that someone not on our research team could find out that you
took part in the study or somehow connect your name with the information we collect
about you, however the following steps are being taken to reduce this risk: No real
names will be used in the data files. The list matching real names with fake names will
be kept in a separate secure location from the data files. Files stored on the computer
will be password protected, and paper data files will be kept in a locked and secure
location. Password identified information will be destroyed upon the completion of the
study.

The records of this study will be kept private (direct quotes and some information that
you say will be used in the final report, and may be used in published articles or
presentations (but without your name); however, we will not include any information that
will make it possible to identify you as a subject. Fake names will be used for all direct
quotes.

Your records for the study may be reviewed by _ and by departments of The
George Washington University responsible for overseeing research safety and
compliance.

BENEFITS

Taking part in this research will not help you directly, however the benefit to society will
be a better understanding of how educators and policy makers can work to help all
children be more successful in school.

COMPENSATION

Individual interview participants will receive one $25.00 Target gift card to compensate
you for your time and effort.

QUESTIONS

Talk to the research team if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have
been harmed. You can contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this form at
202-994-3306 or Ms. Deanna Conley at 617-953-1495. For questions regarding your
rights as a participant in human research call The George Washington University Olffice
of Human Research at 202-994-27135.
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DOCUMENTATION OF CONSENT
If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below:

X
Signature Date

After you sign this Consent form, the research team will provide you with a copy. Please
keep it in case you want to read it again or call someone about the study.
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Appendix F
Individual Interview Protocol
Introduction:
Thank you for participating in this interview about your child’s or children’s
experience in school. This study is an educational project, and by providing your
thoughts, you will help me in completing this study, which I hope will contribute
to an improved educational system. This interview will be audio recorded so that |
can listen to it later to review our conversation and to also have it typed out by
someone else. Your name and anything that identifies you will not be included in
this project. We have reviewed the special form that explains everything in
writing, and you have a copy of that, and I will keep a copy of that as well. Do
you have questions about any of this? Are you comfortable with starting the
interview now?
Questions:
There are no right or wrong answers to any of these questions — I am truly interested in
your thoughts.
1. Can you tell me a little about your experiences in school?
Probes: What was your 1% day of school like? How did you feel about
your teachers? Did you have a favorite experience? What was difficult
for you? Were your parents involved with your learning? Etc.
2. Can you tell me about your family?
Probes: Who is in your family? Can you describe your culture? What

languages are spoken by your family members? Etc.
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3. How did you feel when you first enrolled your children in school?

Probes: Was the school welcoming? Were you given a tour? Did you
meet the principal and teachers?

4. What do the words “school success” mean to you?

5. How would you describe your child's experiences in school up to this point?
Probes: For example, teacher relationships, report card grades,
friendships, DC-CAS test results, etc.

6. What experiences does your child enjoy at school?

Probes: For example, his/her favorite subject, any special teachers,
playing with friends at recess, special classes like art, music, and PE, etc.

7. What school experiences have been hard for your child?

Probes: For example, understanding certain words in English, making
friends, the way the teacher grades, the way the other kids act, types of
food they serve at school, getting homework done, etc.

8.In what ways is your family’s language, culture, heritage, and traditions recognized

by the school?
Probes: For example, how are your family’s holidays celebrated? Are
there flags or decorations in the school that show your native country?
Does your child’s teacher know about your family’s heritage? Does your
child’s teacher know what language you speak at home? Etc.

9. Ifyou could make changes in your child’s school, what would it look like? What

would the teachers be like? What would happen during school and after school

that do not happen now?
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10. How would you describe your role in your child’s school experience? Tell me
about a time you interacted with the people in your child’s school.
Probe: For example, getting your child ready for school, walking your
child to school, helping with homework, meeting with teachers, taking
part in the PTA, etc.
11. Can you tell me about your community that you live in?
Probes: What type of supports do they offer to you and your child? What
is the community environment like? What about living in this community
is helpful to you and your family? Etc.
12. What more would you like to see your child's school and teachers do to help your
child do even better in school?
Probes: For example, after school clubs, tutoring, extra teachers in the
classroom, ways the teachers teach, extra help opportunities, building
teacher/child or child/child relationships, etc.
13. Is there anything else you would like to share about your child’s experience in
school?
Conclusion:
Thank you for taking part in this interview. I would like to meet with you again in 3
— 4 weeks to review my notes and the written record of this interview with you to
make sure that I have correctly understood what you said. I will be in touch soon to

set this meeting up with you. Thank for taking the time to meet with me today.
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Appendix G

Data Analysis Codes
Code Description Code Overarching Theme
Supportive Teacher for Parents ST4p Pivotal Relationships
Positive School Experience for Parents +SE Parental Involvement
Supportive Parents/Family for Family SP/F Pivotal Relationships
Low-Income LI N/A
Extended Family ExF Pivotal Relationships
Multiple Languages ESOL Community Supports
Welcoming School WS Community Supports
Successful Student SS Parental Involvement
Parent Involvement PI Parental Involvement
Supportive Teachers ST Pivotal Relationships
- Support (staff) JS Pivotal Relationships
Loves School LS Pivotal Relationships
Passed DC-CAS P-CAS Parental Involvement
Teacher Relationships TR Pivotal Relationships
More Culture MC Community Supports
Confidence C Pivotal Relationships
Class Size CS N/A
More Diversity MD Community Supports
City Living CL N/A
Jubilee Community JC Community Supports
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School Community SC Community Supports

Home School Communication H/S C Parental Involvement

Teacher/Parent Relationship T/P R Supportive Relationships
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