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Chapter 1: Introduction

Overview

In 1848, Horace Mann envisioned the American education system as being the
“great equalizer” (Mann, 1872, p. 669). He was referring to a system that eliminated
inequalities and provided equal opportunities for all students to succeed. However, 176
years later, his bold vision has yet to come to fruition. The disparities in educational
opportunities and outcomes among students classified by differences in race, ethnicity,
social class and other marginalizing factors suggest an educational system that is
“oppressive and unjust” (Furman, 2012, p. 194).

Reardon (2011) conducted a comprehensive study researching the relationship
between academic achievement and family income in the U.S. from the mid-1940s to
2001. Using publicly available data from 192 nationally represented studies, including
studies conducted by National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) and Main
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), Reardon (2011) standardized all
test scores in standard deviation units, which is “standard practice when comparing
achievement gaps measured with different tests” (p. 6). To evaluate comparisons across a
variety of studies, Reardon (2011) assumed variance of achievement “remains constant”
over time to allow for “valid comparisons” in the size of gaps across different studies
using different tests (p. 6).

Reardon’s (2011) results showed a “clear trend of increasing” income
achievement gaps over the 50-year period studied (p. 8). Furthermore, Reardon (2011)
calculated that the income achievement gaps among children born in 2001 are “roughly
75 percent larger” than the gaps among children born in the early 1940s (p. 8). Without

detailed description of Reardon’s (2011) methodology to compute achievement gaps



across the variety of studies and tests, the researcher’s assumption created a limitation to
the validity of the results. However, after analyzing data compilation across all studies,
Reardon (2011) concluded the income achievement gap grew by “roughly 40 to 50
percent” between 1974-2001 (p. 10). Instead of breaking down inequitable barriers and
overcoming oppressive structures, U.S. education has not only perpetuated, but increased
inequality, “with the result that poor children stay poor, poorly educated, and unskilled”
(Horsford, 2011, p. x).

Reardon’s (2011) findings are supported by Hung et al.’s (2020) study exploring
student achievement gaps in school districts across the U.S. Hung et al. (2020) pooled
data from the Standard Education Data Archive from 2008-2013 in 2,868 “diverse” (p.
175) school districts, in which 89.4% of the districts selected were designated as urban.
Hung et al. (2020) performed correlational analyses based on the individual data from
each LEA, including each district’s Gini index score and information index score. The
Gini index is an economic inequality indicator ranging from 0 to 1, with 0 being the
absence of economic inequality and with 1 being complete economic inequality (Hung et
al., 2020). The information index is a racial segregation indicator that also ranges from 0
to 1, with the higher the score, the higher the racial segregation (Hung et al., 2020). These
factors were correlated with the Black/White achievement gap, and significant factors
were used for further analysis. Hung et al.’s (2020) use of the Black/White achievement
gap is a limitation to this study, as the researchers excluded other minority student
populations in their analysis.

Using multiple linear regression, the researchers explored the significant factors

underlying achievement gaps. Hung et al. (2020) applied factors contributing to the
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achievement gap as the independent variables, while the single composite score for
achievement in reading and math for each district were the dependent variables. Hung et
al.’s (2020) analysis indicated that economic inequality (B=.162, p <.001), racial
inequality (B=.134, p <.001), and household adult education attainment (f=.481, p<.001)
were “strongly associated” (p. 175) with the Black/White achievement gap, with
household adult education attainment the “most significant” (p. 181) contributor. The
“strong observed relationship” (Hung et al., 2020, p. 187) between achievement gaps and
both the Gini index and the information index highlighted the ongoing role of societal
and systemic inequities in educational disparities.

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is a nationally
representative measure of academic achievement trends in the U.S. Assessment data from
NAEP’s Long-Term Assessments (LTT) measures the academic performance of 9-, 13-,
and 17-year-old students over an extended period. Tables 1 and 2 further illuminate the
achievement gap between economically disadvantaged and minority students compared
to affluent and White students, supporting Reardon’s (2011) and Hung et al.’s (2020)

study findings.
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Table 1
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Long-Term Assessment (LTT)

Scale Scores (0-500) in Reading for 9-year-Old Students

Year  Average Average Average Average Average Average
Scale Scale Scale Scale Scale Score Scale Score
Score for  Score for  Score for Score for for for Students
All White Black Hispanic Students  Not Eligible
Students Students Students Students  Eligible for ~ for FRL
FRL
| ] ] ] ] ] ]
2004 216 224 197 199 199 227
2008 220 228 204 207 237 204
2012 221 229 206 208 207 235
2020 220 228 205 210 207 232
20222 215 223 199 204 200 229

* Although the LTT assessments are typically administered every four years, NCES
conducted the 2022 assessment ahead of schedule to provide data on post-pandemic
student performance.

Note: In 2016, NAEP mathematics and reading assessments were piloted on tablets, and
used new testing methods and question types. Data from 2016 was not included in
NAEP’s LTT data report.

Note: Data from U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National
Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
2004, 2008, 2012, 2020, and 2022 Reading Assessments.

12



Table 2

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Long-Term Assessment (LTT)

Scale Scores (0-500) in Mathematics for 9-year-Old Students

Year  Average Average Average Average Average Average
Scale Scale Scale Scale Scale Score Scale Score
Score for  Score for  Score for Score for for for Students
All White Black Hispanic Students  Not Eligible
Students Students Students Students  Eligible for ~ for FRL
FRL
| ] ] ] ] ] ]
2004 239 245 221 229 225 249
2008 243 250 224 234 229 253
2012 244 252 226 234 232 257
2020 241 250 225 232 229 254
20222 234 244 212 223 221 249

* Although the LTT assessments are typically administered every four years, NCES
conducted the 2022 assessment ahead of schedule to provide data on post-pandemic
student performance.

Note: In 2016, NAEP mathematics and reading assessments were piloted on tablets, and
used new testing methods and question types. Data from 2016 was not included in
NAEP’s LTT data report.

Note: Data from U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National
Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
2004, 2008, 2012, 2020, and 2022 Mathematics Assessments.

Poverty wreaks havoc on children’s lives and in the lives and life opportunities of
their families. As measured by the American Community Survey (ACS), the poverty rate
in 2022 for children under the age of 18 was 16.3%, equating to 11.5 million U.S.
children living in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024) (see Table 4 for additional
statistics on U.S. poverty rates). Living in poverty has adverse consequences on students’

opportunities to learn and succeed, and schools are not equipped to eliminate learning

gaps impacted by poverty (Berliner, 2009, p. 39). “Poverty-induced” physical,
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sociological, and psychological problems that children bring to school can influence
student behavior and school learning (Berliner, 2009, p. 1), while creating overlapping
obstacles to school success, leaving students and families with complex, multi-sector
needs (Miller et al., 2014). More acute student and family needs create greater challenges
for school leaders leading high-poverty school communities.

School leadership is a powerful “intervening variable” (Reyes & Wagstaff, 2005,
p. 101) and is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that
contribute to student success (Brown, 2006; Grissom et al., 2021; Leithwood, 2021;
Leithwood et al., 2008; Tan, 2016). “Abundant” evidence exists that high-quality school
leaders make a difference in student learning (Cambron-McCabe, 2006, p. 111) and a
growing body of research (Brooks & Theoharis, 2012; Furman 2012; Liebowitz & Porter,
2019) indicates principals can exert a “measurable” positive influence on student
achievement, especially in schools serving economically disadvantaged communities
(Jacobson et al., 2007, p. 292). School leaders are faced with an intricate policy context
that pulls them in multiple directions, and the principal’s role and responsibilities have
become more complex as accountability measures and expectations continue to evolve
(Taylor et al., 2023). The “realities” of Title I schools place an “even greater”
responsibility on principals to provide equitable learning opportunities (Horsford, 2011,
p. 75), while having access to fewer resources. In addition to these inequities, there are
myriad social and cultural challenges facing Title I school leaders, and they must serve as
change agents who analyze the cultural aspects that have permitted long standing social
inequalities (Brown et al., 2011).

Statement of the Problem

14



In 2010, standing at the historic Edmund Pettis Bridge in Selma, Alabama, the
U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan proclaimed education is the “civil rights issue
of our generation” (Duncan, 2010). For more than a century, the U.S. education system
has grappled with the provision of equal opportunities for advantaged and disadvantaged
groups of students in the face of "persistent segregation” (Bischoff & Owens, 2019, pp.
1636-1637). Despite several decades of educational reform, economically disadvantaged
and minority children continue to experience fewer opportunities to engage in high-
quality learning than their predominantly White, affluent schoolmates.

The achievement gap and “host of problems” that contribute to and stem from
unequal educational opportunities “are many” (Horsford, 2011, p. 17). For the purposes
of this dissertation, I will focus on macro and meso barriers that contribute to inequitable
access to enriching learning opportunities that disproportionately affect economically
disadvantaged and minority youth. Bronfenbrenner and Cole (1979) defined
“macrosystem” as the “level of subculture or the culture as a whole, along with any belief
systems or ideology underlying such consistencies” (p. 9). A macrosystem can be
considered as an “entire society” or a “racial, ethnic, regional, or socioeconomic group”
within a society (Cohen & Waite-Stupiansky, 2017, p. 50). Macrosystems also include
public policies that affect society, such as economic and education policies. Evidence
shows macro-level conditions such as racism (Benson & Fiarman, 2020; Noguera &
Alicea, 2020; Reardon, 2016), segregation (Owens, 2018; Quillian, 2014; Reardon, 2016;
Reardon & Bischoff, 2011), poverty (Berliner, 2009; Borman & Dowling, 2010;
Coleman et al., 1966; Reardon, 2016), and school funding disparities (Adamson &

Darling-Hammond, 2012; Barnett & Stevenson, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2015;
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Horsford et al., 2011; Okinawa & Barnett, 2018; Owens, 2018; Reardon & Bischoff,
2011) impact student achievement.

Bronfenbrenner and Cole (1979) defined “mesosystems” as the “interrelations
between two or more settings” in which a person “actively participates” (p. 25). For
example, a child actively participates in their home, in school, and within a peer group,
and these interconnections represent their mesosystem. Meso-level conditions that impact
access to equitable learning opportunities for economically disadvantaged and minority
students include school demographics (Barnett & Stevenson, 2016; Borman & Dowling,
2010; Coleman et al., 1966; Darling-Hammond, 2015; Noguera, 2011; Reardon, 2016;
Reardon & Bischoff, 2011), teacher quality (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2012;
Cook-Harvey et al., 2016; Clotfelter et al., 2005; Goldhaber et al., 2015; Kalogrides &
Loeb, 2013; Okilwa & Barnett, 2017), school conditions (Adamson & Darling-
Hammond, 2012; Barnett & Stevenson, 2016; Coleman et al., 1966; Okilwa & Barnett,
2018), academic tracking (Chambers, 2009; Darling-Hammond, 2015; Horsford et al.,
2011; Wronowski et al., 2022; Yeh, 2019), and implicit biases and deficit mindsets
(Barnett & Stevenson, 2016; Benson & Fiarman, 2020; Darling-Hammond, 2015; Flores,
2007; Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017; Wronowski et al., 2022).

The premise of public school leadership has “generally been” to be an advocate
for all children, though this has “seldom been equitably realized” (Horsford et al., 2018,
p. 5). Larson and Ovando (2001) asserted schools are hierarchical systems of power and
control and can function as systems that entitle dominant social constructions of race,
class, gender, sexuality, and immigration status, while oppressing and minoritizing non-

dominant social constructions (Wronowski et al., 2022). Principals’ actions influence the
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daily work and operations of schools (Taylor et al., 2023) and have a “tremendous”
responsibility to not only improve students’ academic performance, but also positively
impact their cognitive development and social-emotional growth (Horsford et al., 2018,
p. 9). The traditional norms informing public school leadership have maintained power
and privilege for certain groups of students and continue to marginalize students based on
race, class, family structure, and neighborhood (Theoharis, 2007). To meet the needs of
today’s increasingly diverse student population, school leaders must openly and
intentionally address systemic and institutional oppression, the root of educational
disparities (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017). “Record levels” of economic inequality and
reduced social mobility, amid “widening and deepening” class divides (Horsford et al.,
2018, p. 1) present challenges for school leaders committed to ensuring equitable
educational opportunities for all students. These persistent inequalities demand new
approaches to transformative action in schools, and thus, new approaches to educational
leadership. The negative effects of marginalization and exclusion in our public schools is
the “raison d’étre” for the urgent calls for a different, justice-oriented leadership approach
(Oliva & Marshall, 2006, p. 284).

There is ample evidence supporting the implementation of instructional leadership
practices to improve student learning outcomes (Glimiis et al., 2022; Hitt & Myers, 2018;
Shaked, 2020). Though instructional leadership embraces critical school leadership
functions (Khalifa, 2018), it does not necessarily prevent instances of prejudice in
practice (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014). It is imperative that school leaders not only know
effective and meaningful strategies to address and interrupt cycles of oppression

(Theoharis, 2007), but they must also have the necessary competencies to act in ways that
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replace pre-existing structures of inequities with more equitable ones (DeMatthews &
Mawhinney, 2014). Furthermore, with evidence that the achievement gap is evident prior
to students entering kindergarten (Barnett & Stevenson, 2016; Berliner, 2009; Darling-
Hammond, 2015; Miller et al., 2014; Reardon, 2013; Yeh, 2019), Oliva and Anderson
(2006) asserted it is increasingly important to prepare school leaders as advocates for
low-income communities, while also prioritizing eliminating disparities by addressing
their systemic and structural roots (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015).

Galloway and Ishimaru (2015) stated research and practice have made limited
progress in closing educational gaps. Furthermore, the field of educational leadership
“lacks explicit articulation” of leadership practices and tools “focused on
fairness...within the context of an unequal playing field for nondominant students” and
communities (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017, p. 3). Several studies outline the impact of
instructional leadership combined with transformational leadership (Leithwood et al.,
2010; Robinson et al., 2008; Sebastian et al., Shatzer et al., 2014; 2019; Ylimaki, 2007),
but there is a gap in the literature addressing the impact of instructional leadership in
conjunction with transformative leadership. Public school systems are becoming
increasingly diversified, necessitating leaders to ensure all students, regardless of race,
culture, and socioeconomic status are provided an equitable education through access to
the same highly effective learning opportunities (Murakami et al., 2018). The field of
education needs leaders who can eliminate disparities between dominant and
nondominant groups (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017), working towards equity where
principles of respect, recognition, and responsiveness must be central to educational

practice (Larson & Ovando, 2001).
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Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate how principals leading
elementary schools that receive Title I schoolwide program funds' address macro and
meso barriers that perpetuate gaps in access to enriching learning opportunities for
economically disadvantaged and minority students. It has been established that context is
important to leadership (Horsford et al., 2018), but limited attention has been given to the
understanding of how school contexts affect principals’ leadership approaches (Okilwa &
Barnett, 2018). Without a contextually literate understanding of why educational
inequities and injustices exist, leaders will be hard pressed to transform structures and
systems that reproduce the unequal inputs and outcomes they seek to disrupt (Horsford,
2011). The results from this dissertation can help scholars, practitioners, and leadership
preparation programs gain a more robust understanding of highly effective leadership
practices that not only embrace inclusion and social justice but also work to transform our
public schools into responsive and enriching environments where all students feel valued
and are provided equitable opportunities to succeed.

The following research question guides my inquiry: How, if at all, do principals
leading Title I elementary schools address macro and meso public school system barriers
to provide equitable learning opportunities for economically disadvantaged and minority
students?

Potential Significance of the Research
Santamaria (2014) argued that if we add multiple perspectives and equity-based

leadership approaches to status quo leadership practices, educational leaders may be able

' Schools are eligible for Title | schoolwide programs if more than 40% of their student body
qualifies for free or reduced lunch (FRL).
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to transform leadership and improve educational outcomes for large numbers of
culturally and linguistically diverse students. Galloway and Ishimaru (2015) asserted high
leverage practices involve countering historical, systemic, and institutionalized exclusion,
oppression, marginalization, and demonstration of student excellence across all
subgroups, but the literature lacks clarity in identifying what exactly these high-leverage
practices are. My research will contribute to the literature by reporting on highly effective
equity- and justice-oriented leadership practices that dismantle systemic barriers and
oppressive systems to provide equitable learning opportunities for economically
disadvantaged and minority students.
Theoretical Framework

I integrated two prominent leadership theories to establish the foundation of my
conceptual framework. Below, I summarize each theory, highlighting key tenets and
practices. I also provide an explanation for why I chose each theory to inform my
framework.
Instructional Leadership

Hallinger and Murphy (1985) defined instructional leadership as school
leadership intended to influence classroom teaching, as well as learning processes, with
the goal of improving learning for all students. The “central task™ (Hallinger & Murphy,
1985, p. 222) of an instructional leader is to ensure goals translate to classroom practice
(Hallinger & Murphy, 1986). A critical focus of effective instructional leadership is the
behaviors of teachers as they engage in activities that directly affect student learning

growth (Hallinger et al., 2020; Southworth, 2002). In addition to supporting teachers’
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professional development, instructional leaders coordinate the school’s curriculum and
ensure learning objectives align with classroom content.

Instructional leaders are tasked with promoting a positive learning climate
(Bossert et al., 1982; Hallinger, 2005; Pietsch et al., 2023) by protecting instructional
time (Hallinger & Murphy, 1986), delivering incentives for teachers and students, and
enforcing high academic standards (Bossert et al., 1982; Hallinger & Murphy, 1985).
Additionally, effective instructional leaders are a visible presence in the school and
model the desired values of the school’s culture (Cos & Mullen, 2023; Hallinger, 2005;
Rodrigues & Avila de Lima, 2021). Acting openly and honestly, successful instructional
leaders serve their schools in the interest of student achievement and accountability of
results (Cox & Mullens, 2023).

Instructional leadership has been found to play a critical role in how principals
can enable teachers to improve student achievement (Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Vogel, 2018).
The global accountability movement has led to renewed calls for instructional leadership
(Hallinger et al., 2020) and high-stakes testing continues to be an important driver of
school principals’ focus on improving student achievement (Pietsch et al., 2023). Now,
principals find themselves at the “nexus” of accountability and school improvement
(Hallinger, 2005, p. 222).

Conducting a meta-analysis from 51 studies on the effects of principal behaviors
on student, teacher, and school outcomes, Liebowitz and Porter (2019) found suggestive
evidence that although principals’ instructional management behaviors have important
relationships with overall school outcomes, these “appear to not be substantively

stronger” than the relationship between other principal behaviors and the same outcomes
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(p. 808). In a meta-analysis restricted to only U.S.-based studies that measured principals’
instructional management time and skill and student achievement, the researchers found
that a 1 SD difference in principal instructional management was associated with a 0.13
SD difference in students’ achievement (Liebowitz & Porter, 2019). Liebowitz and Porter
(2019) further contextualized this finding stating that based on Kraft’s (2018)
“empirically derived schema” for educational effect sizes, these statistics represent
“moderate- to large-effect sizes” (p. 814). The researchers noted an important caution
related to their findings, indicating that 50 of the 51 studies were observational, while
only one addressed causal inferences (Liebowitz & Porter, 2019).

Liebowitz and Porter (2019) concluded that prior literature may overstate the
importance of instructional leadership practices. A “core assumption” (DeMatthews,
2015, p. 146) of traditional leadership practices, such as instructional leadership, is they
can be used to improve academic achievement at a general level while failing to
systematically address inequities. Liebowitz and Porter (2019) further deduced
instructional leadership can play a “unique role” in improving student, teacher, and
school outcomes when it is paired with other strategies to leverage its “unique status” (p.
814). This conclusion aligns with Gilimiis et al.’s (2022) claim that that a “revised
conceptualization” of instructional leadership with greater attention to a social justice
perspective of school leadership “might be helpful” (p. 432) to strengthen the impact of
leadership in reducing achievement gaps between different student groups.

Todays, it is “not enough” to simply work to improve curriculum and instruction in
a “general sense” as an instructional leader (Brooks & Theoharis, 2012, p. 4). For

“equity-oriented instructional leaders,” it is “essential” to increase access, processes, and
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outcomes through improved instruction (Brooks & Theoharis, 2012, p. 5). Furthermore,
DeMatthews (2015) contended principals must blend technical expertise related to school
administration and instructional leadership practices with principles of social justice to
solve problems and address concerns. For these reasons, instructional leadership cannot
stand alone in an equity- and justice-oriented leadership framework.

Transformative Leadership

Transformative leadership theory is a critical leadership approach grounded in
Freire’s (1970) call for leaders to be critically aware, critically reflective, analyze
critically, and take critical action against injustices (Shields, 2018). Shields (2010)
developed transformative leadership theory as one in which leaders are concerned about
the material realities of students’ lives both in and outside of school. Furthermore, leaders
not only focus on preparing students for academic achievement, but also for responsible
global citizenship. This theory comprises two theoretical propositions and eight
supporting tenets. The first proposition focuses on individual private good. When the
learning environment is inclusive, respectful, and equitable, students can focus on
academics (Shields, 2011). The second proposition emphasizes public good, asserting
that when educational institutions address issues such as democracy and citizenship,
society will be strengthened as a result.

Transformative leadership is a theory-based approach that combines critical
consciousness with personal traits and a clear focus on explicit goals (Shields, 2018).
Transformative leadership focuses on inclusion, equity, excellence, and social justice,
building on leadership for social justice and culturally relevant leadership (Shields &

Hesbol, 2020). It considers the ways in which the inequities of the outside world affect
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the outcomes in educational organizations, linking education and educational leadership
with the wider social context in which it is embedded (Shields, 2010). One distinguishing
feature of transformative leadership is it explicitly addresses the importance of mindsets
and knowledge frameworks, emphasizing the need to change those that perpetuate
inequity (Shields & Hesbol, 2020). Transformative leadership begins with a need to
understand oneself in the context within which one is living and working (Shields, 2018),
engaging in critical reflection and analysis, and moving through enlightened
understanding to act and ensure all students are provided with as level of a playing field
as possible (Shields, 2010).

The foundation of transformative leadership is the critique of injustices and
inequities with a commitment to the promise of a more equitable future for all children
(Shields, 2010). It is an antiracist approach to leadership that emphasizes the need for
education to focus on both academic excellence and social transformation (Makaiau et
al., 2023; Shields, 2011a). This leadership approach not only asks leaders to help students
understand and develop their own potential but includes the need to recognize and
address inequities in the school, wider community, and around the world and to live in a
way that makes a difference.

Transformative leadership consists of eight leadership tenets. The first tenet is to
mandate deep and equitable change. Shields (2011) outlined rejecting deficit thinking and
engaging in truthful dialogue as two approaches essential to the work of a transformative
leader. The second tenet highlights the importance of deconstructing and reconstructing

knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and injustice. Shields (2010) outlined
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three stages of this process: challenging mental models, transforming understanding
through critical analysis, and adopting a new conceptual framework.

Power inappropriately understood and used is the underlying force that continues
to marginalize students in our schools (Shields, 2018). This inequitable distribution of
power perpetuates the structures, practices, and beliefs that create barriers to
implementing equitable reform, therefore creating the need for the third tenet, addressing
inequitable distributions of power. A transformative leader must start by identifying the
implicit rules of power (Shields, 2011). Furthermore, a transformative leader must place
an emphasis on both individual and collective good, the fourth tenet of transformative
leadership. Leaders must be concerned with educational outcomes that enhance the self-
confidence and competence of students while also developing outcomes that positively
affect society as a whole.

The fifth tenet addresses a transformative leader’s need to focus on emancipation,
democracy, equity, and justice. Each student must be treated with absolute regard and
feel free to express his or her perspective without judgment. This focus is further
developed by the sixth tenet, a leader’s emphasis on interdependence, interconnectedness,
and global awareness. Transformative leaders must help students develop a sense of self
that is empowered and empowering (Shields, 2011). The final two tenets of the
conceptual framework developed by Shields (2011) are the need to balance critique with
promise and exhibit moral courage. Transformative leaders must have the moral courage
that enables them to not only critique inequity, but to also move forward, ensuring the

promise of a better future. This courage will allow leaders to become advocates of
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equitable change, educational and societal transformation (Shields, 2018), as well as the
collective promise of education (Shields, 2010).

Transformative leadership and leadership for inclusive and socially just learning
environments are “inextricably related” (Shields, 2010, p. 559). Transformative
leadership creates leaders of social justice in education, which emphasizes the need for
education to focus on academic excellence and social transformation (Makaiau et al.,
2023). Transformative leadership not only works for the good of every individual in the
school system but has the potential to work for the common good of society (Shields,
2010). To be truly transformative, the processes of leadership must be linked to the ends
of equity, inclusion, and social justice (Shields, 2011a). These two theories, when
combined and implemented with fidelity, provide the foundation for my conceptual
framework, which I address next.

Conceptual Framework

My conceptual framework uses concentric circles to illustrate different levels of
influences on economically disadvantaged and minority students’ school experiences.
The outermost circle represents the macro barriers that influence student achievement.
These represent societal, political, and economic influences. For the purposes of this
dissertation, I investigate how poverty, racism, segregation, federal policy, and school
funding affect economically disadvantaged and minority students and the schools they
attend. Meso barriers, the second largest circle, are factors within the school organization
that impact student achievement. I explore how school demographics, school conditions,
teacher quality, academic tracking, and implicit biases impact students’ experiences in

Title I schools.
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Moving further inward, principal practices constitute the leadership practices that
contribute to a transformative instructional leadership approach. The specific practices
chosen for this dissertation are: (1) foster a safe and inclusive environment; (2) address
barriers; (3) reject deficit thinking; (4) model appropriate behaviors and actions; and (5)
set high expectations for all. These principal practices influence school outcomes, the
next concentric circle. The school outcomes I focus on in this dissertation are: (1)
advocate for students, families, and the community; (2) trusting relationships; and (3)
culture of shared responsibility. The macro and meso barriers, along with the principal
practices and school outcomes influence the micro experience of each student. While
macro and meso barriers negatively impact the experiences of economically
disadvantaged and minority students, principal practices work to overcome these barriers
to create positive school outcomes and ultimately foster equitable learning opportunities

for economically disadvantaged and minority students in Title I schools.
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Figure 1

Conceptual Framework

EQUITABLE LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES FOR

ECONOMICALLY
DISADVANTAGED AND
MINORITY YOUTH

Summary of the Methodology

I conducted a basic interpretive qualitative study grounded in a constructivist
approach. Qualitative researchers use constructivism to attempt to understand the
participants’ context (Creswell, 2017), which centers my focus on understanding how
principals adapt their leadership approaches to meet the needs of their students and
school community. A constructivist epistemology recognizes that multiple realities can
be constructed through our lived experiences, and my inquiry focuses on these realities

and lived experiences for both principals and their student body. Additionally, a
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constructivist approach recognizes that meaning and truth are developed and shared
within a social context, supporting the notion that students’ social and cultural contexts
affect the opportunities they receive in school, and leaders must take these lived
experiences and contexts into consideration.

I used purposeful sampling to select 13 principals from school districts across the
United States who lead an elementary school that is eligible for Title I schoolwide
program funds. I collected data through a demographic intake survey and one 45- to 60-
minute semi-structured interview. All interviews were recorded and transcribed, and I
sent the transcripts back to the participants to check for accuracy. I first analyzed the data
through open coding, in vivo coding, and descriptive coding. Then, I conducted a second
round of analysis, following axial coding methods to reassemble data. The reassembled
data was developed into a coding system based on my research question and theoretical
framework. This coding system highlighted emerging themes to categorize data, and I
consistently compared data to ensure it was coded appropriately.
Limitations

This basic interpretive design study investigated the experiences of 13 Title I
principals across the country. This limited sample size may inhibit the generalizability of
the results. Furthermore, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a lack of standardized
testing data available for the 2019-2020 school year, and in some cases, for the 2020-
2021 school year as well. Additionally, this study was conducted during the first eight
weeks of Donald Trump’s second presidential term. Participant responses may have been
skewed by the macro political climate at that time, and it is unclear if their interview

responses would vary if this study was conducted at another time.
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Potential participant bias is another limitation to this study. The language on my
recruitment flyer indicated that I was recruiting principals who could speak to navigating
barriers that impact access to equitable learning opportunities. This may have led to a
specific population of principals feeling compelled to respond and participate.
Delimitations

In this study, I selected participants based on a specific set of criteria. Participants
were elementary school leaders who led a school that is eligible for Title I schoolwide
program funds. Moreover, principals must have been in their role at their school site for a
minimum of three consecutive school years. This requirement helped to guarantee that
the findings I reported accurately reflected the current principal’s leadership strategies,
rather than those of their predecessors.

Key Terms

There are several key terms used throughout this dissertation. Below are
definitions of each term for consistency and coherence.

Achievement gap occurs when one group of students (e.g., students grouped by
race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another group and the difference in average scores for
the two groups is statistically significant (i.e., larger than the margin of error) (NCES,
2024).

Context is a multi-faceted construct consisting of macro and meso elements that
impact school leaders’ decisions (Barnett & Stevenson, 2016; Okilwa & Barnett, 2018).

Economically disadvantaged students are those who participate in, or whose

families participate in economic assistance programs. These students and their families
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live below the poverty threshold, an indicator developed by the U.S. Census Bureau to
measure poverty across the U.S.

Free or reduced lunch (FRL) is the most common measure of poverty in school
(NCES). To be eligible for free lunch under the program, a student must be from a
household with an income at or below 130 percent of the poverty threshold; 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 poverty threshold.

Minority is used to represent ethnic minorities who have different national and
cultural traditions and norms from the majority population. For the purposes of this study,
I use the term minority to address Black and Hispanic/Latino students and their families.

Poverty is officially measured by the U.S. Census Bureau. It is calculated using
money income before taxes and does not include capital gains or noncash benefits (such
as public housing, Medicaid, and food stamps) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). If a family's
total income is less than the family's threshold, then that family and every individual in it
is considered in poverty. Poverty thresholds are the dollar amounts used to determine
poverty status and do not vary geographically, but they are updated for inflation using the
Consumer Price Index (CPI-U).

Suburban refers to the geographical area designated by the U.S. Census Bureau as
“Micropolitan Statistical Areas” and defined as a geographic entity consisting of the
county or counties associated with at least one urban cluster of at least 10,000 but less
than 50,000 population, plus adjacent counties have a high degree of social and economic
integration with the core as measured through commuting ties (U.S. Census Bureau,

2023).
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Title I schools are schools that receive Title I Schoolwide Program funds. To be
eligible for a schoolwide program designation, schools must serve “an eligible student
attendance area in which not less than 40 percent of the children are from low-income
families” (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1008).

Urban refers to the geographical area classified as “Metropolitan Statistical
Areas” (MSAs) by the U.S. Census Bureau. MSAs are defined as areas that consist of the
county or counties (or equivalent entities) associated with at least one urban area of at
least 50,000 population, plus adjacent counties having a high degree of social and
economic integration with the core as measured through commuting ties (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2023).

Chapter 2: Literature Review

This literature review examines scholarship regarding oppressive macro and meso
barriers that create inequitable access to learning opportunities for economically
disadvantaged and minority youth, and how equity- and justice-oriented school principal
leadership practices can address these barriers. I begin by delineating several modern
federal policies and initiatives, with a primary focus on how Title I funding, high stakes
testing, and accountability measures impact Title I public schools and the students they
serve. Next, I address the “achievement gap” evident in U.S. public schools. I provide an
overview of this concept as a deficit approach and argue the causes of the achievement
gap leads to a more accurate, equity-oriented term “opportunity gap.” I elucidate several
macro and meso barriers that impact the learning opportunities experienced by

economically disadvantaged and minority youth.

32



Following this, I provide an overview of the principal’s role in schools. I
specifically address the unique role of Title I school leaders, addressing additional
challenges they face compared to their non-Title I school counterparts. Then, I present
five critical school leadership practices that can dismantle oppressive barriers and
systemic inequities that economically disadvantaged and minoritized students face within
schools and their wider community. I conclude this chapter with the conceptual
framework driving my study.

Search Methodology

This literature review explores principal leadership practices that seek to eliminate
the opportunity gap in Title I elementary schools. Through the lenses of multiple equity-
focused educational leadership theories, this review identifies principal leadership
practices that work to dismantle macro and meso barriers that are often reinforced by
federal policies, to support rigorous and equitable learning opportunities for economically
disadvantaged and minority students.

The following databases supported my literature search: EBSCOhost, ERIC,
JSTOR, ProQuest, Taylor and Francis, and SAGE Journals. The literature critically
examined in this review is sorted into the following categories: federal policies affecting
public education, the presence of the opportunity gap in K-12 U.S. public education,
contexts of Title I schools, and principals’ impact on student success through equity- and
justice-oriented leadership practices. Table 3 identifies the search terms utilized for the

purpose of this review.
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Table 3

Keywords for Literature Search

Construct

Keywords

|
Federal policies and their effect on Title I

elementary schools

Brown vs. Board of Education
impacts

ESEA 1965 and Title I

A Nation at Risk and impacts
The Coleman Report and
impacts

No Child Left Behind 2001 and
impacts

IASA 1994/Reauthorization of
ESEA 1994

Race to the Top and impacts
ESSA 2015 and impacts

|
Opportunity gap

Achievement gap causes
Opportunity gap low-income
students

|
Contexts of socioeconomically

disadvantaged, elementary schools

High-poverty schools
Title I school

|
Principals’ impact on student success

Instructional leadership
Transformative leadership
Culturally responsive school
leadership

Social justice leadership
education

Achievement gap educational
leadership

Leadership practices opportunity
gap

Leadership practices educational
equity

Title I school leadership
High-poverty school principal

A combination of the search terms above yielded more than 1,700 articles, and I

chose 186 for this review. I limited the literature to peer-reviewed articles and relevant

educational books published since 2000, except for key landmark studies, seminal texts,
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and federal policy documents dating back to 1954. Empirical articles addressing
transformational and transactional leadership were excluded from this review, as well as
studies conducted in rural school contexts and higher education.

The literature review that follows begins with an exploration of the impact of
federal policies on Title I public schools. It is followed by causes and effects of the
achievement and opportunity gaps, specifically focusing on macro and meso barriers that
affect Title I elementary schools, their students, and the school community. Finally, I turn
to principal leadership, with a particular focus on Title I school principals and their
impact on student achievement and overall school success through the intertwined lenses
of instructional and transformative leadership.

The Federal Policy Landscape and its Impact on Title I Schools
A Brief History of U.S. Educational Policy

The history of federal education policy is filled with "well-intentioned" and
"initially promising" attempts to effect positive change on schools, but it remains difficult
to drive change from the national level all the way down to the classroom level
(McGuinn, 2012, p. 147). McGuinn (2012) contended the major problem in education
reform is the “50/14,000/130,000” problem (p. 138). With 50 state education systems that
collectively host 14,000 school districts and almost 130,000 schools, it is difficult to pass
federal legislation that trickles its way through the system and infiltrates state and local
education agencies (LEAs) with consistency. On the other hand, federal policy shapes the
educational landscape across the U.S., promoting equity, accountability, and innovation
in education. Federal policies are important for supporting standardization, funding, and

national goals for global competitiveness. Moreover, federal policy initiatives raise
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awareness about educational issues at the national level, providing advocates a platform
to drive change in local communities.

The modern policy era began in the 1960s with influences from the Civil Rights
Movement and widespread concern about the vital importance of education for the
economic success of our nation (Kress et al., 2011). In the 1970s, state education
agencies (SEAs) emphasized “minimum competency’” measures that determined the
minimum level of proficiency required for students to advance through school (Kress et
al., 2011, p. 189). During the Reagan era in the late 1980s, conservatives introduced a
new theory of reform, which led to a dramatic shift from a focus on inputs to outcomes,
emphasizing a results-oriented approach that centered on student achievement and
improvement of standardized test scores.

Throughout the modern policy era, there have been changes in federal, state, and
local government involvement. Since the enactment of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, federal policy has influenced schools in America (Radu,
2013). State government involvement has increased as well, responding to federal policy
and creating standards of learning and assessments to measure student progress towards
those standards. However, as McGuinn (2012) noted, states have a “long history of being
very good at manipulating the system” (p. 149) to ensure formal compliance while
minimizing the changes required in state education systems.

In this section, I will identify several federal education policies and each policy's
influence on schools, with a primary focus on Title I schools and the students they serve.

These policies will be outlined in chronological order, beginning in the 1950s with the
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policies that followed the Brown vs. Board of Education decision, and concluding with
the Every Student Succeeds Act, enacted in 2015.
Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka
Kress et al. (2011) argued that the Brown vs. Board of Education decision was the
most important development contributing to U.S. educational policy over the last century.
This landmark decision by the Supreme Court overturned Plessy v. Ferguson and the
“separate by equal” doctrine, ruling that U.S. state laws that established and permitted
racial segregation in public schools were unconstitutional. In the delivery of the opinion
of the Court, Chief Justice Warren stated:
Does segregation of children in public schools solely on the basis of race, even
though the physical facilities and other “tangible” factors may be equal, deprive
the children of the minority group of equal educational opportunities? We believe
it does. (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954)
Chief Justice Warren went on to conclude:
We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of “separate
but equal” has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.
Therefore, we hold that the plaintiffs and others similarly situated for whom the
actions have been brought are, by reason of the segregation complained of,
deprived of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth
Amendment. (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954)
This decision catapulted the federal government into educational oversight, with direct
influences on policies, budgets, and practices of school districts across the country.
However, the emerging policy initiatives implemented after the decision were an “empty
promise” that failed to hold school districts and officials accountable (Horsford, et al.,
2018, p. 209).

After the decision, many states and local school districts engaged in “overt

desegregation-avoidant tactics” (Chambers, 2009, p. 419) and “within-school segregation
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practices” (Horsford, 2011, p. 21) that were adapted into new policy contexts to maintain
the politics of racism (Wronowski et al., 2022). Black and White students may have
attended the same desegregated schools, but rarely did they share the same classrooms.
These tactics resulted in “racially identifiable classrooms” (Horsford, 2011, p. 21) and
reproduced educational inequality in terms of resources, curriculum, and thus outcomes.
The promise to integrate schools was broken, creating an illusion of progress towards
inclusion and equity in schools.

To further promote equity and inclusion in schools, the federal government
enacted The Elementary and Secondary Act of 1965 to provide LEAs with financial
assistance to support children from economically disadvantaged families to help ensure
all children meet rigorous academic standards (NCES, 2019). In the next section, I
describe this law, the intricacies of funding formulas outlined within the law, and the
reality and impact of funding allocations on public schools and districts, with a primary
focus on those serving marginalized communities.

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965

P.L. 89-10, also known as ESEA of 1965, was the first comprehensive federal
education law providing funding for K-12 education (Ellis, 2007) and represents a major
piece of civil rights legislation due to its focus on improving the educational
opportunities of poor children (Kress et al., 2011). Its purpose was “to strengthen and
improve educational quality and educational opportunities in the Nation’s elementary and
secondary schools” (ESEA, 1965, p. 27). It was the focal point of President Lyndon B.
Johnson’s “War on Poverty” in 1965 (Ellis, 2007, p. 223). In a commencement address

delivered at the University of Michigan, the President stated “we must give every child a
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place to sit and a teacher to learn from. Poverty must not be a bar to learning, and
learning must offer an escape from poverty” (Johnson, 1964, 3:05).
Title 1
A major component of the ESEA of 1965 was Title I, a provision that provided
financial assistance to local educational agencies “for the education of children of low-
income families” (ESEA, 1965, p. 27). Recognizing the “special educational needs” of
children from economically disadvantaged families and the impact that “concentrations
of low-income families” have on the ability of local educational agencies to support
“adequate educational programs” (ESEA, 1965, Sec. 201), Congress hoped to address
two key issues in education with the distribution of Title I funds. First, schools needed
additional funding to support economically disadvantaged children, a student subgroup
identified in ESEA (1965) as “failing, or most at risk of failing, to meet the challenging
State academic standards” (Sec. 1115). Second, Congress recognized school districts with
large populations of children living in poverty faced more intense challenges, therefore
needing more resources and funding to support their students. Section 201 of ESEA
(1965) stated:
In recognition of the special educational needs of children from low-income
families and the impact that concentrations of low-income families have on the
ability of local educational agencies to support adequate educational programs,
the Congress hereby declares it to be the policy of the United States to provide
financial assistance (as set forth in this title) to local educational agencies serving
areas with concentrations of children from low-income families to expand and
improve their educational programs by various means (including preschool

programs) which contribute particularly to meeting the special educational needs
of educationally deprived children. (p. 27)
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Local education agencies (LEAs) were eligible for a basic grant if the number of
formula-eligible children? was “at least one hundred” or “equal to [3%] or more of the
total number of all children aged five to seventeen” (ESEA, 1965, Sec. 203). Payments
under Title I were intended to be used for programs and projects designed to meet the
needs of “educationally deprived children in school[s]...having high concentrations of
children from low-income families” and which were of “sufficient size, scope, and
quality to give reasonable promise of substantial progress” towards meeting students’
needs (ESEA, 1965, Sec. 205).

Basic grant funding was calculated based on “an amount equal to the Federal
percentage... of the average per pupil expenditure in the State multiplied by the sum” of
“the number of children aged five to seventeen, inclusive, of families having an annual
income of less than the low-income factor” determined by the law (ESEA, 1965, Sec.
203). Title I further outlined that funds cannot be “greater than 30 per centum of the sum
budgeted by the [LEA] for current expenditures” (ESEA, 1965, Sec. 203). This meant
that even if the calculated basic grant funding formula determined an LEA was eligible
for funding that equated to more than a 30 percent difference in per pupil allocation for
that year, the state’s budget would be reduced to “30 per centum of such budgeted sum”
(ESEA, 1965, Sec. 203). The law also stated, “if the sums appropriated...for making the
payments provided in this title are not sufficient to pay in full the total amounts which all
[LEAs] and [SEAs] are eligible to receive... such amounts shall be reduced ratably”
(ESEA, 1965, Sec. 208). See Appendix A for a description of the four funding grants

under Title I, including when they were implemented into the amended law, the specific

2 Formula-eligible children represent the number of children from low-income families, as defined by
ESEA of 1965.
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funding formula, and the targeted school district each grant aims to serve. Next, [ will
discuss the reality of Title I funding.

Implementation of Title I. Title I is the U.S. government’s largest educational
program to assist disadvantaged children (Sonnenburg, 2016) and funds were intended to
provide instructional support for these students’ academic growth and achievement. The
law does not state how Title I funds are to be spent, promoting “flexible funding” in
which LEAs and SEAs allocate funds in ways they “deem best” (Sonnenburg, 2016, p.
3). Funds can be used for extended-day programs, after-school and summer programs,
additional teachers, technology, and other services needed to accelerate learning for
disadvantaged students.

To this day, Congress has rarely appropriated a level of funding that meets the
authorization funding level requested by local and state public education agencies. Table
4 shows requested Title I funding amounts and allocated amounts for Fiscal Years (FY)

2021-2026.
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Table 4
Presidents’ Budget Request and Congressional Action for Title I Funding from FY 2021-

2026 (in thousands of dollars)

Fiscal Year (FY) President’s Budget Request Congressional Appropriation

|
2026 $18,406,802 ?

2025 $18,586,802 ?

2024 $20,536,802 $18,406,802
2023 $36,536,802 $18,386,802
2022 $20,000,000 $17,536,802
2021 $16,309,802 $16,536,802

* Congressional appropriation data has not yet been released
Note. Data collected from the U.S. Department of Education Budget Tables for FY 2021-
2026 (https://www?2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/tables.html)

The gap between authorized and allocated funds is not the only gap present in the
federal Title I program. Mandated by Congress in 1974, Hennessy et al. (1980) conducted
a seminal three-year study to determine the effects of the “alternative allocation policies”
(Hennessy et al., 1980, p. 46) and assess whether, at the time, funding inadequacies or
student selection procedures were responsible for the low levels of Title I services
provided to economically disadvantaged students. Data stemmed from 13 geographically
diverse school districts who were selected by the National Institute of Education (NIE)
and granted waivers of Federal ESEA Title I regulations. The researchers’ data analysis
found “significant proportions” of high-achieving students were served by Title I funds
and the “within school selection rates for low achievers” did not reach maximum
efficiency, leaving out a “sizable proportion” of students who qualified for compensatory

services (Hennessy et al., 1980, p. 53).
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In response to a more recent congressional mandate, the National Center for
Educational Statistics (NCES) conducted a similar study using FY 2015 Title I allocated
funds to examine distribution and understand how funding formulas affect school
districts of varying size and geographic location (NCES, 2019). The Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) stated “minimal effort” has been made by the Federal government
to determine if the four Title I funding formulas were “adequately delivering funds to
[LEAs] with the highest districtwide poverty averages” (Every Student Succeeds Act,
2015, Sec. 9211). Therefore, an expert panel of academic researchers and those with
operational experience on Title I conducted “analytical tasks” that “specifically called for
comparisons of districts across the 12 NCES geographic locales” and “to examine high-
poverty districts” (NCES, 2019, p. xii). Differing from Hennessy et al.’s (1980) study,
NCES’s (2019) analysis presented results in locality-based cost-adjusted dollars to
determine differences in local cost structures and purchasing power between low- and
high-cost districts.

Both studies calculated the number of students eligible for Title I services and
compared that with the number of students who received services in their school. For
Hennessy et al.’s (1980) study, students were classified into four different groups to
determine Title I coverage: (1) the doubly disadvantaged, (2) students who are low
achievers but not from low-income families, (3) students from low-income families but
who are not low-achieving, and (4) students who are neither low-achieving nor from low-
income families. NCES (2019) used the current definition of “formula-eligible students”

to calculate the number of students eligible for Title I services.
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Hennessy et al.’s (1980) analysis found that while “approximately 60% of all
doubly disadvantaged students” were in Title I schools, “20% to 90%” of the students in
those schools were “actually served” (p. 53). Similarly, NCES (2019) found that though
the Title I formula-eligible student population was 11.6 million students for FY 2015,
more than 25 million students benefited from Title I services.

These results implied student selection procedures were being applied “in an
imprecise manner” that resulted in services going to higher achievers, while eligible
students in the same schools were going unserved by Title I services (Hennessy et al.,
1980, p. 55). NCES (2019) similarly concluded that there is no “direct link” between the
formula-eligible children upon whom the distribution of funds is based and the children
who receive Title I services (p. xi). LEAs can consolidate federal, state, and local funds
to support schoolwide programs, and schools eligible to receive these funds are exempt
from identifying the children eligible for Title I services, allowing for wider latitude in
how funds are spent. Essentially, these schools are released from the requirement of
providing add-on services to the lowest performing children and are instead able to serve
all children by using Title I funds to pay for anything that will benefit the school (Farkas
& Hall, 2000).

In theory, the mission of Title I was to provide additional services to
economically disadvantaged children. In practice, Title I reinforces spending inequities,
affecting poor children in high-poverty school districts (Liu, 2008). Several key
contributors to these funding disparities inherently lie in the funding formulas. The state
per-pupil spending provision (SPPE) is not only allocated based on poverty levels, but

also on how much each state spends on each child in a given school year (NCES, 2019).
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This leads to an inequitable distribution of funds because high-poverty states tend to be
low-spending, which means they receive less Title I aid per formula-eligible child (Liu,
2008).

Funding inequities are further exacerbated because Title I funding formulas are
calculated in a way aid per formula-eligible child decreases as state poverty increases. Put
differently, states with a greater share of formula-eligible students receive less funding
per student, on average, than smaller states with a smaller share of eligible students
(Bischoff & Owens, 2019). Though the targeted grant formula was explicitly designed to
provide increased aid to areas of higher poverty, the weighted number provision alters the
formula and essentially provides roughly the same aid per formula-eligible child to high-
poverty states and low-poverty states (Liu, 2008). Supporting this assertion, NCES
(2019) found a mere $116 difference in targeted grant allocations per formula-eligible
child between school districts in the highest poverty quarter ($336) and the lowest
poverty quarter ($218).

Hennessy et al. (1980) concluded that funding was inadequate to serve all
underachievers in Title I schools. Supporting this notion, NCES (2019) recommended “a
deeper understanding of the cost structures and economies of scale” and how these
structures would affect the “actual purchasing value of the allocated funds” (p. xii). Title
I remains the largest funding source for U.S. public education, and I address amendments
to Title I throughout this section. Next, I turn to a 1966 government report that led a
lasting shift from a focus on school factors to non-school contextual factors affecting
gaps in student achievement between affluent and poor children.

The Coleman Report
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In response to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 SEC 402, NCES conducted a study
that addressed the “concerning lack of availability of equal educational opportunities for
individuals by reason of race, color, religion, or national origin in public educational
institutions at all levels in the United States, its territories and possessions, and the
District of Columbia” (Coleman et al., 1966, p. iii). The ensuing study entitled the
Equality of Educational Opportunity, also known as The Coleman Report, became widely
recognized as the “most important contribution” by sociologists to research on schooling
(Borman & Dowling, 2010, p. 1202). The findings from this report have shaped national
education policies and scholarly opinion regarding the contributions of schools and
schooling to equality and productivity in the U.S. (Borman & Dowling, 2010).

To analyze the impact of school characteristics on student achievement, Coleman
et al. (1966) analyzed data from anonymous surveys filled out by public school teachers,
principals, district superintendents, and students. The data were gathered in September
and October of 1965 from 4,000 public schools across the country, and included metrics
on the physical facilities of schools, students’ socioeconomic backgrounds, levels of
parental education attainment, and students’ academic aspirations. More than 645,000
students participated in the survey, and they were either in 3rd, 6th, 9th, or 12th grade.
One limitation noted by Borman and Dowling (2010) was the high number of schools
who refused to participate, which equaled “about 30% of the schools selected” (Coleman
et al., 1966, p. 8). Borman and Dowling (2010) claimed this large number of
nonparticipants “invalidated the results” (p. 1203).

To determine sources of educational disadvantage, Coleman et al. (1966)

analyzed various possible factors related to student achievement, including students’
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socioeconomic background and students’ attitudes towards learning. The criterion of
achievement used throughout Coleman et al.’s (1966) study was the student’s test score
on a verbal ability test, described as “a vocabulary test measuring verbal skills” (p. 292).
The researchers analyzed student test scores and found that, with some exceptions, the
average minority student scored distinctly lower at every level than the average White
student. The minority students’ scores were as much as one standard deviation (SD)
below the majority students’ scores in 1% grade. Results of tests conducted in 12" grade
in the same verbal and nonverbal skills show that in every case, the minority students’
scores were further below White students” when compared to the results of the 1% grade
assessment (Coleman et al., 1966). The researchers further asserted that for most minority
groups, schools provided little opportunity for them to overcome this initial deficiency. In
fact, they fell farther behind the White majority in the development of several higher-
level thinking skills, critical to fully participating in modern society (Coleman et al.,
1966).

The study findings further highlighted the differences in achievement between
minority students and White students. Coleman et al. (1966) found that the average White
student’s achievement seemed to be less affected by the strengths or weaknesses of their
school’s facilities, curriculum, and teachers than the average minority student. Put
differently, the achievement of minority students relies heavily on the schools they
attend. This finding indicated that improvements in school quality will make the most
difference in achievement for the most disadvantaged children. Coleman et al. (1966)
further concluded that a student’s achievement is strongly related to the educational

backgrounds and aspirations of other students in the school, indicating the composition of
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a school’s student body can impact minority students’ success. These findings brought on
cultural deficit theories (Ladson-Billings, 2006), blaming minoritized students as victims
of an unequal society (Spencer, 2009).

The release of the Coleman Report jumpstarted the opportunity to discuss gaps in
performance between Black and White students (Chambers, 2009; Ladson-Billings,
2006). The report stated that “socioeconomic factors bear a strong relation” to academic
achievement (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 21), suggesting that indicators of family
background account for far more variation in school achievement than do differences in
school characteristics. As a result, identification of students’ family background
contributing to student achievement became the primary point of interest for many school
and social policies (Ladson-Billings, 2006).

Furthermore, Coleman et al. (1966) asserted schools bring “little influence to bear
on a child’s achievement that is independent of [his or her] background and general social
context” (p. 325). This statement became widely viewed as a claim that school funding
does not affect student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2015). However, studies
(EdBuild, 2019; Jackson, 2019; Lee et al., 2022) conducted since the release of the
Coleman Report have contradicted this idea, demonstrating the impact funding can have
on student achievement. This notion will be discussed in further detail later in this
chapter.

Coleman et al. (1966) concluded that to assess educational opportunity, schools
should measure student achievement using standardized assessments. However, the
researchers noted these assessments were not “in any sense ‘culturally fair’” and further

stated their design was to “determine the degree to which a child has assimilated a culture
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appropriate to modern life in the United States” (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 218). When
universal standards are used to assess student performance, we hold the most
disadvantaged students to the same rigorous academic standards set for privileged
students without acknowledging opportunity and resource disparities. This leads to a
disparate impact on economically disadvantaged and minority students (Cambron-
McCabe, 2006). The policy era that followed the release of the Coleman Report further
“exacerbated the situation” for poor children in public schools (Cambron-McCabe, 2006,
p. 114).
Standards Based Reform and the Accountability Era
Overview

Standards Based Reform (SBR) is a systemic approach to school policy that
focuses on three aspects of education: (1) the standards by which students are taught; (2)
the measurement of how well students learn those standards; and (3) accountability for
successes or failures in achieving improved learning outcomes (Kress et al., 2011).
Leading the initiation of the SBR movement was the notion that learning standards and
assessments for students would be tied to investments in better-prepared teachers, higher-
quality and better-aligned learning materials, and stronger support for struggling students
(Darling-Hammond, 2015). Furthermore, policymakers believed incentivizing schools
would motivate leaders to implement effective interventions to teaching and learning that
resulted in higher student achievement.

Education accountability systems have three elements: explicit learning standards,
regular assessment of those standards, and consequences associated with assessment

performance, which Kress et al. (2011) identified as “consequential accountability” (p.
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185). The data collected from these assessments influence important school decisions,
such as accountability incentives and consequences, as well as distribution of funding
(Giiloglu-Demir & Kaplan-Keles, 2021). While policymakers continue to use high-stakes
testing to attempt to change teachers and students in advantageous ways (Giiloglu-Demir
& Kaplan-Keles, 2021), these standardized assessments have been used to attribute
failure to individual students and their families, cultures, and races (Wronowski et al.,
2022).

The press for greater accountability through standardized testing has proven to be
a double-edged sword (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Modern accountability policies were
developed to address inequities in educational opportunity. However, when
accountability is framed narrowly as testing, the policies do not challenge the injustices
faced by disadvantaged students (Cambron-McCabe, 2006). Students who have no
control over the quality of their education are the ones held most accountable, and
punished the most severely, for the failures of the system in which they learn from
(Darling-Hammond, 2015). After more than two decades of these policies, Darling-
Hammond (2015) claimed there is “plentiful evidence” that “tests alone have not” created
improved educational opportunities for economically disadvantaged and minority youth
(p. 74). Responding to low performance with more testing tied to greater sanctions
disregards the systemic transformations needed to truly change the conditions of learning
for our most vulnerable students.

Horsford et al. (2018) contended there is evidence that a focus on test scores as a
metric for school success has caused school leaders and educators to focus less on

noncognitive skills. Under pressure to show improved performance, teachers often
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prepare students by focusing on drill-based tasks and recitation strategies, while
performance tasks are de-emphasized (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Darling-Hammond
(2015) further asserted “it is clear” that an “unintended consequence” of high-stakes
testing linked to sanctions” has been to limit access to enriching learning opportunities
“for the most vulnerable students” (p. 97). Next, I turn to A Nation At Risk, which led to
the current focus of test score data and the politics of global competition to reclaim
America’s schools as being the best in the world (Horsford et al., 2018).

A Nation at Risk

A Nation at Risk (ANAR) was a report written to address the Secretary of
Education’s concern about the “widespread public perception” that something was
“seriously remiss” in our education system (Gardner et al., 1983, Introduction, para. 2).
To conduct this report, The National Commission on Excellence in Education focused on
several areas of education, including the quality of teaching and learning, comparing
American schools with other advanced nations, identifying educational programs that
result in high student success, and identifying problems that must be addressed in order to
“pursue the course of excellence” in education (Gardner et al., 1983, Introduction, para.
3).

The Commission relied upon a variety of sources of information including papers
commissioned from experts and existing analyses of problems in education to review and
synthesize the data and scholarly literature on the quality of learning and teaching in the
nation’s schools (Gardner et al., 1983). In their findings, the Commission asserted that
the educational foundations of our country were being “eroded” by a “rising tide of

mediocrity” that “threatens” the future of our country’s success (Gardner et al., 1983,
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para. 1). The members of the Commission outlined the risks associated with their
findings, stating one risk was the possibility of not fulfilling the promise that all people
are entitled to a fair chance to succeed. The Commission further declared that not
fulfilling this promise would impact not only individuals’ successes but also impede the
“progress of society itself” (Gardner et al., 1983, para. 6).

Impact on Education and Future Policy. ANAR led the shift away from
"minimum competency" toward a more "input-focused" education that was geared
toward setting high expectations and assuring schools certain resources (Kress et al.,
2011, p. 190). The report did not adhere to either of the two prevailing policy paradigms
of equity or efficiency, but rather to a new paradigm concerned with standards, quality,
and excellence (Horsford et al., 2018). After ANAR, governors, business leaders, and
presidents seized the problem and launched into the modern era of achievement-driven,
results-based education reform (Finn Jr., 2022). However, as Merchant and Shoho (2006)
claimed, there was too narrow a focus on compliance with federal mandates which
distracted educational leaders from raising important questions about the consequences of
implementing such mandates. In doing so, Larson and Ovando (2001) claimed that
inequities were perpetuated in schools without conscious awareness of the institutional
role schools played in maintaining those inequities.

Darling-Hammond (2015) contended President Reagan’s era “undid much of the
[equity] progress” (p. 20) from the 1960s and 1970s, and by the end of the 1980s, the
achievement gap had begun to grow again. To combat the growing achievement gap,

President Bill Clinton attempted to restore federal support to high-needs schools and
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districts through the implementation of his policy initiative, the Improving America’s
Schools Act of 1994.
Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994

The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (IASA) reauthorized ESEA,
declaring it “to be the policy of the United States that a high-quality education for all
individuals and a fair and equal opportunity to obtain that education” are a “moral
imperative” (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1001). The
purpose of IASA was to enable schools to provide opportunities for children to “acquire
the knowledge and skills contained in the challenging State content standards and to meet
the challenging State performance standards developed for all children” (The Improving
America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1001). The law outlined several strategies to
accomplish its purpose, including “promoting schoolwide reform,” ensuring students’
have access to “effective instructional strategies” through “schoolwide programs” or
other additional services that “increase the amount and quality of instructional time” so
that students serviced under Title I “receive at least the classroom instruction that other
[students] receive” (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1001).
Amendments to Title 1

IASA (1994) built on learned information from previous policy initiatives,
claiming resources under Title I can be “better targeted on the highest-poverty [LEAs]
and schools” while also recognizing “conditions outside the classroom...can adversely
affect children’s academic achievement and must be addressed” (Sec. 1001). To address
these ideas, IASA introduced an early iteration of universal learning standards and

assessments to measure student progress towards those standards. Moreover, [ASA
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overhauled the Title I program outlined in the ESEA of 1965 to establish Title I
schoolwide programs and targeted assistance schools.

Standards and Assessments. IASA required SEAs to develop or adopt
“challenging content standards and challenging student performance standards” that
would be used by all LEAs within the state (The Improving America’s Schools Act of
1994, 1994, Sec. 1111). Student performance standards had to describe “two levels of
high performance, proficient and advanced” and a third level of performance, “partially
proficient” that determined how well children were “mastering the material” in the SEA
content standards (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1111). The
law further instructed SEAs to develop or adopt “high-quality, yearly” assessments in “at
least mathematics and reading” that were the “primary means” of determining yearly
performance (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1111). In
addition to rigorous standards and assessments, IASA introduced the notion of “adequate
yearly progress” as a strategy for schools and LEAs to measure progress toward “all
children...meeting the State’s proficient and advanced levels of performance, particularly
economically disadvantaged [students]”. Adequate yearly progress was required to link
progress “primarily to performance” on the standardized assessments mandated by this
law (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1111).

Title I Schoolwide Programs. Title I, a program once focused on providing
individualized supports to students with the greatest learning needs, became an approach
to support schoolwide learning needs. An LEA could use funds “in combination with”
other federal, state, and local funds to upgrade the “entire educational program” in a

school (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1114). The law stated
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that for the 1995-1996 school year, eligible schools had to have a student population “in
which not less than 60 percent” of the children were from low-income families, and that
percentage decreased to 50% for the 1996-1997 school year (The Improving America’s
Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1114). Schools participating in schoolwide programs
were not required to identify “particular children...as eligible to participate” nor to
provide supplemental services to “such children” (The Improving America’s Schools Act
of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1114). IASA provided more flexibility to states to implement and
coordinate federal funds in a way without having to keep detailed records.

Schoolwide programs were required to include reform strategies that “provide[d]
opportunities for all children” to meet the state’s proficient and advanced levels of
student performance (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1114).
Furthermore, IASA mandated schoolwide programs to include strategies for “meeting the
educational needs of historically underserved populations” that addressed “particularly
the needs of [those] children” who qualify for Title I services (The Improving America’s
Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1114). Examples of approaches outlined in IASA
included “counseling...mentor services...college and career awareness and
preparation...and the integration of school-based and work-based learning” (The
Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1114).

Targeted Assistance Schools. Schools that were eligible for Title I funds but
ineligible for a schoolwide program were provided flexibility to “use funds only for
programs that provide services to eligible children” (The Improving America’s Schools
Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1115). The law continued to define eligible children as “children

identified by the school as failing or most at risk of failing” as well as “children who are
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economically disadvantaged” (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec.
1115). IASA mandated targeted assistance programs to use “effective instructional
strategies” that “give primary consideration to providing extended learning time” and
“help provide an accelerated, high-quality curriculum” (The Improving America’s
Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec. 1115). The law further delineated nothing should
“prohibit a school from serving [eligible] students simultaneously with students with
similar educational needs” (The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, 1994, Sec.
1115). This added flexibility allowed schools to use Title I funds to serve eligible and
non-eligible students, removing key resources from our most underserved students.
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading assessment scores
of 9-year-olds in 1994 and 1999 show IASA did little to close the achievement gap.
NAEP scores range from 0-500, and in 1994, White students scored an average of 218,
Black students scored an average of 185.4, and Hispanic students averaged a score of
185.9 (Snyder & Hoffman, 2001). In 1999, five years after IASA was enacted, White
students scored an average of 221, Black students averaged 185.5, and Hispanic students
averaged 193.0 (Snyder & Hoffman, 2001). In the end, IASA proved to be another
educational policy that exacerbated inequities faced by economically disadvantaged and
minority students. George W. Bush aimed to shine a spotlight on these long-standing
inequities and focused attention on the needs of neglected students through the enactment
of the No Child Left Behind Act.
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001

Overview
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Signed into law on January 8, 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB) was the most extensive amendment of ESEA. The purpose of NCLB was “to
close the achievement gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is
left behind” (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002). The goal was to provide funding
and additional instructional services so that students who were identified as at-risk would
not lag academically behind their peers (Harding et al., 2012).

NCLB transformed the role of the federal government in education (Radu, 2013)
and represented the high point of the federal government's involvement in efforts to
improve the quality of American education (Kress et al., 2011). Policymakers sought to
remedy missteps of IASA by strengthening accountability provisions while maintaining
the premise that states should create their own standards. This "dramatically" changed the
education landscape by requiring states to develop and implement "consequential
accountability" systems as a condition of receiving Title I federal education funds (Kress
et al., 2011, p. 186). The law established important goals for closing achievement gaps
and required annual reporting of test scores and graduation rates for students by race,
income, language, and special education status. This greater transparency, tied to
expectations for progress, created important new policy ambitions for achieving equity
(Cook-Harvey et al., 2016).

Key Components

Funding Requirements. To receive funding, states developed a plan outlining
how it would ensure “high-quality” academic assessments, accountability systems,
curriculum, and instructional materials were aligned with challenging state academic

standards so that stakeholders could measure progress against “common expectations” for
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student academic achievement (The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1001).
Further requirements for state plans included demonstration of “a single, statewide State
accountability system that [would] be effective in ensuring all [LEAs] made adequate
yearly progress” (The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1111).
Accountability systems had to include “sanctions and rewards. .. the state will use to hold
[LEAS]...accountable for student achievement” (The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001,
2002, Sec. 1111).

Rewards and Sanctions. NCLB altered IASA’s notion of adequate yearly
progress (AYP) to include enabling all students to meet the state’s standards “while
working toward the goal of narrowing the achievement gap in the State, [LEAs] and
schools” (The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1111). The law also directed
SEAs to include “separate measurable annual objectives” for “continuous and substantial
improvement” for several subgroups of students, including “economically disadvantaged
students” and “students from major racial and ethnic groups” (The No Child Left Behind
Act 0of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1111).

As IASA mandated, NCLB also required states to measure AYP status based on
students’ performance on standardized assessments in reading and math, with additional
assessments in science required beginning in the 2007-2008 school year. Under NCLB,
states were mandated to assess students at least once during grades 3 through 5, again in
grades 6 through 9, and once more in grades 10 through 12. For a school to make AYP,
the percentage of students in each group within that school who demonstrated proficiency

on a high-stakes test must exceed a state-determined pass rate (Krieg, 2011).
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States reported their AYP status in an annual report card to the federal
government. The law required states to include information on “student achievement at
each proficiency level on the State academic assessments... disaggregated by race,
ethnicity... and status as economically disadvantaged” (The No Child Left Behind Act of
2001, 2002, Sec. 1111). Under NCLB, LEAs identified any public elementary or
secondary school “for school improvement” if the school “fails for 2 consecutive years”
to make AYP (The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1116). Schools that
failed to achieve AYP faced an escalation of interventions, beginning with school choice
and supplemental tutoring for students. If a school failed to make AYP by the end of “the
first full year after identification,” schools were mandated to engage in “corrective
action” that “substantially and directly” responded to “the consistent academic failure” of
a school (The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1116). In conjunction with
requirements for failing schools, the LEA was required to take at least one correction
action. NCLB outlines actions such as “replace the school staff who are relevant to the
failure,” “institute and fully implement a new curriculum,” and “restructure the internal
organizational structure of the school” (The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002,
Sec. 1116).

Amendments to Title 1
Under NCLB, the statement of purpose of Title I was amended to:

The purpose of this title is to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and

significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a

minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and

state academic assessments. (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1001)

The law went further to state:

This purpose can be accomplished by—
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(1) Ensuring that high-quality academic assessments, accountability
systems, teacher preparation and training, curriculum, and instructional materials
are aligned with challenging State academic standards so that students, teachers,
parents, and administrators can measure progress against common expectations
for student academic achievement (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec.
1001)

Other approaches listed to support the stated purpose of NCLB’s Title I included
“meeting the educational needs of low-achieving children in our Nation’s highest-poverty
schools” and closing the “achievement gaps between minority and nonminority students,
and between disadvantaged children and their more advantaged peers” (No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001, 2002, Sec. 1001).

NCLB built on IASA’s flexibility regarding use of Title I funds, and reduced
additional bureaucratic barriers, which allowed more schools to access Title I programs
and use federal funding to supplement local funds. NCLB altered the requirements for
schools to qualify for schoolwide programs, reducing the percentage of students who
come from low-income families to 40%, less than what IASA mandated. Schools could
consolidate funds from different federal programs and were not required to maintain
separate accounting records if the school could provide evidence that the funds were used
to address the intent and purpose of the Title I schoolwide program.

Reality of NCLB

NCLB was an "outcomes-oriented, input-ignoring philosophy" (Berliner, 2009, p.
6). The law was written with the intention to close the long-standing achievement gap
between advantaged and disadvantaged students in the U.S. by using the results of
standardized tests to direct instruction and intervention (Radu, 2013). However, NCLB

forced states to change many of their educational practices, but political resistance and

capacity gaps at the state level meant that these changes were often superficial. As a
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result, the law did not generate as much meaningful school improvement or progress in
closing the student-achievement gaps as originally hoped (McGuinn, 2012).

NCLB did not explicitly address the opportunity gap and the widespread resource
inequities that are largely responsible for leaving children behind, nor did it address huge
education funding gaps across states and among districts (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016). At
the school level, Title I funding per low-income student in the highest-poverty schools
remained “virtually unchanged” from 1997-1998 to 2004-2005 when adjusted for
inflation (Chambers et al., 2009, p. xvii). During the 2004-2005 school year, total
revenue per student in the highest-poverty districts was $10,025, 7 percent lower than the
average total revenue of $10,836 per student in districts in the lowest poverty quartile
(NCES, 2008).

Furthermore, to meet the demand for more frequent testing, many states narrowed
their curriculum and taught to the test, focusing on how to pick the best answer and
drilling students with practice tests (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016). Teaching to the test
undermines opportunities for students to engage in rich learning opportunities required
for developing 21st century skills (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016), which are imperative for a
child’s future success. Krieg (2011) conducted a study to test a hypothesis that NCLB
promoted “strategic instruction” and “inadvertently provide[d] incentives to reduce
academic achievement for some groups of students” (p. 654). Using statewide assessment
test scores collected in Spring 2001, 2002, 2004, and 2005 from 3rd and 4th graders in
Washington, Krieg (2011) could measure academic differences between students that
occurred before and after NCLB. Data was collected from 112,485 students, excluding all

special education students (Krieg, 2011).
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Analyzing a statewide sample of 4th graders, Krieg (2011) found that students of
successful racial groups who attended schools where another racial group failed to make
AYP scored .050 standard deviations (SDs) lower on Washington's high-stakes test than
comparable students at schools with no failing racial subgroups. A second result found
the difference in test scores increased as failing schools faced more severe NCLB
sanctions and in schools that “ex ante [were] more likely to fail” to make AYP (Krieg,
2011, p. 655). Furthermore, Krieg (2011) found that schools in the “middle and top
thirds” of the probability of making AYP had “less evidence” of strategic instruction.
This redirection of resources towards one racial group caused a decrease in academic
performance of students in successful racial groups. These findings suggested that school
administrators engaged in strategic instruction and focused their efforts on racial groups
that were struggling to meet AYP expectations, supporting Krieg’s (2011) hypothesis.
Lastly, Krieg (2011) concluded that NCLB instituted a system of performance goals that,
if not met, prompted increasingly severe sanctions on schools and districts, creating
incentives for school administrators to focus resources on specific subgroups of students
in the hopes of making AYP.

Harding et al. (2012) asserted Congress was eager to institute a new program to
increase equity in schools, but they failed to carefully craft an intervention that included
steps to assess its worth or to determine unintended outcomes. Throughout NCLB’s
enactment, the federal government "struggled mightily" to combat states manipulating
the system to ensure compliance with state accountability plans (McGuinn, 2012, p. 149).
This system of so-called accountability (Darling-Hammond, 2015) sent unintentional

messages to students, blaming their poor test scores as the reason their school was failing
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and facing sanctions (Chambers, 2009). Rather than being used to identify and remedy
educational inequities by race and socioeconomic status, the collection and
disaggregation of student test scores simply confirmed to the American public that poor
minority children were not as smart or high achieving as White children (Horsford et al.,
2018).

In 2000, prior to the enactment of NCLB, White 4th graders averaged a score of
224 on the NAEP reading assessment, while Black and Hispanic 4th graders averaged
190 (Snyder & Dillow, 2011). In 2009, the achievement gap remained evident with an
average NAEP score of 230 for White students, while Black and Hispanic 4th graders
averaged a score of 205 (Snyder & Dillow, 2011). This data shows NCLB maintained
stratification of society, rather than achieving its goal to narrow the achievement gap
(Ellis, 2007). The Every Student Succeeds Act is the most recent federal policy
attempting to address these inequities and close the achievement gap.
Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015

The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA) was signed into law on
December 10, 2015, by President Barack Obama with the purpose to reauthorize the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 to “ensure that every child achieves”
(Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). ESSA (2015) amended the purpose of Title I to
“provide all children a significant opportunity to receive a fair, equitable, and high-
quality education” and to “close educational achievement gaps” (SEC 1001). ESSA
continued to require SEAs and LEAs to focus on accountability for improving
achievement outcomes for students, sustaining a core focus of NCLB (Skinner, 2022).

Amendments to Title 1
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Under ESSA, SEAs were required to develop long-term goals which included
“measurements of interim progress” towards meeting rigorous standards (Every Student
Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1111). These goals were required “for all students” and
separate goals were required for subgroups of students such as “economically
disadvantaged” and students from “major racial and ethnic groups” (Every Student
Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1111). Furthermore, SEAs were directed to measure academic
achievement for all public schools in the state by “proficiency on the annual assessments”
(Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1111).

To further enforce accountability, ESSA introduced the concept of “annual
meaningful differentiation” to identify subgroups of students “consistently
underperforming” as determined by the state (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec.
1111). Furthermore, based on “State-determined methodology,” SEAs were mandated to
identify schools for “comprehensive support and improvement” (CSI) (Every Student
Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1111). Examples of schools requiring CSI designation included
no less than the “lowest-performing 5 percent of all schools” receiving Title I funding
and “all public high schools failing to graduate one third or more” of their students
(Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1111). Lastly, SEAs were required to identify
schools in which “any subgroup of students is consistently underperforming” as “targeted
support and improvement” (TSI) schools (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1111).
This designation mandated TSI schools to develop and implement a “school-level
targeted support and improvement plan” to “improve student outcomes... for each

subgroup of students” that included “evidence-based interventions” and resulted in
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“additional action” following “unsuccessful implementation” after a “State-determined
number of years” (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1111).

Under ESSA, schools had “substantial latitude” in how they used Title I funds
(Skinner, 2022, p. 4), and they were not required to allocate the same amount of Title [-A
funds per economically disadvantaged student to each school. This meant funds could be
used to improve the performance of all students, not only the lowest achieving students or
those with the greatest needs. While Title I changes under ESSA increased funding
flexibility to broaden the reach of Title I services, these programmatic changes inherently
took resources away from the most vulnerable students, further exacerbating the
opportunity gap present in U.S. schools.

In 2015, the year of ESSA enactment, White 4th graders averaged a score of 232
on the NAEP reading assessment, Black 4th graders averaged 206 and Hispanic 4th
graders averaged 208 (NCES, 2016). In 2022, the test score gap remained with White 4th
graders averaging a score no less than 22 points above Black and Hispanic students
(NCES, 2024). To further highlight the achievement gap in public schools, the 4-year
adjusted cohort graduation rate for students graduating in the 2014-2015 school year was
88% for White students, 75% for Black students, and 78% for Hispanic students (NCES,
2016). Graduation gaps narrowed slightly but were still present in the 2021-2022 school
year as 90% of White students, 81% of Black students, and 83% of Hispanic students
graduated in 4 years. Inequities continue to persist in most U.S. schools as new policy
reforms perpetuate, rather than challenge, paradigms that maintain oppressive barriers
and systemic inequities in education.

Current State of Education and Policy in the U.S.
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Society does not benefit from school policies that raise test scores by pushing low
achievers out of school to make the scores look better, or by failing to offer education
that enables these students to learn (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Moreover, current federal
education policy forces school closings and mass layoffs that disproportionately affect
economically disadvantaged and minority students (Trujillo & Howe, 2015). The U.S.
continues to experience “persistent, pervasive, and significantly disparate” gaps in
educational opportunities (Brown, 2006, p. 701) between economically disadvantaged
and minority students compared to their ethnic majority and affluent peers. In the
following section, I discuss these inequities in detail, focusing on the macro and meso
barriers that perpetuate learning gaps between economically disadvantaged, minority
students and their affluent, White peers.

The Achievement Gap and Opportunity Gap
The “Achievement” Gap

The achievement gap, a notion that refers to gaps in academic performance
between subgroups of students, was a term first used in an article in the Washington
Evening Star in 1956 to address the gap between Black and White students’ scores on
standardized assessments in the newly integrated D.C. public school system (Jones,
2013). This conventional view of the achievement gap is synonymous with the “test score
gap,” (Chambers, 2009, p. 417), a concept that refers to differences in academic
assessment scores between students of different racial/ethnic groups, as well as different
social classes. A concept more broadly used today, the socioeconomic status (SES)
achievement gap refers to the achievement disparities between children from high- and

low-income families or between children from families with high or low levels of
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parental educational attainment (Reardon, 2011). The National Center for Education
Statistics (2012) defines SES broadly as “one’s access to financial, social, cultural, and
human capital resources” (p. 4). Traditionally, a student’s SES includes parental
educational attainment, parental occupational status, and household or family income,
and expanded measures of SES include neighborhood and school resources (National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2012).

Merriam-Webster defines achievement as “a result gained by effort” or “the
quality or quantity of a student’s work” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Applying these
definitions of achievement to the concept of the “achievement gap” insinuates that
affluent, ethnic majority students produce higher quality work due to their efforts in
comparison to economically disadvantaged, minority students. Our society gives
credence to this definition of achievement, believing it is the differences in talents and
efforts of individuals, not school practices, that create individual differences in
achievement (Larson & Ovando, 2001). The notion of the achievement gap represents a
deficit model of thinking (Ladson-Billings, 2006), explaining students’ low performance
in terms of factors such as cultural differences, poverty, and low levels of parental
education (Flores, 2007). In other words, the root cause of the achievement gap lies
within economically disadvantaged and minority students’ ability to achieve.

The “daily and yearly amassing” of inequitable experiences, structures, policies,
and value systems construct “immeasurable difficulties” for marginalized students
(DeMatthews, 2015, p. 143), creating additional barriers for economically disadvantaged
and minority students to succeed. These alarming disparities in educational outcomes

among students distinguished by racial, ethnic, and social class differences suggest an
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educational system that is unjust and oppressive (Dantley & Tillman, 2010; Furman,
2012). Darling-Hammond (2015) claimed “enormous energy” has been devoted to
conceptualizing and tackling the achievement gap, while “much less attention” has
focused on the accumulated differences in access to high-quality educational
opportunities and resources (p. 28). To understand the foundations of the academic
attainment gaps between economically disadvantaged and minority students and their
affluent, ethnic majority peers, it is imperative to call attention to the inequitable inputs
that lead to disparate and unjust outcomes in K-12 public education.
The “Opportunity” Gap

History tells us that inequitable educational opportunities are “as American as
apple pie” (Horsford et al., 2018, p. 217). Through 200 years of slavery, a century of
court-sanctioned discrimination based on race (Darling-Hammond, 2015) and segregated
public education systems providing different resources for learning, there is a long
history of unequal educational opportunity in U.S. public schools (Cook-Harvey et al.,
2016). Despite narratives around equity, inclusion, and integration, the reality is that
America’s public school system is segregated by racial/ethnic and class lines.
Highlighting inequities faced by economically disadvantaged and minority students, the
achievement gap is better understood as a manifestation of its underlying causes—the
opportunity gap (Flores, 2007). Disparities in achievement are often perceived as a result
of students’ abilities to succeed. However, if we shift the frame from looking at measures
of educational outcomes to examining what students experience in schools, it results in a

very different way of describing disparities (Flores, 2007).
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The evidence is “clear and alarming” that various subgroups of our public-school
population experience negative and inequitable learning opportunities on a regular basis
(Brown, 2006, p. 701). Disparities in our public education system are present when
analyzing dropout rates, the composition of students in advanced placement or honors
courses, and students admitted to colleges and graduate and professional programs
(Ladson-Billings, 2006). During the 2018-2019 school year, the average public high
school dropout rate was 2.6% (NCES, 2023). When analyzed by race/ethnicity, the data
shows the dropout population represented 1.8% of White students, 3.3% of Hispanic
students, and 4.0% of Black students in all U.S. public high schools (NCES, 2023).
Further highlighting inequities, an average of 62% of high school completers were
enrolled in a postsecondary institution in 2022, and when examined by race/ethnicity, the
data shows 64% of White students, 58% of Hispanic students, and 60.9% of Black
students who graduated in 2022 were enrolled in college for the upcoming school year
(NCES, 2023).

There are multiple facets of privilege that impact educational opportunity, while
racism, segregation, and poverty continue to impact educational experiences of
economically disadvantaged and minority students. Therefore, the opportunity gap is a
more appropriate term to address the disparities in academic attainment because it brings
a critical focus to the educational institutions, systems, and policies that create,
perpetuate, and exacerbate differences among economically disadvantaged, minority
students and their affluent, ethnic majority peers (Chambers, 2009).

Using the original Equality of Educational Opportunity (EEO) data, Borman and

Dowling’s (2010) study “replicated [The Coleman Report’s] statistical models" but also
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applied a two-level hierarchical linear model (HLM) to “measure the effects of school-
level social composition, resources, teacher characteristics, and peer characteristics on
ninth-grade students’ verbal achievement” (p. 1201). From the original EEO data,
Borman and Dowling (2010) used demographic and achievement data collected from
30,590 9th graders in 226 schools where the school’s principal also completed the survey.
Using contemporary statistical modeling, the researchers reanalyzed ninth-grade data to
determine how multilevel modeling techniques might have changed the “specification,
interpretation, and conclusions of, arguably, the most important study of schools and
educational equality in history” (Borman & Dowling, 2010, p. 1205). Using 27 school-
level variables and student achievement data, Borman and Dowling (2010) implemented
HLM to “disentangle” how schools and students’ family backgrounds “contribute to
learning outcomes” (p. 1237). This methodology offered a “clearer interpretation” of the
effects of school characteristics, including racial/ethnic composition and family
background, on students’ academic outcomes (Borman & Dowling, 2010, p. 1237).
Despite these “revisionist interpretations” of the original data, the researchers asserted
that “several inherent” limitations “cannot be overcome” by their updated statistical
analysis (Borman & Dowling, 2010, p. 1241). The researchers postulated “significant
data attrition” as a limitation to their study (Borman & Dowling 2010, p. 1211).

Borman and Dowling (2010) asserted their analysis points to the social context of
one’s neighborhood and school as a “central problem” (p. 1242) in education, supporting
Barnett and Stevenson’s (2016) claim that there are “nuanced ways” in which contexts
“shape the experiences” of student learning (p. 36) Borman and Dowling (2010)

concluded that both “within-school interactions” and racial segregation across schools
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“deny [minority] children equality of educational opportunity (p. 1242). In the following
sections, I will address several macro and meso level factors that impact equitable access
to enriching learning opportunities for economically disadvantaged and minority
children.

Macro Factors Contributing to the Opportunity Gap

Schools are not immune to macro contexts (Horsford et al., 2018), yet our society
has consistently looked at schools to solve complex social problems (Noguera & Alicea,
2020). Societal inequities span across multiple macro contexts, and Benson and Fiarman
(2020) claimed the resultant disparities in schools are the result of explicit policies and
discriminatory practices over many generations that have prevented economically
disadvantaged and minoritized individuals from accumulating wealth, education, and
property. “Significant” structural, economic, and institutional barriers make it
“increasingly difficult” for schools to foster equitable learning opportunities for all
students (Horsford et al., 2018, p.1), and we are unlikely to redress existing gaps in
education without countering broader systemic disparities (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017).
Contextual disparities such as poverty, neighborhood segregation, and school funding
disparities are some of the forces that impact the lives of students, their families, and the
communities (Horsford et al. 2018).

Coleman et al. (1966) investigated the relationship between student background
indicators and student achievement to determine the influence of macro factors on student
achievement. The “objective background family factors” (Borman & Dowling, 2010, p.
1213) included in Coleman et al.’s (1966) analysis were: urbanism of family background,

parents’ education, structural integrity of the home, items in home, reading materials in
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home, smallness of family, parents’ interest and parents’ educational desires. The student
background data was based on the child’s survey responses, which could have included
distortions or misperceptions, presenting a limitation to this study. Coleman et al. (1966)
found that the background factors used in their study accounted for “about 10% to 25%
of variance in student achievement” (p. 299). Furthermore, Coleman et al. (1966) stated
there were many other aspects of a child’s background not included in this study, thus the
variance accounted for by these variables can be interpreted “as a kind of lower limit” to
the actual effects of background differences (p. 300). This notion was validated in
Borman and Dowling’s (2010) study where the researchers found that the objective
family background characteristics explained 68.33% of the between-school variance in
student test performance.

As our country becomes more nonwhite and poorer, our nation’s public schools
face continually greater challenges as they struggle to meet the needs of students from
families with fewer and fewer resources (Orfield et al., 2016). The demands for
educational success continue to increase, while the supports for children in and out of
school have not kept pace (Darling-Hammond, 2015). It is critical to recognize and
examine structural and institutional manifestations of exclusion and segregation that
permeate structures, policies, and practices that reproduce and maintain inequities in
schools (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017; Horsford, 2011). In the subsequent sections, I will
elucidate several macro barriers that contribute to the opportunity gap specifically in Title
I U.S. public schools.

School Community Contexts
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School context, as defined by Barnett and Stevenson (2016) and Okilwa and
Barnett (2018) is a multi-faceted construct, consisting of macro and micro elements that
impact school leaders’ decisions. Examples of macro factors include long-standing
cultural and societal norms and values, economic trends, and government policies.
Community factors such as ethnic and racial diversity, family income, crime rates, and
resident mobility are also macro factors that impact schools. Urban community contexts
traditionally have large numbers of ethnic minorities and immigrants, high rates of
poverty, and increased resident mobility due to inability to pay rent and increased
housing instability (Barnett & Stevenson, 2016).

Between 2000 and 2010, the U.S. population grew by 27.3 million people, and
nearly all population growth (25.2 million) occurred in Metropolitan Statistical Areas
(MSAs) (Wilson et al., 2013), bringing the total resident population for MSAs to 263.1
million (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). In 2020, the resident population across all MSAs in
the U.S. totaled 285.7 million, and there was a 1.1% increase to 288.9 million in 2023
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2023). While this is a small increase, the population change in
MSAs accounted for 94% of the total U.S. population change during the same time. Of
the total MSA population change from 2020-2023, nearly 71% (2.4 million) of new
residents were international migrants of both U.S.-born and non-U.S.-born populations.
Of the 2.5 million international migrants who came to the U.S. between 2020 and 2023,
95.5% of them settled in MSAs.

The influx of people to urban areas has impacted not only the social and economic
contexts of these communities, but also the educational context of the schools serving

these urban communities. In 2019, the MSA poverty rate was 10%, it increased to 11% in
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2020 (Shrider et al., 2021), and increased again to 12% in 2022 (Benson, 2023). Poverty
has a negative influence on family life and schooling, therefore creating additional
challenges for schools serving communities with larger concentrations of poverty
(Berliner, 2009). Darling-Hammond (2015) asserted high levels of poverty are a major
contributor to unequal and inadequate educational outcomes, and I will discuss this more
in detail next.
Poverty

The Census Bureau developed the Official Poverty Measure (OPM) in the 1960s
as a method to generate poverty statistics across the U.S. Under the OPM, poverty status
is determined by “comparing pretax money income to a poverty threshold that is adjusted
by family composition” and has been used as a benchmark of economic well-being since
its adoption (Shrider & Creamer, 2023, p. 1). The poverty threshold, or poverty line, is
the minimum level of resources that are adequate to meet basic needs (Census Bureau,
2022). In 2011, the Census Bureau developed a second measure of poverty, the
Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) to keep pace with changes in data, methods, and
new research (Census Bureau, 2022). The SPM extends the official poverty measure by
considering government benefits and adjusts poverty thresholds to reflect the needs of
families of different types and sizes, as well as geographic differences in housing costs.
The official poverty measure does not consider geographic differences in costs of living;
therefore, the poverty threshold is the same across the United States. Table 5 indicates

poverty thresholds and the national poverty rate in the U.S. from 2002-2022.
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Table 5

Official Poverty Thresholds and National Poverty Rates as Reported by the U.S. Census

Bureau from 2002-2022

Year Poverty Threshold for Poverty Threshold fora  National National
a Single Parent with ~ Family with Two Adults  Poverty Poverty Rate
Two Children Under and Two Children Rate Under 18
18 Years of Age Under 18 Years of Age Years of Age
| | | | |
2022 $23,578 $27,678 11.5% 15.0%
2017 $19,749 $24,858 12.3% 17.5%
2012 $18,498 $23,283 15% 21.8%
2007 $16,705 $21,027 12.5% 18%
2002 $14,494 $18,244 12.1% 16.7%

The relationship between poverty and school success is well known. A large body
of research over several decades has shown that poor children face enormous education
challenges specifically related to poverty (Berliner, 2009; Coleman et al., 1966; Harms &
Garrett-Ruffin, 2023; Hegedus, 2018; Lacour & Tissington, 2011; Miller et al. 2019;
Noguera, 2011; Tienken et al., 2017). Berliner (2009) asserted outside-of-school factors,
such as poverty, are responsible for “a good portion” of the achievement gap (p. 39).
Furthermore, Berliner (2008) claimed the relationship between poverty and school
achievement has been found “to be stronger, by far, than the relationship between
cigarette smoking and disease” (p. 253). The complexities of poverty, such as lack of
medical insurance and proper medical care, affect student achievement. Poverty creates
barriers accessing adequate medal, dental, and vision care, which in turn affects a child’s
physical and mental health (Berliner, 2009). Children growing up in economically

disadvantaged families suffer from more health problems and miss school more often due
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to illness (Berliner, 2008; Miller et al., 2014). Poverty also contributes to food insecurity,
which in turn affects the ability for students to learn each day. When children attend
school inadequately nourished, their bodies conserve the limited food energy available
for the most critical bodily functions. As a result, undernourished children become more
apathetic and have impaired cognitive capacity (Brown et al., 2008).

Urban centers are characterized by “intense concentrations” of poverty (Okilwa &
Barnett, 2018, p. 49), creating a “double disadvantage” for students in these school
contexts, arising from their own poverty and the poverty of their peers and local
community (Liu, 2008, p. 975). “Concentration effects” (Timberlake, 2015, p. 3) refer to
the socioeconomic, psychological, and health consequences of residence in high-poverty
neighborhoods. The adverse social consequences that typically accompany concentrated
poverty in urban neighborhoods, such as higher rates of interpersonal violence and an
increase in negative health indicators in the community affects the performance of
students and of schools in those communities (Noguera, 2011). Schools serving
communities with many students living in poverty experience social and academic
challenges that need to be comprehensively addressed (Klar & Brewer, 2013). However,
high-poverty neighborhoods lack social services (Gottfried, 2012; Noguera, 2011), and
adverse environmental conditions such as violence, crime, and substance abuse
negatively influence the ability of parents and schools to develop the social capital to
draw upon local resources to further support student learning and promote healthy
development (Noguera, 2011).

Hegedus (2018), along with the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA),

conducted a study to examine the relationship between poverty and a school’s academic
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performance. Student achievement and growth data were collected from NWEA’s MAP
Growth assessments, adaptive tests developed to “precise[ly] measure achievement
across the entire achievement distribution with equal interval properties” (Hegedus, 2018,
p. 6). About 1,500 schools were randomly selected from NWEA’s MAP Growth
assessments user base, which included approximately 20% of U.S. public schools. This
sampling method presented a limitation to the study due to the selective sampling pool.
Test data was collected in Fall 2015 and Spring 2016, and data from the National Center
for Educational Statistics (NCES) provided school-level information, such as school
location and student body demographics, based on the 2014-2015 school year.

Researchers used two indicators to measure collective student poverty in a school.
One indicator is the percentage of the student body who qualify for free and reduced
lunch (FRL). However, FRL does not provide as much information regarding a student’s
level of poverty compared to an analysis of multiple measures of family socioeconomic
status (Hegedus, 2018). Therefore, NWEA developed the School Challenge Index (SCI)
to “consistently measure the level of challenge” a school faces across the U.S. (Hegedus,
2018, p. 5). A “more sophisticated metric,” the SCI is primarily based on the percent of
FRL-eligible students, but it is “moderated by other factors” such as location, school
level, Title I eligibility, and school type (Hegedus, 2018, p. 5). The inclusion of
additional indicators beyond the percentage of students who qualify for FRL allowed
researchers to more accurately determine poverty levels at each school and therefore
build a more robust data analysis.

Hegedus (2018) found a “strong negative relationship” (p. 7) between median

student achievement and school poverty using both SCI and FRL indicators.
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Furthermore, the researcher’s analysis determined that “about 50%” of a school’s
achievement is accounted for by the percentage of students eligible for FRL. In other
words, collective school poverty has a larger impact on student achievement than
individual student poverty. This finding is consistent with Tienken et al.’s (2017) results
from their quantitative longitudinal study using family and social capital factors to predict
New Jersey state test results from 2010-2012. Conducted in New Jersey middle schools
serving students grades six through eight, Tieken et al. (2017) collected demographic and
achievement data ranging from 292 to 311 schools. Like Hegedus (2018), Tienken et al.’s
(2017) research team used multiple measures of student poverty beyond FRL,
acknowledging that FRL is not a “precise indicator” of overall student or community
socioeconomic status (p. 4). Tienken et al. (2017) found they “predicted accurately” the
percentage of students scoring proficient or above on the New Jersey mandated
standardized tests for “70% to 78%” of the schools within their sample. Essentially, their
results suggested that if we have U.S. Census data for the (a) percentage of families with
an income over $200,000, (b) the percentage of the community living in poverty, and (c)
the percentage of community members with bachelor’s degrees, “the probably is high”
that one can predict the percentage of students who will score proficient or above on a
standardized test (Tieken et al., 2017, p. 11).

It is evident that problems in education are much larger than the education sector,
and poverty is not something that can be alleviated through school alone (Benson &
Fiarman, 2020). Change must happen both inside and outside of schools if economically
disadvantaged and minority students are to have equal access to real opportunities in

school (Horsford et al., 2018). Berliner (2008) postulated that the lack of attention on the
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impact of poverty on student achievement will ensure the continuation of the
achievement gap. Next, [ will address gaps in enriching learning opportunities for
economically disadvantaged and minority youth that contribute to disparities before they
enter kindergarten.
Opportunity Gaps Prior to Kindergarten

There is a growing body of research that suggests learning opportunities before
kindergarten can substantially predict a child’s success in school (Darling-Hammond,
2015; Reardon, 2013; Temple et al., 2022; Wang, 2008; Yeh, 2019). Before kindergarten,
a child’s socioeconomic status can influence access to high-quality childcare and other
enriching opportunities associated with positive academic outcomes (Miller et al., 2014).
Differences in income are associated with differences in educational opportunities that
are available to economically disadvantaged versus affluent youth. These “initial
deficienc[ies]” (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 21) create disparities in achievement that exist
prior to students entering kindergarten (Berliner, 2008; Reardon, 2013; Yeh, 2019).
These assertions align with Larson and Ovando’s (2001) claim that differences in
children’s social, economic, and educational resources create large disparities in their
social and educational preparation for school. Economically disadvantaged children are
exposed to less complex language in their homes, entering school considerably behind
their middle-class peers in language skills (Berliner, 2008).

Differences in socioeconomic status (SES) are “strongly associated” with
variations in language outcomes (Fernald et al., 2013, p. 1). Minoritized children living in
poverty are less likely than their affluent peers to have English-based linguistically rich

home environments. Fernald et al. (2013) conducted research with the National Institutes
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of Health (NIH) to examine differences in aspects of early language development in
relation to family socioeconomic status. All participants in the study were between 18-
and 24-months old, typically developing infants, and lived with monolingual English-
speaking families. A limitation in this study was the exclusion of bilingual and non-
English-speaking families, however, the researchers asserted the participants represented
a diverse range of socioeconomic backgrounds (Fernald et al., 2013). The researchers
found that children from higher-SES families were “significantly more advanced” in
vocabulary than those in the lower-SES group at 18 months and by 24 months, the
between-group difference was “even larger” (Fernald et al., 2013, p. 8). At 24 months,
children from higher-SES families produced, on average, nearly 450 words, while
children from lower-SES families produced 300 words, which translates to an
approximate 6-month gap between the two groups (Fernald et al., 2013). Yeh (2019)
similarly found that children raised by parents receiving welfare and who were
disproportionately Black had less than one-third of the exposure to words compared to
children raised by parents working in professional occupations and who were
predominately White.

Another contributor to inequitable access to learning opportunities for
disadvantaged youth prior to kindergarten are the disparities in parents’ abilities to
support their children at home (Chambers, 2009; Reardon, 2013). Highly educated
parents are more able and likely than less-educated parents to provide resources and
opportunities for their children to develop cognitive and academic skills at home
(Reardon, 2013) and/or in quality preschool programs (Chambers, 2009). In contrast,

economically disadvantaged parents’ own low educational attainment and lack of
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academic aspirations for their child can undermine school readiness (Gupta et al., 2007).
Economic hardship and financial pressures can lead to intra-family conflict and parental
stress, which leads to greater challenges and adverse outcomes for children. Moreover, in
2022, 71% of families living below the poverty threshold were single-parent households
(Census Bureau, 2023). Single-parent families tend to have fewer resources, such as
parental education and limited childcare, as well as less time and flexibility to support
their children at home (Parolin & Lee, 2022). The challenges faced by single-parent
families were exacerbated by COVID-19, and the effects are still felt today.

Sociocultural and socioeconomic factors, in addition to variations in parental style
and parental investment, contribute to initial disparities in performance that are then
“maintained, perpetuated, and exacerbated” by “demoralizing” grading, testing, and
grouping practices throughout the K-12 years (Yeh, 2019, p. 33). By the time children
enter kindergarten, children from disadvantaged backgrounds “differ substantially” from
their more advantaged peers, and these disparities are predictive of later academic
success or failure (Fernald et al., 2013, p. 1). To further illuminate inequalities for
economically disadvantaged and minority youth, I now turn to the impacts of segregation
on student achievement and overall school success.
Segregation

Geographic divides in our society isolate individuals by race, ethnicity, and class
(Larson & Ovando, 2001), and these geographic boundaries reinforce racial and class
inequities (Noguera & Alicea, 2020). Segregation is typically thought to benefit groups of
people with high levels of various forms of capital, such as the affluent and ethnic

majority groups, and harm groups with low levels of capital, such as economically
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disadvantaged and minority groups (Timberlake, 2015). Segregation has influences on
educational attainment through a multiplicity of mechanisms operating within several
contexts (Quillan, 2014), including inequitable learning opportunities that help perpetuate
stratification in society (Orfield et al., 2016). Economically disadvantaged and minority
students attend lower-quality schools based on metrics such as school funding, teacher
quality, and academic success than their more advantaged peers. Miller et al. (2014)
asserted this phenomenon is often a byproduct of living in segregated, disadvantaged
neighborhoods. In this section, I will describe how income and residential segregation
affect schools in urban communities, as well as the impact on students’ ability to learn in
these contexts.

Income Segregation. Reardon and Owens (2011) define income segregation as
the “uneven geographic distribution of income groups within a certain area” (p. 1093).
Income segregation between school districts creates disparities in economic and social
resources linked to student achievement, exacerbating inequalities in school outcomes
(Owens, 2018). Since the mid-twentieth century, economic inequality has increased
across the U.S., leading to greater income segregation of public-school families between

school districts (Owens, 2018; Reardon, 2011).
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Table 6
Share of Income by Percentile Among U.S. Citizens from 1970-2022

Quintile 1970 1985 2000 2015 2022 52-year change rate

Lowest quintile 4.1 39 3.6 3.1 3.0 -1.1
Second quintile 10.8 9.8 89 82 82 -2.6
Third quintile  17.4 162 14.8 143 14.0 -3.4
Fourth quintile 24.5 244 23.0 232 225 -2.2
Fifth quintile 435 456 49.8 51.1 52.1 +8.6
Top 5 percent  16.6 17.6 22.1 22.1 235 +6.9

Note. Data collected from the U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1968 to
2023 Annual Social and Economic Supplements (CPS ASEC).

This increase in economic inequality creates neighborhoods and school districts of
concentrated poverty or affluence (Owens, 2018), raising concerns about inequality in
schools (Bischoff & Owens, 2019). The relationship between income segregation and
performance outcomes in schools is cyclical (Reardon & Bischoff, 2011; Owens, 2018).
As income segregation increases, there are more low-poverty schools that attract upper-
class families and high-poverty schools that attract families living under the poverty
threshold. As income inequality increases, income segregation increases, and the cycle
continues. Simply put, increased income inequality in neighborhoods will contribute to
increased inequality in educational outcomes (Quillan, 2014).

Income determines where families live, how frequently they must move, and the
quality of their housing. A lack of affordable housing might lead families to live in
overcrowded situations or in poor-quality housing, which can have implications for a

child’s ability to study or to get a proper night of sleep (Miller et al., 2014). Poverty also
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impacts residential mobility rates, which considers the rate at which people move from
place to place. Families living in poverty are forced to relocate when rents rise, leading to
less housing stability and greater mobility rates. High mobility rates are linked to low
achievement (Miller et al., 2014), and transient students tend to have more behavioral
problems (Berliner, 2009).

Given the strong correlation between income and race in the U.S., income
segregation is often intertwined with racial segregation, leading to high levels of racial
segregation in many urban areas (Reardon & Owens, 2011). Orfield et al. (2016)
described the pattern of “double segregation” as segregation by race and economic status
(p. 6), further elaborating that this increase leads to higher concentrations of
economically disadvantaged and minority students in schools that “rarely attain the
successful outcomes typical” of middle- and upper-class schools (p. 1). I will address the
impacts of residential segregation next.

Residential Segregation. Residential segregation began during the early years of
the twentieth century when urban cities were rapidly industrializing (Ware, 2018) and its
history is more one of continuity than change (Quillian, 2014). Timberlake (2015) defines
residential segregation as the separation of two or more socially defined groups in
residential space. The federal government played a “central role” in the
institutionalization of discrimination (Ware, 2018, p. 115), through the implementation of
a multitude of governmental policies and discriminatory housing practices (Orfield et al.,
2016). Effects of residential segregation on educational inequality are created by

inequality across several layers of residentially influenced social contexts (Quillian,
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2014), and result in children of different economic backgrounds and racial groups living
in higher- and lower-quality neighborhoods (Reardon, 2016).

In the second half of the twentieth century, urban segregation “rose dramatically”
as Blacks migrated to cities and White residents moved to suburbs (Logan & Parman,
2017). One response to the increasingly concentrated Black population in city centers
was the enactment of segregation ordinances limiting the neighborhoods where Black
families could reside (Ware, 2018). The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), a
federal agency established in the 1930s, perpetuated residential segregation with its “City
Survey Program,” which consisted of maps to instruct lenders where it was “safe” to
invest and where it was “risky” (Orlando, 2021, p. 57). Cities depicted on the maps were
divided into four categories to represent the level of risk of investing in those areas. The
lowest quality rating, “D” was colored red, and depicted neighborhoods that were
predominately Black (Ware, 2018). Redlining solidified discrimination and led to
“overcrowded, disease-ridden tenements” (Orlando, 2021, p. 69). Local real estate boards
warned community members not to bring elements into a neighborhood that would be
“detrimental” to the property values, explicitly including Blacks among the “undesired
elements” of the community (Ware, 2018, p. 116). By the late 1960s, Black families
predominantly resided in urban communities while White families lived in surrounding
suburban communities. These “racially identifiable neighborhoods” (Ware, 2018, p. 146)
represent a residential pattern that is as common today as it was in the 1960s.

When families are highly segregated between school districts, resources that
contribute to students’ success are more unequally distributed due to factors such as

differences in local tax revenue and the increased cost of providing academic support for
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“concentrations of very-low-income students” (Owens, 2018, p. 3). Segregation
perpetuates racial isolation and inequality, while segregated schools help sustain a
segregated society (Orfield et al., 2016). The continuing segregation of neighborhoods
and communities intersects with the inequities created by property tax revenues and
education funding formulas, creating substantial differences in the educational resources
made available in communities serving economically disadvantaged and minority
students as compared to White, affluent students (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Next, I turn
to school resource and funding disparities that affect schools with a predominant
economically disadvantaged and minoritized student population.
School Funding and Resource Disparities

Inequalities in contexts, such as income segregation, create inequalities in levels
of institutional funding (Quillian, 2014; Reardon & Bischoff, 2011). Federal policies and
funding streams create discrepancies in which urban, predominantly nonwhite school
districts receive fewer resources than their suburban, majority White counterparts. The
funding disparities that currently exist between schools serving affluent, predominantly
White students and those serving economically disadvantaged and minority communities
are not a recent phenomenon (Ladson-Billings, 2006) and have been reinforced by the
increasing resegregation of communities and schools since the 1980s (Darling-
Hammond, 2015).

A report from EdBuild (2019) found that during the 2015-2016 school year, the
per-pupil expenditure (PPE) in predominantly (greater than 75%) White school districts
averaged $14,000, while the PPE in predominantly non-White school districts was

$11,582. Analyzing data made available by The U.S. Census Bureau, EdBuild (2019)
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noted that 78% of students in racially concentrated, high-poverty school districts were
enrolled in states that provided less funding, on average, to those districts than high-
poverty White districts. This finding aligns with Lee et al.’s (2022)’s finding that Black,
Hispanic, and FRL-eligible students receive less total spending per-pupil than White and
non-FRL students. Drawing on multiple sources of available data from the Civil Rights
Data Collection, National Education Resource Database for Schools, and NCES’s
Common Core of Data for the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 school years, Lee et al. (2022)
calculated a funding deficit between economically disadvantaged and minority students
and higher-income White students that ranged from $25 to $794 per pupil. Accounting
for this deficit on a national level, EdBuild (2019) detected a $23 billion funding gap
between districts with at least 75% non-White students and districts with at least 75%
White students. Lee et al. (2022) asserted further research is needed to help structure
policy initiatives focused on improving distributions of funding and critical school
resources, "for it is in the parts of the country where schools have least resources that the
educational disadvantage is largest to begin with and continues to grow" (Coleman et al.,
1966, p. 290).

The federal role in school finance has been guided by the principle that greater aid
should flow to areas with higher poverty (Liu, 2008). However, this notion is not
followed in practice. School funding is primarily based on local property taxes (Bischoff
& Owens, 2019; Chambers, 2009; Darling-Hammond, 2015; Noguera & Alicea, 2020;
Reardon & Bischoff, 2011; Ylimaki et al., 2022), leading to funding disparities between
urban, economically disadvantaged neighborhoods and affluent, suburban communities.

Few states have sufficient financial aid to close the gaps caused by differences in local
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property values (Darling-Hammond, 2015; Reardon & Bischoff, 2011) nor to compensate
for the underlying inequities students in economically disadvantaged school districts face
compared to those in affluent school districts (Owens, 2018). The higher costs of living in
urban areas and the greater educational and noneducational needs of economically
disadvantaged students means there is not a one-to-one correspondence between dollars
and resources (Darling-Hammond, 2015). There are added instructional costs for schools
serving large populations of economically disadvantaged and minority students, such as
language supports, remedial education, as well as funding for social workers and
counselors.

In addition to The Coleman Report’s (1966) claim that schools do not impact
student achievement as greatly as does the variables of a student’s background, the
researchers further asserted, “schools are remarkably similar in the way they relate to the
achievement of their [students]” (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 21). This notion that school
funding does not affect student achievement continues to be analyzed and debated within
the U.S. public education system today. Opponents of school finance equity argue that
variables such as a student’s race, parental educational attainment, family income level,
and student outcomes have “strong measured relationships,” thus “greater investments
would be wasted” on students “who (implicitly) cannot take advantage of them”
(Darling-Hammond, 2015, p. 101). On the other hand, proponents of school finance
equity argue that more money is needed to achieve equivalent outcomes in high-cost
communities with large populations of high-need students. Furthermore, supporters of

school finance equity assert “equal dollars cannot produce equal opportunities” (Darling-
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Hammond, 2015, p. 22). Equity, as defined by Liu (2008), “requires that resources flow
disproportionately to poor children in areas with more concentrated poverty” (p. 975).

To achieve funding equity, we must address the education debt, a phenomenon
triggered by historical, economic, sociopolitical, and moral decisions and policies. It
constitutes the “foregone school resources" that we “could have (should have)” (personal
communications, February 6, 2006, as cited Ladson-Billings, 2006, p. 5) been investing
in, resulting in disparities in the educational inputs and outcomes among economically
disadvantaged and minority students and their affluent, ethnic majority peers (Rivera-
McCutchen, 2014; Ylimaki et al., 2022). These disparities lead to economically
disadvantaged and minority students regularly experiencing consistent inequities in
school resources (Murakami et al., 2018; Wronowski et al., 2022). Funding disparities
and unequal resources and outcomes in education continue to underscore the complex
relationships between race, educational access, opportunity, and achievement in U.S.
public schools (Hosford, 2011). Equitable distribution of funds is critical to ensure high-
quality schooling for all students, and additional resources should be provided to those
whose needs are more complex (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016).

Coleman et al. (1966) concluded, “whatever may be the combination of
nonschool factors" which put economically disadvantaged and minority students at a
disadvantage, “the fact is the schools have not overcome it.” (p. 21). However, a
student’s academic success is not only affected by macro factors within the larger school
community. Meso factors within schools, such as discriminatory and inequitable
institutional practices and policies, can also affect their academic achievement. For

example, inequities in school funding not only affect the flow of resources but have
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placed economically disadvantaged and minority students in low-performing schools
with inadequate facilities and ineffective teachers (Horsford, 2011). These meso factors
in U.S. public education that contribute to the opportunity gap are the topic of my next
section.
Meso Factors Contributing to the Opportunity Gap

Poverty alone is not powerful enough to explain the differences in educational
opportunities and outcomes between students from low- and high-SES backgrounds
(DeMatthews, 2015). Furthermore, many of the institutional norms of U.S. public schools
are ill suited for economically disadvantaged and minority students (Larson & Ovando,
2001). Rather than the familiar summary of the Coleman Report’s findings that “schools
account for only a small fraction of differences” (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 22) in student
achievement, Borman and Dowling’s (2010) analysis suggested that both within-school
interactions among students and educators, and racial segregation across schools “deny
equality of educational opportunity” (p. 1242). In this section, I will address five meso
factors that contribute to disparities in educational inputs. I will begin with demographic
trends in urban, Title I schools, followed by teacher quality, and working and learning
conditions in these schools. I will end this section describing the academic practice of
tracking and the impact of implicit biases and deficit mindsets, two school-level practices
that create inequitable educational opportunities and outcomes for economically
disadvantaged and minority students.
Demographic Trends in Urban, Title I Schools

Urban schools have been increasingly populated with high numbers of

economically disadvantaged and minority students (Barnett & Stevenson, 2016) and
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students at the lowest levels of academic achievement (Gottfried, 2012). Coleman et al.
(1966) asserted that the social composition of the student body is “more highly related” to
achievement, independent of a student’s own social background, than is “any other
school factor” (p. 325). Coleman et al.’s (1966) principal result when assessing student
body characteristics asserted that attributes of other students account for “far more
variation” in the achievement of minority group children than do “any attributes of school
facilities” and “slightly more” than do attributes of staff (p. 302). Coleman et al. (1966)
further claimed that if a minority child in a home with low parental educational
attainment shares a classroom with children from strong educational backgrounds, their
achievement is “likely to increase” (p. 22). This finding supports the notion that racial
and socioeconomic composition of schools are strongly related to school outcomes
(Borman & Dowling, 2010; Reardon, 2016).

These assertions are supported by Borman and Dowling’s (2010) findings that the
achievement difference between a school attended by students of average wealth and a
school with a student body composed of students 1 standard deviation (SD) below the
mean level of wealth was nearly 1.75 times greater than the achievement difference
between a student of average wealth and a student who was 1 SD less wealthy. Miller et
al. (2019) asserted community disadvantage is linked to lower academic achievement,
and their study found “direct negative links” between concentrated disadvantage and
student achievement (p. 116). This notion of concentrated poverty is defined by Darling-
Hammond (2015) as a “constellation of inequalities” (p. 37) that shape schooling, such as
less qualified and less experienced teachers, fewer instructional resources, and curricula

taught at less challenging levels. As Miller et al. (2019) concluded, it is important that
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policymakers, administrators, and other educational stakeholders in urban inner cities
focus on strategies that “reduce or buffer” (p. 116) children from neighborhood stressors
that affect students’ education.

Diverse schools have significant advantages, not only for learning and academic
attainment, but also for the creation of a more well-adjusted society in which all
individuals can live and work successfully (Orfield et al., 2016). When students are
socialized in schools in which few students have benefited from the advantages that
middle- and upper-class families possess, they are poorly prepared to succeed in a
diverse, ever-changing society. This notion is supported by Borman and Dowling’s
(2010) postulation that beyond the individual effects of race/ethnicity and poverty and
other school-level resources, there are “highly contextual effects” (p. 1236) associated
with attending more highly segregated schools with higher concentrations of poverty.
However, growing residential and income segregation between school districts limits
how diverse school can be as the student population becomes more homogeneous
(Reardon & Bischoff, 2011).

Student body composition can also influence student achievement through its
influences on teacher quality and student-teacher interactions (Reardon & Bischoff,
2011). Schools serving concentrations of economically disadvantaged and minority
students have historically been more likely to employ inexperienced and uncredentialed
teachers than schools serving more advantaged students (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016).
Next, [ will discuss the impact of low-quality teachers on student achievement in Title I
schools.

Lack of Highly Qualified Teachers
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Teachers are the “most inequitably distributed resource” in U.S. public schools
(Darling-Hammond, 2015, p. 40). Goldhaber et al. (2015) referenced “teacher quality” as
a term to address both input and output measures of teacher qualifications, such as years
of experience, credentials, and student performance. Teacher quality in the U.S. is similar
to the international average, but the opportunity gap in students’ access to qualified
teachers between economically disadvantaged and affluent students is “among the largest
in the world” (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2012, p. 5). Economically disadvantaged
and minority students are more likely than their more advantaged peers to have teachers
who are less qualified on every measure (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016).

Using a survey measuring teachers’ scores on verbal skills tests, their own
educational background, as well as that of their parents, Coleman et al. (1966) found that
the quality of teachers bears a strong relationship to student achievement, and this factor
is “more important” to minority students’ achievement than ethnic majority students’
achievement (p 22). Supporting this finding, there has been growing research indicating
teacher quality is the most important school-related factor influencing student
achievement (Goldhaber et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2022; Leithwood et al., 2005; Shaked,
2020). However, the distribution of in-field, experienced, and effective teachers is uneven
across districts and schools (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016).

Goldhaber et al. (2015) conducted the first comprehensive descriptive analysis of
the inequitable distribution of both input and output measures of teacher quality across
indicators of student disadvantage. The researchers utilized state-level data from
Washington to quantify the inequitable distribution of teacher quality across student

subgroups for each combination of school level, teacher quality variable, and student

93



disadvantage category. Student variables included underrepresented minority (URM)
status, qualification for free or reduced lunch, and student test scores on reading and math
standardized assessments from the previous school year. Teacher variables included
experience, where less than two years of service was considered “novice” and more than
ten years of teaching experience was considered “experienced.” Licensure and
certification status was the second teacher variable, measured by teachers’ scores on a
standardized teaching assessment required prior to enrollment in a teacher preparation
program. The third teacher variable was their VAM (value-added model) score, which
identified the contribution the individual teacher made toward student learning goals. The
authors signified that the goal of VAMs was to isolate the impact of individual teachers
on student achievement from other factors that influence student achievement (Goldhaber
etal., 2015).

While the researchers did not explicitly describe their approach to test the validity
and transferability of results, their findings suggest “large” teacher quality gaps between
advantaged and disadvantaged students in Washington (Goldhaber et al., 2015, p. 305).
Goldhaber et al.’s (2015) results demonstrated that in Washington schools, “virtually
every measure” of teacher quality is inequitably distributed across every indicator of
student disadvantage (p. 293). For each indicator of disadvantage, disadvantaged fourth-
grade students were more likely to be assigned a novice teacher with less than two years
of experience. These findings align with several other studies which found that high-
needs students, such as economically disadvantaged, minority, and low achieving
students, had greater exposure to inexperienced teachers on average (Clotfelter et al.,

2005; Kalogrides & Loeb, 2013; Lankford et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2022; Sass et al. 2010).
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Moreover, Goldhaber et al. (2015) found that 4™ graders, particularly those who
were underrepresented minorities and qualified for free or reduced lunch, were more
likely to be assigned to a teacher with low prior-year value added. Goldhaber et al. (2015)
concluded that across nearly every combination of student disadvantage indicator and
teacher quality indicator, the teacher quality gap is “significant and positive” (p. 303).
These findings replicate Clotfelter et al.’s (2007) and Boyd et al.’s (2008) studies,
asserting students’ achievement was enhanced by having a fully certified, experienced
teacher, while achievement was negatively affected by having an inexperienced teacher
without certified credentials, a teaching profile most common in Title I schools.

Teachers in Title I schools have fewer instructional resources, less control over
curriculum (Okilwa & Barnett, 2017), and are less likely to be satisfied, leading to higher
attrition rates (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2012). High levels of turnover and staff
instability create additional problems for Title I schools. Scarce resources are spent on
recruiting, hiring, and training new teachers, and providing professional development
support throughout the school year (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Lee et al. (2022) found
that about 20% of additional district-level spending on teachers going to disadvantaged
students was being used to hire inexperienced teachers, reinforcing the teacher quality
gap. Federal policies have encouraged expansion of alternative certification programs to
attract new teachers to the field, but these alternate programs provide little preparation,
leading to higher attrition rates, exacerbating the problem of high teacher turnover,
especially in high-poverty schools (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2012). A
contributing factor to higher teacher attrition in Title I schools are the school building and

working conditions. I discuss this topic next.
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Working and Learning Conditions

Many urban school systems have dilapidated and unsafe building conditions
(Barnett & Stevenson, 2016), inadequate facilities (Spencer, 2009) and lack adequate
resources for school improvement (Okilwa & Barnett, 2018). Coleman et al. (1966)
claimed that minority students’ achievement “may suffer more” in a school of “low
quality” than ethnic majority students’ achievement (p. 22). In addition to poor working
conditions, another mounting problem in urban school settings is the “rapid increase” in
student population (Barnett & Stevenson, 2016, p. 26). Decrepit and overcrowded
schools, as well as inadequate facilities not only fuels underachievement, but sends the
message to students that they are “second-class citizens” (Spencer, 2009, p. 296).

Schools that serve economically disadvantaged and minority students operate on a
set of underlying assumptions that hold unjust practices in place (Horsford et al., 2018).
Next, [ will address two school practices that disproportionately affect economically
disadvantaged and minority students. I will begin with the notion of tracking before
delving into implicit biases and deficit mindsets.
Tracking

One of the “major building blocks” of unequal and inadequate educational
outcomes is the rationing of high-quality curriculum through tracking (Darling-
Hammond, 2015, p. 30). As described by Larson and Ovando (2001), academic tracking,
or ability grouping, is determined by academic performance, standardized tests, and
teacher judgment. Tracking systems were first implemented post-Brown v. Board of
Education to maintain segregated classrooms in desegregated schools. This

discriminatory practice provided a basic skills curriculum to economically disadvantaged
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and minority children, while providing a more thinking-oriented curriculum to affluent,
White students. Sorting and tracking in schools can begin as early as kindergarten, and
the “disequalizing effects” of early tracking continue through the remaining years of
schooling (Darling-Hammond, 2015, p. 60), perpetuating and exacerbating differences in
achievement (Yeh, 2019).

Systems that provide separate programs maintain unequal levels of instruction,
sustain the marginalization of particular students, and create a situation in which those
particular students receive an “inferior” education (Theoharis, 2007, p. 235). Evidence-
based, high-quality instruction and assessment is commonplace in advanced education
courses (Cook-Harvey et al., 2016), while students placed in lower tracks tend to
experience instruction heavily geared toward rote skills and test-oriented tasks that are
“profoundly disconnected” (Darling-Hammond, 2015, p. 55) from the skills they need to
learn to be successful and productive citizens. These notions are supported by
Chambers’s (2009) case study, where the intent was to understand the experiences of
Black high school students, primarily regarding tracking. This study was conducted
during the 2005-2006 school year at a diverse high school in a midsized midwestern
metropolitan suburb. Researchers conducted purposeful sampling to select seven Black
12th grade students representing each of the three track levels: Bridge, regular, and
Advanced Placement (AP) (Chambers, 2009). Students were individually interviewed
three times and researchers collected data through classroom observations, document
analysis, and focus group interviews.

Data analysis showed students in lower track levels experienced "routine denials"

of access to resources, "disparate attention" and "differences in treatment" they received
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(Chambers, 2009, p. 422). Additionally, the lower track students in this study
encountered teachers, work environments, and classroom management styles that
“differed significantly” from their high-track counterparts' classrooms (Chambers, 2009,
p. 422). While the study setting differs from my study situated within elementary school
contexts, it is evident the negative impact of tracking is similar across multiple school
levels and contexts.

Tracking also affects the make-up of basic and advanced courses. White students
from middle- and upper-class backgrounds make up the majority of students in advanced
courses (Wronowski et al., 2022), while economically disadvantaged students and
students of color are disproportionately tracked into the lowest level classes (Oakes,
2005). Wronowski et al.’s (2022) findings supported these claims regarding student
make-up of tracked courses. Conducting a secondary analysis of the 2009 High School
Longitudinal Study (HSLS) from NCES, Wronowski et al. (2022), found a “significant
overall difference” (p. 209) in the enrollment of students of different race/ethnicity
groups in both remedial and advanced math courses in ninth grade. Researchers collected
data regarding students’ opportunity to learn math, student demographic and educational
covariates, student perception questions, and postsecondary plans. Wronowski et al.
(2022) conducted chi square analysis to determine if economically disadvantaged and/or
minority students were enrolled in tracked courses at higher or lower than expected rates,
and effect sizes of these relationships were calculated using odds ratios (OR).

Wronowski et al. (2022) determined student race was “significantly related” to
math course enrollment. Black students (OR = 1.57) and Hispanic/Latino students (OR =

1.31) were more likely to be enrolled in remedial math courses while the opposite pattern
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was found in advanced courses, where Black students (OR = 0.63) and Hispanic/Latino
(OR = 0.80) were less likely to be enrolled in advanced courses compared to White
students. White students were also enrolled in advanced math courses at “higher than
predicted” rates (Wronowski et al., 2022, p. 209). Furthermore, researchers found that
students living below the poverty threshold were 85% (OR = 1.85) more likely to be
enrolled in a remedial ninth-grade math course compared with their peers whose family
income level is above the poverty threshold (Wronowski et al., 2022). On the contrary,
students living below the poverty threshold were 50% (OR = 0.50) less likely to be
enrolled in an advanced math course compared to students whose family lives above the
poverty threshold. One limitation presented by the researchers was the omission of the
HSLS 2009 restricted data, which prevented access to school-level variables that would
have provided a “system-level” and more generalizable analysis (Wronowski et al., 2022,
p. 217). Despite this limitation, Wronowski et al. (2022) concluded that students from
historically marginalized communities are “less likely” (p. 215) to have enriched content
and cognitively demanding experiences in school.

Thus, through tracking, schools continue to replicate existing inequalities along
racial and economic lines (Oakes, 2005), while consistently allocating economically
disadvantaged and minority students to the “bottom rungs of the learning hierarchy”
(Larson & Ovando, 2001, p. 153). Chambers (2009) concluded school tracking is a
mechanism that can “thwart student achievement” by separating students and
“normalizing” that separation (p. 427). These separate placements multiply gaps in
achievement, interest, and student aspirations (Larson & Ovando, 2001). One

contributing factor to ability grouping and tracking are teachers’ perceptions of students’

99



abilities. In the section that follows, I will address the impact of teacher perceptions on
student achievement.
Implicit Biases and Deficit Mindsets

Benson and Fiarman (2020) defined implicit bias as the unconscious “learned
beliefs, attitudes, and stereotypes about a particular [race and social class] that result in
harmful or preferential treatment of members of that [group]” (p. 16). Implicit biases
create deficit mindsets, a particular challenge in Title I schools, where Barnett and
Stevenson (2016) found that educators believe their students are “incapable of learning”
(p. 28) academic content and social skills because of their social circumstances and
family upbringing. In their analysis, Wronowski et al. (2022) found that teachers’ implicit
biases may lead to a classification of overall class ability level that is “nearly
synonymous” (p. 216) with racial and/or socioeconomic composition of that class.

Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) conducted a seminal study in 1965 to determine
how teacher expectations influence student achievement. The researchers noted the
control group were White students and the experimental group were Mexican students,
limiting the generalizability of these results across other races and ethnicities.
Researchers told teachers that certain children in their classrooms could be expected to be
“growth spurters” based on the results of a test that was nonexistent. The children
designated as “growth spurters” were randomly chosen and were considered the
experimental group (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). In first and second grades, the effects
of teachers’ prophecies were “dramatic” (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968, p. 17). In first
grade, the undesignated control-group children gained 12 1Q points while the

experimental “growth spurters” group gained over 27 IQ points. The results were not as
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drastic, but still significant with second graders where the control group gained 7 IQ
points and the experimental group gained 16.5 IQ points (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968).

Benson and Fiarman (2020) further asserted that deficit mindsets are a “vicious
cycle” (p. 140) as these biases lead to educators lowering academic standards for
economically disadvantaged and minority students. Lower expectations created from
deficit mindsets lead to fewer opportunities for students to learn more challenging
concepts (Flores, 2007). With lower expectations, students learn less, and perform more
poorly on standardized assessments. Based on these test results, students are perceived as
less capable, so teachers continue to lower their expectations (Benson & Fiarman, 2020).
This can create a “self-fulfilling prophecy” (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968, p. 20) in which
one person’s expectations of another’s behavior can influence behavioral outcomes, or in
this case, academic achievement outcomes. If we believe, whether consciously or
unconsciously, that economically disadvantaged and minority youth are less capable, we
will see their academic abilities as an indictment of “their capacity, not ours” (Benson &
Fiarman, 2020, p. 119). The resulting inequities of deficit mindset and implicit biases are
“reflective of opportunity, experience, and attainment writ large in education and society”
(Benson & Fiarman, 2020, p. x) and contribute to “the amount of disadvantage [that]
grows notably as [students go] from grade 1 to grade 12” (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 290).
Impact of the Opportunity Gap

There is a long-held belief in the U.S. that education has the potential to reduce
inequality and expand opportunities in ways that advance the American Dream.
However, widening inequality in schools threatens not only America’s “opportunity

narrative,” but also “obstructs the pathway to its proverbial dream” (Horsford et al., 2018,
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p. 1). Many macro and meso factors affect student achievement, and research shows the
gap is evident when students enter kindergarten, and the residual gap grows significantly
larger after enrolling in school (Miller et al., 2014; Yeh, 2019). The opportunity gap and
residual achievement gap leads to greater disengagement in school, leaving students
unprepared for the higher education and career contexts that require a broader range of
complex problem-solving, collaboration, and communication skills (Cook-Harvey et al.,
2016).

The historic marginalization of underprivileged students has served to benefit the
same students and families for decades while simultaneously ignoring the needs of low-
income students, students of color, and their families (Brown et al., 2011). This
phenomenon results in students falling into “predetermined molds” designed for “school
failure and social inequity” (Brown, 2006, p. 701). Furman (2012) stated that the
challenge is to ensure that views of excellence in academic achievement are constructed
in holistic ways that consider the well-being of students and society as a whole, not in
subjective ways that follow standardized measures and measurable outcomes. Without
accounting for equity, excellence alone simply reinforces and reproduces the hegemonic
practices that affect so many schools across the U.S (Brown et al., 2011).

Current State of the Gap

Profound inequality is the “Achilles heel of [U.S.] education” (Darling-
Hammond, 2015, p. 8) and is the most pressing issue of diversity in the U.S. (Sotomayor,
2011). An enduring concern of education scholars and policymakers is how to provide
students from all socioeconomic backgrounds access to equal opportunities (Bischoff &

Owens, 2019). Persistent historical and structural marginalizations are pervasive in
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education, underscoring the fact that eliminating inequities is an ongoing struggle, not a
singular battle fought and won over the course of a school year (DeMatthews &
Mawhinney, 2014). Economically disadvantaged and minority youth “consistently
experience” biased teacher expectations, fewer resources in school, and “significantly
lower” achievement (Brown et al., 2011, p. 58). The perpetuation of marginalizations has
contributed to the gap growing steadily since the mid-1970s (Reardon, 2011) and
Reardon (2013) found that achievement gaps in measures other than standardized test
scores have grown as well. For example, high-income students make up an increasing
share of enrollment at selective colleges and have overall higher college-completion rates
compared to those of low-income students (Ladson-Billings, 2006).

Khalifa et al. (2016) asserted student marginalization is often historic, normalized,
and “invisibilized” (p. 1289) in most educational contexts. Unequal school contexts are
among the most stubborn threat to the promise of comparable educational opportunities
for all children (Bischoff & Owens, 2019). When we do not interrogate policies and
social actions that are historically rooted in the domination of one race over others, we
wrongly conclude that the unequal outcomes of our established educational systems are
normal (Larson & Ovando, 2001). Ladson-Billings (2006) concluded that if we are
“unwilling to desegregate” our schools and “unwilling to fund them equitably,” we find
ourselves not only reversing the “promise of the Brown decision” but “literally refusing
to take Plessy seriously” (p. 9).

School leaders must seek to improve the educational outcomes of historically
marginalized groups by confronting systems and structures of inequality. In the following

section, I address the critical importance of school principals addressing and challenging
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barriers to provide equitable learning opportunities to economically disadvantaged and
minority students.
Principal Leadership

The school principal is the most recognized leadership position in a school
(Khalifa et al., 2016) and the “most complex” role in educational leadership
(Rousmaniere, 2009, p. 215). Despite these notions, the historiography of the American
school principalship is “slight” (Kafka, 2009, p. 219) to the point where historian Kate
Rousamaniere (2007) proclaimed “it’s as if the principal did not exist at all” (p. 4). Early
schools had single teachers who instructed and answered to the community (Kafka,
2009). As schools grew larger, school boards and communities appointed a “principal
teacher,” an employee who worked as an instructor and manager (Rousmaniere, 2007).
This transition brought a “degree of authority” (Kafka, 2009, p. 321) to the role, as the
principal continued to evolve, teaching responsibilities were removed to allow for a more
managerial role. The creation of the modern role of principal “revolutionized”
(Rousmaniere, 2007, p. 1) the organization of schools and “radically changed” (p. 2) how
public education was delivered from the school district to the classroom. The role of
principal became one of “prestige and power” (Katka, 2009, p. 323) when their role was
responsible for managing the other adults in the school building.

Scholarship on the importance of school principals arose during the effective
schools movement in the 1980s after A Nation at Risk pointed to principals as key
educational inputs (Edmunds, 1979; Hallinger, 2005; Hallinger et al., 2020; Halling &
Heck, 1996; Kafka, 2009; Rodrigues & Avila de Lima, 2021). In recent years, there has

been a renewed call for principal leadership research as the accountability movement has
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shifted the role of the principal to take more responsibility for improving teaching and
learning (Hallinger, 2005; May et al. 2012). School leaders must understand and
strategically engage with education policies and public policies that shape students’ and
families’ outside-of-school lives (Miller et al., 2014), all while simultaneously
confronting demands and challenges nested within complex bureaucracies (Bossert et al.,
1982; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). Navigating policies, along with the growing
emphasis on academic improvement has led to an increase in the complexity of leaders’
roles (Cruze & Lopez, 2020). These growing complexities are further compounded by the
tensions created by cultural images and power (Bogotch, 2002), and the ever-shifting
priorities and educational landscapes of school districts and communities (Jean-Marie,
2008).

The role of principal continues to evolve (Hallinger & Heck, 1996) as principals’
sources of power shift along with changing expectations in education (Katka, 2009).
Recent policy developments have raised expectations for principals to improve school
climate, instructional practice, and student outcomes (Liebowitz & Porter, 2019). The
widespread adoption of high-stakes testing and accountability systems has led to an
increased focus on leaders’ engagement and instruction (Grissom et al., 2021) to improve
student achievement (Pietsch et al., 2023) and requires principals to think critically and
act courageously to ensure all children have access to high-quality learning experiences
(Jean-Marie, 2008).

While previous research has shown the impact of leadership on the academic
success of economically disadvantaged and minority students (Brown III, 2016; Brown

I et al., 2017; Gordon & Hart, 2022; Giimiis et al. 2022; Hallinger, 2018; Khalifa, 2012;
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Jean-Marie, 2008, Theoharis, 2007), these students continue to fail and drop out at high
rates. During the 2018-2019 school year, 387,814 high schoolers dropped out of public
schools (NCES, 2023). This number represented 2.6% of the entire public high school
student population, but when broken down by race/ethnicity, it represented 4% of Black
students, 3.3% of Hispanic students, and 1.8% of White students (NCES, 2023).
Furthermore, after the conclusion of the 2019-2020 school year, 4% of K-12 Black
students, 3.1% of K-12 Hispanic students, and 2% of White K-12 students were retained
to repeat the same grade the following school year (NCES, 2023). In total, 1,287,000
students in U.S. public schools were retained for the start of the Fall 2020 school year
(NCES, 2023). We must move beyond school-centric approaches (Miller et al., 2014) to
transformative instructional leadership practices to cultivate equitable education for all
students, especially those learning in Title I school contexts.
Leading in Disadvantaged School Communities

Strong school leadership is “especially important” for disinvested communities
struggling with high rates of poverty (Gordon & Hart, 2022, p. 289). Successful urban
school leaders must lead while being mindful of the contexts in which they work. It is
impossible to understand how school leaders in challenging contexts lead without
understanding how that work is shaped by socio-political actions and discourses (Barnett
& Stevenson, 2016). Despite calls for understanding how context affects school leaders,
limited attention has been given to this matter.

Leading in a high-poverty school district creates “numerous leadership
challenges” requiring principals to draw upon their skills, experiences, and personal

strengths (DeMatthews, 2015, p. 159). Okilwa and Barnett (2018) addressed these
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contextual challenges in their study examining how four successive principals at one
high-needs elementary school were able to sustain high academic performance despite
the student population facing high levels of poverty and high mobility. Their analysis
focused on the community-level and school-level factors that impacted student success
and how principals responded to those inequities. The researchers conducted semi-
structured interviews with the four principals who served the school beginning in the
early 1990s and held focus group interviews with three veteran teachers as well as two
parent leaders.

The study was guided by the all-encompassing research question: How did four
successful principals read and respond to a high needs elementary school context that
enabled them to turn around and/or sustain academic performance? The interview
protocol for principals was developed by the International School Leadership
Development Network (ISLDN), and the focus group interviews for teachers and parents
focused on the transitions between the four principals and how student achievement was
sustained (Okilwa & Barnett, 2018). The researchers found that based on the principals’
contextual analysis, the school leaders took “proactive measures” to alter school
programs and practices to improve the school’s overall performance (Okilwa & Barnett,
2018, p. 71). These measures included embracing asset views of teachers’ and students’
skills and abilities, reinforcing the notion of collective responsibility for all students’
learning (Okilwa & Barnett, 2018). While the study was limited to one school site and
four participants, the findings revealed how principals adapted their leadership to the

constraints and opportunities in their school contexts, supporting Brooks and Theoharis’s
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(2012) claim that school leaders must understand how the pretexts and in-school and out-
of-school contexts impact instruction.

Klar and Brewer (2013) conducted a case study to further examine how principals
enacted leadership practices “in concert” (p. 768) with their immediate school contexts.
The researchers selected three high-needs middle schools in one southeastern U.S. state
that were successful in raising academic achievement and fostering a positive school
climate. Using a framework of a core set of leadership practices developed by the
International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) for examining the
principals’ actions, the researchers inductively and deductively analyzed interview
transcripts, relevant documents and field notes (Klar & Brewer, 2013). To strengthen the
interpretation of their findings, Klar and Brewer (2013) conducted a cross-case analysis
to compare the ways the principals in each case adapted the core leadership practices to
meet the needs of their local school context. Klar and Brewer’s (2013) data suggested
that the principals’ holistic understanding of the needs of their schools and communities
allowed them to contribute to the success of their students. The principals’ consciousness
and awareness of their school contexts assisted them in being culturally responsive and
building relationships with students, families, and the community (Klar & Brewer, 2013),
reinforcing Khalifa’s (2018) notion that it is imperative responsive leaders understand
contexts and histories of students and their communities.

Responsive leadership is action-based, and school leaders must be able to respond
effectively to the educational, social, political, and cultural needs of students using their
contextual understanding to envision and create equitable learning environments (Khalifa

et al., 2016). As Rivera-McCutchen’s (2014) study results suggested, traditional effective
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leadership practices are necessary, but insufficient for disadvantaged school contexts.
Leadership practices required to respond to injustices and inequities cannot be limited to
prescribed practices (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014) because of the various social, political,
and organizational variables that impact schools and communities (DeMatthews, 2015).
As population demographics continuously shift, so too must leadership practices (Khalifa
etal., 2016).

Leaders must be creative in using their school’s context as a tool for advancing
educational equity. Transformative leadership links education and educational leadership
with the wider social context within which it is embedded (Shields, 2010), and this
construct is supported by Klar and Brewer’s (2013) finding that principals intentionally
adapted their practices to suit their immediate school and community contexts. It is not
the practices themselves but the way leaders apply these practices “in concert” with their
unique environments that determines the degree to which they influence student learning
(Klar & Brewer, 2013, p. 772). Principals are not the only stakeholders who need to
adjust their practices to meet the needs of their students’ cultural and social context. In
Shields and Hesbol’s (2020) study, they found that transformative leaders worked with
the teaching staff to implement “equitable and socially-just” instructional strategies and
support teachers to address “context-specific issues” (p. 16). Moreover, the leaders in
Shields and Hesbol’s (2020) study were “intentional” about “creating, supporting, and
leading the entire school community” to be responsive to the needs of disadvantaged
students (p. 16).

By allowing contextual circumstances to define their leadership behavior, school

leaders are likely to value the diversity of their students, and, as a result, seek to adopt
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leadership approaches that will accommodate all students (Khalifa et al., 2016). Klar and
Brewer (2013) concluded that “knowing is not enough” (p. 801) and similarly, Okilwa
and Barnett (2018) claimed leaders must read context-specific cues to respond according
to the school’s and community’s unique needs. Effective, equity-oriented leaders are
critical in creating more equitable schools and improving academic achievement for all
students. After reviewing the literature, five leadership practices emerged as critical to a
transformative instructional leadership approach that promotes equitable learning
opportunities for economically disadvantaged and minority students. The following
section of this dissertation is organized by the five leadership practices identified in the
literature that disrupt oppressive barriers to cultivate equitable access to learning
opportunities for economically disadvantaged and minority students in Title I elementary
schools.
Principal Leadership Practices for Equitable Learning Opportunities
Address Oppressive Barriers and Systemic Inequities

In an era of standards-based education, educational leadership constitutes a
“critical lever” of change in addressing persistent racial and other group-based disparities
(Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015, p. 373). A growing number of scholars argue that to
address inequities for diverse student populations, educational leaders must have a
heightened awareness of social justice issues in a field struggling to meet the needs of all
children (Furman & Shields, 2005; Jean-Marie, 2008; Merchant & Shoho, 2006). Often,
the principal is directly responsible for oversight of oppressive practices and has the
power to confront and push back against them (Khalifa, 2018). Khalifa (2018) defined

oppression as the ways in which students are marginalized in school. Oppressions are
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historic and reproduced with little effort, though it requires significantly more effort to
disrupt these oppressive systems. When a particular notion has become sedimented in the
practices of an institution, it is much more difficult to deinstitutionalize this way of
thinking (Larson & Ovando, 2001). Oppressive structures and practices in schools will
remain in place until leaders and educators know how to dismantle them.

Recognizing and understanding the historical, oppressive structural barriers that
minoritized students and their communities face is a “necessary first step” to realizing
responsive leadership (Khalifa, 2018, p. 47). To tackle these persistent injustices, leaders
must not only recognize their presence and impact but take action to dismantle them.
Leaders must have the courage that permits them to become advocates of equitable
change, along with educational and societal transformation (Shields, 2018). Delving
deeply into social justice issues requires challenging the status quo and traditional
patterns of privilege and assumptions about what is fair and just (Marshall & Oliva,
2006).

To truly instill change, leaders in disadvantaged school contexts must engage in
transformative practices to “transform the system” in the pursuit of social justice and
learning for all children (Furman, 2012, p. 210). Cruze and Lopez (2020) asserted
marginalized students have historically lacked access to high-quality teachers and
instruction, a robust curriculum, fair and proper assessment, integration, and sufficient
educational facilities, all which impact academic success. It is critical transformative
instructional school leaders acknowledge and redress fundamental inequities (Shields,

2018).
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Rivera-McCutchen (2014) conducted a study to examine how principals in urban
middle and high schools, who lead with a social justice orientation, responded to
hypothetical scenarios involving biases and prejudices. The researcher reviewed public
school data to identify schools that had a commitment to equity and social justice as
“indicated by the name and/or the school’s mission and description” (p. 751). All schools
were located within a specific geographic region within New York City, a limitation to
this study. Of the twelve schools identified as “social justice” schools, principals at four
school sites agreed to participate in the study. Principals participated in a semi-structured
interview and answered questions related to their definition of social justice and how they
enacted social justice in their schools. During the second half of the interview,
participants were presented with vignettes drawn from an existing case study and asked
how they would respond to these hypothetical situations. Rivera-McCutchen (2014)
asserted using hypothetical vignettes allowed participants to reflect on a problem of
practice that would otherwise be undesirable and irresponsible to recreate.

The findings of this study highlighted strategies the principals used to create a
community of learners and practitioners who were all committed to equity and fighting
injustices (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014). Rivera-McCutchen (2014) found that by acting as
“stewards,” (p. 753) principals advanced an agenda “rooted in equity” (p. 754) by
“actively working” (p. 757) to understand the context of their school. The principals
“proactively and consciously” worked to address barriers and inequities to create a school
environment where “equity was the norm” (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014, p. 759).

It is essential to acknowledge the uneven playing field and work to overcome it

(Shields, 2018) and leaders must be keenly aware of inequities that adversely affect their
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students’ potential (Khalifa et al., 2016). In Rivera-McCutchen’s (2014) study, all
principal participants noted the importance of working to understand the context of
prejudices. Transformative leaders consider the ways in which the inequities of the
outside world affect the outcomes in schools (Shields, 2018), and by engaging with
school contexts, leaders make historically and currently marginalizing conditions central
to their advocacy and leadership practice (Theoharis, 2007).

Transformative leadership (Shields, 2018) and leading for equity and social
justice start with critical self-reflection (Dantley & Tillman, 2006; Furman & Shields,
2005; Rivera-McCutchen, 2014). Being critically self-reflective is an iterative process
that involves personal and structural reflections in a constant state of change, combating
the “ever-morphing” systems of oppression our students face (Khalifa, 2018, p. 63).
Khalifa et al. (2016) asserted critical consciousness of culture and race serves as an
“impetus” (p. 1296) for school leaders to constantly challenge their own oppressive
understandings and undergirds the foundation of his/her practice. Recognition and
understanding are critical aspects to a transformative instructional leader’s work, but they
must also have the courage to act when faced with barriers to equitable learning
opportunities.

Leading for equitable change requires leaders to approach their role with an
activist stance (Marshall & Oliva, 2006). Furman and Shields (2005) define social justice
as a “deliberate intervention” (p. 123) that challenges fundamental inequities.
Transformative instructional leaders need to be “boundary crossers,” “integrators”
(Marshall & Oliva, 2006, p. 283), and “proactive change agents” (Furman, 2012, p. 195).

Furthermore, Shields (2010) proclaimed that enlightened understanding is not enough to
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redress oppressions. Leaders must be “action oriented” in identifying oppressive and
unjust practices and replacing them with more equitable, culturally responsive practices
(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014, p. 194). Principals must shift from personal
awareness to social action and challenge policies and procedures that shape schools,
while at the same time perpetuate social inequities (Dantley & Tillman, 2006, p. 19).
Effective equity-oriented leaders engage in personal and intellectual work to
understand how privilege, power, and oppression operate (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015).
Power inappropriately understood and used is the underlying force that perpetuates
structures, practices, curriculum frameworks, and even beliefs that comprise barriers to
equitable reform (Shields, 2018). Transformative leaders must challenge inappropriate
uses of power and privilege (Furman & Shields, 2005; Shields, 2010; Wasonga, 2009)
and deconstruct existing power structures (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014) that perpetuate
historical marginalizations economically disadvantaged and minority students face.
Jean-Marie (2008) analyzed data based on a larger study conducted in 2005 that
examined the professional experiences and challenges of 11 female high school
principals in one southwestern U.S. state. From the original data, Jean-Marie (2008)
identified four principals who believed that school leaders could make a change in
education through the development and implementation of certain leadership approaches.
The researcher analyzed semi-structured interviews to further examine how the four
principals’ leadership practices embraced social justice and issues of equity. While this
study did not include original research and featured a limited number of participants in
one geographical area, the findings highlighted how principals act as “stewards” of social

justice to change the conditions of students’ learning and to ultimately be a
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transformative leader “needed in the 21st century” (Jean-Marie, 2008, p. 353). All
principals held strong, equity-focused values and were “aggressive” in communicating
these values (Jean-Marie, 2008, p. 346). The social justice-oriented principals in Jean-
Marie’s (2008) study were “driven by purpose” (p. 353) and committed to dismantling
barriers that hindered social justice for all, supporting Khalifa’s (2018) postulation that
the anti-oppressive stance of school leadership must explicitly include a commitment to
advocating for the inclusion of traditionally marginalized students. Jean-Marie (2008)
found the principals recognized and embraced the diversity of their students’
demographics and worked to “build on the strength” (p. 345) of students’ diversity. This
commitment cannot be fulfilled without fostering a safe and inclusive school climate
where all students feel safe, valued, and respected.
Foster a Safe and Inclusive School Climate

For the purposes of this review and forthcoming study, I will use the term
“climate” to describe a school’s social atmosphere and learning environment. Lezotte et
al. (1980) defined school climate as the norms, beliefs, and attitudes reflected in
institutional patterns and behaviors that enhance or impede student learning. Bossert et al.
(1982) proclaimed successful schools foster school climates that are conducive to
learning and support the improvement of instruction. Fostering a positive school climate
is a necessary component to school improvement (Theoharis, 2010) and occurs through
challenging (Shields, 2018) and resisting exclusionary practices, promoting inclusivity,
and integrating students’ cultures in all aspects of schooling (Khalifa et al., 2016). It is

essential that educational leaders create learning environments in which social, political,
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and cultural capital is enhanced in such a way that provides equitable opportunities to all
students (Shields, 2010).

Shields and Hesbol (2020) conducted a study analyzing the behaviors and actions
of three school leaders who were graduates of a principal preparation program that
focused on transforming diverse, urban schools. Each principal led a school with a
minimum of 85% of students eligible for FRL. Using a transformative research paradigm,
the researchers collected data through field notes, semi-structured interviews, document
analysis, as well as informal conversations with other staff and students. To foster an
inclusive school climate, each leader established “mutually beneficial and respectful”
relationships with students, staff, families, and the community as a “non-negotiable”
(Shields & Hesbol, 2020, p. 16). Additionally, all three principals were intentional about
leading the “entire community” to be responsive to the needs of minoritized students
(Shields & Hesbol, 2020, p. 16). These leaders focused on overcoming deficit mindsets
and working with teachers to address context-specific issues to achieve this goal. These
findings underscore the “significant influence” of transformative leadership practices on
building school cultures where students feel safe and appreciated (Shields & Hesbol,
2020, p. 17).

Leveraging resources to foster a culturally affirming school environment is
“paramount” to culturally responsive leadership (Khalifa et al., 2016, p. 1282). A child-
centered school climate is imperative for diverse schools to create socially-just and
equitable environments that promote high levels of academic achievement. Culturally
responsive leaders are responsible for promoting a school climate inclusive of

minoritized students and exude a ““strong association” with social justice and a
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commitment to advocating for the inclusion of traditionally marginalized students
(Khalifa et al., 2016, p. 1289). This advocacy work includes leaders deploying resources
with efficiency and flexibility to support teachers and staff to embrace inclusive values
and practices. Equity-oriented leaders must allocate resources in ways that are efficient
and promote high-quality learning environments (DeMatthews, 2015) to ensure each
student’s academic success (Johnson Jr. & Uline, 2005).

Trust is essential to effective leadership (Khalifa, 2018; Larson & Ovando, 2001).
Equity-oriented leaders proactively build trusting relationships with colleagues, parents,
and students in their schools across all cultural groups (Furman, 2012). Santamaria
(2014) further affirmed equity-oriented leaders build and establish trust before being able
to lead their schools toward more equitable learning outcomes. Building positive
relationships enhances the climate of the school (Wasonga, 2009) and can influence
student success (Khalifa et al., 2016). These claims are supported by Jean-Marie’s (2008)
results, which insinuated that transformative and socially-just leaders worked to create
equitable schools by developing authentic relationships with their students. These trusting
and safe relationships played a “significant role” in improving access and opportunities
for students who have been historically marginalized by “mainstream public schooling”
(Jean-Marie, 2008, pp. 350-351). Wasonga (2009) further supported this finding in her
qualitative study examining the conceptions of educational leaders. Wasonga’s (2009)
study was part of a larger study, using data from the focus group discussions to
“investigate principals’ conceptions of social justice...and school improvement” (p. 204).

While Wasonga (2009) did not use original data, her analysis indicated that principals
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“emphasized” (p. 220) connections and relationships with students as a strategy for
greater student achievement.

Inclusivity is the foundation for developing caring relationships between schools
and the children they serve (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014), and leaders must promote a
culturally responsive school climate with an emphasis on inclusivity (Khalifa et al.,
2016). Inclusion starts with school leadership (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014) and is
often considered “synonymous” with social justice outcomes (Furman, 2012, p. 196).
DeMatthews (2015) identified inclusion as a core element of social justice leadership,
supporting the key finding in Theoharis’s (2010) study, which asserted inclusive
schooling as a “necessary” and “enriching” (p. 368) component of enacting justice.

Using a constant comparative method of data analysis, Theoharis (2010)
examined data from in-depth interviews, document analysis, site visits, and informal
observations and conversations with school staff to extract socially-just practices and
strategies principals used to address inequities in their schools. Through purposeful
sampling, the researcher selected six principals leading Midwest urban elementary,
middle, and high schools who demonstrated a “profound” commitment to seeking equity
and justice for marginalized students (Theoharis, 2010, p. 332). A limitation to
Theoharis’s (2010) study was that the six principal participants were “not diverse racially
or in school setting” (p. 336). The constant comparative method of data analysis allowed
for natural data triangulation, a “key aspect” of this analysis (Theoharis, 2010, p. 338).
Theoharis (2010) explained at least three principals needed to share a strategy for it to be
incorporated into the results as a theme. Theoharis (2010) found that building “strong

relationships”™ and creating a climate where “people are valued” was a “critical aspect”
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across all schools in his study (p. 358). Theoharis (2010) concluded that the principals
took “specific actions” in response to “equity and justice problems” that they viewed as
“embedded” within their schools (p. 338).

Improving equity in schools serving racially and culturally diverse students
requires school leaders to forge strong bonds between schools and families (Leithwood,
2021) and engage in meaningful collaboration with parents and the school community
(Furman, 2012). Leaders promoting social justice resist the “historic disconnect”
(Theoharis, 2007, p. 237) between marginalized families and schools to foster authentic
relationships across the school community and deepen the belonging and voice for
students, families, and staff who have been traditionally marginalized (Galloway &
Ishimaru, 2015). In Theoharis’s (2010) study, all participants reframed how marginalized
families were seen and respected at school. By building a stronger base of support for
both the schools and their communities, the disconnect between the school and its
marginalized community diminished (Theoharis, 2010). By rejecting traditional
paradigms for educating historically marginalized student populations, socially just-
oriented leaders create inclusive learning environments that are safe spaces for children
and families (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014).

To effectively lead minoritized communities, school leaders must place parents
and the community at the center of reform efforts (Khalifa, 2018; Theoharis, 2010).
Rivera-McCutchen (2014) found that principals’ deep and unfaltering commitment for
students and their families was integral to how they approached their work as leaders.
This finding is further supported by Klar and Brewer’s (2013) evidence that all three

principals in their multiple case study investigation worked to improve relations with
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parents and develop stronger connections with the wider community. Similarly, in
Theoharis’s (2007) study examining how principals promote social justice in their
schools, he observed that all seven principals in his study engaged with the community
and marginalized families to create a warm and welcoming school climate.

School climates must embrace the values of inclusion and equity. Leaders must be
able to build strong relationships (Theoharis, 2010) and create school environments
where students and staff know they are valued and respected (Johnson Jr. & Uline, 2005).
This practice enables communities to come together to eliminate structures and belief
systems that marginalize students (DeMatthews, 2015), the topic of the next section.
Reject Deficit Thinking

Wagstaff and Fusarelli (1995) claimed the single most important factor in the
academic achievement of minoritized youth is the explicit rejection of deficit thinking.
Deficit thinking places blame on students from historically oppressed populations for the
challenges and inequities they face in school, while simultaneously ignoring systemic
influences that create disparities in social and educational outcomes (Davis & Museus,
2019). These beliefs are rooted in negative stereotypes that lead educators to perceive that
minoritized students have learning deficiencies as well as behavioral and emotional
problems (Okilwa & Barnett, 2018). The “cognitive link” educators often make between
economic and moral poverty, as well as between race and violence often “commingle”
(Larson & Ovando, 2001, p. 92) and affect how teachers perceive the abilities of
minoritized students. These deficit mindsets perpetuate dominant narratives that
individuals’ traits are the source of their own failures and disregard the oppressive

structures that create challenges for historically oppressed communities.

120



Okilwa and Barnett (2018) postulated a major challenge in urban schools is when
educators believe their students are “incapable” (p. 50) of learning academic content and
social skills because of their social circumstances and family context. Many urban
educators carry a “distorted picture” in their heads and often believe minority children are
more “unruly, more dangerous, and more likely” to be connected with guns, gangs, and
drugs (Larson & Ovando, 2001, p. 92). Larson and Ovando (2001) further asserted that
unconscious constructions of students’ abilities can obstruct perceptions and impair
professional judgment. These distorted racial and ethnic schemas underpin many
problematic practices in schools.

To combat these distortions, effective equity-oriented leaders deconstruct
knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and injustice (Shields, 2018) and
challenge the belief that student capacity is limited (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015). Rivera-
McCutchen (2014) found that school leaders with a social justice orientation directly
called out deficit mindsets and tendencies to maintain a social justice-oriented school
community. Similarly, Theoharis (2007) found that all principals’ beliefs “directly
countered” (p. 235) the ideas of deficit thinking to promote a social justice-informed
school climate. These deficit constructions about economically disadvantaged and
minority students are a barrier to equitable learning environments (Khalifa et al., 2016).

One of the greatest obstacles to establishing trusting relationships and equitable
schooling outcomes in diverse communities is accepting that our perceptions of others are
susceptible to misinterpretation and bias (Larson & Ovando, 2001). To earn the trust of
the students and families they serve, educators must accept responsibility for “purging

themselves” of the “crippling misconceptions” that harm children, alienate communities,
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and prevent educators from providing high-quality learning opportunities (Larson &
Ovando, 2001, pp. 96-97). To value marginalized families as central members of the
school community, it is imperative that school leaders and educators challenge deficit
models of teaching and learning (Theoharis, 2010).

By examining the intentions and outcomes of deficit thinking in schools, we can
see how this logic contributes to inequities and a lack of trust between schools and the
communities they serve (Larson & Ovando, 2011). Successful schools have a school-
wide expectation amongst teachers that all students can achieve (Bossert et al., 1982).
Fostering an assets-based perspective demonstrates the school’s understanding and
respect for the diverse needs and capacities of all students, and it is a powerful way to
communicate high expectations. Leithwood (2021) identified high expectations as the
“most important” practice enacted by leaders who “significantly improved” student
outcomes in high-needs schools (p. 10). I will discuss this topic next.

Establish High Expectations for All Students and Staff

Effective educational leaders create schools in which there is continuous focus on
ensuring the academic success of every student. Today’s principals must foster a sense of
“collective relentlessness” (Johnson Jr. & Uline, 2005, p. 46) and a “collective
commitment” (Jean-Marie, 2008, p. 349) to ensure all students receive an education that
will lead to high levels of achievement. Equity-oriented leaders collaborate to provide
high-quality education for all students (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015) and work to restore
a culture of learning that is conducive to the success of all students (Murakami et al.,

2018).

122



In addition to establishing high expectations for students, effective leaders
promote high expectations for educators as well, supporting their role in helping students
meet those expectations. Bossert et al. (1982) postulated that effective leaders instill an
expectation for high achievement and monitor the teaching process to ensure the
curriculum implemented enhances student learning. Theoharis’s (2007) findings support
this claim, noting that five out of seven principals increased rigor and access to
educational opportunities by pushing teachers for higher expectations within the
curriculum.

It is the principals’ responsibility to challenge exclusionary practices of lowering
inter- and intra-classroom-based academic expectations (Khalifa, 2018). All principals in
Rivera-McCutchen’s (2014) study insisted teachers were “committed” (p. 755) to helping
their students be successful, supporting the notion that efficient equity-oriented leaders
hold staff accountable for providing equitable access to content and meeting the needs of
each student (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015). It is critical leaders create a shared sense of
purpose, including clear goals (Hallinger, 2005) and a vision and mission (Johnson Jr. &
Uline, 2005) that is explicitly focused on the success of every student. Rivera-McCutchen
(2014) observed that the principals spoke “passionately” (p. 758) about the need for high
academic expectations for students and worked to develop this mindset in their staff.

When principals restructure the school to establish clear and consistent procedures
and protocols for teacher responsibility for student learning, they develop a culture of
collective responsibility for student learning (Okilwa & Barnett, 2018). Establishing a
culture of shared responsibility instills an investment in learning for all students, not just

those in a teacher’s own classroom. This collective sense of responsibility is an
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instrumental practice in turning around low-performing schools (Okilwa & Barnett,
2018). This notion is supported by Theoharis’s (2010) study that found all principal
participants felt that raising student achievement, particularly the achievement of
traditionally marginalized students, needed to be “at the core” (p. 363) of making their
school more equitable and just. To create truly equitable schools, leaders need to be
effective in being “both instructional and equity-oriented leaders” (Brooks & Theoharis,
2012, p. 3). Supervising for improvement in equitable teaching and learning is a critical
skill for equity-oriented leaders in Title I school settings. Moreover, effective school
leaders implement policies and strategies that maintain student access to instruction and
prioritize learning (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015).

Brown (2006) asserted that in striving for equity and excellence, virtually all
students in social justice-led schools were learning at high academic levels. Furman
(2012) identified fostering a culture of high expectations for students and faculty as a key
principle of social justice leadership, supporting Okilwa and Barnett’s (2018) finding that
high expectations for teachers and students were the key to success, and Jean-Marie’s
(2008) observation that all participants in her study were committed to the educability of
all. The participants in Jean-Marie’s (2008) study “recogniz[ed] and embrac[ed]” the
diversity of their student body and promoted efforts through instructional leadership to
“build on the strength” of students’ diversity and commit to the “educability of all” (p.
345).

By considering diversity and equity to ensure each individual student is learning
to their maximum potential (Glimiis et al., 2022), transformative instructional leaders take

purposeful action to improve academic engagement and learning of students from
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disadvantaged backgrounds. Theoharis (2010) found that to challenge inequitable school
structures, principals increased student learning time for the most marginalized students.
Furthermore, the experiences of these principals led Theoharis (2010) to surmise that an
important aspect of socially just schools is a commitment to providing each child “the
right to the maximum amount” (p. 346) of instructional time.

Not only must leaders believe that every student can succeed, but they must also
nurture this disposition in others (Johnson Jr. & Uline, 2005) by modeling the pursuit of
equity and social justice (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015). When principals model the ideals
of providing equitable access and opportunities to learn, they are communicating
expectations around the behaviors of all teachers, staff, and students (Rivera-McCutchen,
2014). I will elaborate on the existing literature regarding principal modeling in the next
section.

Model Appropriate Behaviors and Actions

Several scholars have outlined the importance of principals leading by personal
example (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015; Santamaria, 2014; Shaked, 2020) and modeling
inclusionary behaviors and actions (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015; Khalifa, 2018; Khalifa
et al., 2016) to foster equitable learning environments. Summarizing findings from a
“wealth” of empirical studies regarding successful school leadership, Leithwood et al.
(2008) found that a foundational leadership practice of successful leaders is modeling
appropriate values and behaviors. Leithwood et al.’s (2008) overview of the literature did
not include their search methodology nor inclusion and exclusion criteria. However, the
researchers asserted the “strong claims” about successful school leadership find support

in varying amounts” of “robust empirical evidence” (Leithwood et al., 2008, p. 27).
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Equity-oriented leaders maintain high visibility (Hallinger, 2005; Khalifa, 2012),
model the school’s vision (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015), and emulate the school’s values
(Hallinger, 2005; Rivera-McCutchen, 2014) to support the development of responsive
school climates. Jean-Marie (2008) found that all principals in her study “clearly and
regularly” (p. 345) articulated their expectations, modeling and communicating their
equity-focused values in school and in the school’s community. Khalifa et al. (2016)
asserted principals must play a leading role in maintaining cultural responsiveness in their
schools, encouraging staff to be self-reflective and interrogate their assumptions about
race and culture and their impact in the classroom.

The body of literature on social justice leadership illuminates the importance of
discussing and addressing issues of race as pivotal for schools in diverse communities
(Rusch, 2004; Theoharis, 2010). To promote inclusive practices and maintain high
expectations for all students, it is critical for leaders to facilitate courageous
conversations (Khalifa et al., 2016; Theoharis, 2010) and democratic discourse (Jean-
Marie, 2008; Shields, 2018) that examines personal beliefs and experiences with race.
This notion aligns with Theoharis’s (2007) finding that all principals led their staff in an
examination of issues of race, existing injustice, and historical inequities. Theoharis
(2010) reported when principals model infusing race throughout their ongoing agendas
and discussions, a new level of racial understanding begins to develop amongst staff
members. Leading by example to meet unresolved educational needs requires leaders to
“purposely lead” to support the marginalized communities they serve (Santamaria, 2014,
p- 373). By examining their own and others’ underlying assumptions and biases to model

transparency and integrity (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015), principals emulate approaches
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to redress systemic inequities. When principals advocate for and engage with the
community, they gain increased trust and positive interactions between the school and
community (Khalifa, 2012; Santamaria, 2014). This notion was supported by Klar and
Brewer’s (2013) finding that principals in their study modeled appropriate practices and
demonstrated values that were familiar to their school communities as a strategy to
develop and inspire teachers, students, and local community members. Hallinger (2005)
concluded that effects on classroom instruction operate through the school’s culture and
by principal modeling, cementing the concept of modeling appropriate behaviors and
actions as a critical leadership practice to eliminate the opportunity gap.

Together, the five aforementioned leadership practices constitute the foundation
of my conceptual framework representing a transformative instructional leadership
approach to school principalship. The next section describes my conceptual framework in
greater detail.

Conceptual Framework

Oppressive models of school leadership lack contextual understanding, disregard
community voice, and maintain sole power to make decisions regarding curriculum and
school practices (Khalifa, 2018). It is increasingly important to prepare a generation of
school leaders who lead and act as advocates for economically disadvantaged and
minority communities, rather than leading to perpetuate the status quo. Effective leaders
respond to scenarios of prejudice, whereas leaders committed to equity and justice create
the necessary conditions to prevent them (Rivera-McCutchen, 2014). To carry out
equitable leadership practices, leadership must shift from efforts that manifest a deficit

mindset to an equity lens in which leaders act to address structural and systemic
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conditions that exacerbate social inequities (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017). Ensuring
schools are led by equity-oriented and effective leaders is a “critical tool” to improve
learning conditions and eliminate educational inequities (Liebowitz & Porter, 2019, p.
787).

Figure 2

Conceptual Framework

EQUITABLE LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES FOR

ECONOMICALLY
DISADVANTAGED AND
MINORITY YOUTH
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Overview

Brooks and Theoharis (2012) asserted school leaders play an “essential role” (p.
1) in establishing and maintaining high-quality education that serves all students well.
Further supporting this notion, Khalifa et al. (2016) postulated that principals can have a
“profoundly deep” (p. 1274) impact on teacher instruction and student learning and that
school leadership is “crucial” (p. 1273) to school reform. There is an increasing
recognition that the sociocultural, political, and economic contexts of schooling impacts
principal leadership (Bryk et al., 2010; Danley & Tillman, 2006; Shields, 2010; Su-Keene
& Labarta, 2024). Recent significant changes in a school’s context influenced by the
COVID-19 pandemic and higher demands set on principals in an era of standardized
testing and accountability have led to studies investigating the impact of a school’s
context on principals’ leadership practices (Diem et al., 2022; Hayes & Derrington, 2023;
Su-Keene & Labarta, 2024). However, this “critical aspect” (Klar & Brewer, 2013, p.
770) of school leadership requires further investigation, especially in high-poverty and
racially segregated (Borman & Dowling, 2010) contexts that can limit students’
educational opportunities and outcomes. Research has “only begun” (DeMatthews &
Mawhinney, 2014, p. 845) to uncover the challenges and conflicts school leaders are
confronted with in promoting a transformative instructional leadership approach that
promotes equitable access to learning opportunities for all students.

Jacobson et al. (2007) outlined three reasons to study school leadership during
this era of high-stakes accountability. First, there are increased demands to hold schools

accountable, and this responsibility falls to the principal. Second, these greater demands
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have come at a time of “increased environmental and organizational complexity”
(Jacobson et al., 2007, p. 292), further complicating the role of school principal. Lastly,
Jacobson et al. (2007) asserted there is a perception that high-quality leadership is in
short supply. This is important because high-quality leadership “appears to be especially
important” (Furman, 2012, p. 194) in schools serving a diverse and disadvantaged student
population (Hallinger, 2016; Okilwa & Barnett, 2018).

In this study, I investigated how principals leading Title I public elementary
schools address macro and meso barriers to equitable learning opportunities for
economically disadvantaged and minority youth. I employed a basic interpretive
qualitative design with 13 principals who led a Title I public elementary school. Data was
collected through a demographic survey and one 45- to 60-minute semi-structured
interview.

Research Questions

The primary research question guiding my inquiry was: How, if at all, do
principals leading Title I public elementary schools address macro and meso public
school system barriers to provide equitable learning opportunities for economically
disadvantaged and minority students?

Theoretical Framework

I integrated two leadership theories as the foundation of my forthcoming study:
instructional leadership and transformative leadership. Hallinger and Murphy (1985)
defined instructional leadership as school leadership intended to influence school and
classroom teaching, as well as learning processes, with the goal of improving learning for

all students. A “core assumption” (DeMatthews, 2015, p. 146) is that traditional effective
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leadership practices, such as instructional leadership, can be used to improve academic
achievement at a general level while failing to systematically address inequities. For this
reason, instructional leadership cannot stand alone in an equitable, inclusive, responsive,
and justice-focused leadership framework.

Transformative leadership theory is a critical leadership approach that focuses on
inclusion, equity, excellence, and social justice, building on leadership for social justice
and culturally relevant leadership (Shields & Hesbol, 2020). It is an antiracist approach to
leadership that emphasizes the need for education to focus on both academic excellence
and social transformation (Makaiau et al., 2023; Shields, 2011a). To be truly
transformative, the processes of leadership must be linked to the ends of equity,
inclusion, and social justice (Shields, 2011a).

Research Design
Methodological Foundation

My study followed a basic interpretive qualitative design with 13 school
principals as the units of analysis. Khalke (2014) noted this approach seeks to understand
how people interpret, construct, or make meaning from their world and experiences, and
the aim is to develop a rich description of the phenomenon under investigation (Lim,
2011). An interpretive approach provides descriptions of experiences and perceptions
(Sandelowski, 2010), while also recognizing the subjective nature of the problem and the
different experiences participants have with the phenomenon under investigation
(Bradshaw et al., 2017). Data was collected from January 2025 to March 2025.

Epistemology
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A basic interpretive qualitative design is best aligned with philosophical
perspectives that represent the view that reality exists within various contexts, and
therefore, reality is multiple and subjective (Doyle et al., 2019). My study followed a
constructivist epistemology that recognizes multiple realities can be constructed through
our lived experiences, which focuses my inquiry on the realities and lived experiences for
both principals and their student body. Additionally, a constructivist approach recognizes
that meaning and truth are developed and shared within a social context, supporting the
notion that students’ social and cultural contexts affect the opportunities they receive in
school, and leaders must take these lived experiences and contexts into consideration.
Qualitative researchers use constructivism to attempt to understand the participants’
context (Creswell, 2017), which centered my focus on understanding how leaders adapt
their leadership approaches to meet the needs of their students and school community.
Research Procedures
Sampling

I conducted purposeful sampling to select 13 Title I public elementary principals.
Doyle et al. (2019) asserted the gold standard for sample size in qualitative research is
data saturation, and pre-determining the sample size prior to data collection may stifle the
analytic process. As defined in my key terms, Title I schools are schools that receive Title
I Schoolwide Program funds. To be eligible, schools must serve “an eligible student
attendance area in which not less than 40 percent of the children are from low-income
families” (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Sec. 1008). Tables 7 and 8§ provide

additional Title I school data across the U.S.
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Each participant met the following criteria: (1) be a principal at a public
elementary school that receives Title I Schoolwide program funds; (2) lead a student
body that is majority minority (greater than 50% of the student population identifies as
Black and/or Hispanic/Latino); and (3) be, at a minimum, in their third consecutive year
as principal of their school site. Purposeful sampling was used to select participants who
have knowledge and experience of the phenomenon being studied (Doyle et al., 2019).

To gain a diverse sample of participants, I recruited individuals across the United
States via institutional networks, professional organizations, and social media. I reached
out via email to individuals and posted a recruitment invitation on LinkedIn with a brief
description of my study and a link to a Qualtrics survey (see Appendix C for recruitment
flyer). This Qualtrics survey included a demographic questionnaire to gather information
regarding the participants’ name, race, gender, current position and school site location,
years of experience in education, and years of experience in current role. This served as a
screening tool to ensure the participant meets all criteria. Once participants were selected,

I followed up with a more detailed invitation that included the informed consent form.
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Table 7

Number of U.S. Public Elementary and Secondary Schools by Title I Status

School Total Number Total Title I Title I Percentage of
Year  of Traditional Number of Targeted Schoolwide  Public Schools
Public Title I Assistance Programs Qualifying for
Schools Eligible Programs Title I Services
Schools® (TAP)
| | | | | |
2018- 90,019 70,440 14,236 56,204 78.2%
2019
2019- 89,842 70,386 12,646 57,740 78.3%
2020
2020- 89,906 58,974 9,804 49,170 65.6%
2021
2021- 90,514 62,677 10,794 51,883 69.2%
2022b
2022- 90,604 ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢
2023
* Number of Title I eligible schools includes those with and without schoolwide Title I
programs.

b Title I school participation data missing from California

¢Data not yet released

Note: Data from U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
Common Core of Data (CCD), "Public Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey",
2018-2023.
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Table 8

Number of U.S. Public Elementary School (K-5) Students Receiving Title I Services

School Total K-5 Students Students Percentage of K-5
Year  Public School Receiving Receiving Title I Public School
Enrollment®  Schoolwide Title Targeted Students Receiving
I Services Assistance Title I Services
Services
| | | | |
2018- 22,338,000 14,180,806 504,518 65.7%
2019
2019- 22,194,000 13,881,775 479,636 64.7%
2020
2020- 21,234,000 13,463,016 429,764 65.4%
2021
2021- 21,235,000 13,665,102 634,774 67.3%
2022
2022- 21,334,000 b b b
2023

* Original data source rounded the total number of students enrolled in K-5.
® Data not yet released.
Note: Data from U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
Common Core of Data (CCD), "State Nonfiscal Survey of Public Elementary and
Secondary Education," 2018-2024; and U.S. Department of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics, Statistics of Public Elementary and Secondary School Systems,
1980-81; Common Core of Data (CCD), "State Nonfiscal Survey of Public
Elementary/Secondary Education," 1985-86 through 2022-23.
Data Collection

Prior to beginning the data collection process, I conducted a pilot interview with a
principal who met the study’s criteria to test and revise my interview protocol. This pilot
interview provided me an opportunity to adjust any interview questions that did not lead
to in-depth descriptions and data that answered my research question. This exploratory

process also allowed me to practice effectively engaging with participants in the role of

interviewer.
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I collected data through one 45- to 60-minute semi-structured interview with each
principal participant. Interviews were conducted on Zoom. I designed an interview
protocol based on my research question to gain in-depth insights into how principals
address barriers to equitable education. Furthermore, participant interviews shed light on
instructional leadership and transformative leadership approaches that support equitable
learning opportunities. I began the interviews with introductory questions regarding the
participants’ career in education, their journey to their current role, and what educational
equity and access mean to them. Then, I inquired about their school’s context, including
demographics of the student body and barriers perceived to impact student access to
equitable, enriching learning experiences. I followed up with questions regarding
instructional leadership and transformative leadership practices, with the aim of
collecting data regarding specific practices which fall under these theoretical frameworks
and promote equitable learning. I concluded each interview with an opportunity for the
participant to add any additional information they want to share.

All interviews were recorded via Zoom software and were manually transcribed
within seven days of the interview. Once transcription was complete, I reviewed the
transcript for accuracy and sent the transcript to the participant for a member check.
Analytic Memos

In qualitative data, the interplay between researcher and data is crucial to
developing knowledge that reflects the complexities of the human experience (Birks et
al., 2008). I employed analytic memoing to document my process of inquiry, coding
processes, and emergent patterns and themes stemming from the data. I reflected on and

wrote about the participants’ actions, my coding choices, emergent patterns and themes,
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as well as interactions amongst my codes. Birks et al. (2008) argued that memoing allows
a qualitative researcher to engage with their research to a greater degree by articulating,
exploring, and challenging data interpretations. The goal of memoing is not just to
summarize the data, but reflect and expound on data points (Saldafa, 2021).

Memos are a snapshot of thought processes at any given time in the research
process (Birks et al., 2008). Through analytic memos, I was able to preserve ideas and
thoughts that may initially seem inconsequential but later proved significant. By building
a stronger relationship with my data through memoing, I had a better understanding of
what the data was saying, leading to stronger data interpretation. Memoing allowed me to
explore the various pathways along which the data may lead, while permitting me to stay
true to the data (Birks et al., 2008).

Data Analysis

Maxwell (2013) stated coding is a typical categorizing strategy in qualitative
research. I began with open coding, which allowed me to break down qualitative data into
discrete parts, while remaining open to all possible theoretical directions suggested by the
interpretation of data. This process allowed me to get a clearer picture of the data before
breaking it down into meaningful chunks. During this initial coding phase, I also used in
vivo coding for interview transcripts to create codes from the participants’ own language.
Saldafia (2021) asserted in vivo coding uses verbatim terms and concepts gleaned from
participants to capture inherent meanings. During this phase, I began to create categories
of connected codes. For the second cycle coding, I employed axial coding. Through axial
coding, I reassembled segmented data, linking categories with subcategories, removing

duplicative codes, and determined which codes were the most dominant and
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representative of the data. This final phase of coding illuminated my themes and sub-
themes.
Data Validation

Creswell and Poth (2017) recommended qualitative researchers engage in at least
two validation strategies, and I employed two tactics to enhance data validation and
trustworthiness. From a researcher’s lens, I journaled often to keep my biases, values, and
perspectives in check. When I felt a personal connection to a remark made by a
participant during the interview, I wrote about how that connection could skew or
influence how I interpret the data. The second validation strategy prioritized the views of
the participants. Participants play a “critical role” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 261) in
judging the accuracy of data analysis, therefore I employed member checking to solicit
participants’ views of the credibility of the findings and my interpretations. Salient
themes, interpretations, and conclusions were also shared with participants for their
input.
Subjectivity Statement

As a White identifying woman, I recognize the immense privileges I had growing
up in an upper-middle class family, privileges that continue to shape my life and the
opportunities I am afforded due to my high level of academic attainment. I was fortunate
to have access to quality education, enriching resources, and strong support systems that
fostered my success. This awareness is the driving force behind my commitment to
addressing the disparities that exist within our public educational system.

Throughout my nine years as a public elementary teacher, six of which were spent

in urban, Title I schools, I witnessed the stark realities faced by my economically
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disadvantaged and minority students. In my classrooms where 100% of students qualified
for free or reduced lunch and over 95% identified as minorities, I observed the systemic
barriers that impacted their access to equitable learning opportunities. Many of my
students showed up on the first day of school without basic supplies — no backpacks,
pencils, notebooks, and sometimes even lacking clean clothes. The school’s physical
environment further exacerbated these inequities. Often, there were not enough desks or
chairs, forcing students to sit at a lopsided desk or in a wobbly chair. Classroom water
fountains were infested with ants, and sink faucets were for handwashing only due to
possible contamination of lead in the pipes. Learning opportunities were often interrupted
by shelter-in-place and lockdown protocols due to violence in the community or intruders
on school campus.

My experiences as a student and teacher in U.S. public schools continue to
cultivate my passion for working towards educational equity. My inclusive values, which
I have held since childhood, are the driving force in my work to eliminate the opportunity
gap. As an educator, I became more aware of how societal structures perpetuate
disparities in education, and this awareness led me to transition from the classroom to my
role as a doctoral candidate and researcher. Despite my role changing, my focus remains
steadfast — contributing to a transformative educational landscape that ensures all
students, regardless of their backgrounds, have access to the learning opportunities and
resources they deserve. This research is deeply personal; it is rooted in the lived
experiences of my former students. It is not just about academic achievement; it is about

justice, equity, and creating a future where every student has the opportunity to succeed.
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Human Participants and Ethical Considerations

While no potential risks are likely for those who participated in this study, I
attempted to minimize any potential risks to confidentiality, the only perceived risk. All
participants and school sites were given pseudonyms, and the geographic location of the
school district was intentionally generic. Prior to participating, I shared the purpose of my
study and gained informed consent from each participant. Participants in the study were
encouraged not to refer to other district employees by name. Lastly, study participants

had the option to remove themselves from the study at any time.
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Chapter 4: Results
Overview

In a speech to be given the day of his death, John F. Kennedy was to declare that
“leadership and learning are indispensable to each other” (Kennedy, 1963). After
analyzing two decades of research, Gissom et al. (2021) found that principals have
“substantively important” (p. xviii) effects that go beyond student achievement. Though
many researchers (Brooks & Theoharis, 2012; Cambron-McCabe, 2006; Furman, 2012;
Leithwood et al., 2005; Liebowitz & Porter, 2019) agree with Gissom et al.’s (2021)
findings, the research is less clear on leadership styles and approaches that lead to the
highest student achievement gains. Bogotch (2002) asserted that educational leadership
cannot be one design or one approach to the exclusion of others. Supporting this notion,
Oner et al.’s (2024) research highlighted the necessity for school leaders to embody
various leadership styles to meet the needs of students and the school.

Barnett and Stevenson (2016) claimed there are nuanced ways in which contexts
shape the experiences and practices of school leaders. Similarly, Okilwa and Barnett
(2018) asserted that school leaders must be cognizant of, and work in concert with the
school community. Moreover, Hallinger (2016) stated that school leaders need to adapt
their leadership to the needs, opportunities, and barriers within their school contexts.
These assertions are supported by DeMatthews’s (2015) statement that school leadership
is contextual without a predictable or fixed meaning outside of a particular school
community. Despite these statements highlighting the contextual influences on school

leadership, the literature does not explicate exactly how context influences leadership,
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nor how principals should adapt their practices to support the contextual needs of their
school community.

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate how, if at all, school
leaders address barriers to equitable learning opportunities, and to determine contextually
based practices leaders implement to promote equity and access within their schools and
communities. The research question this study sought to answer was: How, if at all, do
principals leading Title I elementary schools address macro and meso public school
system barriers to provide equitable learning opportunities for economically
disadvantaged and minority students?

This chapter presents the results of this basic qualitative interpretive study. It
begins with an overview of each of the 13 participants in this study. Then, the findings
are organized into three major themes: (1) Barriers to equitable learning opportunities; (2)
Leadership traits and approaches; and (3) Solutions to barriers.

Participant Profiles

This section introduces each of the 13 participants in this study. It begins with a
table sharing participants’ demographic information. This information was collected
through the demographic in-take survey, as well as through the semi-structured interview
process. Following this table, I introduce each participant, briefly describing their career

path and their motivation to work as a principal at a Title I elementary school.
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Table 9

Participant Demographic Information

Pseudonym Years Age  Gender Race/ % FRL % Black/African School School
in Range Ethnicity students American and Geographical Geographic
Role Hispanic/Latino Designation Region
students
| | | | | |
Trinity 12 45-54  Female Black / African 84% 63% Urban Northeast
American
Nick 6 35-44 Male Black / African 100% 70% Urban Northeast
American
Brandi 9 45-54  Female White 91% 87% Urban Northeast
Ashley 4 35-44  Female Hispanic / 90% 98% Urban Northeast
Latino
Naomi 3 45-54 Female Black/ African 60% 60% Urban Mid-Atlantic
American
Mia 14 55-64  Female Hispanic / 60% 51% Urban Mid-Atlantic
Latino
Alex 7 45-54 Male Hispanic / 62% 80% Urban Northeast
Latino
American
Indian / Alaska
Native
Briana 5 45-54 Female Black/ African 72% 72% Urban West
American
John 8 35-44 Male White 80% 66% Suburban  Mid-Atlantic
Braden 3 35-44 Male Black / African 78% 90% Urban Mid-Atlantic
American
Michelle 14 45-54  Female White 80% 76% Urban West
Megan 6 35-44  Female White 76% 69% Suburban South
Julie 8 55-64  Female Hispanic / 56% 70% Urban West
Latino
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Trinity

Trinity began her career as a Kinship Care worker for a foster care agency. She
shared a story about a third-grade child she worked with who always asked her to read to
him. She remembered trying to take turns reading with the child, but he did not know
how to read. She could not understand why a child in third grade did not know how to
read, and that was her motivation to transition into education. She began teaching third
grade, and after five years in the classroom, she became a literacy coach before
participating in her district’s emerging leaders’ program. In this role, she had the
opportunity to work with teachers and data to support teachers’ instructional practices.
Then, she joined an aspiring principals’ program in her district and became a resident
principal for one year under another principal before becoming the principal at the school
where she currently works. Trinity’s goal “has always been to show [parents and
students] what ‘better’ actually is.”
Nick

Nick always knew he was going to be an educator. He remembered helping his
mom set up her classroom every summer and attributed his love and joy of education to
his mom’s career. He started as a Pre-K teacher and then moved into kindergarten. He
also taught first and third grade before transitioning out of the classroom and into a
literacy coach role. Then, he became a director of early literacy before becoming a
professional learning specialist where he coached principals. He did that work for a
couple of years before becoming the principal at his current school. Nick said he leads his
school with his past experiences from childhood and from his experiences as a teacher.

Brandi
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Brandi spent the first twelve years of her career teaching in a Title I school where
most of her students did not have English as their first language. She said this experience
led her to feel invested, referring to her work with that specific student population as a
“calling.” During her teaching journey, she was approached by a school leader who
suggested she move into a leadership role. Despite being happy in the classroom, Brandi
took the leap to administration knowing that she could affect more than just the small
number of students in her classroom. She was an assistant principal for nine years at a
very large middle school before switching to a principal role at a large elementary school,
where she currently serves. She recognizes that her “actions impact [her] immediate
surroundings,” and she hopes that her work encourages the next generation to make an
impact in their own communities. Brandi said she would not change a thing about her
career, and she hopes to stay in this role until she retires.

Ashley

Growing up, Ashley always gravitated towards careers of service. She began her
career in education in the same neighborhood where she grew up because she did not
have a lot of teachers who looked like her, nor reflected her culture and background. She
worked for the state’s Department of Education for three years before transitioning into a
role at a charter school as the coordinator of activities and a senior advisor. She worked
in that role for 11 years before getting her administrative license. She was an assistant
principal at the same charter school for five years before moving into the role of principal
at the largest public elementary school in her district, where she continues to lead. Ashley

said she always tries to challenge herself, which is why she took on the principal role of a

145



school with just under 1,500 students during the COVID-19 pandemic in November
2020.
Naomi

Naomi began her career as a special education teacher. She felt there was more
she could do to support children, which encouraged her to move into an administrative
role. She was an assistant principal and intersession coordinator for five years before
becoming the principal at the same school. During the time of our interview, Naomi was
preparing to interview for a principal position at a school in her district that was under
federal review. She was selected for the role and accepted the new position. The school
district’s news release identified Naomi as a transformative leader who has a deep
commitment to student success.
Mia

Mia began her career in international schools as an English as a Second Language
teacher at the elementary level. She moved to a suburban public school district where she
was a classroom teacher before transitioning into an instructional coach position. Mia
said it was the training she received as an instructional coach that led her down the path
towards administration. Through the district’s partnership with a local university, Mia got
her school leadership certification. She was an assistant principal at two schools in the
county for a total of three years before moving into her principal position at her current
elementary school, where she has been for 14 years. Mia believes that education can be
transformational not only for students, but for their families as well.

Alex
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Alex began his teaching career with Teach for America as a kindergarten teacher
for an English as a Second Language classroom. He left the program midway through but
continued teaching at the same elementary school where he was assigned. After two years
at that school, Alex moved back to his home city where he helped open a private school
and was a teacher of a variety of grades. He also taught at two independent charter
schools before transitioning into administration. As an administrator, Alex was an
instructional coach and assistant principal before becoming a principal. Alex’s hope is
“that the change that [he is] contributing to continues to deepen and grow and create
resistance and destruct a lot of the marginalizing and oppressive and dispossessing
systems.”

Briana

Briana always knew she wanted to be a teacher. Her stepfather was an educator
for 45 years and he was her role model and inspiration to become an educator. She started
as a high school business teacher and thought that is where she would stay her entire
career, but she took some elementary courses while receiving her Master’s degree, and
she never looked back. She started as an elementary paraprofessional and then became a
Sth grade teacher for 17 years. Her school district has a role of senior team lead where
educators teach for half of the day and coach teachers the other half of the day. She did
this for one year before becoming an assistant principal. After two years in that role, she
moved into the principal position where she has been the past five years. She has worked
at her current school for 25 years. Briana said she is an educator at heart and always will
be.

John
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John grew up in a very White community and did not experience a lot of diversity
until he went to college. He said he was bitten by the “man, this is so neat” feeling of
having a diverse group of friends, and this experience helped shape who he is now. John
spent nine years teaching at a “very privileged” public elementary school before leaving
to work at a Title I school. He said that in this new role, he left work every day feeling
like he made a difference, and he has worked in Title I schools ever since. He became an
assistant principal and worked in that role for six years before being promoted to
principal at another school in his district. John spent four years at that school before
transitioning into his role of principal at his current school, where he has been for four
years. John hopes he is at his school or a school like his for the rest of his career.
Braden

Braden’s influences in education come from his mom and his aunts, all of whom
were teachers and school administrators. Braden also mentioned his third-grade teacher
who had an “everlasting impact” on him by helping him learn how to grapple and
productively struggle with different challenges. Braden began teaching as a physical
education teacher before moving into an assistant principal position. He was an assistant
principal for four years before being promoted to principal at the same school. Braden
shared that his specific schooling experiences have allowed him to be a champion of
change, and he chooses to work in his community because there is a need, and he knows
that he can make an impact by being at his school.

Michelle
Michelle has spent her entire 30-year career in bilingual Title I schools, starting as

a music teacher for twelve years at an urban elementary school. Then, she transitioned
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into an administrative role and became an assistant principal for three years in the same
urban district before moving to a nearby suburb and into the principal role at the
elementary school she attended as a child. Michelle has a love for bilingual education and
is grateful that her school community elevates the social justice needs of her students and
families.
Megan

Megan has spent her entire career in Title I schools in a handful of school districts
in one southern U.S. state. She began as a third-grade teacher before moving to
kindergarten. She taught kindergarten at two Title I elementary schools before moving to
an assistant principal role at another Title I school. After that, she was an instructional
coach and worked with curriculum in K-2 schools in that same district for one year. She
went back into an assistant principal position before becoming the principal at her current
school site, where she has been in her role for six years. Speaking about working in Title
I schools, Megan said “it definitely takes a heart and once you get in and start making
those connections, you realize you love it.”
Julie

Julie’s career in education began 33 years ago as a college admissions counselor.
She held this position at two private universities before transitioning to K-12 schools.
Julie was an Interventionist Specialist and worked specifically with gang-identified
youth. She worked in this capacity for nine years before becoming a school counselor.
After this role, she became the Equity and Diversity Coordinator for her district, the first

role of its kind. Then, she was a middle school assistant principal for eight years before
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moving to the bilingual elementary school where she currently serves. Julie is in her
eighth year as principal and will retire at the end of the 2024-2025 school year.
Thematic Findings

I will present the findings from the study in the remainder of this chapter. I
organized the data into three major themes: (1) Barriers to equitable learning
opportunities; (2) Leadership identity, approaches, and practices; and (3) Solutions to
barriers. For each theme, I will explain the process of theme development, as well as how
each theme relates to my research question and conceptual framework. First, I will
explain my coding process and how those codes led to the development of the three
major themes.

Corbin and Strauss (2015) asserted that data analysis is like “mining” (p. 105) the
data and digging beneath the surface to discover hidden treasures contained within. Three
types of coding were utilized to delineate concepts to represent interpreted meaning of
the data. First, I conducted initial, or open coding. During this open-ended process, |
broke down the data into manageable pieces, as recommended by Corbin and Strauss
(2015), to conceptualize the data. This process created 87 original codes. Concurrently, I
also employed In Vivo coding to prioritize and honor the participant’s voice (Saldafia,
2021). During this process, I used terms and concepts drawn from the words of the
participants to develop initial codes. Then, I reviewed the code list to inventory the
contents and discern any patterns or duplicate codes. This process narrowed my
codebook to 71 codes.

In the second cycle of coding, I conducted axial coding to extend the analytic

work from initial and In Vivo coding. Saldafia (2021) identified the goal of axial coding
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is to strategically reassemble data that was divided during the initial coding process.

Described by Corbin and Strauss (2015) as a “dynamic process” (p. 175), I expanded and

contracted codes as guided by the data, ultimately reducing the number of codes to 66

and creating 12 categories of codes. Using these 12 code categories, I further condensed

my data into three major themes. Table 10 provides an overview of the categories and

themes developed from the data. Appendix B further illuminates how I narrowed codes

into categories, themes, and sub-themes.

Table 10

Categories, Themes and Sub-themes from Data Analysis

Categories Themes Sub-themes
| 1
e Barriers Theme 1: e Poverty
Barriers to e Macro Political
Equitable Climate
Learning e Lack of Parent
Opportunities Support
e Student Readiness
e Leadership (general) Theme 2: e Leadership Identity
e [Instructional Leadership Leadership Development
e Transformative Leadership Identity, e Leadership
° Leading Teaching and Appl’oaCheS, Conceptualization of
Learning and Practices Equity and Access
e Instruction e The Instructional
e Lived and Observed Leader
Experiences e The Transformative
Leader
e Solutions to Barriers Theme 3: e School-Based
e Promote Equity and Access Solutions to e The Whole Child
e Teachers and Staff Barriers
e Students

Social Justice
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Theme 1: Barriers to Equitable Learning Opportunities

Barriers to equitable learning opportunities exist within the educational and
societal institutions we learn and live in. Specifically for economically disadvantaged and
minority students, these barriers can become roadblocks and impede access to an
equitable education. Throughout participant interviews, principals identified specific
barriers their students, families, and school community face. Though participants
identified close to two dozen barriers, there were four primary ones that emerged. The
four barriers I chose to illuminate were identified by principals most frequently, and the
significance of their impact stood out above the rest.

I will begin this section discussing poverty and the host of barriers associated with
living in poverty. Then, I will transition into the impact of the current macro political
climate of the United States. Following that, I will discuss how the lack of parent
engagement affects student learning, before concluding with the influence of student
readiness on their academic success.

Poverty

Living in poverty affects many aspects of daily life, including a child’s readiness
to learn. Trinity shared that due to the high poverty rates in her school community, there
are “so many other factors that you have to contend with just to get [students] ready to
learn.” When asked about the impacts of poverty on students, Megan said it is “not
necessarily just the poverty, but all of the things that come with that.” Mia explained that
“poverty infringes” on a child’s life. She went on further to say, “When socioeconomic
status impacts your life that way, that has an impact on students that’s hard to ignore

because you see them not being as available for learning.” Trinity, Megan, and Julie all
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shared that poverty also leads to a lack of exposure to life experiences. Brandi stated that
her students do not have opportunities all the time which “sets [her] students out of step
compared to more privileged students.”

There is uncertainty at home for many children living in poverty. Michelle said
her students experience “a lot of instability and violence” at home. Elaborating on the
impact of difficult experiences at home, Nick said when “home life is not really where
[students] need to be, it’s hard for them to focus on their instructional learning.” Briana,
Brandi, and Ashley all discussed how their students’ unfulfilled basic needs affect their
ability to learn. Briana said that students’ “basic needs need to be met before we can
educate them.” Brandi articulated this sentiment differently, stating you “can’t have
Bloom’s until you have Maslow’s.” Brandi was referring to Bloom’s Taxonomy, a
hierarchical framework for categorizing educational learning objectives, and Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs, a psychology theory that asserts humans are motivated by a series of
needs. In her statement, Brandi asserted that as educators, we must focus on first
fulfilling students’ basic needs before we can engage them in higher-order thinking.

Resource insecurities at home also impact how students show up to school each
day. Brandi said, “There are children that come in hungry.” She added, “Their only warm
meal a day, sometimes, is from us.” Trinity acknowledged resource insecurities at home
are “competing priorities in families’ minds.” For example, Trinity said her students and
their families are “worried about where [their] next meal is coming from” and whether
they will be able to pay rent. Four principals discussed the impact of rent and housing
instability on students and their families. Ashley specifically identified “families having

issues with housing, being in shelters, and being doubled up” with other families in a
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small apartment. Brandi and Michelle shared that many of their families do not have
enough clothing, nor have access to washers and dryers. John, Michelle, and Julie all
discussed the impact of lack of transportation on their families. Some districts do not
have school buses and students must rely on long journeys on public transportation. Other
districts have buses, but if a child misses the bus, the parents do not have a way to bring
their child to school. The lack of these basic needs, such as access to food and a car for
transportation primarily negatively impact economically disadvantaged and minority
students.

For students and families who live in poverty and identify as a minority, the
current political climate in the United States can lead to fear and distrust. Next, I will
address the impacts of Donald Trump’s second presidential administration and its
executive orders on economically disadvantaged and minority students.

Macro Political Climate

Power and decision making at the district, state, and federal levels impact
students’ readiness to learn, as well as their access to learning opportunities in the
classroom. Every principal in this study addressed at least one macro political issue
affecting their students, families, and school community. When discussing the barriers his
students face, Braden said it is not just the number of barriers, but “the politics behind it.”
He further went on to highlight that “not all policies are rooted in equity and access.”

Participant interviews were conducted in the first eight weeks of Donald Trump’s
second presidential term. Eight principals described the fear of deportation as a barrier
their students face. Nick said the “most salient barrier is families living in fear of

deportation.” Furthermore, Mia said that if a parent is “concerned, worried, and [doesn’t]
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feel safe, children will feel that something is not right.” Alex also shared that “kids whose
grownups are in fear of deportation” are nervous, and even students who are “not directly
impacted but their friends are” are also worried. Adding onto the burdens of living in
poverty and the competing priorities Trinity acknowledged, she said, “And now, for our
Hispanic families, [are we] going to be here tomorrow?” Michelle said, “It’s only a
matter of time before [ICE] approaches our [school]” and this has brought “a lot of fear
and anger to our community.” In addition to the fear and anxiety President Trump’s
executive orders have brought to these school communities, Braden and John also noted
the impact of Trump’s presidency on student attendance. While Braden shared his school
struggles with attendance throughout the school year, he specifically noted “especially
with the new administration right now, attendance has shifted.” Parents are fearful of
bringing their children to school after President Trump rescinded a Biden-era policy that
protected schools from immigration enforcement, giving Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE) officers “unbridled power to take enforcement action” (National
Immigration Law Center, 2025) on school campuses.

In addition to being fearful of the current political climate, economically
disadvantaged and minority students and their families face systemic challenges just to
make ends meet. When discussing these challenges, John said, “I think [it’s] everything
from systemic racism to understanding how things work.” He further discussed how as a
society, “We don’t do a good job of walking kids and families through the process [to
help] them get out of the hole they’re in.” Nick emphasized “paying attention to
systemically what’s been happening in our country... and how that continues to inform

the day-to-day stuff that happens in schools, our neighborhood, and in our city.”
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At times, these systemic challenges impact how much parents can engage in their
child’s education because they are focused on seeking and providing basic needs. I
discuss the impact of low parental involvement and the lack of parent engagement next.
Parent Engagement

Parents, guardians, and families are important stakeholders in a child’s academic
journey. Julie referred to parents as “the first educator; a child’s first teacher.” Trinity
emphasized, “There’s a reason why there is a home-school connection.” Eleven
principals identified the lack of parent engagement as a barrier to their child’s learning.
However, all were quick to address the assumption that parents do not care, instead
acknowledging the competing priorities parents and families face. As Ashley said, “It’s
not that they’re not trying to help their own child, they’re busy surviving.” If a parent
does not show up to a school event, Brandi said it is because “they’re deciding between
[that] and making money that’s going to help them pay the rent.” Additionally, six
principals attributed parents’ illiteracy as a contributor to their lack of engagement. Alex
said some parents have “confided in us that they are not literate. They do not know how
to read or write in any language.” Whether they are illiterate in English and/or their
native language, some parents do not have the language resources to support their child’s
education. This language barrier can also lead to a lack of understanding of the systems
and processes within the public school system.

Specifically, five principals pointed to parents’ lack of understanding the school
system as another contributor to their lack of engagement. Mia said it makes it harder for
families who do not understand the “processes and structures that exist within our school

system.” John also said that “understanding the systems, understanding how things work”
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is a barrier for parent engagement. Julie concluded that parents “don’t have the resources
or the knowledge of what needs to happen” to support their child’s education. On the
other hand, Trinity attributed parents’ negative experiences with their own education as a
contributing factor. She said, “They did not have good educational experiences, and
they’re taking that and shaping their view that this is how all schools are.” Briana echoed
this sentiment stating, “Not everyone has had a positive experience with school.” The
lack of understanding and valuing the school system can also lead to poor student
attendance.

Four principals shared that chronic absenteeism affects their students’ learning.
Naomi said, “Chronic absenteeism is a huge disconnect for us.” Trinity shared that out of
her five Pre-K classes, 59% of students are chronically absent. She believes one reason
for this high percentage is “[parents] think of Pre-K still as daycare and not preparation
for kindergarten.” John similarly noted that “a lot of our parents who are not sending their
kids to school don’t value education.” He further shared, “We have a pocket of our
population [that] doesn’t send kids to school and they’re missing 40 to 50 days of school
a year. And so, I think a value of education and the importance of being in school is a
barrier.” John and his staff “try to remove barriers and be a teammate in their child’s
education” despite getting frustrated with parents who “don’t send [their child] to school
and make excuses that we pretty much know are not true for why they’re not sending
their kid to school.”

Furthermore, seven principals shared parents are apprehensive about coming to
school. Megan said, “Parents come in with the idea that we’re attacking them or that we

are against them.” Julie thought parents feel schools are “intimidating” and “lots of times
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they just don’t engage in a school.” Brandi said she explicitly tells parents, “This is not a
place to hurt you, this is a place to help you as well as your child.” When asked about
parents’ fear of schools, Trinity said she approaches parents and says, “Let me debunk
that myth for you. This is why we are here, and this is what we are about.” When parents
do not feel safe at their child’s school or feel insecure in the school community, this can
lead to disengagement from their child’s education, fracturing the connection with a
critical stakeholder in a student’s education.

Children who live in disadvantaged and disenfranchised communities face
obstacles to learning experiences prior to entering kindergarten. These gaps in learning
opportunities can lead to students entering school “already behind” as several principals
noted. Next, I will discuss student readiness as a barrier to equitable learning
opportunities.

Student Readiness

There are many factors that impact students’ ability to learn and thrive in the
classroom. When discussing whether her students come prepared for their first day of
school, Mia said some do not, further stating “the things that get in the way of student
learning, that manifests.” A students’ home life can impact how they show up to school
each day, and as Mia noted, these life circumstances can snowball and intensify negative
influences on academic attainment. Four principals explicitly identified the impact
trauma has on a child’s readiness to learn. Naomi remarked that “trauma is a big deal.”
When discussing the impact of trauma, Megan said, “We see behavioral impacts, we see
socioemotional impacts, and of course academic impacts.” Julie discussed the “tragic

kinds of things” her students have faced, such as the death of a parent and experiencing a
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sibling’s overdose. In addition to traumas faced in the United States, five principals also
addressed the additional traumas faced by newcomers who recently immigrated to the
U.S. Michelle mentioned transitions under distress were impacting her students.
Furthermore, Naomi shared that many of the recent Afghan refugees who arrived at her
school were separated from their families and arrived in the U.S. without their

parents. Children who are exposed to trauma carry the effects with them, or as Michelle
said, “Your body keeps the score.”

Five principals mentioned that students come into their schools already at a
deficit. There are several reasons why students may enroll in school already behind. Six
principals identified the lack of foundational skills as a significant impact to student
readiness. Trinity said, “Students were coming here in third, fourth, and fifth grade not
having the concepts of letters and numbers.” Some of Michelle’s students are “coming
multiple years behind” and Megan similarly stated, “The lack of background
knowledge... [students] come in behind already.” Braden referenced the COVID-19
pandemic as an impact on the “large learning gaps” and lack of foundational skills many
of his students have.

Nick stated, “Statistics let us know that kids in an urban environment, especially
our Black and brown students, are already academically behind.” Megan attributed this
gap to the “lack of school exposure before [students] get to kindergarten.” Whether they
are Students with Interrupted Formal Education (SIFE) or show up in kindergarten after
having been at home with a family member or babysitter for the first five years of their

life, many economically disadvantaged and minority students face barriers “before they

159



even get to us,” as Ashley shared. Brandi explained that her students enter school with
learning gaps because “most kids are surviving, not thriving.”
Summary

When discussing the barriers his students face, John said, “None of these are the
kids’ fault.” Ashley discussed strategies to eliminate learning barriers, but she also noted
that “we’re not going to have gains in fixing them until we fix a lot of the systemic issues
that the students face.” Structural racism reinforces discrimination through systems of
housing, education, employment and health care. Students and families who identify as a
racial/ethnic minority and live below the federal poverty line face barriers when it comes
to access to nutritious food, stable housing, job opportunities, and a fair education. The
barriers to equitable learning opportunities that exist within the education system as well
as in societal institutions influence how students show up to school each day, the amount
of support parents and families can provide their children, and how principals lead their
schools to serve the needs of their student body.

Ashley postulated it is the “systemic issues that are beyond student control and
our control that impact our work the most.” Despite most educational barriers being
outside of a school principal’s control, participants in this study recognized a critical part
of their role is to “bring down,” “break down,” and “eliminate” barriers for their students.
In the next section, I discuss salient leadership traits and approaches the principals in this
study embody to establish equity and access in their schools.

Theme 2: Leadership Ildentity, Approaches, and Practices
The thirteen principals who participated in this study work in a variety of school

districts across the U.S. Some work in large, urban cities while others work in suburban
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areas outside of a major metropolitan area. Though all principals lead a Title I school
with a majority minority student population, there are differences amongst the level of
poverty and the racial, ethnic, and cultural makeup of their schools. Despite these
contextual differences, principal participants shared common leadership approaches and
practices that address learning barriers and support the needs of their students and
families.

I will begin this section with insight into how participants developed their
leadership identity through their lived and observed experiences. Next, I will discuss
participants’ perceptions of equity and access as educational constructs. I will also
explain the notion of exposure as a component of equity and access. Following this, I will
explain specific leadership approaches and practices that principals implement to support
the academic and individual growth of their students. This section will be organized using
my theoretical framework. I will first discuss the instructional leader and then will follow
with the practices of a transformative leader.

Leadership Identity Development

Throughout our lives, we have experiences that shape who we are and how we
view the world. These experiences can influence individuals’ passions and life goals and
lead them down a specific career path. In this section, I will discuss the lived and
observed experiences participants shared as having an impact on their lives and on their
career path towards being a Title I principal. I will also elucidate how the
intersectionality of race and participant background influence their leadership approach.

Several principals stated their leadership approach is informed by their past

experiences. Most of the principals who spoke about their own lived experiences when
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discussing influences on their current practices were principals of color. As a Black male,
Nick wants “to give the kids who look like [him] opportunities because it’s not fair.”
Braden shared his schooling experiences have led him “to be a champion of change.” He
was referring to “the teachers that dimmed [his] light,” not allowing him to register for
Advanced Placement courses “for reasons why, [he doesn’t] know.” Similarly, Alex “did
not want [his] experience to be lived by another racialized child.” The specific experience
he was referring to was in first grade when he knew “there was something not right in the
way I was being spoken to, the way I was being treated.” Alex shared that he did a
homework assignment incorrectly and he remembered his teacher “saying something
about ‘you people not speaking English at home’... and then she sent me to the back of
the classroom.” Alex said, “that particular experience is what mobilized me 25 years ago
to get into education.”

Naomi identified leading through her “lived experiences of being marginalized”
as a Black woman. Mia said, “I know how it feels to be the other, the outsider” after her
family fled a military coup in her home country in South America to seek refugee status
in Europe. Ashley remembers growing up, she “didn’t have a lot of teachers who looked
like [her] and reflected [her] culture and [her] background,” and this encouraged her to
begin her teaching career in the same neighborhood she grew up in. Briana “never felt
like [she] had someone who encouraged [her] to do [her] best” in school. She reflected on
her personal journey, describing what it was like to grow up as a Black female in a
predominantly White, southern town, raised in a trailer park with limited resources.
Briana said, “those are all of the kids that I want to be there for.” Julie shared she “always

saw good people doing good things, and they were always teachers.” However, she also
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noted her brother did not get the same experience. She said, “it was the opposite [for
him]. The education system failed him. That has really shaped the leader I have become.”
She later shared that her brother died of an overdose.

The four participants who identify as White leaned on some lived experiences but
mostly shared their observed experiences when discussing their leadership identity. John
grew up in a “very White community” and did not experience diversity until he went to
college. Here, he had “very diverse friends and student taught in very diverse schools.”
He described his college experience as being “bitten by that ‘man, this is so neat’” and
that helped shape who he is now. He taught for eight years at a “very privileged public
school” before leaving to teach at a Title I elementary school. When describing his
experience at his first Title I school, John said, “I left there every day feeling like I made
a difference, and that was a great feeling.” He said he would “never want to be a principal
at a non-Title I school. I love the clientele, I love the kids, I love the families.”

Megan grew up going to diverse public schools in a southern U.S. state. She
began teaching in “very diverse schools with a majority minority population,” and she
described being “blown away” at the assumptions people created about her “because [she
is] a White woman.” She said it is important to her that “people know that [she is] here
for the good of the students, no matter what neighborhood they live in, or what bus
number they come in on, or what brand of shoes they are wearing to school.” For these
reasons, she works very hard and is “very intentional” about promoting social justice in
every place that she has worked. Brandi shared that after working in a Title I school for
twelve years where most students did not have English as their first language, she “felt

invested.” Her work is driven by the question of “What am I doing right where I am
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within the four corners of the building that could make things better?”” She went on to
say, “I felt it was a calling to work with a population like that.”

Despite their different cultural upbringings and educational paths to principalship,
the principals in this study are dedicated to their work and are passionate about the
student populations they work with. Like Brandi, Naomi also described her work in Title
I schools as a calling. Nick said he is “really passionate” about the work he does, and
Braden shared, he “chose to work where [he] works because there is a need, and [he]
knows that [he] can make a huge impact by being where [he is]. Trinity’s goal “has
always been to show [her school community] what ‘better’ actually is.” Briana “wants to
be the cheerleader [she] had in school.” Megan is energized by the idea that “just
knowing that somebody believes in you gives you the fuel to continue going.” Mia
strongly believes that “despite whatever is happening in a child’s life outside of school,
education can change the course of that child’s life.” Julie remarked, “what a gift it is to
have a job like this.” While the principals in this study come from various backgrounds
and different life experiences, they all showed they are intrinsically motivated to provide
the best possible education to improve the lives of their students, families, and the school
community.

Next, I will elucidate how participants conceptualize the constructs of equity and
access as they relate to education.

Leadership Conceptualization of Equity and Access

To provide equitable access to enriching learning opportunities, principals

described being driven by their understandings of what equity and access mean. Not

simply the definition of these terms, but also what they look like, sound like, and how to
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achieve them. In this section, I will delineate the participants’ conceptual definitions of
equity and access. In discussing equity and access with participants, several also leaned
into the notion of exposing students to new experiences and opportunities. [ will conclude
this section by describing how principals incorporated exposure into their definitions of
equity and access.

Equity. The principals in this study reflected equity-minded leaders, ones who
lead with equity in mind. While principals had different definitions and shared various
perspectives regarding equity, working towards educational equity was central to their
work. Eight principals defined equity as everybody gets what they need. Michelle felt
strongly that “Equity is every student gets what they need, when they need it, and with
urgency.” Briana differentiated equity and equality by stating, “Equity is different than
giving everybody equal opportunities or resources.” Similarly, Alex said equity is “you
get what you need, but you don’t all get the same.” When asked what equity looks like in
her school, Mia iterated, “What is right for one child may not be the same for others, so
understanding that there’s a distinction between equity and equal.” John and Naomi both
specified that equity is making sure that everyone “has what they need to be successful.”
Furthermore, John described the “big piece in the equity standpoint is getting to know
your kids and their needs.” Like John’s stance, Braden discussed the importance of
recognizing that students’ needs change. He said, “It’s not everyone gets the same, it’s
really what do the students need in this moment.”

Megan asserted that “high quality instructional materials is how we make sure
we’re providing equity.” Michelle discussed equity as guiding students “towards that

grade-level or above expectation.” Correspondingly, Mia said equity “is really about
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access to rigorous curriculum for all students.” Briana asserted that in her school,
“Everything is equity based, not just instruction.” As Brandi said, “We have to bridge
[the] gap and level the playing field.” The principals in this study expressed equity as a
multifaceted concept and affirmed the path towards equity must be responsive to the
needs of individual students.

Access. While some principals defined equity as more of a thought process, other
principals described access as more action-oriented. Alex specifically defined access as
“more the action.” He elaborated to define action as “What’s happening to make sure that
all of our community members have access to the equity we have embedded here?” Five
principals leaned into the notion of access to opportunities when describing what access
means to them. Nick said access is “everybody has equal opportunity.” When discussing
the importance of access, Ashley said, “If we’re not helping [students] to give them that
access to other experiences, they won’t know what’s out there.” John also described
access as “giving kids opportunities.”

Braden stated, “Access starts with exposure to grade-level appropriate standards.”
John shared that his school “gives access by monitoring” which leads to “access to
supplemental instruction...extra access to catch up.” Michelle described that when her
team talks about access, they begin with the grade level expectation and then determine
“what each individual student needs in order to access” that expectation. Alex described
promoting access as thinking about “how to make all parts of our curriculum accessible.”
He said, “It has to be accessible in ways that [students] can see themselves in the work.”
Mia shared that thinking about access is a critical component of instructional planning.

She said, “Everybody needs access to a very rich and rigorous curriculum.” She went on
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further to state, “We owe it to [students] to make instruction as enriching and challenging
as it can be while supporting them so they can access all of that.” Briana expanded her
definition of access as “Not just access to education, but whatever [students] need to be
successful in our community.” For many principals in this study, access entails the
actions required to promote equitable and enriching learning opportunities for all
students.

Exposure. Nine principals identified exposing students to opportunities as an
important component of promoting equity and access in their schools. Trinity said, “If we
can’t address the outside plus the inside, we never have a complete picture,” so she is
“really big on trying to bring things inside that [she] knows are not outside.” Trinity
implements before school programs, after school programs, and weekend enrichment
activities to provide her students with other outlets and opportunities they may not get
outside of school. Furthermore, she shared that she believes “equity and access is about
exposure and being mindful and strategic” about what she is exposing students to.

Like Trinity, Brandi’s notion of exposure is providing students with out-of-school
experiences, such as field trips and weekend activities for families. She noted that “many
of my students have never left their immediate surroundings” and she wants to “show
[students] all the culture and things [they] can learn right here in [their] backyard.”
Ashley shared, “We want students to have experiences exposing them to the different
facets of life.” Similarly, Braden wants to make sure his students “understand that there is
more than our little 5-mile radius [school community].” Briana connected equity and
access to providing “opportunities that kids couldn’t have.” Nick’s goal is to “make sure

students who are at [his] school have the same opportunities as students have in private
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schools and suburban schools.” He further went on to state this can be achieved through a
school environment that exposes students to resources they may not otherwise have
access to in their community.

In terms of exposure to curriculum, Braden highlighted the importance of
“exposing students to rigorous tasks...complex situations.” Megan asserted that no matter
what, “Students in the different classrooms are getting a quality exposure to the education
that they deserve.” Trinity stated that especially for her Pre-K students, for them to begin
understanding and grasping learning concepts, “it’s really about exposure.” When asked
about solutions to the opportunity gap, Mia said, “The solution is to provide the highest
quality and best education... that exposes [students] to really challenging thinking and
problem solving without having the barriers that are in place be an obstacle of
that.” Exposing students to life experiences and an enriching curriculum is an important
leadership component expressed by participants that they implement to address barriers
to equitable learning opportunities.

Throughout participant interviews, principals alluded to providing equitable
access to enriching learning opportunities as key to closing academic gaps. In the sections
that follow, I address specific approaches and practices that principals identified as
supporting their work to address barriers and provide equitable access to learning
opportunities for all students. I will begin with those that align with the instructional
leadership framework.

The Instructional Leader
Every principal in this study discussed at least one component of instructional

leadership as paramount for addressing barriers to equitable learning opportunities. In this
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section, I will share insights into participants’ instructional leadership approach. I will
begin with their approaches to leadership that align with the instructional leadership
framework and then I will explain the practices that principals implement that support
teaching and learning.

Instructional Leadership Approaches. According to Hallinger and Murphy’s
(1985) framework, instructional leaders are authentic, visible, and model expectations.
Seven principals asserted they show up authentically in their role as principal. In addition
to leading with authenticity, seven principals shared that they are transparent leaders,
which I combined with authentic leadership in my data analysis. Furthermore, six
principals alluded to modeling expectations as important to their leadership approach.
Moreover, eight principals described themselves as being accessible and visible for all
staff, students, and families. Lastly, all thirteen principals expressed the importance of
their teachers and the need to support their work to improve teaching and learning for all.
Next, [ will discuss each of these instructional leadership approaches in more detail.

Authentic and Transparent. Trinity shared that “authenticity is really important.”
She said, “You have to know who you are and what you stand for in order to move
forward in this line of work.” Nick said he shows up to work each day as his authentic
self. Briana is relentless about her vision as a leader and she emphasized “standing by
your word” as one way to express authenticity. Mia feels that “speaking your truth is
important.” Braden is confident that him “showing up as who [he is] authentically as
[himself] has an impact” on his school community. After 33 years in education, Julie’s
experiences led her to conclude, “I think more than anything, it’s not forgetting who you

are as a leader.”
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Ashley shared that a lot of times, people look at leadership as a top-down
orientation. She refuted this notion explaining that “Division or mistrust doesn’t
necessarily come from betrayal or negative things happening, but the perception of lack
of information or of something being hidden.” Trinity asserted her staff needs to know
“This is who I am, this is what I stand for, therefore this is why I am doing what I’'m
doing.” Similarly, Briana said anytime she makes a decision, she “always gives the why
behind it.” Braden described himself as being “very transparent,” while Naomi said she is
“very transparent with students, staff, and parents.” Michelle shared a time when a long-
term sub said, “You know how schools have their unspoken rules? Your school doesn’t
have that; all the rules are spoken.” Michelle identified this aspect of her school’s climate
as one that supports transparency in terms of how the school operates and how students
and staff are expected to treat each other.

Megan discussed at length the importance of being authentic and transparent
regarding her beliefs and values. Megan is a White woman and leads a school in a
southern U.S. state that has voted for the Republican presidential candidate for the past
12 elections. She said it “Just absolutely blew me away... I guess because I am a White
woman,” people created assumptions about her. She emphasized the importance of being
authentic and transparent so “Families realize... just because I look like that doesn’t
mean that I fall into necessarily all of those stereotypes that you might believe.” Nick
concluded that “it is okay to dance alone,” noting that if you are authentic and
transparent, it is okay if others do not agree with you. Next, I shift to principals modeling

expectations for their students and staff.
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Modeling Expectations. Six principals described leading by example and
modeling expectations for their staff and students. Nick said, “I lead by example, so I'm
not going to ask [teachers] to do something if I’'m not doing it myself.” John described
his approach to modeling expectations as, “walking that walk with talking the talk.”
Trinity took it one step further asserting she tries “to be that model of not even
excellence, but that model of justice, compassion, love, and integrity.” Alex and Michelle
both identified modeling teaching strategies as important components of their leadership
approach. Alex said, “If I'm expecting staff to do that with kids, I have to do that with
staff,” while Michelle stated, “I need to be able to know how to do it myself in order to
help the teachers be the best.”

In addition to modeling expectations, principals shared their leadership approach
as one of accessibility and visibility. I will delve into this next.

Accessible and Visible. Six principals shared one of their leadership priorities is
being accessible to everyone in the school community. Julie said, “My door is always
open,” while Naomi shared that her leadership approach “is about making [herself]
available to everyone.” Trinity described her office as an “open access door” because she
believes “it’s important to be visible and be present.” Braden said, “Everybody wants a
piece of the school leader” which emphasizes the importance of “being visible and being
accessible.”

Megan highlighted the importance of “being visible, being available to parents so
that parents can share their needs and concerns with us.” When discussing visibility,
Trinity, Alex, and Julie shared they are outside at the curb every morning before school

to greet parents and students. Alex said, “I knew I needed to be out there, and I needed to
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speak to everyone.” Julie said, “I’ve made a point of it to be at the curb every morning...
welcoming parents as they drop their children off.” Trinity said it was important for her
to stand outside every morning so parents felt supported and could talk to her if they
needed to. Brandi felt that leadership visibility in the building leads to trusting
relationships with colleagues. When principals are accessible and visible, stakeholders
can feel a greater sense of connection, fostering positive and trusting relationships within
the school community.

Another leadership approach that participants identified as critical to their work
was recognizing the importance of and valuing their teachers. I will discuss this next.

Valuing Teachers. Eleven principals explicitly highlighted the importance of
supporting their teachers as educators and individuals. Recognizing how difficult a
teacher’s job is, principals work to ensure their teachers know they are valued and
supported by the school administration. When asked to describe their leadership
approach, Trinity, Nick, and Brandi all described leading their schools with their past
experiences as teachers. Specifically, Nick said, “I never like to forget what it was like as
a teacher, so I lead my school with my past experiences.” Trinity shared that when she
first met her staff in her new role as principal, she told them she “would never forget
what it was like to be a teacher” and she believes that after twelve years in this role, she
can stand true to that statement. Brandi said one of the hardest, but most important parts
of becoming a leader is not forgetting what it was like to be a teacher. Several principals
expressed the importance of their teachers in other ways.

Naomi and Megan referred to their teachers as the “boots on the ground,” while

Trinity tells her staff, “You’re the lead actors and I am the supporting role.” Michelle
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described teachers as “first responders,” while Brandi said her teachers “are the front
line.” Ashley identified teachers as “the most impactful tool in the classroom,” and
Braden asserted “teachers are the most important variable in student learning.” Megan
believes that “stronger teachers make stronger students.” When discussing the importance
of teachers, Trinity and Megan both referred to a book entitled If You Don’t Feed the
Teachers They Eat the Students: Guide to Success for Administrators and Teachers.
Summarizing the main concept from this book, Trinity said, “If you forget about the
teachers, then we’re going to forget about the children,” while Megan said, “If teachers
aren’t happy, they eat the students.”

John stated, “Part of my leadership is serving our teachers.” Michelle described
her leadership approach as, “I work to make sure that everybody has everything they
need to do their best work.” She said she does this by finding out “what is it in [teachers]
that makes them successful and then nurture and facilitate that.” Seven principals also
identified providing teachers with the resources they need to be successful as a key
approach to supporting teaching and learning. Nick wants to “give [teachers] what [they]
need in order to be better at [their] job each day.” Naomi said she and her team are
constantly thinking about “How are we giving our teachers the resources they need to be
successful?” while Braden focuses on “creating conditions where teachers can thrive...
where teachers are experiencing success.” Julie’s priority is “ensuring that [teachers]
have the resources they need to be and feel successful.” Brandi asserted that in this line of
work, you “have to fuel the people on the ground, who are the ones sacrificing.” In
addition to supporting teachers in school, several principals shared they also prioritize

teachers’ well-being outside of the classroom as well.
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As Trinity shared, “human capital is really important.” John said, “We take care
of [our teachers] so they can come to school and be a good educator.” Julie alluded to
hiring a designated site sub which “allows for teachers to be able to take time to take care
of themselves.” Megan tries to “take off of teachers’ plates whatever [she] can take care
of on the front end,” while Michelle nurtures her teachers, so they are “emotionally and
intellectually healthy.”

Several principals discussed the importance of being responsive to the needs of
teachers. Naomi said her teachers know that she and her staff “are going to be responsive
to what they’re saying to us” and Brandi shared she thinks about “ways we can
reprogram the school to better support teachers and all of the work demands they have.”
Megan “works with teachers to help them feel like their needs, concerns, and thoughts are
all heard.” Trinity shared she “prioritizes listening to teachers because they are the ones
doing [the work].” She also shared that, “by giving [teachers] a voice and agency” to
share what may or may not be working, Trinity and her team can ensure teachers are
instructing with highly effective teaching practices. When Brandi’s teachers approach her
to tell her something is a concern, she addresses it.

Megan and Trinity both shared they try to say yes to as many things as possible.
Trinity said she is always asking her teachers ““What do you need in order to be the best
person you can be?’ And anything they could think of, it was no problem, and it was
there.” This is important to Trinity because she feels her “yes means an open door for
somebody else. My no can block somebody’s blessing, so I’'m never going to say no.”
Megan’s motto is, “How many things can I say yes to?” She always tells her teachers, “If

you have a great idea and you want to explore it, let’s talk about it; don’t assume I’'m
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going to say no. Because I always look for a reason to say yes.” As Julie concluded, “It’s
important to take care of our people.” Without teachers, educating our youth would not
be possible. This sentiment was echoed throughout participant interviews as principals
consistently highlighted the critical work their teachers do every day.

In the next section, I will share several instructional leadership practices that
principals identified as mechanisms to support and improve teaching and learning.

Instructional Leadership Practices. Every principal in this study identified
leadership practices they implement to support teaching and learning. Nick said, “Part of
my job is being an instructional leader... supporting teaching and learning is embedded
in everyday [practices].” To be an effective instructional leader, Nick said he is “always
in the classroom,” while Michelle and Julie discussed conducting regular walkthroughs to
support teaching and learning. Along similar lines, Mia said she and her leadership team
“observe and meet regularly” with teachers to “make sure [she] knows what is happening
all around.” John strives to be “visible in rooms,” and Braden said that “being in
classrooms, modeling lessons” is important to his work as an instructional leader.

While principals identified several instructional leadership practices they use in
their everyday work, I will focus on the three most salient practices gleaned from
participant interviews. I will begin by sharing how principals make collective, data-
driven decisions. Following this, I will describe how principals support teaching and
learning through a strong instructional program and building the capacity of their
teachers.

Collective, Data-Driven Decision Making. School leaders are responsible for

making decisions that collectively benefit students, staff, and the school community.
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Principals in this study stressed the importance of making decisions collectively, rather
than in isolation. Mia and John explicitly stated they “don’t make decisions in isolation,”
and Alex said it is important to lean into the notion of “figuring this out in community all
together.” Megan ensures to “not just have decisions be one-sided,” and similarly,
Michelle said decisions are “not just me saying this is what we are doing.”

Briana, John, and Braden asserted they value input from stakeholders, including
teachers, staff, students, and parents. Specifically, Braden shared he strives to “include
and hear all voices,” while Briana ensures “everybody has a voice” in decision making.
Alex referred to this notion as a “consensus model” of decision making while Brandi
referred to this as creating “focus groups.” Trinity emphasized the importance of
collective decision making to hold her staff accountable for learning outcomes. By
holding her staff accountable, Trinity feels she is “building this collective leadership
where [teachers] are the leaders of the classroom, [assistant principals] are the leaders of
their grades, and the school aides are leaders of the cafeteria.”

Additionally, principals highlighted the criticality of using data to inform decision
making. As Trinity said, “Data doesn’t lie.” Braden asserted it is imperative that he and
his staff “ground [their] statements in evidence... and stay low on the ladder of inference
and not assume.” Julie identified “using data to ensure we are focused on the right thing”
as a strategy for supporting teaching and learning. Ashley emphasized “understanding
consistently where our students are in the data” and John said if his staff “sees a dip,
[they] act on it.” Ashley and Julie said they “adjust instructional practices” based on the
data. Megan referred to her school’s decision-making processes as “student-based but

data-driven.”
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Several principals alluded to the notion that it is not just instructional data they
use to inform instructional practices. Naomi said her team “looks at everything within our
school,” while John and Megan specifically referred to analyzing behavior and
attendance data in addition to academic data. Using a different lens, Naomi shared that
her team “makes informed decisions based on equity and access.” Similarly, Brandi
asserted “Every decision is made with equity in mind,” while Mia said, “We strive to
think of equity and access as we make decisions.” Alex thinks about the families in his
school community and “the realities they’re facing” to inform his decision making.

Data points are also considered when principals develop the instructional calendar
and daily schedule for teachers and students. Next, I will share how principals create a
strong instructional program that maximizes benefits for both teachers and students.

Support the Instructional Program. A key component of instructional leadership
is managing the instructional programming in the school. Several principals leaned into
the practice of increasing planning time for teachers as an instructional leadership
strategy. Brandi explained that she has “tried to look at ways to amplify the amount of
planning time teachers have while still completely servicing students.” Ashley also
shared ways that she has adjusted the instructional calendar in a way that protects
instruction while also providing teachers an extra preparation period each week. Mia
makes sure that her school’s schedule “allows for collaborative time that is consistent and
frequent” for teachers. Julie leans into “allowing more time for teachers to collaborate
and to adjust instructional practices” to support teaching and learning.

When asked what practices Briana implements to support teaching and learning,

she said, “Prioritizing time for our teachers to have the planning time, to have the
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collaborative planning time, and to provide the professional development that’s needed.”
She emphasized “mak[ing] sure that all of [her] teachers are instructional experts at
whatever they teach.” Brandi spoke candidly about opportunities for professional
development in her school district. She said, “The amount of time that teachers are given
contractually for professional development is a joke.” Megan asserted that her school has
“continuous professional development throughout the year” to ensure teachers have
ample time to familiarize themselves with new curriculum, review data, and understand
new assessment requirements. John discussed engaging in professional development
about how poverty affects the brain to “help [his staff] understand where [their] kids are
coming from.” Similarly, Naomi shared she hired a professional developer to conduct a
needs assessment to create a tailored professional development approach for her school.

Four principals emphasized the importance of protecting instructional time as a
key practice for supporting teaching and learning. Briana focuses on “not interrupting the
flow of curriculum,” and Mia “[makes] sure that [her school] has a really strong
schedule.” Megan talked about how she does not like the term “nonnegotiable,” but one
of her nonnegotiables as a leader is “to protect instruction.” She went on to say, “The
schedule is not optional... it’s somewhat flexible, but it is very intentional.” She iterated
that “instructional time is planned with the students as the priority.”

In addition to building a strong instructional program, instructional leaders also
work to build the capacity of their teachers as a strategy to improve teaching and
learning. Next, I will share more about participants’ efforts to build the capacity of their

staff.
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Building Capacity. One way that instructional leaders promote teaching and
learning is by improving their teachers’ instructional strategies. Ten principals alluded to
this notion of working to build the capacity of their teachers. Trinity said she takes
advantage of “opportunities to increase the human capital and the people on the ground,”
referring to her teachers and staff. Ashley recognizes that her role is “about being here to
mentor, to be a teacher of teachers, to be a teacher of admin, of everyone really.” Naomi
reflected on her role stating, “We have trained, built, and empowered our classroom
teachers” and Alex described his work as “planting seeds” in a way that allows his staff
to grow. Briana believes her staff “is only as strong as [their] weakest link, so helping
build up others” is necessary so everyone can succeed. Megan said to “help students
grow and be better,” it is necessary to “work with teachers to grow in whatever areas they
need.”

Nick “builds [his] team up so [they] learn from each other.” He said it is
important to “foster leadership in each one of [his] staff members... to give them
opportunities to be leaders and rise to the occasion.” Similarly, Mia described herself as a
leader who “empowers others to lead.” However, she noted, “I always make sure I build
other people’s capacity to lead, not just [put] people in leadership roles without the
support that they need.” John has a saying at his school that “everybody deserves a
coach,” and he also mentioned “we do a lot of coaching to support teachers.” However, it
is not just about building the capacity of teachers. Mia said it is also about “building up
our students as learners.” Braden said, “It’s all about instilling confidence in the staff, the
students, and the parents.” Michelle’s focus is on “building the community and [her]

school.”
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Leadership that increases their school’s capacity for improving teachers’
instructional practices also improves student outcomes. However, these outcomes are
traditionally isolated to student achievement and academic success. Transformative
leadership, on the other hand, works to prepare students both to be individually
successful and to be productive global citizens. In the next section, I will connect
participants’ leadership practices with the major components of the transformative
leadership framework.

The Transformative Leader

Transformative leadership is a leadership approach that prioritizes equity,
inclusion, and social justice. Transformative leaders work to foster not only academic
success in their students but build them into globally minded citizens. By recognizing and
intentionally calling out injustices and inequities, a transformative leader’s primary focus
is promoting both public and private good. As Mia said, “We’re in this business to
support students and to make the world a better place.” Similarly, Nick said, “I love the
fact that we’re trying to make the world better.” Alex strongly believes that “Education
can lead many marginalized communities to liberation and self-determination,” while
Braden asserted, he wants his school community to feel “[they] are more than [their]
demographic.” In the sections that follow, I will explicate specific practices participants
shared that they implement to promote a more equitable future for all children.

Critical Awareness. Transformative leaders are aware of how inequities in
society affect students in classrooms. Alex identified himself as a “community-conscious,
community-aware educator,” a role in which he must be “aware of what’s happening in

[his school’s] neighborhood.” Brandi described the importance of “understanding the
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needs of the community,” while Naomi asserted her staff must “understand what the
needs of [her] school are as a whole.” Michelle works to “elevate the social justice needs
in [her] community.”

Trinity identified “thinking about all of the barriers first” as a strategy for
promoting equity and access. Additionally, she said she “always [tries] to be mindful and
put [herself] in the position” of students who are facing societal barriers that impact how
they show up to school. Alex asserted it is “important to be informed by all of the
different narratives and true histories” of his school community and referred to this as
“thinking about the collective that is present.” When discussing the barriers her students
and families face, Brandi said, “It’s a lot to think about in terms of the community at
large.” However, she said the work to be community-conscious is critical because the
barriers “are things that set my students out of step compared to more privileged
students.” John stated that “Every kid deserves an advocate,” and this work cannot be
done without being critically aware of the circumstances students face. Once principals
are aware of the barriers, they can begin to act against these injustices, the topic of the
following section.

Critical Action Against Injustices. Taking critical action against injustices is not
a prescriptive leadership practice. Thoughtful actions towards a more equitable education
requires principals to recognize, adapt, and act according to their schools’ contexts. These
actions must be contextually embedded to be the most effective. Acting against injustices
allows principals to “bridge the gap and level the playing field,” as Brandi described. She
said it is about “stepping up when something isn’t right,” while Briana affirmed

“injustices happen, and it just has to be called out.” She specifically referred to “those
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microaggressions that people have within the school system.” Michelle shared that she
and her staff “take concrete steps towards closing the opportunity gap,” and Ashley said,
“We try as much as possible to eliminate barriers.” Nick referred to this practice as
“unleashing those barriers” that impact students’ availability to learn. One barrier Nick
referred to is the lack of books and other educational materials students have access to at
home. To unleash this barrier, Nick’s staff prioritizes “putting books in kids’ hands that
they can take home every day.”

Braden said his role “is to shift mindsets,” and Mia similarly said, “If there’s not
an asset-based mindset, I will call it out, as will other people.” Ashley works to
“challenge people’s mindsets” and Nick emphasized that “People need to put their biases
aside to be able to give kids what they need.” Braden is working towards a mindset shift
amongst his staff and he said it is about vulnerability and “checking your own bias.”
Briana shared that she instills amongst her staff that “If you’re truly here for our
demographic backgrounds, you have to be able to reflect your own bias and your own
identity.” Unchecked biases can lead to deficit mindsets, leading educators to make
assumptions and set limitations on how much they believe a student is able to succeed.

Trinity, Alex, and Naomi referred to themselves as advocates for their students
and their school community. Brandi teaches her students that “advocacy is not arguing”
and it is important to “present the facts and stand up for what is right.” Mia simply stated,
“We do the right thing for people just because it’s the right thing.” Braden referred to
actions against injustices as “feed[ing] the child so that the system doesn’t break the
child.” When discussing the injustices his students and their families face, Braden said “I

can’t continue that. I have to disrupt that.” In order to promote public and private good,
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Alex said, “School leadership has to intersect with critical ways of living and being in
this world.” By taking action against injustices, principals intentionally work to recognize
and disrupt learning barriers that affect our most disadvantaged youth. Next, I will
discuss how leaders promote individual and collective good through their work.

Elevate the School Community. Transformative leaders work to lift the entire
school community by linking education with the outside world. Ashley said that her job
is “one of service to families, to students, to staff.” She said she sees herself as “being
here for everyone else’s benefit and to not manage them but lead them.” Similarly, Briana
said she is “here for the students, the community, and the family.” Julie said, “Serving
[her] community is important to [her] and always has been.” Nick “wants better for all
kids” and he wants to “leave [his] community better than [he] found it.” Alex works to
“increase critical literacy with the staff, families, and students” to promote his
community’s “critical analysis of what’s happening all around.” Alex concluded with the
notion that if “you can read the word, you can read the world.”

John asserted that “Schools need to be more than just a building that feeds and
teaches kids but sets them up for success in life.” Braden referred to his students as
“agents of change through global learning and service” while Mia works to “develop
globally minded citizens” within her student body. Briana works to “change the
trajectory” for her students and wants them to be “productive members of society.” Alex
works to “ensure that each individual is learning and growing.” John explicitly helps his
students “understand that if [they] want this life, [they] need to work for these things.”
Braden also referred to the importance of teaching students life skills. He said it is about

building “those critical life skills that students can apply for the rest of their life.” Mia
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ensures that “whatever [students] are learning and doing is not just for the purpose of
learning, but it’s to take action to make the world a better and more peaceful

world.” Through transformative leadership, principals can foster an aspiration for
students to be academically successful, while also instilling the desire for students to
grow into caring global citizens.

Summary

Throughout this study, it became evident that participants tailor their leadership
approaches and practices to meet the needs of their school communities. However, many
acknowledged it is not always easy. Ashley said, “Even though we are a school, we are
expected to give students all these things that should already be taken care of by the
system” such as access to food and mental health resources. Brandi postulated that
“There is a resilience that is necessary to be an effective leader because people look to
you as if you have all of the answers.” Along similar lines, Trinity said leadership is
about “leading through adversity and sticking with it” because there are times where she
wants to do more, but “[her] hands are tied.” Likewise, Nick stated, “We don’t always
have the resources we need to ensure that the school is running in the way that I want.”
To achieve the high expectations Megan sets out for her school, she said, “You have to be
gritty in those hard times.”

Through building a strong instructional program to intentionally addressing
injustices within the education system and society, the principals built a community-
oriented approach to leadership, leading with the awareness of the lived realities their
students, families, and school community face. Next, I will expand on the third theme

that stemmed from the data, solutions to barriers. In this section, I will illuminate how
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participants address societal inequities and educational barriers through providing
solutions that promote equity and access.
Theme 3: Solutions to Barriers

The reality is that many of our most disadvantaged students face barriers to
education. Throughout the data collection process, principals passionately described how
they work to eliminate barriers their students and families face. The solutions presented
below fall into two main categories: school-based solutions and solutions that work to
address the whole child.

School-Based

Every participant discussed school-wide practices they implement to foster a more
inclusive and equitable learning environment. Through building rigorous and responsive
instructional programs, challenging biases, and cultivating high expectations for all,
principals in this study described the impact their work has on eliminating barriers to
learning. In the section that follows, I will elaborate on how leaders address learning
barriers through instruction, fostering asset-based mindsets, and instilling a culture of
excellence.

Instruction. Every principal discussed the importance of responsive instruction
when it comes to supporting all students’ needs. Seven principals specifically referred to
their multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) as a method of increasing access to
instruction. According to the Center on Multi-Tiered System of Supports, MTSS is a
framework that integrates data and instruction within a multi-level prevention system to
maximize student success from a strengths-based perspective (American Institutes of

Research, 2025). The multi-level prevention system includes three tiers of intensity for
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instruction and intervention, where Tier 1 refers to schoolwide programming, Tier 2 is
small group, supplemental interventions, and Tier 3 is individualized intensive
intervention.

Naomi discussed ensuring her school’s Tier I instruction “for social emotional
learning and academics is very strong.” Mia pointed to her school’s “pretty strong MTSS
system of intervention” when describing how her teachers “think about each individual
child and what supports they need and what intervention fits them best.” Megan
explained her school has “a multi-tiered system of support where [they] start providing
interventions in the classroom, and then once [they] have done that for a time and see that
it is not successful, then [they] increase the rigor and time of that intervention.” Nick’s
school leans on their “strong MTSS process for students that need those multi-tiered
supports” and John shared that depending on how students respond to instruction, his
teachers “readjust with some of the Tier 2 or Tier 3 instruction.”

Several principals discussed the importance of developing instruction that is
responsive to individual student’s needs. Trinity said, “we have to mold our practices,”
and Alex asserted the “learning environment has to be responsive to the individuals.”
Braden referred to responsive instruction as instruction “suitable for diverse learners.”
Briana shared that she and her team are constantly thinking “How do we change our
instruction, our groupings, so we can meet the needs of all of our students?”” While Nick
stated, “We instruct [students] differently based on their needs,” Mia went one step
further to say it is important to “put in the supports that benefit not just the students who

need increased access but ultimately benefit all students.”
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Many principals also referred to the importance of the curriculum being culturally
responsive to their students. Nick’s belief is that “when kids see themselves in the work,
it brings a different level of attitude that they have towards the work.” Trinity described
this notion as “mirrors and windows.” She said, “You always want the kids to see a
reflection of themselves, but also, [we] want them to look out to see all of the
possibilities.” Alex stated the criticality of “connecting to kids’ lived realities” through
the curriculum. When asked about responsive curriculum, John said, “Yes, curriculum is
a framework, but how are our kids seeing themselves within the curriculum?” For a
school with many English Language Learner (ELL) students, Brandi identified being
“more culturally responsive also helps address language needs.” Nick, Naomi, and
Michelle also shared that their teachers use language scaffolds to increase access for ELL
students.

Another aspect of responsive instruction that principals discussed was the notion
of parallel instruction. Nick described parallel instruction as “giving [students] grade-
level content...but also trying to fill that unfinished learning that they need to be able to
be successful in grade-level content.” Braden depicted parallel instruction as “playing
catch up, and at the same time, we’re exposing them to the rigorous curriculum.” Trinity,
John, and Michelle also described parallel instruction as playing “catch up.” Megan
illustrated the importance of building a students’ foundational skills by postulating, “If
you build a house on sand and a wave comes and knocks it over, you gotta start all the
way over.” She further elaborated that parallel instruction “supports those prerequisite

skills so that we can build to the skill that we are trying to have [students] master.”
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Principals identified rigorous and high-quality instructional materials as key to
addressing learning opportunity gaps. Megan said, “high quality instructional materials
are how we make sure that we’re providing equity.” She further stated that “Students in
the different classrooms are getting a quality exposure to the education that they
deserve.” Alex referred to his school as a “project-based, inquiry-based school” and
believes that “what we’re teaching matters and is not just something that you memorize
and then regurgitate.” Michelle believes in the collective responsibility of high-quality
instruction. She said, “Everybody has to have this mindset that all students deserve grade-
level instruction from high-quality teachers and that it’s worth doing for the good of our
society.” John stated his students “need to have rigor.” Braden feels similarly about the
importance of rigor. He said, “We have to expose kids to rigorous tasks. We have to
expose students to complex situations so that they can build their repertoire of strategies.”
When asked about solutions to learning barriers, Mia said, “We owe it to [students] to
make instruction as enriching and challenging as it can be while supporting them so that
they can access all of that. That is the path forward. That is the solution.” Responsive,
rigorous, and individualized instruction is paramount to closing learning gaps, and the
principals in this study prioritize adapting curriculum to support the needs of their
students.

In addition to building a high quality, adaptable curriculum for students,
participants also stressed the importance of shifting “out of the fixed mindsets into a
growth mindset,” as Braden stated. In the following section, I will illuminate how

principals work to foster asset-based mindsets amongst their staff and students.
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Asset-Based Mindset. Eleven principals identified an asset-based mindset as an
approach to break down barriers to equitable learning opportunities. To develop asset-
based mindsets, Julie shared it is about “identify[ing] their strengths and their assets,”
while Braden described it as “seeing people for who they are and adjusting as needed.”
Brandi asserted that “implicit biases are human nature,” and it is about “understanding
the culture... and shifting language.” Trinity said, “If we shifted our mindset, we would
be able to approach the challenges with a different perspective.” Mia, Nick, and Braden
discussed the importance of looking at their students with everything they bring as an
asset. Nick said his school thinks about their students as “bringing in a ton of strengths
and assets every single day” and it is the role of educators to figure out how “those assets
and strengths get pulled into our curriculum.” Briana stressed using positive feedback and
positive narration when speaking to students about their academics. To do this, Briana
said her staff must “take out all of the excuses we have no control over.” Similarly,
Michelle and her staff look at data without “allowing all of [the] systemic barriers to be
an excuse.” Removing system barriers as excuses to explain why children may not be
achieving grade-level standards harnesses the power of equitable education to overcome
obstacles outside of the student and school’s control. This asset-based mindset ensures
that every student is seen as capable of achieving high expectations.

Trinity wants her staff to see “[students] are more than their score.” She also
wants her students to “feel like [they are] more than [their] score.” Brandi recognized that
“we all show up with a fund of knowledge” and it is important to “get to know students
on a different level” to identify their strengths and assets. Ashley feels when educators

have a fixed mindset, teachers are “putting that limitation on students, and really that
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limitation is [theirs]!” She further shared that it is “heartbreaking and it’s kind of
frustrating” for someone to feel “as though there is a limitation in what you can develop
[students] into.” Mia said if “there isn’t an asset kind of mindset, I will call it out, as will
other people.” Braden said, “my role here is to shift mindsets.” Similarly, Ashley feels
that part of her job is “challenging people’s mindsets.” Mia iterated the importance that
“staff have a strong belief in the students.” Michelle described the collective
responsibility of her staff to have “a shift in mindset” from a fixed mindset to a growth
mindset in terms of their students’ abilities to learn and succeed.

Trinity believes that “leaders just have to look at the gaps as an opportunity versus
a deficit.” She further explained, “If you look at the gaps as an opportunity, as a space to
fill, and a place where you can have impact, then I think that makes our roles a little bit
easier.” Braden and Megan both discussed the mindset of “failing forward,” or embracing
failures as steps towards success, and further instilling this mindset in their staff and
students. Mia promotes the view of “seeing all students as really strong students, capable
of so much.” Braden wants his school community to see “we are more than our
demographic.”

Briana shared that even though her students face challenges, “we have to look
past those challenges because if we help eliminate some of them, then [students] get the
education they need to be successful.” By shifting the focus from perceived deficits and
weaknesses based on what students cannot do to amplifying the strengths that students
show up with each day, educators can create a more equitable learning environment that

empowers students to thrive. In addition to fostering an asset-based mindset, part of the
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work to eliminate these challenges and barriers students face is by establishing a culture
of excellence, the focus of the following section.

Culture of Excellence. Twelve principals discussed establishing high
expectations for teachers and students and creating a culture of excellence as paramount
components of their leadership approach towards creating equitable access to enriching
learning opportunities. Mia said, “We owe it to [parents], we owe it to [students], and we
should always put forth the best school that we can put forth.” Naomi emphasized the
importance of not getting complacent. To this point, she added “We are constantly trying
to come up with how we can do this better.” Brandi described the type of culture that has
been established in her building as “we all want to be perfect at our jobs. We all aim for
that.” Furthermore, she described her school’s drive to perfection as, “We’re great, but
let’s be better. We did this, this is outstanding. What’s the next level of outstanding?”
Julie said her school has a “reputation for excellence.”

Nick believes in “setting the standard high” and he further explained that teachers
will either “achieve that, or for those teachers who couldn’t achieve that standard, they
will get off the bus.” Similarly, Briana said, “There’s never a time when anybody is
allowed to opt out of those high expectations.” Ashley framed this notion of high
expectations for teachers as, “If you wouldn’t put your own child or someone you know
in that same setting, then something is wrong.” When discussing the importance of
setting expectations for his students, John highlighted “We don’t want to love them to
death where we are smothering them with soft expectations because that will not help
them get ahead.” Instead, John shared that “We need to hold [students] to high standards

so they can be successful.” To set students up for success, Briana remarked, “We meet
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the students wherever they’re at and we push them to be the best they can be both
academically and socioemotionally.” A culture of excellence ensures all stakeholders
hold high expectations for themselves, while also empowering students to chase limitless
achievement.

In this section, I shared principal practices that focus on transforming the whole
school into a positive and responsive environment where students are encouraged to
reach their highest potential. Next, I will delve into the priorities principals focus on to
support their students’ overall well-being.

The Whole Child

The Whole Child Model is rooted in the understanding that a child’s academic
success is intrinsically linked to their overall well-being (Whole Child Model, 2025).
Grounded in learning science, this model emphasizes the need for academic excellence
and holistic development to go hand in hand. It is rooted in three major components: (1)
Care, the set of school-wide practices that create a safe environment; (2) Boost, the
additional, tailored supports for individual students; and (3) Family Circle, the targeted
focus on parent engagement (Whole Child Model, 2025). I will address each of these
components in detail, beginning with the school climate.

School Climate. Participants described the intentional work they do to ensure
their students feel a positive sense of school climate the moment they walk through the
school doors. Seven principals described their school’s climate as “safe.” Brandi
acknowledged a large part of closing the opportunity gap is “making students feel safe so
that they are able to learn.” One of Ashley’s two non-negotiables as a school leader is her

students’ safety. She wants her school “to be a safe haven for [her students].” Similarly,
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Alex’s school climate is one in which “the kids’ safety comes first.” Briana prioritizes
students and families to have “access to a clean and safe school” and John wants his
students to “feel safe, feel at home” when they walk through his school’s doors.

Four principals described their climate as warm and welcoming. Alex said, “It just
feels warm; it feels like you are part of the community.” Brandi shared, “The minute
[students] walk in the building, they have to know they are important.” Similarly, Ashley
promotes a school climate in which students “know that as they are, as they walk in the
door, is perfectly fine.” Naomi shared that “Every student that walks in that door, from
the moment they walk into that door, they are feeling welcomed.” Briana described her
school’s climate as “community based.” She wants “everybody to feel like their voice is
heard whether it’s students, staff, parents, or community members.” Julie’s style of
leadership is “family-oriented,” and John said his school follows a “family first mantra,”
describing his school’s climate as a “family culture.” Braden referred to his school’s
climate as a “tight knit community,” and Michelle shared, “We are intentional about joy
in the building... we are intentional about taking care of each other.”

Seven principals describe their school’s climate as one of inclusivity and
acceptance. John’s school’s family culture is about “loving everybody, accepting
everybody, and about celebrating differences.” Naomi said her school’s climate is one of
“acceptance and inclusivity” while Briana’s school’s climate “recognizes our similarities
and celebrates our differences.” Michelle’s climate is “very inclusive,” and Brandi
emphasized that “human beings need to be lifted up and acknowledged.” Nick believes
that “if kids are seen, heard, and loved, that’s half of it right there.” Mia commented that

her school will “do anything we can to make those who we nurture around us to feel like
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they belong.” A strong sense of belonging is crucial for students’ well-being and
academic success. To support this sense of belonging, principals emphasized the
importance of prioritizing individual students’ needs, the topic of the next section.

Prioritizing Students’ Needs. Brandi described herself as a “compassionate
leader who puts children before everything else.” In addition to Brandi, ten other
principals explicitly discussed prioritizing students’ needs and doing whatever is
necessary to meet the individual needs of students. Briana and Brandi both asserted that
students come before everyone else, and John shared it is “nonnegotiable that we are
doing what’s best for kids.” Trinity ensures decisions she makes “are in the best interest
of children” and Megan said, “We have to make decisions on what is best for students...
even if it’s uncomfortable for the adults.” By meeting the needs of each student, Alex
said this “ensures each individual is learning and growing.”

John highlighted the importance of “understanding our students and what they
need.” Similarly, Mia said, “We think about each individual child and what supports they
need,” while Nick asserted “We have to look at individual students differently.” Braden
wants “all students to have the opportunity to thrive” and to do that, his staff is “going to
do what’s in the best interest for the students.” Meeting the needs of all students is, as
John described, “making sure kids have what they need to bridge the gap to get them
where everybody else is.” Naomi is driven by the question “What can we do to make sure
our kids are getting what they need?”” while Briana’s philosophy is “very student-first
oriented” so her school can “do the right thing for the students to ensure that they’re

thriving as students and individuals.” By addressing individual students’ needs, educators
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can create a more supportive and engaging learning environment, which can lead to
improved learning outcomes.

The third component of the whole child model addresses parent engagement and
support. In the final section of this chapter, I will highlight principal practices and
approaches that target parent and family engagement.

Family Support. Every principal discussed providing additional support for
parents and families as a strategy for removing barriers and eliminating the opportunity
gap. When discussing the importance of parent and family engagement, Nick said
“Without them, none of this would be possible.” Julie echoed Nick, stating “Parents are a
child’s first educator... they’re such a big influence,” while John referred to parents as a
“teammate in their child’s education.” Braden tells parents “You are my partner. This is
what I need from you, and how can I help you?”

John said, “By supporting the parents, we’re supporting the kids as well.” Nick
ensures “parents have the same level of support” that he and his staff provide students,
and Julie mentioned she will do “anything that can make a parent’s life a little bit easier.”
As Julie stated, “It’s not about what I think they need, but it should be about what they
need.” To do this, Brandi said it is about “getting to the bottom of individual
circumstances” and “figur[ing] out a way to work with those circumstances.” This cannot
be done without building trusting relationships with parents and families.

Alex emphasized the need to “build trust and maintain trust” with parents, while
Megan said it is important to “work really hard to build those relationships... and show
[parents] why they should trust us.” One way to build trust is by hiring parent liaisons.

Brandi, Mia, Michelle, and Megan all shared that having a parent liaison who is trusted
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by the parent community helps to break down the barrier of parent engagement. Mia
emphasized open communication to “make sure that parents have many opportunities to
be well-informed.” To support parent communication and engagement, Briana ensures
parents have access to their native language, while Mia discussed sending home
communications in the three major languages spoken at her school. Braden said, “I
communicate so much that [parents] are probably sick of me.”

Seven principals explicitly identified “wraparound services” as a solution to the
parent engagement barrier. Those services cover basic needs such as clothing closets, as
Ashley and Nick’s families have access to, and food pantries, which Trinity, Ashley,
Nick, Briana, John, and Braden all offer families. Trinity, Briana, and John’s schools
provide school supplies for all students to take the financial burden from families, while
John, Michelle, and Megan work with district-level offices to arrange transportation for
their students and families. Ashley and John’s schools also provide mobile dental care
through local community organizations to support children’s dental hygiene. For
Michelle’s newcomer families, she said, “as soon as they’re brought in, we make sure”
they have everything they need. Briana and Braden both alluded to the notion that
providing access to students is also about ensuring families have access to the resources
they need.

Some wraparound services target building parents’ capacity. Briana and John
offer English as a Second Language classes for parents, while Megan uses grant funding
to provide certification courses for parents. She said when parents have more
opportunities, that “gives students better opportunities as well.” Trinity uses the app Class

Dojo to post job postings and places for families to receive free food and get free clothes.
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Ashley’s staff help parents build resumes and find work opportunities. Alex’s school
coordinated with local organizations to develop “Know Your Rights” trainings for
immigrants and undocumented parents. Several principals create parent workshops and
other opportunities for parents to participate in school activities. Trinity said the goal is
for parents to “come in and see what it is [students] are expected to do so [parents]
understand the seriousness of them being in school every day.” John’s staff “teach
[parents] how to work with their kids” and Braden “models what we do inside the
building for parents.” Julie said, “Our job as educators is to make the school a place for
families to feel comfortable” and Megan highlighted the importance of “showing that
grace to parents.” Higher parent engagement compliments classroom learning and can
lead to greater student success and overall well-being.
Conclusion

In this chapter, I extracted the major findings gleaned from 13 semi-structured
interviews with Title I elementary principals. Through qualitative data analysis, I
identified three major themes: (1) Barriers to equitable learning opportunities; (2)
Leadership traits and approaches; and (3) Solutions to barriers. First, I shared the barriers
principals identified as having the greatest impact on student learning. Then, I focused on
leadership identity, describing specific leadership practices that align with Hallinger and
Murphy’s (1985) instructional leadership framework, as well as leadership practices that
fall under Shields’ (2010) transformative leadership framework. I will discuss the

implications of these findings in the final chapter.
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Recommendations, and Conclusions
Overview

The purpose of this study was to investigate how principals leading elementary
schools that receive Title I schoolwide program funds address macro and meso barriers
that perpetuate gaps in access to enriching learning opportunities for economically
disadvantaged and minority students. There is a “broad consensus” (Hirsh et al., 2025, p.
642) in education leadership research that there are generic sets of leadership practices
that are fruitful for successful school leadership (Leithwood et al., 2020). However, there
is a lack of consensus about the conceptualization of school context and its relationship to
school leadership (Angelico, 2022). Even though there has been an increasing awareness
in recent decades that principals need to adapt their leadership based on the school’s
contextual conditions, the impact of various contextual conditions on leadership has not
been studied (Hallinger, 2018; Hirsh et al., 2025, Leithwood, 2021).

Particularly in Title I schools where students’ academic and socioemotional needs
are greater, it is critical that principals adapt their practices to meet the needs of the
school community. Khalifa et al. (2016) asserted principals should have a “critical
consciousness” (p. 1290) that recognizes their school’s context by working to point out
inequities and taking action that critically examine and address those inequities. Despite
increasing policy emphasis on leadership, there is limited research and guidance
regarding how leaders address the persistent opportunity gaps that pervade the
educational system and result in disparate outcomes for students of color and other
marginalized students (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Galloway & Ishimaru, 2014; Theoharis,

2007). This research sought to address this gap.
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Using a basic qualitative interpretive design grounded in a constructivist
approach, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 Title I elementary school
principals across the U.S. Each participant completed a demographic survey and
participated in a 45— to 60-minute semi-structured interview. All transcripts were
manually transcribed using a Word processing application and then sent to the participant
for review. Using ATLAS.ti software, the data was coded in three phases. During initial
coding, data was broken down into manageable and meaningful chunks. In Vivo coding
was also employed in this first round of coding. During this process, data was bracketed,
and codes were reviewed for patterns. This process helped to maintain objectivity and
reliability during the data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The final round of
coding used axial coding to extend the analytic work from the previous coding cycles.
Through this process, data was collapsed into code categories, which informed my
themes.

The three major themes that emerged from the data were: (1) Barriers to equitable
learning opportunities; (2) Leadership identity, approaches, and practices; and (3)
Solutions to barriers. The primary research question that informed my study was: How, if
at all, do principals leading Title I elementary schools address macro and meso public
school system barriers to provide equitable learning opportunities for economically
disadvantaged and minority students?

This final chapter begins with a discussion of the key findings presented in
Chapter 4. Then, I will revisit the conceptual framework before presenting the
implications for theory, practice, policy, and research. Lastly, I will conclude this chapter

with an overarching summary.

199



Discussion of Findings

In this section, I discuss the major findings that emerged from the data. I will
begin with the first theme identifying the salient barriers to equitable learning
opportunities. Then, I will review the participants’ leadership identities, infusing the two
theories that inform my theoretical framework, instructional leadership and
transformative leadership. Lastly, I will interweave the principal leadership approaches
and practices identified as solutions to addressing barriers to equitable learning
opportunities.
Barriers to Equitable Learning Opportunities
Poverty

Berliner (2009) proclaimed that harmful non-school factors more frequently and
negatively affect impoverished youth’s classroom behavior and school learning
performance compared to youth from middle-class or wealthy families. Every principal
addressed at least one non-school factor as having a negative impact on student learning,
with poverty and all the aspects that come with poverty referenced most consistently. The
findings strongly point to poverty as a significant factor to student achievement, which
aligns with conclusions from several studies that investigated the relationships between
poverty and school performance (Berliner, 2009; Hegedus, 2018; Krumer-Nevo, 2022;
Noguera, 2011; Noguera & Alicea, 2020; Orfield et al., 2016; Quillan, 2014).
Specifically, Megan shared, “The amount of poverty our students come from is probably
the biggest barrier.”

Contextual inequality augments family advantage or disadvantage (Owens, 2018).

Ashley acknowledged there are “so many factors against students.” For example, six
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principals referenced food insecurity and lack of nutrition as having an impact on student
achievement, which aligns with a broad spectrum of professionals such as psychologists,
nutritionists, and physicians who agree that there is strong evidence that nutrition is
linked with school behavior and achievement (Center on Hunger and Poverty, 2002). Mia
and Briana explicitly identified food insecurity, while Michelle and Ashley addressed
food as an unmet basic need amongst many of their students. Alex and Brandi discussed
the impact of lack of nutritional choices their students and families have access to, with
Brandi sharing, “Nutrition and how healthy students are is not something that is always a
given.”

Low-income populations consistently report higher rates of residential mobility
than other populations (Phinney, 2013). Four principals discussed housing instability as a
barrier to learning opportunities, suggesting a possible correlation between the frequency
in which a child moves and their academic achievement. In the literature on the impact of
mobility on children’s educational attainment, findings are inconsistent (Heinlen &
Shinn, 2000). It is unclear if there are other factors, such as socioeconomic status and
previous academic attainment that may conflate the impacts of high mobility on student
success.

Berliner (2009) argued that we cannot reduce the achievement gap between low-
income and minority students and White, affluent students unless out-of-school factors
that negatively affect student achievement are addressed. The realities that students face
outside of school do not stop their influence as students walk through the school doors.
Principals who lead a predominantly low socioeconomic student body must be aware of

these realities and work to address them within the school. As Ashley stated, “If certain

201



basic needs are not met, students will not be able to reach their full potential.” In the
following section, I will discuss the impact of the current macro political climate on
student achievement.

Macro Political Climate

Data collection was conducted during the first two months of Donald Trump’s
second presidential term. During this time, President Trump enacted several executive
orders targeting immigrants, border control, and birthright citizenship. On January 20,
2025, President Trump issued Executive Order 14159, Protecting the American People
Against Invasion, which directed the Department of Homeland Security to ensure that
“aliens comply with their duty to register with the government...and ensure that failure to
comply with the registration requirement is treated as a civil and criminal enforcement
priority” (U.S. Citizen and Immigration Services, 2025). Section 9 of Executive Order
14159, entitled Efficient Removals of Recent Entrants and Other Aliens states, “The
Secretary of Homeland Security shall take all appropriate action...to apply, in her sole
and unreviewable discretion... provisions of the immigration laws or any other Federal
law...to ensure the efficient and expedited removal of aliens from the United States”
(The White House, 2025).

Eight principals identified a fear of deportation as a significant learning barrier for
students and their families. Ashley shared that her school is 98% Hispanic and 80% of
her English Language Learners (ELLs) are newcomers, meaning they have only been in
the country one to three years. Executive Order 14159 directly targets newcomers,
opening the doors for The Department of Homeland Security to expand its use of

“expedited removal.” According to the National Immigration Law Center (2025),
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“Undocumented community members are now at greater risk of being put in a rapid
deportation process without the right to appear in front of an immigration judge or fight
their case.” Whether the students are directly or indirectly affected, Alex believes the
Executive Orders have “impacted the whole community in different ways.” Mia
discussed the “impact in terms of the safety a parent feels” on a child’s socioemotional
health and well-being. It is unclear if the timing of this study influenced principals’
responses regarding barriers to equitable learning opportunities to include the impacts of
the current political climate. However, the findings clearly show that President Trump’s
Executive Orders have a palpable impact on the school communities that support a high
percentage of minority students from immigrant families.

Next, I transition to principals’ discussions regarding the impact that a lack of
parent engagement can have on their child’s education.
Lack of Parent Engagement

The findings strongly suggest that the lack of parent and family engagement is an
impediment to student achievement. This educational barrier aligns with the literature
asserting there are a myriad of social challenges that affect parents’ ability to be involved
in their child’s school (Okilwa & Barnett, 2018). Whether it is job insecurity, as Trinity
mentioned, mental health concerns, as John shared, or parents do not have the resources
to support their children, as referenced by Megan, Ashley, and John, the principals in this
study believe parent engagement is a key component of student success. Many non-
participating low-income parents face unique challenges, any of which could limit their
involvement (Pemberton & Miller, 2015). Several principals explained this as parents and

families facing “competing priorities.” Trinity mentioned parents trying to balance
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multiple jobs and Brandi acknowledged that her families have hourly-waged jobs that
may prevent them from coming to events during the school day or supporting their
child’s academic needs at home.

Several principals also suggested that a contributing factor to the lack of parent
engagement is the parents’ distrust of the public education system. This notion aligns
with the literature asserting low-income parents, overall, are distrustful of schools
because of their negative experiences when they were students (Pemberton & Miller,
2015). Trinity, Briana, and Megan explicitly referred to the negative experiences parents
had when they were in school as a reason for their lack of engagement. Whether due to
previous negative schooling experiences or general lack of knowledge regarding how the
public school system works, Mia, Trinity, John, Braden, and Megan indicated parents
may not have the knowledge and resources to engage in their child’s learning.

Limited English Proficient (LEP) parents face additional barriers that can “create
tension and hinder” (Mohamed, 2022, p. 76) their level of engagement in their children’s
schools. John and Mia referenced parents’ lack of English proficiency as an impediment
to supporting their child academically. Furthermore, six principals acknowledged their
parents are illiterate in English and their native language, creating additional barriers to
parent engagement. These findings are supported by Hirsh et al.’s (2025) study which
found the proportion of parents who were illiterate or low-educated was significantly
higher in low-SES communities.

Despite legislative policy efforts introduced in No Child Left Behind in 2002,
schools continue to struggle to involve low-income parents (Pemberton & Miller, 2015).

Many principals alluded to this struggle in their interviews. Whether principals grapple to
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engage parents authentically or find difficulty in building a home-school connection,
many principals addressed the lack of parent engagement and felt strongly that this lack
of connection affects student achievement.

Next, I will address the final salient barrier that principals shared as having an
impact on equitable learning opportunities for economically disadvantaged and minority
students.

Student Readiness

In recent years, it has become increasingly clear that inequalities in academic
achievement develop at very young ages (Shay et al., 2024). Particularly as elementary
school principals, participants recognize that a majority of their student population,
particularly those from low socioeconomic backgrounds, come to their school already
behind. Disadvantaged and marginalized students have less exposure to enriching
learning opportunities prior to enrolling in school. Hirsh et al. (2025) found that students’
knowledge levels varied greatly because of the highly varied experiences of schooling the
students brought with them. Whether this is due to informal childcare, lack of enrollment
in preschool programs, or a parents’ lack of resources in providing enrichment in a
child’s early years, ten principals suggested a lack of students’ foundational skills and
school readiness as factors negatively impacting their ability to achieve. Achievement
gaps between children from different socioeconomic backgrounds emerge in early
childhood (Shay et al., 2024). This notion is supported by Trinity’s assertion that, “The
difference between schools that are struggling to perform and schools that are performing

higher... in my neighborhood, people are struggling just to make ends meet. In other
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neighborhoods, there are million-dollar homes... those kids are coming prepared, there is
no three-year delay.”

In addition to the barriers economically disadvantaged and minority students face
prior to entering kindergarten, COVID-19 exacerbated some of the resultant gaps in
student readiness, as supported by Jarrin and Armijos’s (2024) assertion that negative
effects on learning from the pandemic were greater in lower socioeconomic strata. Megan
elaborated on the impact of COVID-19 on her current Pre-K students, who were born
from August 2019 to July 2020, stating “We’ve seen lots of impact on their speech and
their language.” Nick also discussed the impact of COVID-19 on his students, stating,
“Kids were isolated for years, so some of those interpersonal relationship skills they
develop in school didn’t develop because they were sitting at home in front of a
computer.” The findings illustrate that economically disadvantaged and minority students
face compounding barriers to equitable learning opportunities that can influence their
entire educational career.

Summary

As the demands for educational success increase, the supports for children in and
out of school have not kept pace (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Schools are subject to the
societal forces of poverty, unemployment, crime, and violence. Efforts to equalize
education will never be accomplished without systemic and meaningful social change
(Horsford, 2011). However, school leaders can influence the sociopolitical context by
addressing the roots of systemic inequities and publicly advocating and influencing
equitable and socially just policy and practice (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2015). Particularly

in marginalized communities, schools need leaders who understand the moral imperative
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of providing opportunities and access to high quality education (Rivera-McCutchen,
2014). In the next section, I will discuss the findings pertaining to leadership identity.
The Transformative Instructional Leader

School leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-
related factors that contribute to student success (Brown, 2006; Grissom et al., 2021;
Leithwood et al., 2008; Leithwood, 2021; Tan, 2016). Leadership is especially important
in diverse school settings (Furman, 2012), and leadership styles should vary to meet both
institutional and individual needs (Oner et al., 2024). In this section, I will begin by
connecting participants’ self-identified practices with existing literature regarding the two
theories informing my theoretical framework, instructional leadership and transformative
leadership. Following this, I will interlace the two leadership theories to discuss the
identity and practices of a transformative instructional leader.
The Instructional Leader

Leithwood et al. (2020) asserted almost all successful leaders draw on the same
repertoire of basic leadership practices: improving the instructional program, providing
instructional support, and monitoring learning and progress. The findings from this study
support this notion, as ten principals identified at least one of these three instructional
practices as key components to their leadership approach. Nick recognizes that part of his
job as school principal is being an instructional leader. As instructional leaders, principals
are required to prioritize the school’s implementation of effective teaching and learning
(Shaked, 2024; Shaked, 2023). Mia is “very involved” in a lot of aspects of the school,
including grade level conversations around student learning. To enhance effective

teaching and learning, Trinity encourages her teachers to look at their data in multiple
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ways to determine how to group students and what strategies to use for student groups.
These leaders exemplify instructional leadership functions as outlined in Hallinger and
Murphy’s (1986) seminal article on the instructional leadership framework.

Successful leaders use data to challenge assumptions about students’ abilities and
push educators to recognize areas of instructional effectiveness and instructional
improvement (Johnson & Uline, 2005). Nick asserted he “leads everything with data” and
Ashley “wants teachers to use data to inform instruction.” Several other principals
signified data-driven decision making as a key component of their leadership approach,
strongly suggesting this practice as necessary in Title I school leadership. Naomi uses
data to “look at everything within our school” and Briana said, “We gotta look at the
numbers, we can’t make excuses.” Educators must use various tools and information
sources, incorporating input from students, parents, and teachers (McKeithan et al.,
2025). Mia iterated the importance of “keeping in close communication with various
stakeholders and then adjusting as we go.” John said he and his staff are “constantly
staying on top of it” when it comes to evaluating data, monitoring student progress, and
ensuring students “are making growth and getting what they need.” The data-driven
practices of the principals in this study are aligned with several studies that investigated
the impact of instructional leadership practices on student achievement (Cox & Mullen
2023; Heck et al., 1990; Vogel, 2018).

In Hallinger and Murphy’s (1986) seminal article regarding instructional
leadership in effective schools, the authors asserted that strong leadership does not
require principals to make all the decisions. Several principals discussed collective

decision-making as a practice in their leadership repertoire, aligning with Hallinger and
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Murphy’s (1986) assertion that instructional leaders should develop collaborative
organizational decision-making processes. Trinity believes in making collective decisions
to hold everyone accountable, and Brandi forms focus groups amongst grade levels and
departments to ensure all voices are heard. Collaboration helps to create an instructional
program that supports the success and well-being of students by combining shared
expertise and diverse perspectives (McKeithan et al., 2025). John identified himself as “a
problem solver with teams” and Megan “really relies on [her] leadership team and the
teachers to make decisions.” Briana shared an impactful leadership move she makes is
distributing responsibilities and decision making to “make sure [she’s] utilizing all of the
expertise within the school.” Several other principals referred to leaning into the expertise
of their staff, because as Julie said, “I am not the expert.” These practices are supported
in the literature asserting instructional leaders play a key role in obtaining staff input for
framing and communicating school goals (Hallinger & Murphy, 1986).

Together, the instructional leadership approaches that emerged from the findings
suggest principals leading schools with a largely minoritized and disadvantaged student
population must prioritize improving and maintaining high-quality instruction, ensuring
data is driving decision-making, and leading in a manner that taps into the expertise of
staff within the school. Next, I will discuss participants’ practices as they relate to
transformative leadership.

The Transformative Leader

Transformative leadership calls for a more holistic and strengths-based approach

to teaching and learning (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2014). Trinity and Naomi both lead with

their hearts, Nick leads his school “with grace, compassion, and empathy,” and Alex
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works to “holistically see the entire person.” Mia believes “there’s always a way forward
if you work with others” and Brandi maintains, “You combat the negative with the
positive. And the louder the positive is, the more you diffuse that negativity.” These
leadership depositions are examples of transformative leaders recognizing the power they
hold and their belief in the transformative power of education.

Transformative leadership is an approach that intertwines empowering individual
and public good. It recognizes that educational leaders’ work to provide an equitable
education is embedded in, and should therefore address how to transform, wider social
power structures (Milner, 2023). Several principals in this study exemplified key traits of
transformative leadership. In Brandi’s school community where 91% of students qualify
for free and reduced lunch and 87% identify as a minority, she said, “There’s a lot to
think about in terms of the community at large... There are things that set my students
out of step compared to more privileged students. So, I feel like it’s my job to bridge that
opportunity gap.” Braden believes his work is “about instilling confidence [in students]...
in order to have the necessary life skills to advocate for [themselves].” To do this
transformative work, Trinity believes it is important to stay current with the work and the
time. Similarly, Alex leads with an awareness “of what’s happening in our
neighborhood.” These testimonies are examples of what Freire (1970) refers to as
“critical consciousness,” which “leads the way to the expression of social discontents™ (p.
36). Freire (1970) contends that the less one develops critical consciousness, the more
they will accept a passive role, rather than “engage in authentic transformation of reality”
(p. 183). The critical consciousness of the participants allows them to work towards

transforming the lived realities of their student body.
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Transformative leadership advocates for both social justice and democracy, along
with the need to lead actions to transform the school for better equity and learning
(Archambeault & Garon, 2013). Naomi identified herself as a “social justice leader who
advocates for my students.” She further shared she “advocates to make sure each student
gets what they need...making sure they have everything they need to be successful.”
Leading for social justice means leading with an equity-oriented approach. Briana stated,
“Equity is giving [students] access to what they need.” Trinity, Mia, Alex, John, Braden,
and Michelle also defined equity as giving individual students what they need, and it may
not necessarily be the same as other students. These definitions of equity align with
Brooks and Theoharis’s (2012) notion that educational leaders have a responsibility to
ensure all students have equal access to learning opportunities.

Leading for social justice requires flexible leadership approaches in which there is
no predictable or fixed meaning outside of a particular school community (DeMatthews,
2015). Five principals in this study acknowledged the need to adapt their leadership
approach to meet the needs of their school community. Trinity asserted, “My role is to
figure out who needs something different. And then ‘how do I shape that into my
leadership practices?’” Braden shared school leadership is about “seeing people for who
they are and adjusting as needed.” When discussing responsive leadership approaches,
Alex said, “We have to ensure that each individual is learning and growing within our
school. And how that happens is going to be unique, it’s going to be flexible, but it’s
going to happen.” These assertions align with the literature regarding equity-driven
principals intentionally adapting some of their practices to suit their school contexts (Klar

& Brewer, 2013; Leithwood, 2021; Okilwa & Barnett, 2018).
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Transformative leaders develop a framework on learning and teaching to fight
prejudice, redress wrongs, provide equal opportunities, and ensure that all students can
achieve academic success (Shields, 2010). Both Naomi and Mia shared they lead their
schools by making informed decisions based on equity and access. Megan and Braden
ensure all students can achieve academic success by implementing high-quality
instructional materials. Michelle recognizes that “multi language learners are
overwhelmingly presented with below grade-level work™ and she advocates for her staff
to “give [students] what they need, but the goal is still grade-level standards.” By
promoting an equitable and excellent instructional program, transformative leaders
promote academic excellence and social transformation (Shields, 2011a).

Alex believes that school leadership must intersect with other critical theories and
critical ways of living and being in this world. Shields (2018) asserted that the goal of
transformative leadership is to prepare students to be both individually successful and to
be thoughtful, successful, and engaged citizens. Mia emotionally shared, “I think that
education can be transformational, and if I didn’t believe that I wouldn’t be in education.”
She went on further to say that the solution to closing opportunity gaps “is to provide the
highest quality and best education for these students that elevates them as individuals.”
Briana, John, and Braden also connected their work to not only supporting their students
in the classroom but also elevating their abilities to be successful citizens of the world.

Next, I will interlace participants’ instructional and transformative leadership

practices to build the identity of a transformative instructional leader.
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The Transformative Instructional Leader

At the same time as being tasked with instructional leadership duties,
contemporary principals are also being called upon to serve as social justice leaders
(Shaked, 2024). The findings from this study strongly suggest that, especially for Title I
principals, social justice work is as important as other leadership approaches and
practices. John said, “We all have a responsibility to try and change our corner of the
world.” Alex’s leadership approach includes “thinking about how we layer social justice
into this work that’s relevant to the kids and their lives.” Nick recognizes he has a duty to
protect his school community, and as a social justice leader, that work extends beyond the
school walls and out into the community.

Educational researchers consistently emphasize that principals are responsible for
promoting social justice within their schools (Shaked, 2024). Furman (2012) defines
social justice leadership as an approach that “focuses on the experiences of marginalized
groups” (p. 194). For Ashley, this includes amplifying the voices and experiences of
LGBTQ+ individuals represented in her school community. When discussing
inclusionary practices, Ashley said, “I want people to understand that it’s not about
teaching kids LGBTQ terms or it’s not about teaching kids what it means to be ‘X’, it’s
about helping them understand diversity, inclusion, and acceptance.” This approach
aligns with Stanley and Girzene’s (2023) proclamation that leaders should see themselves
as advocates for the students and families they serve.

Shields (2013) asserted leaders should first recognize that the material realities of
the wider community, an unequal playing field for rich and poor students, and dominant

culture norms should all be considered in the school. As a transformative leader, Alex
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shared, “I have to be aware of what’s happening in this immediate neighborhood, this
immediate community.” Brandi said, “It’s a lot to think about in terms of the community
at large, but there are things that set my students out of step compared to more privileged
students. So, I feel like it’s my job to bridge that opportunity gap.” Along similar lines,
Naomi recognizes the importance of “understanding what the needs [are] of the school as
a whole.” Alex, Brandi, and Naomi’s focus on systemic inequities aligns with
transformative leadership’s call to focus on systemic changes and interrogate questions of
justice (Shields, 2010).

To enact equitable practice, the values and guiding principles that undergird a
leadership’s framework necessitates consistent action targeting systemic change
(Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014). Julie shared “When you see an injustice happening for
another child, I mean my gosh, you can’t just sit back and not say anything; you gotta say
something.” To do this proactive work, Nick said, “You always have to be two steps
ahead at all times.” Briana asserted, “One of the biggest steps that I took, even as a young
leader, was calling out those microaggressions that people have within the school
system.” She further shared that she also tries “to get allies within the school that will
step up and follow in [her] path.” This example of advocacy, as well as those shared by
Trinity, Naomi, and Alex align with Shields’ (2011a) assertion that transformative
leaders are always engaged in and often serve as advocates for the communal life of the
school community and the world.

Summary
Principals in this study acknowledged the lived experiences of their students and

families. They engage in instructional leadership practices to improve the instructional
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program, ensure teachers are equipped with the tools and resources necessary to grow to
their fullest potential, and ensure the curriculum is rigorous, responsive, and targeted. As
transformative leaders, participants acknowledged the systemic inequities impacting their
students and families and described their work to mitigate those inequities by breaking
down barriers affecting access to equitable learning opportunities. Together, the
transformative instructional leader is critically aware of the transformative power of
education and ensures all students, especially our most marginalized students, are
provided equitable access to high-quality and enriching learning opportunities that not
only support students’ academic success, but also their transformation into globally
minded and responsible citizens of the world. In the next section, I discuss how
participants address and dismantle learning barriers.
Solutions to Barriers Impacting Equitable Learning Opportunities

Bertrand and Rodela (2018) claimed leadership without an understanding of
systemic inequity can reproduce oppression. All 13 participants identified multiple
systemic barriers their students and school communities face. Stanley and Gilzene (2023)
asserted educational leaders should develop an awareness of the structural,
organizational, and localized barriers faced by the communities they serve. The principals
in this study exemplified a school community conscious leadership approach in which
they not only work for equity and access within their schools, but also in the school
community. In this subsection of my analysis, I will discuss the leadership practices
identified that work to address barriers impacting equitable learning opportunities for

economically disadvantaged and minority students.
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High-Quality, Targeted Instruction

Instructional leaders play a pivotal, and predominantly indirect role in fostering
high levels of student achievement (Shaked, 2024). By building the capacity of staff and
providing support for individual staff members, leaders can influence high quality,
inclusive instructional practices. Mia postulated that team collaboration makes teaching
and learning so much more enriching, therefore she prioritizes intentional collaboration
time for her teachers. This practice aligns with Murphy et al.’s (2016) notion that
instructionally focused leaders foster more collaboration among staff. Eleven principals
identified specific leadership practices they implement to support teachers and influence
high-quality instruction. Trinity prioritizes giving teachers voice and agency to build
collective responsibility. Nick’s approach to supporting his teachers includes giving them
what they need for them to be better at their job each day. Similarly, Michelle declared,
“The way I work is to make sure that everybody has what they need to do their best
work.” By providing ongoing support and direction for teachers, instructional leaders
promote high-quality instruction (Bellibas et al., 2022; Shaked, 2024).

Equitable access to high-quality instruction is essential to promoting individual
and private good, one of the two propositions of transformative leadership. Furthermore,
as instructional leaders, principals are responsible for cultivating an environment that
nurtures classroom instruction (Shaked, 2024). To establish and maintain a conducive
learning environment, instructional leaders are in classrooms frequently (Murphy et al.,
2016). The findings heavily suggest this is a critical component of instructional
leadership in Title I schools. Julie conducts regular walkthroughs, and Michelle uses her

walkthroughs and data gathering towards school improvement. John’s leadership team is
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visible in rooms to support and see what is happening, and how they can assist their
teachers. Mia similarly shared that she and assistant principals visit classrooms and
observe with the school’s coaching team. Megan reasoned, “We observe teachers and
then provide feedback so that they can grow their practice to then grow the students.”
These findings align with Cox and Mullen’s (2023) study on instructional leadership in
Title I schools which found that informal observations with feedback and coaching were
perceived as the most impactful principal instructional practices.

Existing literature notes that principals should organize schools to provide equal
opportunities for all students (Shaked, 2024; Wang, 2018). Participants expressed several
ways they work to provide equitable learning opportunities for all, many with similar
approaches. Trinity, Alex, Braden, Briana, Nick, and Mia remarked their instructional
practices must be responsive to the needs of individual students. When discussing the
importance of ensuring all kids have what they need to be successful, John described it as
a game of whack-a-mole where the needs are constantly evolving. Cox and Mullen
(2023) asserted an important practice for Title I principals is monitoring student data and
using data to drive instruction. Julie shared that her team is always focused on data, and
they adjust instructional practices based on data, whether that means moving groups
around, assessing students for learning disabilities, or allowing teachers time to
collaborate and adjust instructional practices. By being responsive to students’ needs,
school leaders can create school contexts and curriculum that respond effectively to the

education, social, political, and cultural needs of students (Khalifa et al., 2016).
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It is important that school leaders believe that every student can thrive. To
personify this belief, principals must have, and model, an asset-based mindset, the topic
of the next subsection.

Asset-Based Mindsets

Principals should concentrate on creating an empowering educational
environment that leverages the unique strengths and potentials of all students (Shaked,
2024). To identify and leverage students’ strengths, school personnel must foster an
asset-based mindset, which was a leadership practice noted by 11 participants. For all
students, particularly English Language Learner students, Trinity encourages her staff to
make sure they figure out where students’ strengths are, while Brandi’s teachers work to
get to know their students on a different level. These approaches align with the literature
regarding transformative leadership, which calls for a more holistic and strengths-based
approach to teaching and learning (Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014). When asked to describe
what equity and access look like in her school, Mia said, “It looks like valuing everything
that the child brings into the classroom.” Alex similarly noted, “We holistically see the
entire person...and we’re considering everything that you bring.”

Central to equitable school leadership is the view that students’ backgrounds are
an asset in schoolwork rather than a disadvantage (Leithwood, 2021). Brandi exemplifies
this notion by recognizing her students all show up with a fund of knowledge.
Recognizing the unique cultural strengths that each student brings to the classroom is
essential (Shaked, 2024). Mia shared that she encourages her staff to see the culture
students bring is value-added. Julie similarly emphasized identifying the assets of

culturally and linguistically diverse families as important to the work of fostering asset-
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based mindsets within her school. An asset-based approach is critical for pursuing
educational equity. Educational equity requires moving beyond a deficit frame, not only
regarding the need for systemic responsibility for structural inequity, but also regarding
the perception of non-dominant students and communities as “victims” of the system who
lack resources, knowledge, and power (Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014, p. 98). Instilling this
mindset, Briana, Julie, and Braden foster and encourage growth mindsets amongst their
staff and students.

Asset-based mindsets support the development of a culture of excellence, an
important solution to the barriers impacting equitable learning opportunities for all
students. Next, I will discuss how participants foster a culture of excellence to promote
high-quality learning opportunities.

Culture of Excellence

Developing a culture of excellence requires buy-in from all school staff. Hirsh et
al. (2025) found that all staff must function as a collective with their practices turned
towards a common vision and distinct goals of what is to be achieved. Several
participants shared how they develop a culture of excellence by promoting collective
responsibility amongst their staff members. When discussing her school’s instructional
climate, Megan said everybody is working towards the same goal. Brandi shared,
“Everyone in this building is an educator whether you’re in the facility management side,
you’re on the food service side, you’re a paraprofessional, you’re office staff... they’re
not their kids or my kids; it’s our kids.” While Briana referred to this as collective
responsibility, Braden referred to it as collective accountability. Michelle constantly

referred to her school staff as, “We, as a system.” Instilling excellence promotes efforts to
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improve instructional practices, while also advocating for traditionally marginalized
students (Cruze & Lopez, 2020). Julie concluded, “We have to have the same purpose. If
we’re not here for the same thing, then what the heck are we doing?”

To promote a culture of excellence, schools must provide conditions that allow
students to realize their full potential. However, schools serving historically marginalized
student populations have been widely viewed as inferior because they often have fewer
resources (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). To this point, Ashley noted there are so
many factors against students, it is important that her school has partnerships in the
community to provide families with resources to be able to circumvent those factors as
much as possible. To combat the barriers preventing students from consistently attending
school, Briana reaches out to the community to locate the proper resources families need.
These are reasons why Megan said her school’s community support is very critical.
Whether it is connecting through local churches, business establishments, or community
agencies, participants advocate and facilitate holistic services for students, a key
leadership component outlined in Theoharis’s (2010) article regarding strategies
principals use to disrupt injustice.

To further promote a culture of excellence, principals must ensure equitable
opportunities and academic success for students from disadvantaged backgrounds
through the implementation of effective teaching practices (Shaked, 2024). Julie
promotes this notion by identifying and helping students to identify their strengths and
assets. When discussing her disadvantaged student body, Briana said she and her staff do
not make excuses for anybody. She went on further to say, “Yes, this student has some

challenges, but we gotta look past those challenges.” She concluded that if her school can
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help eliminate some of those challenges, then students get the education they need to be
successful later. Briana’s approach aligns with the transformative leadership framework,
which emphasizes the need for education to focus on both academic excellence and social
transformation.

Integrated with a culture of excellence, participants discussed the importance of
fostering a safe, welcoming, and inclusive school climate. Next, I will discuss how
participants promote a school climate in which all students feel seen, heard and loved.

A Safe and Inclusive School Climate

School leaders for social justice challenge the historic disconnect between
marginalized families and schools to create warm and welcoming school climates
(Theoharis, 2007). A crucial component to fostering positive school climates is building
trust amongst students, staff, families, and the school community. Nine participants
mentioned building trust as an important component of their leadership approaches.
Brandi said trust is at the forefront of her leadership style, while Alex noted that you must
build trust and you have to maintain trust. Trust is critical to effective leadership (Larson
& Ovando, 2001; Khalifa, 2018), and to promote social justice, leaders must proactively
work to build trusting relationships with colleagues, parents, and students in their
schools, across all cultural backgrounds (Furman, 2012). John promotes trust amongst his
teachers, sharing his teachers know that he trusts them, while Braden said, “I have to trust
that staff members are going to do what’s best” for their students. Santamaria (2014)
found that school leaders for social justice and equity need to build and establish trust
before they can begin their social justice work in their schools. This finding aligns with

Julie’s approach to building trust. When Julie first took over as principal at her school,
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she said her whole goal her first year was to establish trust. Megan’s efforts to build trust
amongst parents at her school are consistent. She noted that she and her staff must do
whatever it takes to earn families’ trust.

In addition to building trust, principals leading for social justice support a culture
of inclusivity and diversity (Furman, 2012; Shaked, 2024). Seven participants explicitly
described their school’s climate as inclusive. When asked to describe her school’s
climate, Michelle said it is very joyful and very inclusive. Alex expressed there’s a sense
of safety and respect, and a sense of belonging at his school. Mia shared that when people
walk into her school, it is important that her staff be really welcoming, kind, and
inclusive. To promote anti-oppressive school contexts, leaders must promote a culturally
responsive school climate with an emphasis on inclusivity (Khalifa et al., 2016). Both
John and Julie highlighted the importance of celebrating their student body’s diversity.
Since John became principal at his school, the community has grown in diversity, and
this is something he ensures is celebrated. Similarly, Julie shared that having a diverse
student body means her staff are better educators and the school’s community is more
kind and more accepting of differences. These value-added mindsets align with Cruze
and Lopez’s (2020) assertion that school leaders should structure the school to have a
culture of inclusion that is founded on asset-based pedagogical practices.

Learning environments are nested within a school’s climate, therefore
instructional leaders bear the responsibility for cultivating an environment that nurtures
classroom instruction (Shaked, 2024). Mia described her school’s working climate as
collaborative and supportive, which fosters a school where students feel like they belong.

To nurture a positive learning community, Alex asserted he leads with a lot of curiosity
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and modeling a learner’s stance. He continued to say that “for any team to be successful,
be it teachers or principals... you have to be curious, you have to want to learn. And you
have to advocate for that learning.” He encourages his staff to play with new curriculum
and new resources, fostering a sense of wonderment and curiosity amongst staff that can
be passed on to students. As previously addressed in Chapter 4, principal modeling
desired behaviors and expectations is a component of instructional leadership (Cox &
Mullen, 2023; Hallinger, 2005; Rodriguez & Avila de Lima, 2021).

When the learning environment is equitable and inclusive, students can focus on
academics (Shields & Hesbol, 2020). Instructional leaders interpret the needs and
demands which abound in the school’s environment (Hallinger & Murphy, 1986), and
this recognition allows school leaders to prioritize the needs of individual students. Next,
I will discuss how participants promote equitable learning opportunities for all students
by prioritizing individual students’ needs.

Prioritizing Students’ Needs

Schools in marginalized communities need leaders who understand the moral
imperative of providing opportunities and access to high quality education (Rivera-
McCutchen, 2014). Several participants exemplified this assertion, describing how they
prioritize students’ needs to provide equitable access to enriching learning opportunities.
Furthermore, Wang (2018) declared leaders leading for social justice put students at the
center. Nick, amongst other participants, embody this notion in his work as principal by
providing a culturally responsive curriculum. Nick ensures, “We make sure that whoever
is sitting in this seat, they see themselves... because when kids see themselves in the

work, it brings a different level of attitude that they have towards the work.” Students’
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needs vary, requiring leaders to be flexible to provide tailored instruction and
intervention. Mia recognizes that what is right for one child may not be the same as for
the others, so it is important to understand that there is a distinction between equity and
equal. This belief aligns with Ishimaru and Galloway’s (2014) assertion that creating a
just educational system and society may require an unequal distribution of resources,
opportunities, and focus. Trinity, Naomi, Alex, and five other participants described
equity as students getting what they need. These findings strongly support Shaked’s
(2024) claim that leaders leading for social justice prioritize the needs of marginalized
students and ensure they have access to the same resources and opportunities as their
peers.

In addition to prioritizing students’ needs, Stanley et al. (2024) proclaimed that
schools need to center youth and adult members of the community, especially those who
have been historically silenced in the traditional school hierarchies. As Julie noted,
“Especially as a leader of a Title I school, it is about the children, it’s about the whole
child, it’s about the families.” In the final subsection, I will describe how participants
advocate for and support their families and the school community.

Family Support

Families are experts on their own histories, community contexts, and children’s
needs. Their knowledge should be at the center of everyday school processes (Stanley et
al., 2024). Julie believes it is the job of educators to make the school a place for families
to feel comfortable. She spoke about supporting the whole child and recognizing that
students are made up of bigger systems. She went on to say that families are such a big

influence, and her leadership approach has always centered around the family. For Alex,
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he shared it is “important to be informed by all of the different narratives and true
histories... those lived experiences that were not being amplified.” Brandi ensures her
students and their families know her staff are there to serve them, and Michelle believes
her strongest influence is building the community and her school.

It is evident that participants prioritize building relationships with families,
recognizing they may not have the tools needed to fully engage in their child’s education,
and offering support in numerous ways. These strong connections among schools,
families, and communities are essential components to school improvement efforts (Bryk,
2010; Stanley & Gilzene, 2023). When asked how she would define access, Briana
shared that access is making sure that parents and families have what they need.
Similarly, Naomi noted she works to understand parents’ circumstances and offers to
help parents in whatever needs they have. John understands that “part of being a Title I
school and what we do with that Title I [funding] is parent outreach. So, we spend a lot of
time working with parents.”

In addition to providing support for parents outside of school, several participants
also prioritize welcoming parents into schools for events, workshops, and other
engagement opportunities. The findings strongly align with Stanley and Gilzene’s (2023)
claim that school leaders should ensure that there are multiple opportunities for families
to visit the school. Trinity’s school does open classrooms so parents can come in and see
what it is students are expected to do. Likewise, John’s school invites parents for
curriculum nights to help teach parents how to work with their kids. Nick referred to his
students’ parents as collaborators, emphasizing the importance of working together with

them to support their child. Julie has a parent engagement night every month where she
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serves food for anyone who shows up. She said, “It just makes our families so happy.
They bring grandmas, they bring aunts, they bring babies.” Like Julie, Braden encourages
parents to come to school for events that are not just academically based. Braden believes
if he can bring parents into the fold, he can help them see they are a partner in their
child’s education.

Five principals remarked that parents lack an understanding of the school system,
suggesting this knowledge gap impedes parent engagement in their child’s learning.
These assertions align with Stanley et al. (2024) postulation that school leaders should
recognize that not all families and community members understand contemporary school
policies and practices. Julie acknowledged for some parents, they do not understand the
public education system and it is important she and her staff, support parents and give
them time and help them maneuver systems and understand those structures that
oftentimes they do not get. Mia pointed to language barriers and how that becomes a
barrier in terms of supporting the child when it comes to fully understanding how the
school system works and what the child needs. To circumvent language barriers, Mia
ensures parent presentations are provided in the three major languages spoken at her
school, and any communication that goes home can be translated to many languages.

Building relationships with all families, and linguistically diverse families is a
crucial component of participants’ leadership approaches. The leadership approaches to
relationship building espoused in this study align with Stanley and Girzene’s (2023)
findings that highlighted the use of bilingual parent liaisons to create a homelike
environment to support linguistically minoritized families. Michelle’s school has two

parent liaisons, so every multilingual family has a staff member who helps to ensure
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families have access to needed community services, such as food banks and
transportation. Brandi’s parent liaison gets to the bottom of individual circumstances and
is trusted by the parent community. Principals can influence student success by building
strong relationships with families (Khalifa et al., 2016), and this is further exemplified by
Megan’s declaration that her parent liaison works hard to build relationships with parents
and families. Along similar lines, the parent liaison at Mia’s school is very proactive in
communicating with parents. The home-school connection is a critical aspect of a child’s
education, and the principals in this study clearly recognize the need to build partnerships
with families to foster greater student achievement.
Summary

Darling-Hammond (2015) declared that we can ill afford to maintain the
structural inequalities in access to knowledge and resources that produce persistent and
profound barriers to educational opportunity for large numbers of our citizens. Societal
inequities continue to exacerbate learning opportunity gaps for economically
disadvantaged and minority students, and Title I school leaders are tasked with
addressing these inequities through their leadership practices. Leadership for social
justice emphasizes that instructional leadership is not solely focused on improving
teaching, learning, and results in general, but also on ensuring that every student,
regardless of their abilities or marginalized characteristics, can achieve their highest
potential (Shaked, 2024). The participants strongly exemplify this notion, meeting
students where they are at academically and socioemotionally to provide equitable,

inclusive, and high-quality instruction.
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In addition to acknowledging the academic needs of students, participants
recognize the impact of societal inequities affecting students, their families, and their
school community. It is evident every participant personifies a transformative leader, one
who, according to Shields (2010), attempts to transform entire social systems because
they recognize that the inequities which students experience in society can affect their
academic performance in school. Building trusting relationships with students, staff, and
families through an inclusive school climate, fostering asset-based mindsets to build a
culture of excellence, and advocating for the betterment of the school community, all
participants are dedicated to transforming the lives of their students through ensuring
equitable access to enriching learning opportunities.

Conceptual Framework

In my initial conceptual framework, I identified the following macro barriers as
having a significant impact on equitable learning opportunities: poverty, segregation,
racism, school funding, and federal policy. Furthermore, the meso barriers were teacher
quality, tracking, implicit bias, school conditions, school demographics. To mitigate these
barriers, I surmised that the leadership practices employed to address these barriers were
addressing oppressive barriers, rejecting deficit thinking, modeling appropriate behaviors
and actions, setting high expectations for all, and fostering a safe and inclusive school
climate. Lastly, these leadership practices would lead to the following school outcomes:
advocating for students, families, and the community, building trusting relationships, and
developing a culture of shared responsibility.

Figure 3

Initial Conceptual Framework
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EQUITABLE LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES FOR

ECONOMICALLY
DISADVANTAGED AND
MINORITY YOUTH

After conducting my study, I have revised my conceptual framework to explicate
the salient barriers identified during participant interviews along with the transformative
instructional leadership practices implemented to mitigate and solve those barriers. First,
I removed the distinction of types of barriers to represent a cohesive conceptualization of
barriers. The barriers identified as having the greatest impact on student learning were:
(1) Poverty; (2); Macro political climate; (3) Lack of parent engagement; and (4) Student
readiness. There were two changes to the principal practices inner circle. First, I added
the distinction that these practices must be school community conscious. Throughout

participant interviews, principals shared that their equity- and justice-oriented work must
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be in implemented in concert with the school’s context. Additionally, the principal
practices were altered to represent the most salient leadership practices identified in the
data. These school community conscious practices were: (1) Collective, data-driven
decision making; (2) Elevate the school community; (3) Critical awareness and action;
(4) Building capacity; and (5) Support the instructional program. Furthermore, in the
revised conceptual framework, the third inner circle was reidentified as adaptable
solutions to barriers instead of school outcomes. This change highlights two emerging
themes from the data. First, not all solutions to barriers work in every school context.
Therefore, solutions must be adaptable to support individual school contexts and meet the
needs of various school communities. Furthermore, the identified school community
conscious principal practices address student learning barriers. These solutions are not
school outcomes, but the strategic approaches principals take to create a more equitable
school. The solutions to barriers identified were: (1) Safe, inclusive school climate; (2)
Culture of excellence; (3) High-quality, targeted instruction; (4) Asset-based mindsets;
(5) Prioritize students’ needs; and (6) Provide family support. Lastly, the most concentric
circle remains the same. Principal practices mitigate barriers and provide solutions to
those barriers to produce equitable learning opportunities for economically disadvantaged

and minority youth.
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Figure 4

Revised Conceptual Framework

EQUITABLE ™
LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES

FOR ECONOMICALLY
DISADVANTAGED
AND MINORITY

Implications

The implications for theory, policy, practice are linked with the findings of this
study. The findings reveal an urgent need to make changes in education policy and
practice to create equitable access to learning opportunities for all students through
transformative instructional principal leadership. This study was conducted through the
lenses of instructional and transformative leadership, and together, these frameworks aim
to improve students’ academic outcomes while also preparing them to be global citizens.
Shields (2011a) asserted transformative leadership emphasizes the need to focus on both

academic excellence and social transformation. Through promoting academic excellence,
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transformative leadership not only works for the good of every individual in the school
system, but it has the potential to work for the common good of society (Shields, 2010).
Together with instructional leadership, which is designed to connect instructional
processes with the school’s environment and to protect those processes from fluctuations
in the environment (Hallinger & Murphy, 1986), transformative instructional leaders are
school community conscious, challenge the status quo, and strive for educational equity.
The findings of this study highlight the lived experiences and practices of principals in
Title I elementary schools, and the implications for theory, policy, and practice will be
discussed next.
Implications for Theory

The findings from this study have theoretical implications. Grounded in
instructional leadership and transformative leadership, the data expanded the notion of a
one-dimensional school leader. First, theories must take into consideration the flexible
implementation of leadership practices depending on the school’s contextual conditions.
Furthermore, it is not enough to simply lead for the improvement of teaching and
learning, nor is it enough to lead only for social transformation. Together, instructional
leadership and transformative leadership combine to create an equity and justice-driven
framework that encourages leaders to immerse themselves in the improvement of
instruction and learning, while having critical awareness and moral courage to challenge
inequities and mandate deep and equitable change.

This study illuminated the importance of principals taking thoughtful action to
redress barriers to equitable learning opportunities. Instructional leadership is a broad

theory that outlines prescriptive, inflexible leadership practices that benefit teachers and
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students without acknowledging the contextual differences of various schools. While
transformative leadership highlights taking critical action against injustices, future
theorizing should probe the need for thoughtful action that is not prescriptive but
contextually embedded within the school’s community.

Future theorizing of these theories should also incorporate the lived experiences
of leaders. All participants described how their lived and observed experiences impact
their leadership approaches, and the literature regarding these theories is scant when
discussing the impact of lived experiences on leadership styles. Future research should
also investigate how the various lived and observed experiences of principals from
different racial and ethnic backgrounds influence their leadership approaches. In this
study, many minority principals discussed their lived experiences as marginalized and
racialized youth impact how they currently lead their schools. On the other hand, White
principals in this study leaned on observed experiences of injustices to discuss their path
to Title I leadership. The findings also demonstrated that leaders cannot do this work
alone. It takes a collective sense of responsibility from all staff members, from
administrators to lunchroom monitors, to buy-in to the vision and goals of the school. It is
important that theories recognize the impact of stakeholder buy-in and that leaders should
not, and cannot, do this work alone.
Implications for Policy

Educational equity is a major policy issue because quality education is not only an
aspect of well-being but also a crucial component of an individual’s ability to succeed
and thrive (Shaked, 2024). Research has shown that a school’s context impacts school

leadership (Horsford et al., 2018), therefore policy should not be reduced to a specific list
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of practices, as there are practices that might be equally or more important in different
contexts and individuals. Thus, policy should enhance instances of professional
development that identify, test, and evaluate the leadership practices that work better in
particular schools (Marfan & Pascual, 2018). Participants emphasized the importance of
being school community conscious and understanding their school’s context, however no
one mentioned any leadership preparation or training that supported them in this effort.
Accordingly, training programs and the professional framework should stress even more
the pedagogical dimension of leadership (Marfan & Pascual, 2018). Policy should also
emphasize targeted support from Local Education Agencies (LEAs), which requires
knowledge and recognition of contextual particularities at their level (Hirsh et al., 2025).

Despite several waves of reform, many schools throughout the United States
continue to struggle to produce meaningful and measurable educational progress (Bishop
& Noguera, 2019). One reason for this is that educational policies do not target the
structural and societal inequities that impact student achievement. Instead of expanding
support, many policies initiated since NCLB in 2001 have targeted academic standards
and increased accountability. Future education policy initiatives must focus on a broader
set of ecological issues to address structural inequities that impact schools, particularly in
areas where poverty is concentrated (Jones & Kahn, 2017). It is critical that policymakers
address the links between the environmental conditions students experience and the
pervasive educational opportunity gaps that can impact student achievement.

To advance educational equity, public policy must have a more contextualized
approach by recognizing the influence of economic factors such as concentrated poverty

and demographic factors such as immigration and racism. Principals leading Title I
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schools with a majority minority student population must respond to greater demands
with fewer resources (Brooks & Theoharis, 2012). Findings from this study strongly
suggest that schools are not immune to their macro contexts. Issues of poverty, housing
insecurity, lack of employment opportunities, and a tense macro political climate all have
the potential to impact how students learn and how schools operate to support students’
needs. Therefore, state and local funds should be directed towards districts that serve a
disproportionate share of the most disadvantaged students with the consideration of how
economic and social conditions affect schools and the students they serve. Given that
economically disadvantaged children generally reside in concentrated areas, a
contextualized perspective guiding policy development and implementation is necessary.
Implications for Practice

The general knowledge that a Leadership Preparation Program (LPP) provides
can only be seen as a foundation that needs to be supplemented (Hirsh et al., 2025).
Therefore, LPPs and school district professional developers need to adopt curricula that
are tailored towards context-specific leadership approaches. Findings from this study
illuminate a variety of leadership practices that work to support economically
disadvantaged and minority students. What works for Megan in a southern, suburban city
with a large Black student population is not necessarily what works for Ashley in a
Northeast urban city with a student population that is 98% Hispanic. While the
participants shared some leadership practices in common, such as fostering a schoolwide
asset-based mindset, building an inclusive school climate, and leading to serve the entire

school community, there were differences in their approaches. Hence, school leader
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training must incorporate a strong practical component and be embedded in actual school
reality (Marfan & Pascual, 2018).

Leadership training for school principals must be ongoing throughout a
principal’s tenure. It is not enough to simply prepare a principal for their upcoming role,
and it is imperative that school districts provide updated, evidence-based research and
knowledge to equip today’s principals for tomorrow’s students. As evidenced in this
study, not every principal is at the same level of expertise, especially when promoting an
equitable school climate. John, for example, made some statements that to him might
have seemed equity-oriented, but in fact, those statements were marginalizing the
students and families he claims he works to support. For example, when discussing
chronic absenteeism, John claimed that his students’ parents make false excuses for why
they are not sending their child to school. He also stated that those families who do not
send their kids to school do not value education. These unsupported statements are
problematic and need to be addressed so John recognizes the impact of his assumptions.
John would greatly benefit from equity- and justice-oriented professional development to
support his practice in becoming a truly equitable principal.

Contextual cognition enables leaders to situate the organization within the broader
systemic and wider social contexts (Darling-Hammond et al., 2003; Miller, 2018;
Hallinger, 2016; Oc, 2018; Angelico, 2022). Therefore, school leaders must be trained to
listen to student, family, and community voices (Stanley & Girzene, 2023). Alex
recognizes he needs to know who the people are in his school community. He said he
must think about the families that live in the community as well as the businesses that

serve his community. Alex further shared, “When I’m thinking about the families in this
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area, the realities that they’re facing... those are all realities I’'m aware of and [they]
inform my decision making as a school leader.” As a self-identified school community
conscious leader, Alex knows this is an approach he must take to serve his Northeast
urban Title I school serving with a student body in which 62% qualify for FRL and 80%
identify as Black and/or Hispanic. Awareness of the lived experiences within a school
community can potentially contribute to an increased understanding of what it takes to
achieve generally established successful leadership practices under specific contextual
circumstances (Hirsh et al., 2025).

Research shows that instructional leadership can help the overall improvement of
schools, primarily those serving disadvantaged communities (Bryk et al., 2010; Cox &
Mullen, 2023; Heystek and Emekako, 2020; Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Hitt & Meyers, 2018).
Findings from this study strongly support this notion, as every participant described
leadership approaches aligned with the instructional leadership framework that they
implement to support teaching and learning. Participants emphasized the importance of
their teachers and the need to support instruction through sustained collaboration and
planning time, data-driven decision making, and ensuring teachers have what they need
to be successful. LEAs must recognize the importance of instructional leaders because
there has been little change in the structure of principals’ daily work routines to allow
them the time to focus on instruction (Murphy et al., 2016).

Findings highlight the importance of identifying individual students’ needs and
working to address those needs. LPPs should prepare principals to engage in
opportunities to get to know students and their families on a deeper level and emphasize

the importance of building trusting relationships. Several principals identified trust as a
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major component contributing to their success in closing opportunities gaps.
Transformative leaders act with courage and conviction to bring about the collective
promise of education (Shields, 2010), and it is critical that leaders leading Title I schools
are equipped with the necessary tools to act with courage and intention to increase all
students’ capabilities in school and in society.

Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research

This study had several limitations that present opportunities for future research.
First, this study was limited to the voices of 13 principals. To truly understand the
complex phenomena of contextual conditions creating learning opportunity gaps and the
mitigation of school leadership on those gaps, there is a need for larger-scale studies.
Second, the data collected was limited to participant interviews and publicly available
school data. Future studies should incorporate more sophisticated and complex data
collection measures, such as mixed methods studies that include teachers’ perceptions of
leadership approaches.

Another limitation of this study was the time in which data was collected. As
previously mentioned in this dissertation, data was collected during the first eight weeks
of Donald Trump’s second presidential term, a time in which a slurry of Executive
Orders, job layoffs, and funding cuts were impacting a significant portion of people
living in the United States. The findings are unique in that they clearly explicate the
impact of Trump’s presidency, which is a benefit to the timing of this research. However,
these findings may not be replicated if this study were conducted at a different time.
Therefore, future research could explore the impacts of the other barriers identified in this

study without the impact of the current macro political climate. Additionally, future
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studies should investigate the impact of Trump’s administrative efforts throughout his
term and possibly the lasting influence of his legislative actions on education once he is
no longer in office.

Potential participant bias is another limitation that could have impacted the results
of this study. My recruitment flyer used equity-driven language to recruit principals who
work to address barriers to equitable learning opportunities. While I did not actively seek
out equity- and justice-oriented principals, the purpose of my study may have inherently
recruited principals who identify as such.

This study focused on elementary principals, and future research could investigate
how principals at other school levels navigate barriers to equitable learning. One
significant finding from this study was the impact of student readiness as students enter
kindergarten. This concept of student readiness can be applied to preschool, middle
school, and high school levels, and future research could explore the impact of lack of
student readiness at all levels of schooling. Poverty, another barrier identified in this
study, does not only affect elementary-aged students, but students of all ages. Future
research could probe the influences of poverty on academic achievement as students
move through the PreK-12 school system.

The findings also illuminate the need to engage in additional research focused on
how leaders can challenge and overcome societal barriers impacting student achievement.
Hallinger (2018) urged researchers to bring context out of the shadows and study how
successful leadership responds and adapts to different contexts. For example, how might
a rural Title I principal with a large majority of White students address barriers associated

with poverty versus an urban Title I principal with a majority minority student
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population? What are intentional approaches a suburban Title I school principal can take
to mitigate parent engagement, and how do those approaches need to be adapted to a Title
I school where most parents are immigrants? The research on the role of context in
educational leadership is limited, therefore future research should focus on this
relationship and determine if there are any leadership patterns that can be found in
schools with similar contextual factors. Stanley and Gilzene (2023) noted that there is
much more room for additional scholarship on community-centered preparation. Future
research should incorporate the influence of lived experiences on community-centered
leadership approaches. The findings of this study made it clear that school leaders lead
with their past experiences, and future studies could help illuminate how these
experiences are interwoven in leadership approaches.

As the role of the school principal continues to evolve, and as public education is
put under more scrutiny, LPPs and professional developers must focus on principal
retention. Especially in high needs schools, such as the ones in this study, the demands of
the principal are great. Therefore, principal sustainability must be an integral component
of ongoing leadership professional development. Future research can explore the
motivation behind equity-minded principals’ work. Through this investigation,
researchers can illuminate what fills the cup of equity-minded leaders and use that data to
curate professional development opportunities that not only support principals in their
roles today, but also throughout their career.

Summary
It is essential that Title I school principals have a critical consciousness of the

inequitable societal conditions that impact a child’s ability to learn and thrive.
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Furthermore, school leaders must take critical action against these injustices, promoting
social justice, democracy, and working towards the promise of a more equitable future.
To create more powerful learning experiences, school leaders should focus on adapting
pedagogical strategies and curriculum to the learning needs of their students and their
school’s context (Leithwood et al., 2020). School leaders striving for educational equity
must address the roots of systemic inequities by advocating for their students, families,
and the entire school community. To disregard the community context is to ignore an
influential partner in the teaching and learning process (Okilwa & Barnett, 2018).

Principals leading Title I schools with a majority minority student population
must work to meet greater needs and often face resource constraints in pursuit of
attaining educational equity. To overcome barriers to equitable learning opportunities,
principals must build a collective sense of responsibility amongst the school community
and reinforce asset-based mindsets that value everything a child comes to school with.
School context has the potential to impede leadership efforts, but it can also be leveraged
to overcome contextual constraints and mediate negative influences (Gurr et al., 2019;
Angelico, 2022), as well as enable success by drawing on strengths and opportunities
(Hallinger, 2016; Gurr et al., 2019). The moral use of power, along with a deep
commitment to promoting social justice and equity are necessary attributes for all school
leaders, especially those in Title I settings.

This study aimed to investigate how, if at all, Title I elementary school leaders
address barriers to equitable learning opportunities, and to determine contextually based
leadership practices that promote equitable access to enriching learning opportunities for

economically disadvantaged and minority youth. To conduct this investigation, I
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conducted semi-structured interviews with 13 Title I elementary principals across the
United States. I also reviewed publicly available school data regarding student
demographics. The semi-structured interviews sought to reveal leaders’
conceptualizations of equity and access, salient barriers their students face that impact
their ability to learn and thrive, and how leaders approach the critical work of addressing
these barriers in pursuit of educational equity. The data yielded three major themes: (1)
(1) Barriers to equitable learning opportunities; (2) Leadership traits and approaches; and
(3) Solutions to barriers. These findings revealed many principals embraced key
characteristics of both instructional leadership and transformative leadership to foster an
equity- and justice-oriented leadership approach that works to build not only a better
school, but a stronger school community.

Data analysis revealed leaders must be school community conscious and adapt
their leadership approaches to meet the needs of their students, families, and school
community. It is not enough to simply lead for the betterment of teaching and learning;
Title I principals must work to holistically elevate every student. Most, but not all
principals described educational equity as giving students what they need and
recognizing not all students have the same needs. Several principals aligned in their
conceptualization of access. Six principals identified access as providing exposure to
opportunities, while the other seven principals defined access as implementing rigorous
curriculum. Together, all principals expressed promoting equity and access through
targeted instruction and interventions that meet students where they are at academically

and socioemotionally.
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The findings showed that while participants’ school contexts are not all the same,
there were several leadership approaches shared by these equity- and justice-oriented
leaders. By building trusting relationships and fostering a safe, inclusive school climate in
which all students feel like they belong, participants can see beneath the tip of the iceberg
and understand how students’ circumstances affect how they show up to school each day.
Holistically supporting students requires leaders to support parents and families, giving
out basic needs such as food and clothing, providing multiple opportunities for parents to
visit the school, and working to help parents understand the school system.

Every participant acknowledged the critical nature of their teachers’ work,
describing them as the boots on the ground. Furthermore, participants described several
strategies they implement to support teachers in their practice. These instructional leaders
lean on the expertise of others, ensure teachers have the resources they need to be
successful, and are often in classrooms conducting observations to provide valuable
feedback for teachers. Additionally, many participants described data-driven decision-
making practices as imperative for improving teaching and learning and driving
instruction. This work to implement high-quality instruction is also driven by developing
a culture of excellence where all staff members are working towards the same goals to
provide equitable access to learning opportunities for all students, no matter their
socioeconomic status, immigration status, or home language.

The findings revealed implications for theory, policy, practice, and research. For
example, future theorizing should incorporate how leaders’ lived experiences influence
their leadership styles. The findings also suggest that additional theorizing should

incorporate instructional leadership and transformative leadership as one theory.
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Instructional leadership is viewed as a traditional leadership approach, while
transformative leadership is seen as a more progressive leadership approach. Together,
the transformative instructional leader pursues greater academic outcomes while also
promoting societal transformation.

Regarding policy, it is imperative that policymakers recognize the impact of
societal and structural inequities on educational outcomes. Policies that attempt to
promote academic standards and accountability measures are missing a significant
contributing factor to students achieving the academic standards set forth. For public
policies to advance educational equity, they must consider schools’ local contexts and the
lived experiences of students and their families in the learning community. Practical
implications from this study revealed that LPPs and LEAs must provide opportunities for
principals to engage in tailored professional development regarding contextually literate
leadership. Lastly, future research should illuminate the role of school context on
educational leadership. There is a need to determine how to best support leaders to
develop a leadership approach that recognizes the influence of contextual conditions on
their school’s practices and procedures.

Based on the data gathered in this study and the evolution of a new conceptual
framework, the portrait of a transformative instructional leader has emerged. A
transformative instructional leader is one who is school community conscious and makes
data-driven decisions in concert with the school’s context. These leaders are visible,
model appropriate behaviors, and work to elevate the entire school community. For a
transformative instructional leader, focusing solely on academics is not enough. While

supporting a high-quality instructional program and prioritizing students’ needs are
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essential, transformative instructional leaders must also have the moral courage to take
thoughtful action against injustices. Building a safe and inclusive school climate is
imperative, and fostering a culture of academic excellence is crucial to the foundation of
a transformative instructional leader. To recapitulate, a transformative instructional leader
is an equity- and justice-oriented principal who recognizes systemic inequities and adapts
their leadership approaches and practices to address barriers with the goal of ensuring
every student has what they need to access equitable learning opportunities.

In conclusion, Title I principals leading schools with a majority minority student
population must understand the societal and contextual conditions affecting their students
and the school community. Leaders leading these schools cannot be one-dimensional
leaders; they must be flexible, courageous, and dedicated to advancing educational
equity. Principals’ lived and observed experiences influence their leadership approaches,
thus making their work towards advancing the school community a personal mission.
Challenging barriers to close the opportunity gap is not a task for the faint of heart; it
requires the collective effort of all stakeholders, and the belief that all students, especially
our most marginalized students, deserve equitable access to a high-quality, engaging, and
inclusive education. This mission must be led by an equity- and justice-oriented leader
who models and enacts moral courage to mandate equitable and lasting change. In a
speech shortly after being released from prison, Nelson Mandela (1990) said, “Education
is the most powerful weapon you have to change the world.” All our children deserve to
wield this powerful weapon to create a better life for themself, their families, and their

community.
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Appendix A
Title I Grant Funding Formulas

To support schools and school districts with large populations of economically
disadvantaged students, Congress developed a formula grant process that establishes
awards based on multiple criteria to determine funding allotments for each school district
(NCES, 2019). The most critical component of Title I that contributes to funding
allocations is the number of “formula-eligible children”. Additionally, there are four
provisions used to calculate Title I funding allocations. The first is the state per-pupil
expenditure (SPPE), which measures the cost of educating a child in a specific state. This
number is determined by calculating the state’s current expenditure on education
(excluding any federal funds) and dividing it by the number of students enrolled in
schools in that state.

Two additional provisions include the number and percentage weights, which
refer to adjustments made to support districts with large numbers and/or percentages of
formula-eligible children. These provisions support larger districts with larger
populations of formula-eligible children by providing larger funding allocations per
formula-eligible child. Another provision included is the state minimum provision, which
was designed to ensure each state receives adequate funding to maintain a robust Title I
program. Lastly, the hold harmless provision limits the reduction of allocated funding
each year per state. Each of these provisions plays an important role when calculating one
of the four Title I funding formulas.

Basic Grants
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The largest component of Title I funding, basic grants provide funding to districts
in which the number of formula-eligible children is at least 10 and exceeds 2% of the 5-
to 17-year old population. The basic grant is less targeted to the highest poverty school
districts as it does not include number or percentage weighting factors. During school
year (SY) 2023-2024, $6.4 billion was allocated to states through the basic grants funding
formula (Skinner & Sorenson, 2023).
Concentration Grants

The smallest of the four Title I grants, concentration grants were added during the
1970s to provide additional support for districts in which the number of formula-eligible
children exceeds 6,500, or is greater than 15% of the school district’s 5- to 17-year old
population (NCES, 2019). During SY 2023-2024, $1.3 billion was allocated to states
through this funding formula (Skinner & Sorenson, 2023).
Targeted Grants

Targeted grants were added to the Title I funding structure in 1994 through the
enactment of the Improving America’s School Act (IASA) but were not appropriated
until the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001. This specific funding formula incorporates
the student weighting provision, benefiting districts with high numbers or percentages of
formula-eligible children by proportionately allocating additional funds to those districts.
Eligible districts must have greater than 5% of its student population be identified as a
formula-eligible child. During SY 2023-2024, $5.2 billion worth of targeted grants were
allocated to states (Skinner & Sorenson, 2023).

Education Finance Incentive Grants (EFIG)
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EFIGs are another funding formula added as a component of IASA in 1994. The
purpose of this grant is to provide districts with additional funding for economically
disadvantaged and minority children. The formula includes measures of each state’s
funding efforts and the level of equitable disbursement of funding public education across
the state. $5.2 billion in EFIGs were allocated to states during SY 2023-2024 (Skinner &

Sorenson, 2023).
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Appendix B

Codebook

Theme

Sub-Theme

Code

Barriers to
Equitable
Learning
Opportunities

Poverty

Food Insecurity

Home Life (General)

Impact of Trauma

Poverty

Rent & Housing Instability

Systemic

Transportation

Macro Political
Climate

Trump Impact

Lack of Parent
Support

Cycle & Impact of Cycle (Poverty/Education)

Lack of Parent Support

Student Readiness

Covid

Lack of Foundational Skills

Newcomers/Immigrants

Pre-Kindergarten

Student Language

Student Readiness

Summer Slide

Leadership
Identity,
Approaches,
and Practices

Leadership Identity
Development

Lived and Observed Experiences

Motivation towards Ed/Leadership

Community & Family

Compassion & Passion

Views on Education

Leadership
Conceptualization of
Equity and Access

Access

Equity

Exposure

The Instructional
Leader

Accessible

Authenticity

Building Capacity

Collaboration

Collective Decision Making

Collective Responsibility

Data-Driven Decision Making

Instruction

Modeling

Preparation/Planning

Professional Development

Teachers: Importance

Teachers: Support

Transparency
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Visible

The Transformative
Leader

Action-Oriented

Community & Involvement

Diversity

Inclusivity

Representation

Resilience

School-Community Conscious

Service

Social Justice

Vulnerability

Solutions to
Barriers

School-Based

Adaptable & Flexible

Asset-Based Mindset

Extra Offerings/Programs/Support

High Expectations

Innovative

Instruction: Parallel

Instruction: Responsive

Instruction: Rigor / HQIM

Instruction: Students

Prioritizing Students’ Needs

MTSS

The Whole Child

Basic Needs

Climate

Relationships

Support Parents

Trust
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Appendix C

Recruitment Flyer

SUPPORT TITLE | SCHOOLS

Participate in a dissertation research study!

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study will investigate how principals leading Title | schools
address barriers to equitable learning opportunities for
economically disadvantaged and minority students.

PARTICIPATION REQUIREMENTS

e One (1) 45- to 60-minute semi-structured interview via Zoom

ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA SCAN (or click) HERE

e Current principal at an for more information and to
elementary school receiving indicate interest in participating
Title | schoolwide funds

* >50% of student body identifies
as Black or Hispanic/Latinx

e |nrole at current school site for
a minimum of three consecutive
years

Contact the Researcher: callie.hyder@gwu.edu
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Appendix D
Interview Protocol

Introduction: Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to participate in this
interview. I appreciate that you reviewed the informed consent form and completed the
demographic survey prior to this conversation. I will be recording this interview for
transcription purposes, but anything you share during this interview will be kept
confidential. You and your school will be identified with a pseudonym, and your school
district will be referred to as a “school district in [insert geographical area].” I will delete
this recording after the interview is transcribed within 7 days.

The purpose of this interview is to gain an understanding of your experience leading a
school in which the majority of your students are marginalized in society and within the
school system due to their socioeconomic status and/or race and ethnicity. I will ask
questions about your experience as a leader, your student body and inequities and barriers
your students face, and leadership practices that support equity and access, specifically
for economically disadvantaged and minority students. I encourage you to share freely,
providing as many details as you can.

Do you have any questions before we begin? Do I have your permission to begin
recording this interview?

Questions
1. Can you tell me about your job history as an educator? What, if any, experiences or
influences led you to this career path?

2. How would you describe yourself as a leader?
1. What leadership traits are important to you?
2. How do you model these traits and apply them to your practices within
your school?
3. Tell me about the demographics of your student body in terms of race/ethnicity and
socioeconomic status.

4. What are some barriers impacting your students and school?
1. Probe: Is there one barrier that stands out as having the greatest impact?
2. How do these barriers impact your students’ ability to learn and thrive in
school?

5. What are the solutions to these opportunity gaps? That you can implement or maybe
even on a macro, systemic level?

6. What does equity and access look like in your school? What challenges, if any, have
you faced in promoting equity and access?
1. Probe: Can you think of a time when you navigated a challenge towards
equity and access in your school?
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Can you describe a time when you addressed an injustice or barrier your students face
in your role as principal?

1. How did you first recognize this injustice?

2. What action, if any, did you take to mediate this barrier?

How would you describe your school’s climate?
1. Probe: how does your school’s climate promote equity?

How does your school’s demographic makeup influence instructional planning?
What leadership practices do you implement to support teaching and learning?
1. Probe: How, if at all, do you promote high expectations amongst your

staff and students?

What lived and observed experiences have led you to this role as a social justice
leader?

Tell me how you feel about your ability to impact change within your school and/or
society as a whole.

I have asked the questions I’ve prepared for our interview today. Is there anything
else you would like to share that you believe would add value to this study?

Conclusion: Thank you again so much for your time today. I really appreciate you
participating in my study and for engaging in such an open and honest conversation. I am
very passionate about my research, and our conversation today will add great value to my
data. Do you have any final questions for me before we end?

I will be in touch within seven days with a copy of the transcript from today’s interview
for your review. I also may ask follow up questions that can be answered by email. Thank
you again for your willingness to participate!
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