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Abstract of Dissertation 

Defying the Odds: A Case Study of a High Minority-High Poverty 

Elementary School 

 

The importance of the public education system in educating all students especially 

students historically disenfranchised is critical to the belief that America is the land of 

opportunity for all.  As minority populations continue to grow, preparation through the 

public school system with equitable education opportunities is critical as the mechanism 

to increase future economic success and national security interests (Rice & Klein, 2012).    

This single case study examined how a public elementary school engaged in efforts to 

increase student achievement for African American students in poverty in the 

accountability era.  The use of critical race theory for the theoretical framework and 

Bronfenbrenner ecological model for the conceptual framework provided the structure for 

analysis of an elementary public school and the school actors that serve within it. The 

theoretical framework presented the lens for the review of literature, research question 

development, boundaries of the study, and data analysis of the research questions. 

Findings showed academic and nonacademic structures were needed leading to a 

two part process to improve academic outcomes for African American students in 

poverty.  Academic structures aligned to prior research on school improvement strategies 

necessary for student academic success.  Interview respondents embraced the idea of 

racism as ordinary and a part of society if they had experienced it directly.  Those who 

had not experienced it directly did not believe it was relevant at this point in time and if it 

did exist it was somewhere else and not at this school or in their environment.   

Even in the best schools providing a quality education to African American 

students in poverty, barriers exist to their academic and personal success institutionalized 
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by the perceptions of the educators within them.  Schools that are able to put measures in 

place to first recognize that barriers exist based on race and economic status then have 

intentional ways to overcome these barriers have more success.  A successful school for 

African American students in poverty must include academic and nonacademic structures 

to improve and sustain student outcomes meeting and exceeding state standards.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 But freedom is not enough. You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by 

saying: Now you are free to go where you want, and do as you desire, and choose 

the leaders you please. You do not take the person who, for years has been 

hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and 

then say, you are free to compete with all the others, and still believe that you 

have been completely fair. Thus it is not enough to open the gates of opportunity. 

All of our citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates…  

Men and women of all races are born with the same abilities. But ability is not 

just the product of birth. Ability is stretched or stunted by the family that you live 

with, and the neighborhood you live in—by the school you go to and the poverty 

or the richness of your surroundings. It is the product of a hundred unseen forces 

playing upon the little infant, the child, and finally the man. (Public Papers of the 

Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965, p. 2) 

 

In 1965, African Americans were seeking equality and the attainment of voting 

rights to provide a voice for change. Leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. staged 

marches to bring attention to the inability of African Americans to succeed in America’s 

democratic society. This excerpt from President Lyndon B. Johnson’s commencement 

address at Howard University in 1965 illuminated the complexity African Americans 

faced in their attempts to gain equality and equity. Despite release from slavery a century 

before, Black America’s struggle for equal educational opportunities compared to White 

America continued even after the liberation. The added burden of poverty diminished the 

capability of African Americans to increase their chance for educational attainment 

through a quality education that would propel their access to and opportunity for 

economic success. 

Purpose of Schooling 

Varied perspectives on the purpose of schooling have created a difficult role for 

educators as they attempt to meet societal demands. A distinct objective does not exist to 

create a singular vision that satisfies all viewpoints on the purpose of schooling and 
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provide students a cohesive education focus. Horace Mann, Secretary of Education in 

Massachusetts in the late 1830s and 1840s, advocated the cause of universal schooling in 

the United States. Mann’s education principles were as follows: citizens could not be 

both ignorant and free; education controlled and maintained by the public; embracing 

students from varying backgrounds; education as nonsectarian; education taught using the 

beliefs of a free society; and education taught by well-trained professional teachers 

(Mann, 1868).  

Historical perspectives on the purpose of schooling included the passage of 

democratic ideas, such as citizenship (Adler, 1982; Biesta, 2007). Adler (1982) believed 

the purpose of schooling was the development of citizenship, personal growth and self-

improvement, and occupational preparation. Similarly, Tyack (1988) suggested the 

purpose of schooling is a focus on social and economic needs, while Labaree (1997) 

theorized that school is nothing more than a credentialing agency for society. Additional 

views of the purpose of schooling included controlling the behavior of the masses to 

socialize workers, especially immigrants, in creating a workforce for national economic 

growth and job preparation (Adler, 1982; Rice & Klein, 2012).  

The standards and accountability movement led to a focus on economic growth as 

the main purpose for schooling (Biesta, 2007). The idea of economic growth as the 

purpose of schooling built the 21
st
 century workforce philosophy, which enhanced 

corporatocracy (Biesta, 2007). Corporatocracy is the idea of controlling governments 

through the economic interests of corporations as opposed to the democratic ideals of 

schooling, such as citizenship and the learning of life skills (Biesta, 2007; Giroux & 

Schmidt, 2004; Strajn, 2014).  
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The infusion of corporatocracy allowed limited time for democratic teaching in 

schools (Biesta, 2007; Sleeter, 2008) and “…vitiates the democratic impulses and 

practices of a civil society by either devaluing or assimilating them within the logic of 

market demands” (Giroux & Schmidt, 2004, p. 214). Instead of school as a place to learn 

about the social responsibilities of being an engaged citizen, test-based curricula and 

high-stakes testing became a sorting mechanism for those without the cultural or 

academic resources to mediate this environment successfully (Giroux & Schmidt, 2004). 

Hochschild and Scovronick (2003) postulated that the democratic idea of schooling is 

necessary to replicate the American dream and promote success for all students. They 

stated, “… too often for many students schooling is the place of a student’s first failure, 

and tracks across racial and class inequality” (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003, p. 5).  

The democratic principles for the reauthorization of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 2015 affirmed the guarantee of a “world-class” 

education no matter the zip code or family income. The report included the need for 

additional resources to improve access, especially for minority students and students in 

poverty, support for teachers and students, and high standards and research—backed by 

accountability systems created by each state—to prepare all students for college and 

career readiness (U.S. House of Representatives, 2015). With the varying perspectives on 

the purpose of schooling, educators contend with complicated viewpoints that hamper 

public school’s ability to satisfy society’s multifaceted objectives. The addition of state 

and federal policies dictate accountability for student achievement that all public schools 

are required to meet. This study will examine a high minority and high poverty school 

with levels of academic achievement for its students that exceed other schools with 
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similar demographics. Framing questions considered for this study include the following: 

Have educational opportunities in the public school system improved for students of 

color and in poverty to prepare them for college and career readiness? If not, what can the 

public school system do to close the achievement gap and increase achievement? What 

can we learn from schools that have defied the odds and achieved despite the historical 

research data about African American students’ in poverty’s success rate in the public 

school system?  

Background and Context 

 Dred Scott v. Sanford, 60 U.S. 393 (1857) decreed African Americans to be the 

property of their slave masters and not United States citizens. Before the Civil War, 

which lasted from 1861 to 1865, it was criminal to educate African Americans. Few 

African Americans received an education before the Reconstruction Period, when public 

schools for African Americans opened with little financial support. In 1870, Jim Crow 

Laws included provisions for the educational system that segregated schools for White 

and African American students. From the 1880s to the 1960s, Jim Crow Laws enforced 

segregation in the United States with Plessy v. Ferguson 163 US 537 (1896) upholding 

the constitutionality of segregation. 

The U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 

(1954) promised a change from the separate but equal court ruling, Plessy v. Ferguson 

163 U.S. 537 (1896), which reigned for nearly six decades in America. African 

Americans had been relegated to segregated schools with substandard resources, 

materials, and facilities that did not provide for a quality education equal to their White 

peers. Career opportunities did not allow for proper wages, housing, health care, and the 
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ability to improve opportunities for many of the next generation of African Americans. 

Additionally, African American students were limited in their future opportunities by 

colleges and universities that would not accept them, thereby reducing their access to—

and opportunity for—increased social and economic capital. Cohen (1969) asked whether 

schools lay at the foundation of racial disparities of class and income and accounted for 

racial division. 

Admitting African American students into formerly all-White schools did not 

happen until the push of the civil rights movement in the 1960s (Diem & Frankenberg, 

2013; Ferguson & Mehta, 2004; Lutz, 2011; Orfield, Frankenberg, & Lee, 2003; Orfield 

& Frankenberg, 2014; Scott & Quinn, 2014). The Civil Rights Act Pub. L. No. 88–352, § 

78 Stat. 241 (1964), Green v. County School Board of New Kent County, 391 U.S. 430 

(1968), and Keyes v. Denver School Division, 413 U.S. 189 (1973) helped place school 

divisions under mandatory desegregation plans (Lutz, 2011). Desegregation slowed in the 

mid-1970s and stopped in the 1990s, when court rulings began to release school divisions 

from desegregation plans due to the loss of support for desegregation measures (Orfield, 

Frankenberg, & Lee, 2003; Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014).  

The trend of releasing school divisions from desegregation plans led to increased 

segregation or re-sorting of minority students, especially African American and Latino 

students, into schools with diminished educational resources, less-experienced teachers, 

and higher percentages of dropouts (Lutz, 2011). Nine-tenths of segregated schools had 

high percentages of African American and Latino students in poverty (Orfield & Lee 

2002). Rand and Quinn (2015) lamented that schools in 2014 “…are resegregated by 
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race, resources, socioeconomic status, and language, making separate but equal the norm 

in American public education” (p. 750).  

This reality of resegregated schools does not align with the patterns of changing 

demographics in American schools (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014). Schools with high 

percentages of minority students in poverty connect to educational inequality and rarely 

excel, meaning failure for the school and its students (Ferguson & Mehta, 2004; Orfield, 

Frankenberg, & Lee, 2003). Orfield and Frankenberg (2014) advocated on behalf of 

educators and legislators to stabilize integrated schools, increase housing diversity, and 

expand choice opportunities. In contrast, Hochschild and Scovronick (2003) stated choice 

opportunities such as private and charter schools could lead to increased segregation 

exacerbating the problem instead of reducing it. 

Statement of the Problem 

America’s democratic values place the education system as the great equalizer 

(Harris & Herrington, 2006) and a powerful engine of social reform (Cohen, 1969) with 

the purpose of improving opportunities for all students. Dewey (1916) said, “education 

must help students acquire a habit of learning…he learns to learn” (p. 27). Meeting the 

needs of all students especially those in poverty to navigate their environments is integral 

for their chance at future success. Creating a habit of learning can have the effect of 

improved student outcomes, increased learning opportunities, and schools that thrive 

because they work to meet the needs of all students (Dewey, 1916).  

Funding from the federal and state level along with accountability measures have 

not assisted in closing the achievement gap for African American students in the areas of 

academic performance and graduation rates (see Tables 1.1 and 1.2, adapted from the 
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U.S. Dept. of Education Nation’s Report Card (2013, 2015). Tables 1.1 and 1.2 illustrated 

the continued gap in reading and math scores on the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP, 2015) assessment in grades 4, 8, and 12 between African American 

students in poverty and their White peers. Although some progress has been made in 

decreasing the gap since the 1990s, a substantial gap of more than twenty percentage 

points remains in all grade levels in reading and math. 

Table 1.1  

Reading Achievement Gap Data between Black and White Students 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 1994 1998 2000 2002 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011  2013   2015 

______________________________________________________________________ 

4
th

  38 32 34 30 31 29 27 26 25 26 26 

8
th

  30 26 -- 27 28 28 27 26 25 26 26 

12
th

  29 27 -- 25 -- 26 -- 27 -- -- -- 

________________________________________________________________________

--: Not Available NAEP Results by Percentage Points 
Adapted from: http://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#?grade=4 

 

Table 1.2  

Math Achievement Gap Data between Black and White Students 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

1992 1996 2000 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 

______________________________________________________________________ 

4
th

 Grade 35 34 31 27 26 26 26 25 26 24 

8
th

 Grade 40 41 40 35 34 32 32 31 31 32 

12
th

 Grade -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

______________________________________________________________________ 

--: Not Available  NAEP Results by Percentage Points 
Adapted from: http://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#?grade=4 

 
Note. Because of major changes to the framework and content of the grade twelve assessment, scores from 

2005 and later assessment scores cannot be compared with scores from earlier assessment years.   

  

 

Table 1.3 illuminated the gaps in graduation rates between African American 

students and their White peers. While graduation rates show an increase nationally since 

2006 for students of color, gaps for African American and Hispanic students remains 
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wide-ranging.  Seven states, Michigan, New York, Ohio, Georgia, Florida, California, 

and Illinois, educate approximately 40 percent of African American students in the 

United States yet, all of these states have graduation rates for African American students 

in the 60’s or have significant declines in graduation rates (Depaoli, J. L. et al). The 

opportunity gap remains a related problem as a gap between graduation rates narrowed in 

28 states for low-income students but became larger in 18 states (Depaoli, J. L. et al).   

These statistics illuminate the plight of African American students in poverty.  All the 

tables demonstrate that a gap persists for African American students in reading, math, 

and graduation rates, which leads to limited opportunities for future success. 

 

Table 1.3  

Graduation Rates from 2012-2013 Four-Year Regulatory Adjusted Cohort 

Graduation Rates 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 Hispanic Black White 

    United States 

 

75.2 70.7 86.6 

Alabama 

  

74 73.9 83.9 

Alaska 

  

73 65 77.9 

Arizona 

  

68.9 69.6 82.6 

Arkansas 

  

82 78.1 87.8 

California 

  

75.7 68.1 87.7 

Colorado 

  

65.4 69.5 82.8 

Connecticut 

 

70.2 75.7 91.4 

Delaware 

  

78 76.1 83.1 

District of Columbia 

 

62 60.7 85 

Florida 

  

74.9 64.6 80.5 

Georgia 

  

62.6 64.4 79.2 

Hawaii 

  

77 75 79 

Idaho
2
 

  

— — — 

Illinois 

  

76.3 70.9 89.3 

Indiana 

  

82.5 73.8 89.7 

Iowa 

  

80 74 91.5 

Kansas 

  

79.9 76 88.1 

Kentucky 

  

80 78.4 87.6 

Louisiana 

  

73 65.9 80.2 

Maine 

  

81 75 86.9 
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Maryland 

  

75.1 78.3 91.1 

Massachusetts 

 

66.8 73.8 90.1 

Michigan 

  

67.3 60.5 82.1 

Minnesota 

 

59.0 57.8 85.3 

Mississippi 

 

79 69.5 82.1 

Missouri 

  

81 72.1 89.1 

Montana 

  

79 77 87.0 

Nebraska 

  

78.6 77 92.2 

Nevada 

  

64.4 56.7 77.2 

New Hampshire 

 

77 82 87.8 

New Jersey 

 

78.6 76.4 93.1 

New Mexico 

 

67.9 69 77.0 

New York 

  

62.3 62.9 87.2 

North Carolina 

 

75.2 77.5 86.2 

North Dakota 

 

78 80 90.4 

Ohio 

  

68.9 63.4 87.0 

Oklahoma 

  

78.6 77.0 87.2 

Oregon 

  

60.8 57 71.0 

Pennsylvania 

 

70.7 72.6 89.7 

Rhode Island 
 
 69 72 83.9 

South Carolina 

 

73 74.6 79.9 

South Dakota 

 

69 72 88.0 

Texas 

  

85.1 84.1 93.0 

Utah 

  

70.4 70 86.1 

Vermont 

  

83 73 87.2 

Virginia 

  

76.1 76.8 88.6 

Washington 

 

65.9 65.8 79.7 

West Virginia 

 

82 75 81.9 

Wisconsin 

 

74.3 66.1 92.4 

Wyoming 
 
 71 66 80.0 

Note: States with more than a 10% gap between African American and White students  achievement are in 

boldface. 
Adapted from: EDFacts/Consolidated State Performance Report, SY 2012–13, 

http://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/consolidated/index.html.  

ed.gov website released March, 2015  

   

Ladson-Billings (2006) theorized the focus on the achievement gap would only 

bring short-term solutions. Ladson-Billings derived the underlying issue was a concept 

she coined as “education debt,” which accumulated over time. She surmised that the 

educational monetary investment should increase and focus on African American 

students in poverty, instead of on social problems such as crime, low wages, welfare, and 
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low productivity, which consistently resulted in money not well spent (Ladson-Billings, 

2006). With income and status a determination of educational success (Harris and 

Herrington, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2006), the achievement gap goes from an indicator of 

educational inequality to being a direct cause of socioeconomic inequality (Harris and 

Herrington, 2006).  

Research Purpose and Questions 

 Education has the potential to be the great equalizer, but presently it exacerbates 

the problems due to African Americans’ inability to move beyond their history of 

inequality, inequities, segregation, and lack of resources. Additionally, the shift away 

from democratic ideals and towards corporate motives continues the additional factor of 

class reproduction. Because African Americans in poverty lack power in the present 

societal structure, they remain systematically deprived of access to the educational 

experiences necessary to level the playing field. Although researchers and practitioners 

debate the course of action to fix the problem, this study sought instances of success 

despite the structural disadvantages faced. The purpose of the study was to examine one 

elementary school with a high demographic of African American students in poverty that, 

nevertheless, achieved state standards. The study explored whether the factors found in 

previous research continued to align with this study or if differing factors have emerged 

since the imposition of heightened accountability measures placed upon 21
st
 century 

schools. 

Research Questions 

RQ 1: How does a school with 60% or higher of its student population 

comprising African American students in poverty build an academic 
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infrastructure that creates academic achievement meeting state standards because 

of—or in spite of—the demands of state and federal accountability measures? 

RQ 2: Does the school defined in RQ1 remove any traditional obstacles for 

African American students in poverty? These traditional obstacles include social 

and cultural reproduction, equity and equality issues, and racial, socioeconomic, 

and linguistic barriers. 

 The achievement and opportunity gap demonstrates that inequalities and 

inequities exist in the school environment. Critical race theorists believe they exist for 

students of color and that, only after society acknowledges this, can it begin to move 

forward toward change. If these barriers exist, how do schools with high percentages of 

African American students in poverty defy the odds and achieve state standards while 

others with similar demographics fail to make the same gains?  

Significance of the Study 

The United States’ racial and ethnic composition has changed, with African 

American and Hispanic populations expected to rise steadily toward 2060 (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2015). As of July 1, 2011, the United States Census Bureau estimated 50.4 % of 

the nation’s children younger than age one were minorities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  

By 2044, the white population will no longer be the majority (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2012). Many states are now majority-minority states, with the U.S. projected to become a 

majority-minority population by 2044, meaning no racial group will make up a majority 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). If the United States is not successful at educating minority 

students, this brings huge implications for the success of students and the nation’s global 

competitiveness in the future. 
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Estimates are that the African American population will continue to grow, though 

not at the same rate as the Hispanic population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). The United 

States is not the national leader in education; indeed, many countries surpass American 

students of all races (Ferguson, 2014). Evaluating lessons learned on closing the 

achievement gap for African Americans in poverty can illuminate some of the factors 

needed to close the gap for all minority races. Determining how to close achievement 

gaps is important in elevating the education level of all students.  

If the United States is not able to determine how to close the achievement gap for 

not only African American students but also Hispanic students, the nation will continue 

to decline in its ability to compete economically and put national security at risk (Rice & 

Klein, 2012). Morally, as a nation built on freedom and opportunity, equal and equitable 

educational opportunities free of achievement and opportunity gaps should exist for all 

citizens regardless of racial and economic disparities. Studies of elementary public 

schools with high levels of African American students in poverty during the 

accountability era are not available in current education research and can assist in filling 

the research gap. 

History of Social Justice 

Without education, he lives within the narrow, dark, grimy walls of 

ignorance…Education, on the other hand, means emancipation. It means light and 

liberty. It means the uplifting of the soul of the man into the glorious light of 

truth, the light by which men can only be made free. To deny education to any 

people is one of the greatest crimes against human nature. It is easy to deny them 

the means of freedom and the rightful pursuit of happiness and to defeat the very 

end of their being. (Douglass, 1894, p. 4)  

 

Social justice has a long history in education with the focus of providing benefits 

for all social classes (Griffiths, 1998). Plato (1894) introduced social justice in The 
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Republic with the idea of a social system based upon the good of the community. Social 

justice, as theorized by Aristotle, entailed the good of the community; as such, 

individuals within the community should receive an equitable distribution of resources 

(Griffiths, 1998).  

Social justice development, as it pertains to education, starts with a philosophical 

or conceptual framework discussion of the practical view of what social justice is in 

education.  Social justice develops portraits of narratives and social experiences from 

education, pertains to the leftist or radical movements, and based in the theory of what it 

means to be an educated person in a democracy (Hytten & Bettez, 2011). Social justice is 

concerned with examining situations in which individuals are marginalized to seek ways 

to include students who are traditionally segregated (Theoharis, 2007). Based on a 

continuum of changing perceptions or assumptions for promoting social action, social 

justice involves critical evaluations of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, or ability 

(Carlisle, Jackson, & George, 2006; Freire, 1970; Hytten & Bettez, 2011). Critical race 

theory has a social justice dimension that tries to not only understand society’s racial 

lines and hierarchies, but also change it (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

Theoretical Foundations and Conceptual Framework 

 The theoretical framework used the critical race lens to analyze education policy 

initiatives for equality and equity in educating all students, including examination of the 

barriers that exist in public schools. To redefine what an equitable environment entails, 

the premise of the study is an investigation of the pursuit of accessible educational 

benefits and opportunities for African American students who are also in poverty. The 

study will highlight the success found in an individual school organization that increased 
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the opportunity for historically disenfranchised students. The question remained whether 

this school showed intentionality of educational factors involving academics as well as a 

culturally relevant pedagogy incorporated into the school organization by the actors 

responsible for its success.  

The critical race lens assisted in determining whether policies implemented with 

the intent of removing barriers and providing equity have the intended response. The 

alternative is a continuation of policies that fail to close the achievement gap in race, 

class, and disability (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2013) and continue class 

and income privilege (Harris & Herrington, 2006). The critical race lens has the inclusion 

of the social justice dimension, which seeks to elucidate inequities to stimulate change. 

Critical Race Theory  

The history of critical race, as found in the domination metaphor, provided a 

critical analysis of the oppression and exploitation suffered by the working class as 

precipitated by the capitalist agenda of the elite. Morgan (2006) explained historically the 

domination metaphor, epitomized by how the capitalist agenda oppressed and continued 

to subjugate the working class in the business and school environment. Critical race 

theory (CRT) started with the idea that racism is a normal part of American life with 

whiteness perceived as normal (Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 

1998). CRT deconstructed oppressive structures and discourses to reconstruct human 

agency and develop equitable social power (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Five tenets emerged 

from CRT: acknowledgement that all races are measured by the white culture; 

affirmation that social justice requires an inclusive worldview; recognition of the voice of 

people of color, questioning of race relationships through discourse; and understanding 
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that policies and laws are inherently apolitical and designed to privilege Whites and 

marginalize minority groups (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 491). Critical theory critiques 

society in an attempt to change it into how it should be as opposed to other theories that 

attempt only to understand or explain the world (Ewert, 1991). 

The history of CRT originated from the theories of legal scholar Derrick Bell and 

formed in the legal scholarship and radical feminism movements (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2012; Ladson-Billings, 2005). The Critical Legal Scholarship Movement evaluated legal 

rulings for their relevance in race issues that propelled the dominant class yet hindered 

the marginalized. CRT insights build on theorists such as Fredrick Douglass, W.E.B. 

Dubois, Cesar Chavez, Martin Luther King Jr., Jacques Derrida, Antonio Gramsci, 

Michel Foucault, the African American Power movement, and the Chicano movement 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).  

Social and Cultural Reproduction  

The public school organization is not exempt from the influence of power; in fact, 

it can be the source of social and cultural reproduction. Mumby (1987) viewed 

domination of the marginalized as an organizing behavior around rules and power; in 

turn, this communication of shared beliefs causes organizational power production and 

reproduction. Education, then, becomes the lesser function of schooling and instead is a 

form of cultural and social reproduction (Pajk & Green, 2010). Johnston (2012) 

theorized, “…the state enforces education inculcation of specific codes, conventions, 

beliefs, and norms about social and political practices” (p. 109). Students are impacted 

most by power because of the rights they lose upon entering the school environment. 

Social class has a strong correlation with educational achievement (Strajn, 2014), and 
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students in poverty do not have the social capital to maneuver the educational 

environment successfully.  

Ellis (1991) suggested opinions, attitudes, and social evaluations permeate verbal 

and nonverbal language, which subsequently affects organizations by establishing norms 

and boundaries that establish power relationships. Strajn (2014) noted that the education 

system provides a system of class reproduction through the official language of the 

dominant class. This communication of dual ideals of service to the state and then to the 

public creates tension within the school system (Strajn, 2014) that limits the ability of the 

school system to move beyond its contradictory role.  

Social and Cultural Reproduction in the School Environment  

Bourdieu (1986) theorized that social, cultural, and economic capital all combine 

with habitus and field to provide resources for an individual. Cultural capital exists in the 

form of embodied, objectified, and institutionalized states (Bourdieu, 1984). As social 

classes struggle for legitimacy, manipulation by the dominant class leads them to believe 

that things are fine (Gunter, 2002). Bourdieu (1984) hypothesized that cultural capital 

makes it possible for academic achievement gaps among social classes to reproduce 

through the education system. Bourdieu (1984) added that students who lack cultural 

capital ultimately fail in school. 

Dika and Singh (2002) advanced Bourdieu’s idea that social capital is inherent in 

relationships among social actors. Social capital becomes a norm that increases 

institutional resources for those actors that possess a greater amount. The dominant class 

acquires and exploits social capital to gain favors, power, and influence. Bourdieu (1984) 

postulated, “…the education system fulfills a function of legitimation which is more and 
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more necessary to the perpetuation of the “social order” as the evolution of the power 

relationship between classes” (p. 2). This power relationship hinders the success of lower 

classes in the education field and further subjugates them to their dominators.  

Schools attempt to normalize students to society’s expectations while continuing 

to adhere to narrow cultural viewpoints that promulgate existing societal prejudices 

(Strajn, 2014). Instead, schools select, re-sort, discriminate against, and classify 

marginalized students to direct them toward the direction that benefits the dominant class 

(Strajn, 2014). These students lack the forms of economic, cultural, and social capital that 

will improve their outcomes in the educational system (Bourdieu, 1986). Every student 

must have the education to rise above his or her present circumstances so that he or she 

can contribute to self-governance to truly be educated and therefore, liberated (Freire, 

1970).  

The higher access granted to the dominant classes and cultures, reproduces the 

power relations and transmission of hierarchical position. Pajk and Green (2010) defined 

misrecognition as power relations that became legitimate to the beholder and, thus, 

enabled it to impose the culture of the dominant class. They theorized that the present 

American education system does not provide the lower class with economic mobility. 

Strajn (2014) added the United States’ public education system is not open to everyone 

and, in reality, furthers class segregation for minority students in poverty. 

Conceptual Framework 

“A conceptual framework explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the 

main things to be studied—the key factors, constructs or variables—and the presumed 

relationships among them” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 18). The conceptual 
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framework for this study has its foundation in the ecological systems theory. The 

ecological systems theory’s progenitor, Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979), described the theory 

this way. 

The ecology of human development involves the scientific study of the 

progressive, mutual accommodation between an active, growing human being and 

the changing properties of the immediate settings in which the person lives, as this 

process is affected by relations between these settings, and by the larger contexts 

in which the settings are embedded. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 21). 

  

Bronfenbrenner (1986) contended behavior evolved because of the interaction 

between people and their environment and ecological systems theory centers on this 

interaction. Bronfenbrenner (1986, 2005) divided ecological systems theory into five 

systems, or environments, titled the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, 

and chronosystem.  

The microsystem involves all the factors related to an individual. These factors 

are many and include the family and community along with the belief systems, 

perceptions, and cognitive gifts of members of the microsystem, including community 

affiliations.  Bronfenbrenner (1986) defined the mesosystem as the space in which an 

individual engages in activities in multiple settings of the microsystem’s environment. 

This involves not only the home and school environment but also the daycare 

environment and its quality of cognitive preparation and stimulation before a student 

starts school. This includes the interactions of community affiliations, such as church, 

civic organizations, peer groups, and any other interactions that affect the outcome of the 

individual. The exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem both target the external 

factors that relate to an individual indirectly over time and at a particular point in history 
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such as white flight, changes in laws, birth, and deaths (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). Figure 

1.1 illustrates the ecological system’s model. 

 

Figure 1.1. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model 

Bronfenbrenner evolved his ecological systems theory throughout his life, along 

with its vast use and development among other researchers. In the latter part of his career, 

Bronfenbrenner discussed the Process-Person-Context-Time model (PPCT) as an 

evolution of ecological systems theory (Tudge, Mokrova, Hatfield, & Karnik, 2009). In 

PPCT, he discussed the interaction of the demand characteristics of gender, skin color, 

and physical appearance. Resource characteristics of experiences, housing, food, 

intelligence, skills, and educational opportunities and force characteristics or persistence, 

temperament, and motivation all are characteristics determining an individual. (Tudge et 

al., 2009). The characteristics of context involves all five of the original systems--  

chronosystem 

macrosystem 

exosystem 

mesosystem 

microsystem  

Individual 
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microsystems, macrosystems, mesosystem, exosystems, and chronosystems at a specific 

point in time (Tudge et al., 2009).  

The theory served as the foundational basis of the conceptual framework for this 

study. It is however, adjusted in this study to accommodate the addition of factors closely 

related to African American students in poverty.  These factors related to personal 

characteristics such as gender, color, physical appearance, intelligence, motivation that 

can assist in the deficit thinking paradigm and institutional racism associated with people 

of color.  

Bush and Bush (2013) advocated a combination of critical race theory and 

ecological systems theory they entitled the African American males theory. They 

concluded neither theory could independently or adequately address African American 

male students. They theorized that a combination and repositioning of the two theories 

was necessary and encouraged the use of their combined theory in subsequent research. I 

theorized CRT, as a theoretical framework and ecological systems theory as a conceptual 

framework, working in tandem, were best to understand the school actors that serve 

African American students in poverty without the evolution of a new theory.  In 

understanding those that serve African American students in the public school system, we 

understand the importance of the microsystem of the public school organization in 

forging their experiences, academic and personal perceptions of themselves, academic 

ability, and future outcomes. 

Summary of Methodology 

Merriam (2009) defined case study as an “in-depth description and analysis of a 

bounded system” (p. 40). Stake (1995) defined case study as “investigations of bounded 
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systems with the focus being either the case or an issue illustrated by the case(s)” (p. 

449). McCaslin and Scott (2003) added case study stressed the in-depth examination of a 

system within a larger setting with me, as the instrument for evaluation, using a “diverse 

array of data collection materials” (p.449). The differing definitions of case study have 

shaped case study methodology by assisting in refining, guiding, and providing a system 

for case study research.  

Stake (1995) stated that the aim of case study is not generalization but 

particularization and interpretation; that is, making sense of the data collected through 

case study research. Stake (1995), meanwhile, postulated that, while case studies are not 

adequate for new generalizations, they are adequate for “modified generalizations” (p. 7).  

Important for case studies than any other types of research, is to help define the 

unit of analysis…, to identify the criteria for selecting and screening potential 

candidates for the cases to be studied, and to suggest the relevant variables of 

interest and therefore data to be collected as part of the case study (Yin, 2003, p. 

3).  

 

This study used the qualitative case study method to capture data. The school’s 

demographics show that at least 60% of the students are African American and live in 

poverty. Semi-structured interviews of six teachers, the principal, the assistant principal, 

and a central office administrator, all of whom have a job focus of teaching and learning, 

was a major data collection source. Additionally, direct observation in the school 

environment and review of documentation provided an in-depth analysis of the cases. 

Open and structural coding helped to develop themes as the primary method of data 

analysis.  

Case study operationalized the conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s 

Ecological Model (1986, 1989, and 2005) and the theoretical framework of critical race 
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theory for the research into the actors within the school organization.  The 

Bronfenbrenner model stressed the need for in-depth investigation of humans in 

understanding how genetics and environment play a role in human development.  Case 

study provided the vehicle for that examination through an empirical study of a 

phenomenon within real life--naturalistic contexts (Yin, 2003) which for this study the 

school organization served as the unit of analysis.   

Within the Bronfenbrenner model, the microsystem directly affects human 

development.  The microsystem of the school organization has a profound effect on 

African American students in poverty because it delivers assistance to these students and 

highlights the necessity of institutional agents within the school system (Stanton-Salazar, 

1997) to fulfill their needs.  The interaction of the person characteristics of demand, 

resource, and force in the context of the school creates a dynamic leading to success or 

failure of African American students.  School actors can view the skin color, language, 

cultural differences, and perceived intelligence of the students they serve as a barrier to 

educational and economic success or differences educators can embrace to assist students 

in viewing themselves as having the capacity to achieve. 

School actors have a direct affect upon the development of African American 

students in poverty.  The perceptions of the school actors, created during their own 

development as seen through the Bronfenbrenner model, affect the development of the 

children they serve in the school environment.  The habitus the school actors bring to 

their working environment of the public school system affects how productive the 

environment is for the students they serve.  This can be especially detrimental when those 

perceptions affect the service African American students in poverty gain within the 
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public school system where they need access and opportunity to dedicated, 

knowledgeable professionals that see their worth and seek to improve their chance at 

increased future success. Bronfenbrenner’s model in tandem with critical race theory 

assisted in open and structural coding to analyze for themes during data analysis.   

Delimitations  

I delimited the study by conducting qualitative research. Qualitative research was 

appropriate to the topic and research questions but has been condemned or disparaged for 

not being generalizable (Denzin, 2009; Stronach, 2006). Smith (1990) and Stake (1995) 

outlined that one criticism levied upon case study research is that it is unrepresentative or 

only represents a small sample and is not generalizable. Case study can be quantitative or 

qualitative, which counters the argument that it is unrepresentative (Smith, 1990). Stake 

(1995) posited, “… the representation of a small sample is difficult to defend even as a 

collective case study” (p. 5), but the focus of research is not “an entirely new 

understanding but refinement of understanding” (p. 7). Stake added that “A positive 

example is likely neither to establish a generalization nor to modify one, but may increase 

the confidence readers have in their (or the researcher’s) generalization” (p. 8).  

Limitations  

One important threat to the validity of qualitative research was the selection of 

data to fit the researcher’s existing theories or preconceptions (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). The researcher’s bias and reactivity is always a concern during a study. Having 

spent the past twenty years as a practitioner in public schools, my bias and personal 

leanings will be a hurdle during the research process. As a former teacher and building 

administrator, I have to be cognizant of my own reflexivity to ensure that this study is a 
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true representation of the participants and their perspectives. A good researcher must 

seek, first, to learn; therefore, I had to formulate my data collection and analysis properly 

to gain a new perspective. 

Another limitation of the study was the administrators and teachers chosen for the 

case study constituted only a small sample in a localized area of the United States. The 

participants’ perspectives will be limited given their uniqueness to the area and school 

represented. Additionally, the characteristics of the school community added to the 

uniqueness of the case study sample. Multiple forms of data will provide a rich, thick 

description to add to the body of existing research knowledge. 

Conclusion 

An achievement gap exists for African American students who live in poverty in 

the United States. Accountability policies aimed at increasing student achievement have 

yet to achieve the effect of closing the gap (National Center for Educational Statistics, 

2013). As the United States continues to become more diverse, research must continue to 

uncover what factors exist for public schools that achieve despite their high percentage of 

African American students in poverty and accountability policies enacted by the state and 

federal government. Economically and morally, the answers must help schools to become 

learning organizations increasing achievement for all students, especially those 

historically disenfranchised in the public school system. 

Chapter 2 outlined the literature connected to equity and equality for African 

American students of color in poverty, including the accountability policies that affect 

public schools. Chapter 3 summarized the qualitative case study methodology of the 

study, which examined a public elementary school. Chapter 4 highlighted the results of 
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the analysis. Chapter 5 reviewed the results and included implications and 

recommendations learned through the study.  

Definition of Terms 

Term 1:  Achievement Gap occurs when one group of students outperforms another group 

and the difference in average scores for the two groups is statistically significant 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). 

Term 2:  Capital exists in the form of social, cultural, symbolic, and economic power in 

society (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Term 3:  Colorblind Policy is the disregard of racial characteristics when selecting 

participants in some activity or service (Ladson-Billings, 2006). 

Term 4:  Corporatocracy is the idea of governments being controlled by economic 

interests of corporations instead of the democratic ideals of schooling (Biesta, 2007). 

Term 5:  Cultural Reproduction is tied to cultural behavior that fits the pattern of 

expected behavior in society including schools. This involves features like gait, dress, 

speech pattern, and behavior (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Term 6:  Deficit Thinking Theory refers to the labeling of poor minority students and their 

families as disadvantaged, at risk, and uninvolved and having less intelligence and 

motivation, which provides an excuse for school failure (Delpit, 1995; Johnson, 1994; 

Valencia; 1991).  

Term 7:  Domination Metaphor views organizations and society as institutions of 

domination (Morgan, 2006).   
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Term 8:  Education Debt is the term coined to refer to the need to focus and increase 

funds for education of on social problems such as crime, low wages, welfare, and low 

productivity, which results in money not well spent (Ladson-Billings, 2006). 

Term 9: Field or space is where people connect directly and indirectly through social 

relations (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Term 10:  Habitus refers to preexisting sociological concepts that are an embodied state 

within an individual (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Term 11:  Hegemony is the concept of the dominant class maintaining control of the 

oppressed class through ideologies and the reproduction of social and institutional 

practices (Gramsci, 1971). 

Term 12:  Interest Convergence explains how the dominant class and those who are 

marginalized account for civil right gains made in the political environment. The insiders 

or elite (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Zion & Blanchett, 2011) allow inclusion of the outsiders 

based on benefits gained by the elite. Racial equality is realized when the interests of the 

marginalized converge with the interests of powerful Whites (Gillborn, 2014). 

Term 13:  “Institutional Agents are formally defined as those individuals who have the 

capacity and commitment to transmit directly, or negotiate the transmission of, 

institutional resources and opportunities.” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 6) 

Term 14:  “Opportunity gaps refers to the ways in which race, ethnicity, socioeconomic 

status, English proficiency, community wealth, familial situations, or other factors 

contribute to or perpetuate lower educational aspirations, achievement, and attainment for 

certain groups of students.” (edglossary.org, 2016) 
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Term 15:  Policy Entrepreneurs are defined as “advocates who were willing to invest 

their resources—time, energy, reputation, money—to promote a position in return for 

anticipated future gain in the form of material, purposive, or solidary benefits” 

(McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013, p. 2).  

Term 16:  Resegregation refers to segregating students into mostly minority schools 

because of the limited success of desegregation. The court rulings that failed to uphold 

desegregation orders have made public schools increasingly separate and unequal 

(Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014). 

Term 17:  Servant Leadership, a philosophy defined by Greenleaf (1970), is the desire to 

serve first leading to leadership that builds better organizations and creates a more caring 

world.  In this dissertation, the term served to acknowledge the necessity of educators 

wanting to serve students to provide an equitable educational environment. 

Term 18:  Social Capital is the investment of the dominant class to maintain their 

dominant position and reproduce group solidarity. Social capital exists in the 

relationships among actors (Dika & Singh, 2002). 

Term 19:  Social Reproduction is a tool created and continued by the dominant class to 

continue class structures (Dika & Singh, 2002).  

Term 20:  Whiteness is not a racial ideology; rather, it is a form or belief that creates 

assumptions and practices (Gillborn, 2014). It is a socially constructed identity based on 

skin color (Gillborn, 2014).  
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Chapter 2:  Review of Literature 

Introduction  

       Guaranteed by the 10
th

 Amendment, states and localities have the 

responsibility of educating the nation’s youth.  In an increasingly globalized society, 

education for all students in America has increased into a national issue with economic 

ramifications (A Nation at Risk, 1983, Improving America’s School Act, 1994; Goals 

2000, 2000; Race to the Top, 2010).  The federal government substantially escalated its 

role in education with the 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) commonly called No Child Left Behind (NCLB).   Rising 

minority student populations continue to struggle to compete with their White peers on 

state and national assessments and educators have been unable to close the achievement 

gap even with the expansion of education accountability policies.   

      The education policy environment began with judicial judgments in pursuit of 

access for all students and moved to bridging the achievement gap for students at-risk of 

school failure through legislative policy initiatives (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954; 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 1975; Wise & Rothman, 2010).  Recognition 

of the economic and security imperative for improving education assisted in the latest 

justification of a larger federal role in education (ESEA, 2001; Race to the Top, 2010; 

Rice & Klein, 2012; Wise & Rothman, 2010).  The accountability measures dictated by 

federal policy illuminated the inequities for minorities, students with disabilities, and 

economically disadvantaged students along with highlighting the cost to the nation.   

Analyzing existing literature through the lens of critical race theory (CRT), 

provided a connection to the plight of disenfranchised African American students in 
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poverty (Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2005) and examined how 

schools as learning organizations evolved to close the achievement gap.  Utilizing CRT in 

exploration of the relationship between race, racism, and power in educational change 

provides a unique policy lens (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).  Student success hinges on 

whether an individual school division, state, or nation increases the opportunities for 

historically disenfranchised students to have academic success in the school environment.   

Search Process.  A comprehensive review of literature pertaining to equity and 

equality in educational policy delivered related research from 1983 through the present.  

Choosing 1983 was due to its connection to the legislative report of A Nation at Risk:  

The Imperative of Education Reform (1983).  Prior policy initiatives were included as this 

research advanced and the need for a more complete search prior to 1983 became 

apparent for covering educational history.  The search highlighted legislation and policy 

to show the connection between American education policy and inequities.  The review 

involved the following search terms: 

 Education policy     Educational change 

 A Nation At Risk     Theoretical frameworks 

 No Child Left Behind     Conceptual frameworks 

 Title I       Education 

 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act  Change theories 

 Special education     Equality  

 Student poverty     Equity  

 English Language Learners    Quantitative 

 Racism      Qualitative 
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 Race       Critical race theory 

 School Improvement     Learning organizations 

 Common Core State Standards   School reform 

 United States      K-12 education 

 International policy     Social justice 

The following databases and academic libraries assisted in the search for relevant 

literature: 

 Gelman Library System    Google Scholar 

 ERIC       JSTOR 

 Education Source     Government Data Bases 

 Searches yielded varying results depending on search words used during the 

process.  The search of key terms: education policy; United States; K-12 education along 

with limiters of scholarly, peer-reviewed articles; academic journals; and 1960-2014 date, 

yielded 852 results.  In addition, the researched studies led to other relevant articles on 

the topic. 

Purpose of the Study 

As the nation becomes more diverse, there is a need for schools to become 

learning organizations (Argyris & Schon, 1996) creating structures designed to facilitate 

learning and adapt to changing environments (Evans, Thornton, & Usinger, 2012).  One 

purpose of the literature review was to explore policy’s effect on equality and equity 

among disenfranchised students, especially African American students living in poverty 

using the critical race lens.  Secondly, the literature review explored accountability 

policies and its intended and unintended effects on African American students in poverty.  
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The study examined how one school evolved to respond to the issues of providing 

increased student achievement for African American students in poverty in the 

accountability era.  The critical race lens seeks to elucidate inequities to stimulate change. 

Key Critical Theorists 

“Critical theory starts with the assumption that each historical situation is a 

distortion of the utopian vision that was the initial normative basis for the existing social 

structures and beliefs” (Ewert, 1991, p. 345).  The modernist perspective of the Frankfurt 

School of Critical Theory expands on the Marxist ideals of capitalism and mass media 

manipulation.  The goal is emancipation of the individual to gain power and escape from 

domination and oppression (Ewert, 1991). 

      Radical organizational theorists such as Marx were pessimistic about the ruling 

class because of blamed domination and exploitation of the marginalized in the pursuit of 

the accumulation of capital (Morgan, 2006).  Weber believed bureaucracy was 

responsible for social domination and represented the formal authority giving rulers the 

right to rule, and subjects the duty to obey (Morgan, 2006).  Michels advanced this 

thought with the discussion of elected leaders becoming part of the elite by being 

concerned with their own interests above the public who elected them (Morgan, 2006).   

The German theorist, Habermas, was a student in the Frankfurt School of Critical 

Theory.  Habermas theorized communicative action, structured by the powerful, was to 

maintain the control of the dominant class through false ideologies (Ewert, 1991).  This 

discourse leads to a reproduction of domination.  Habermas (Ewert, 1991) posited human 

interests in social organizations require different forms of knowledge discussed as 

technical, practical, and emancipatory or reflection.  Habermas’ theory of discourse ethics 
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is fundamental to the idea of “…ethical life and politics-and how schools operate 

between the two” (Johnston, 2011, p. 119).   

Gramsci (1971) added to critical theory in his introduction of the concept of 

hegemony meaning the process of the dominant class maintaining control of the 

oppressed class through ideologies and reproduction of social and institutional practices.  

Change would occur when the oppressed class intellectually participated in a revolution 

that would lead to a defiance of hegemony (Jennings & Lynn, 2005).  The term praxis is 

the reflection and action upon the world to transform it (Freire, 1970).  Through praxis, 

oppressed people acquire critical awareness of their condition and with allies struggle for 

liberation for a richer and fuller life individually and collectively (Freire, 1970).  Freire 

(1970) believed praxis could assist the oppressed in committing themselves to world 

transformation to begin the process of permanent liberation (Freire, 1970).  This 

achievement of the liberation process is by broadening the perceptions of the oppressed 

through the enlightenment of education as a social process.   

This social process begins and ends with the individual actor and his/her ability to 

fully share with all its members (Freire, 1970).  Communication between those leading 

the revolution and the people must occur for the society to move forth and grow (Freire, 

1970).  Education becomes both the liberating and oppressive force with both teachers 

and students creating critical consciousness to understand their life experiences and 

hegemony’s part in its development (Freire, 1970; Jennings & Lynn, 2005).  Schools 

create the structure where students can achieve this liberation or is the oppressive force 

leading to continued oppression.  

Landmark Educational Policies 
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  The legal system pioneered early education system reform.  The birth of Title I 

began after the Brown vs. Board of Education, 347, U.S. 483 (1954) ruling that deemed 

separation of students by race was unconstitutional and a violation of the 14
th

 

Amendment.  The ruling continued the discussion of not only the quality of education for 

African American students, but also students in poverty.  Equity based reforms continued 

with the Civil Rights Act, 42 U.S.C. § 2000 241 (1964) that eliminated race based 

discrimination through segregation.  In 1965, the passage of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, 20 U.S.C. § 6301 27 (1965) (ESEA) reaffirmed the Brown 

decision of every child has the right to an equal education. 

The Title I section of ESEA proposed by President John Kennedy and enacted 

during President Lyndon Johnson’s administration provided funds to schools for 

disadvantaged students.  ESEA was the central legislation in pre-collegiate education 

with the focus of establishing primary and secondary education as part of President 

Johnson’s War on Poverty (Jennings, 2012).  ESEA’s Title I section increased the role of 

federal involvement in the education of students and granted equal access for education, 

high educational standards, and accountability for all students including those from 

poverty (Groen, 2012; NYSED.gov, 2013).  The 2001 reauthorization of ESEA entitled, 

No Child Left Behind, 20 U.S.C. § 6301 1425 (2001) changed the landscape of federal 

involvement in K-12 education.  The 2015 reauthorization entitled Every Student 

Succeeds Act 114 U.S.C. § 117 (2015) (ESSA) is the latest attempt by the federal 

government to bring equity to students historically disenfranchised.  The equity based 

reform movement provided categorical aid, legal protections, and civil rights statutes 

without benefit of financial aid (Jennings, 2012).  Ten presidents, as well as a myriad of 
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congressional representatives, left their mark on education through ESEA’s 

reauthorizations.  

The equity based reform movement continued in the 1970’s with the Individuals 

with Disabilities Educational Act (IDEA) 20 U.S.C. § 1400 1142 (1975).  This legislation 

provided federal funding for the education of students with disabilities and guaranteed 

federal aid and civil rights protection.  It granted parents the ability to sue to achieve 

protections to a free, public education for their children with disabilities.  A year earlier 

Lau vs. Nichols 414 US 563 (1974) focused on students who were English Language 

Learners (ELL), granting specialized services.  Delivery of these services by the public 

school system was to provide access and equality.  The shortcomings of the equity-based 

reforms were inequitable state funding with little federal subsidizing (Jennings, 2012).  

Providing civil rights protection however, did not improve the broader education 

concerns that plagued schools and the groups of students it sought to protect (Jennings, 

2012). 

      The standards based accountability movement produced debate and became the 

most impactful for public education.  Standards based reform began in 1980 with the 

National Council of Teachers writing national math standards (Jennings, 2012).  

President George H. W. Bush later adopted the approach for other subjects.  In 1983, 

Terrell Brown, Secretary of Education under the Reagan Administration, researched a 

report commissioned by President Reagan entitled A Nation at Risk (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1983) to look at available research on education.  Reagan hoped to use the 

report to shut down the department of education established by the Carter Administration 

in 1979 (Jennings, 2012; Stalling, 2002).  The report instead showed dismal results and 
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brought attention to the need for school reform.  The report described the “rising tide of 

mediocrity… [In educational achievement] threatens our very future as a Nation” (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1983, p. 1).  The report also said gains made after the Sputnik 

launch were wasted, and outlined findings that enraged the public and embarrassed the 

public education system.   

      In 1989, President Bush established six education goals entitled the America 2000 

Plan (Jennings, 2012).  In 1994, President Clinton endorsed and Congress adopted the 

goals adding two more.  In 1994, the Educate America Act called Goals 2000 was the 

centerpiece for educational reform for both Presidents Bush and Clinton.  These eight 

reforms sought to bring educational success for all students by the year 2000.  The 

reforms elucidated the need for students starting school ready to learn, increasing the 

graduation rate, increasing professional development for teachers, and safe schools free 

of drugs and violence (Improving America’s School Act, 1994, Goals, 2000; Paris, 

1994).  Many believed this was a federal takeover of the educational system and with 

opposition and lack of funding, few actual results happened.  President Clinton also 

encouraged states to develop curriculums and tests to measure student achievement 

(Jennings, 2012: Paris, 1994).  

President Reagan’s second Secretary of Education William Bennett advocated for 

a core curriculum for all schools (Stallings, 2002).  Smith and O’ Day (1990) theorized 

state content standards would bring systematic standards based reform to the K-12 

educational environment to improve teaching and learning.  They proposed a less 

fragmented, coherent state governance structure that gave all students an opportunity to 

learn using accompanying assessments aligned with the curriculum.  No Child Left 
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Behind (NCLB) forced states to implement curricula and assessments, however, the 

varying strength of the standards and lack of progress in closing achievement gaps in the 

areas of race and class provided governors a forum to seek national standards.  

In December 2015, President Obama signed the latest reauthorization of ESEA 

into law entitled Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).  The goal of the act is to ensure 

opportunity for all students by holding them to high academic standards, guarantees steps 

to help students and schools improve, and prepare all students for college and career 

success.  Provisions also include access to high quality preschool experiences for more 

students, reduction in the burden of testing while maintaining accountability measures for 

parents and students, and promotion in local innovation with investment into what works 

(U. S. Department of Education, 2015). The focus of ESSA is an attempt to advance 

equity by providing protections for students who are high need or disadvantaged by 

setting an expectation that there will be accountability and action in lowest performing or 

“vulnerable” schools (U. S. Department of Education, 2015).    

Education Policy.  Policy is not linear or static, but constantly evolving due to 

the complexity of policy implementation in the educational environment (Furgol & 

Helms, 2012).  Policies provide a form of power (Gerstl-Pepin, 2006) attempting to force 

schools to equalize opportunity for all individuals.  Policy efforts have led to standards, 

assessments, and accountability measures affecting all students and especially students of 

color and in poverty.  These policies have led to intended and unintended consequences 

for students as research has revealed.  

Racial equality becomes a priority only when the interests of the marginalized 

converged with powerful Whites (Gillborn, 2014; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Zion & 
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Blanchett, 2011).  Bell (2005) viewed the passage of Brown vs. Board of Education 

occurred so American would not be seen negatively by other countries.  The social unrest 

of the civil rights movement and the subsequent media coverage pushed the civil rights 

agenda because of the apartheid perception America was forming during this period 

(Gillborn, 2014).  The reality of Brown vs. Board was segregation remained untouched in 

the areas of economics, residence, and education (Bell, 2005).   

Since the 1960’s, education policy had endeavored to bring equity, equality, 

standards, and accountability to the American education system (Cohen, Moffitt, & 

Goldin, 2007; Jennings, 2012).  The amount of education policy on the state and federal 

level had however, brought concerns about the ability of policy to bring educational 

change benefiting all students (Cohen, Moffitt, & Goldin, 2007).  Cohen, Moffitt, and 

Goldin, (2007) postulated the mandates, incentives, policies, and programs do not 

necessarily affect practice in classrooms around the nation.  Resources are only as good 

as their implementation and practice should influence policy to bring potency.  

Practitioners evade, ignore, and buffer themselves from the policy (Cohen, Moffitt, & 

Goldin, 2007).  Unfortunately, policymakers are too remote from practice to make policy 

useful.  Policies and programs specify practice, but practice needs policy to frame action 

and offer resources (Cohen, Moffitt, & Goldin, 2007).  Policy and practice must shape 

each other.  (Cohen, Moffitt, & Goldin, 2007).   

Cohen and Spillane (1997) discussed policy did not affect teaching and learning 

due to fragmented governance in the United States that gave teachers great latitude.  The 

lack of control of the central government made the education system uncoordinated with 

institutional actors and policies (Cohen & Spillane, 1997).  A more centralized 
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government would increase understanding of policy makers and practitioners (Cohen, 

Moffitt, & Goldin, 2007).  The federalist perspective theorized the tradition of locally run 

public schools is essential for the support and quality of the educational process.  

Centralized government directing education policy moves beyond the reach of the federal 

government decreasing states’ rights.   

Practitioners modify policy using their knowledge of educational practices that 

policymakers do not have leaving policy intentions weakened (Cohen, Moffitt, & Goldin, 

2007).  Government policies intended to affect students marginalized and disenfranchised 

have instead become a source of social mobility for individuals with resources and 

power, and a form of social constraint for those with few resources (Giroux & Schmidt, 

2004).  CRT names interest convergence of the dominant class and those marginalized to 

explain civil right gains based on inclusion of the outsiders by the insiders and how 

educational policy for the disenfranchised is realized (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Zion & 

Blanchett, 2011 p. 2189).   

Thompson and Allen (2012) found instead of having the intended effects of 

higher student achievement, high stakes testing harmed African American students.  

Limited improvement in test scores and dropout rates were the reality even with sanctions 

and increased accountability (Thompson and Allen, 2012).  The standards and 

accountability movement also had the unintended consequence of decreasing graduation 

rates through increasing dropout rates for certain groups of students (Thompson and 

Allen, 2012)  and increasing reallocation of time to reading and math and away from 

science and social studies (Dee, 2013).  Additionally, student apathy and more punitive 

discipline policies have had negative consequences for African American students and 
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pushed them toward the prison system Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005; Losen & 

Gillespie, 2012; Wald & Losen, 2003).  In the NCLB era, schools endeavored to look 

good even if students were not learning and improving their life experiences (Thompson 

and Allen, 2012).   

Statement of the Problem/ Realities of Poor Minorities in America.  It is all 

too easy to pinpoint a problem in schools and to propose changes within schools, 

unaware that the problem did not arise only in the context of schools” (Sarason, 1996, p. 

12).  Sarason’s quote widened the view of issues affecting the educational environment 

and highlighted the complexities embedded in the public school system.  Social inequities 

like health care, education, incomes, tax policies, unemployment insurance, modest 

welfare are available in European countries to support equity but the United States 

depends on the public school system to supply equity (Cohen, Moffitt, & Goldin, 2007).   

The minority students in poverty’s academic achievement is plagued with 

misconceptions of their culture and perceived limitations of their poverty status.  Students 

who are African American and in poverty have significant education gaps in student 

outcomes, graduation rates, and their ability to access college and career readiness at the 

same rate as their White peers (NAEP, 2013).  People in poverty suffer from perceptions 

and biases of being lazy, violent, devaluing education, are substance abusers, take 

advantage of the system, and are linguistically deficient (Gorski, 2012).  These 

perceptions add to the culture of poverty scenario popularized by education theorist Ruby 

Payne and affect policy due to the perceived perceptions of the poor (Gorski, 2012).  

These stereotypes hinder the ability of the poor to achieve academically due to limited 

access to resources and a high quality education where faith in their ability exists (Gorski, 
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2012).  Schools and educators have to ask if they reproduce the inequities of society for 

people in poverty and minorities cementing biases of the in-group (Gorski, 2012) or elite 

and further isolate the marginalized. 

Subgroup Achievement/Achievement Gaps 

NAEP serves as the Nation’s Report Card for public schools due to its measure of 

students from grades 4, 8, and 12 across states.  NAEP has major goals of making a 

comparison between achievement from states and jurisdictions and to track changes in 

achievement of 4
th

, 8
th

, and 12
th

 grade students in reading, math, writing, science, and 

other content areas (Kessinger, 2011, NAEP, 2013).  Although NAEP is voluntary, 

schools that receive Title I funds must participate in NAEP in reading and math in grades 

4 and 8 (Kessinger, 2011, NAEP, 2013).  

NAEP serves as the Nation’s Report Card for public schools due to its measure of 

students from grades 4, 8, and 12 across states.  NAEP results in the 1970’s and 1980’s 

show a decline in the achievement gap between African American and Whites.  The 

achievement gap did not continue to decline in the 1990’s through 2015.  Even with the 

increase of accountability and attention to students of color and pressure on schools, 

NAEP results are not showing significant decreases in the achievement gap in reading 

and math (United States Department of Education Press Release, 2011-2012).  

According to the United States Department of Education Office for Civil Rights 

Report (2014), African American students accounted for 18% of the country’s pre-k 

enrollment and 48% of preschoolers with multiple out of school suspensions.  American 

Indian and Native Alaskan students accounted for 1% of students but 3% of expulsions.  

This adds to the idea that students of color were pushed to the prison system first by the 
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public school system that sorted and dismissed the students who did not fit into the mold 

of middle class schools (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005). 

   A quarter of schools with a high percentage of African American and Latino 

students did not offer Algebra II and a third of those schools did not offer chemistry (U.S. 

Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014).  African American students were 

more than three times more likely to attend a school where fewer than 60% of the 

teachers met certification.  African American along with Latino and Native American 

students had a higher percentage of new teachers than white students (U.S. Department of 

Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014).  This report highlighted findings from the 2011-

2012 school year and confirmed students of color have a higher chance of discipline 

issues, have less experienced teachers, and a lower opportunity to be exposed to a 

rigorous curriculum.  The report included all schools in the United States.   

Kozol (1991) observed the inequities students of color faced in funding and 

educational opportunities.  Students in urban areas received less funding per pupil than 

students in other affluent areas miles away (Kozol, 1991).  This left gaps in equality and 

equity for many students that needed a quality education to rise beyond their current 

reality.  Additionally, he outlined the lack of desegregation of students in urban schools 

observing many urban schools were mostly composed of African American and Latino 

students due to increasing white flight.  Staffed with unqualified teachers these 

dilapidated schools were in overall poor condition (Kozol, 1991).  Students in the same 

state a few miles away in wealthier neighborhoods had access to a higher quality 

education.  Kozol (1991) posited schooling without equality was unjust in a democratic 

society in the United States.    
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Education Trust (2015) reported nationally funding gaps exist in some districts 

and states with 10% less provided per student from state and local funding in the highest 

poverty school divisions than the lowest poverty divisions.  School divisions with the 

highest level of students of color receive less state and local funding than schools with 

the fewest students of color.  Variability remains with some states providing more 

funding for divisions with high poverty and serving high numbers of students in poverty 

while others do not, questioning equity in our public schools.  Illinois has one of the 

largest funding gaps in the country by not distributing state funds progressively enough 

with 19% less given to the highest poverty divisions than the lowest poverty divisions 

(Education Trust, 2015).  Information obtained from the United States Census Bureau 

reports on elementary and secondary education, income and poverty estimates, and the 

common core of data finance files provided the data for the Education Trust Funding Gap 

Report.   

Subgroup Achievement/Achievement Gap Studies.  Entwisle, Alexander, and 

Olson (2007) studied the same group of African American males from 1
st
 grade through 

age 22 in twenty Baltimore Public Schools to provide research on the correlation of 

socioeconomic status (SES) and gender.  The sample included 55% African American 

students and 45% white students from varying racially mixed schools.  The 16-year 

longitudal study, started in 1982, and followed randomly selected same age students who 

were on meal subsidies (n=276) and a control group (n=127) from the beginning of first 

grade until they were 22 years old.  Attrition was relatively low with 80% of the 

randomly sampled group (n=403) starting the study providing the final data.   
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School records, parent interviews of their children’s expectations, along with the 

schools California Achievement Test (CAT) were data sources.  The criteria required 

CAT scores from year 1 to year 5 of the study for participant inclusion.  Teachers 

provided questionnaires including their social and professional backgrounds along with 

expectations and ratings of students, test scores, and preferences concerning students.   

The African American males on meal subsidies showed lower CAT scores than 

African American girls on meal subsidies (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2007).  Grade 

retention of male students on subsidy was 25% higher than they were for girls on subsidy 

(17%).  Boys not on subsidy retention rates were at 6% while girls were at 5%.  By year 

5, findings showed 59% of boys retained from the subsidy group and 43% of the girls on 

subsidy retained.   Boys not on subsidy showed retention rates at 18% and girls at 16%.  

The scores elucidated to be an African American male and poor lowered their chance of 

academic success (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2007).   

Findings regarding teacher’s perception of students on subsidies showed teachers 

rated students low on classroom behavior and reading skills (Entwisle, Alexander, & 

Olson, 2007).  The study shows teachers also favored girls raising the concern that 

encouragement in the classroom-targeted girls more than boys did.  Unsatisfactory 

conduct in the classroom correlated to retention rates in 1
st
 grade and showed 27% of 

boys retained as opposed to 18% of girls retained.  The study showed the importance of 

1
st
 grade, because economically disadvantaged boys with low achievement were twice as 

likely to drop out of school.  Girls on subsidy gained 17.3 points more than boys who 

were on subsidy evidenced by evaluating reading achievement over a five-year span.  

Parents of students on subsidy had expectations that girls would do better in school and 
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assisted their girls to adapt to school more than their boys with their focus for boys 

centered on appropriate behavior (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2007).   

At age 22, 44% of the male students who were on subsidy were neither at work or 

in school compared to 52% of women who had been on subsidy as girls (Entwisle, 

Alexander, & Olson, 2007).  Findings illustrated subsidy or SES factors had a large 

impact on student’s future success.  Teacher and parent expectations, especially for those 

African American male students on subsidy, affected the student’s adaptation to school 

(Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2007).  Drop out issues usually relate to high school, but 

there is a need to evaluate elementary schools as the earliest source of school failure for 

African American students in poverty.  The downward spiral in school for students who 

are African American and in poverty started much earlier than high school (Entwisle, 

Alexander, & Olson, 2007). 

In a multilevel logistical regression study of 18,000 students and 39 schools, 

African American males in poverty were also at greater risk for identification for special 

education services (Sullivan & Bal, 2013).  The research questions included:   

RQ 1:  To what extent are students from diverse cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds 

disproportionately represented in special education when multiple dimensions and 

differences are considered simultaneously?  RQ 2: To what extent is an individual at risk 

for special education identification predicted by individual and school factors?   

The descriptive analysis of archival data found African American males in poverty were 

at greater risk of school failure, dropping out of school, and identification for special 

education services.  Their prospect as adults, repeats the cycle of poverty from their 

childhood (Sullivan & Bal, 2013).   
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Morgan, Farkas, Hillemeier, Mattison, Maczuga, Li, and Cook (2015) have 

challenged the findings of Sullivan and Bal (2013) and contend minorities are 

underrepresented in five disability categories: learning disabilities, speech language 

impaired, intellectually disabled, hearing impaired, and emotionally disturbed.  Their 

federally funded longitudinal and nationally representative study showed minority 

students underrepresented in special education classes in elementary and middle schools.  

The study’s sample of  20,100 kindergarten children were from the Childhood 

Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Cohort, 1998-1999, with data taken from parent, 

children, and teachers.  A discrete-time logit (hazard) regression model examined if 

Hispanic, non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic White, or other race ethnicities were 

overrepresented or underrepresented.  Family, SES, and health insurance were some of 

the factors controlled for in the study and the authors contend other similar studies have 

used less controls resulting in the perception of overrepresentation by minorities.   

The results of the study conflicted with prior studies by educational researchers 

showing minorities are overrepresented in special education in certain regions and states 

(Artiles & Trent, 1994).  The authors theorize well-meaning policies are limiting minority 

children access to special education services, which they are entitled.  Additionally, 

educators respond differently to White parents because of cultural and language barriers 

making sure their children receive needed services.  Further research could assist in 

determining the validity of Morgan, Farkas, Hillemeier, Mattison, Maczuga, Li, and 

Cook (2015) findings that contradict prior research.  Also researching specifically the 

representation of African American students in poverty in special education would be 

beneficial in adding to the research.    
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The studies by Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson (2007), Sullivan, and Bal (2013) 

noted the public school system had failed to help African American male students from 

low SES backgrounds to achieve at the same rate as their peers.  They have a higher 

chance of retention, lower academic growth, and a greater chance of special education 

placement.  The quantitative study by Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson (2007) showed 

greater concern for African American male students but African American female 

students had greater likelihood of low achievement as well.   

Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson’s (2007) study outlined the difficulty African 

Americans in poverty had in changing their economic circumstance to become 

successful.  Many did not escape the prison system, drug abuse, or poverty. Although 

many White males in poverty had the same barriers to succeed, because of networks and 

connections that existed, they earned more financially by the end of the study than 

African Americans males.  It would have added to the study to gather the perspective of 

the school community meaning principals and teachers.   

Little information in the study was about the school community other than 

assessment results.  One can assume the school community did not contribute to the 

success of the students; however, omitting the school community neglected a major part 

of the student’s microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). To enhance Entwisle, Alexander, 

and Olson’s (2007) findings, interviews with teachers and students could assist in 

understanding their perceptions of the school organization and the effect school actors 

had in the achievement of the students.  A qualitative perspective with the school actors 

could be an area for further research on how school factors can assist low SES students 

who are also minorities to have better school achievement. 
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Policy in Context 

  The deficit-thinking paradigm introduced the perception people in poverty were 

not working hard enough to help justify the need for policy-making (Gerstl-Pepin, 2006; 

Kim & Taylor, 2008).  In addition, the perception was teachers have not worked hard 

enough for students in poverty to achieve at the same rates, as affluent families, and to 

diminish achievement gaps.  This perspective does not attribute the factors of nutrition, 

violence, family disruption, dwindling welfare support, family literacy, healthcare, family 

income, quality of home life, job prospects of family, and the other inequities of poverty 

that contribute to academic failure (Gerstl-Pepin, 2006).  In reality, the middle class is 

able to maneuver their children through the middle class public school system in a way 

that results in higher achievement (Gerstl-Pepin, 2006).   

Finn and Kanstroom (2001) recommended a tripod for improved achievement to 

include accountability of standards, aligned assessments, and real consequences.  They 

postulated, “Standards were neither a panacea nor mechanism for change, but they do 

boost the likelihood of change and point in the direction change should carry educators 

and schools” (Finn and Kanstroom, 2001, p.133).  Good standards should have three 

qualities of reform: clarity, specificity, and measurability.  Two qualities of content were 

comprehensiveness and rigor.  Without standards and accountability, it is easier to ignore 

needy students and not provide extra services to improve their achievement (Finn and 

Kanstroom, 2001, p. 134).  Finn and Kanstroom (2001) theorized fewer standards with 

proper time for implementation, one grade per year, would improve student outcomes.  

NCLB 
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In 2002, George W. Bush signed the most sweeping educational legislation the 

country had seen with the reauthorization of ESEA commonly called No Child Left 

Behind (Groen, 2012).  Created “to ensure that all children…obtain a high quality 

education and reach a minimum proficiency on challenging state achievement standards 

and state academic assessments,” (U.S. Congress, 2002, p. 15) NCLB dictated a drastic 

change in authority for American education.  A hallmark of the policy, as stated in the 

congressional documents, was a focus on meeting the needs of underperforming students 

from historically underserved backgrounds in an effort to close the achievement gap 

between low performing students and their more advantaged peers (U.S. Congress, 

2002).  This policy endeavored to eliminate achievement gaps in twelve years not taking 

into account educator’s knowledge and available resources, causing conflict between 

policy and practice (Cohen, Moffitt, & Goldin, 2007). 

  NCLB increased testing intensity and creation of state standards although most 

states had already established curriculum standards and assessments.  By 2014, all 

students in grades 3-8 were to meet grade level expectations determined by their state 

assessments.  Teachers had to be highly qualified in their teaching area and results 

published in state school report cards.  Schools had consequences of school choice and 

takeover penalties if they did not show yearly progress.  States had greater flexibility in 

federal funding disbursement with a larger portion targeted to support poorer school 

divisions (Groen, 2012).    

NCLB was the federal government’s attempt to deliver access and opportunity to 

students who had historically failed to achieve in the American education system 

(Ravitch, 2010, p. 97).  Students who were minorities, had special needs, were low socio-
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economic status, or students who were English language learners (ELL) became a greater 

focus for educators around the United States because of the accountability measures 

imposed by NCLB.  Schools increased their focus on student achievement and addressed 

the decoupling problem by attempting to provide academic equity and achievement to the 

student groups that had failed to attain outcomes at the same rate as their white peers 

through monitoring and sanctions (Ramanathan, 2008).   

NCLB Policies Research.  Diamond and Spillane (2004) studied four schools in 

Chicago to understand the implications of policy in the context of school poverty levels 

and examined how teachers and administrators respond.  The study included two high 

performing and two low performing schools in locations with a higher concentration of 

poverty than the general population.  The African American students were 

overrepresented in the probationary schools with 100% racial composition and over 97% 

of the students were low income.   

Administrators in low performing schools used the accountability measures to 

motivate and get teachers attention.  High performing principals praised teachers to 

continue teacher motivation toward improved student outcomes.  High performing 

schools centered on helping all students in all grade levels achieve while low performing 

schools concentrated on students they needed to achieve to meet accountability measures 

and move beyond probation (Diamond and Spillane, 2004).   

The findings also illustrated the status of the school determined the enactment of 

policy.  High stakes accountability gets teachers attention, provides them with objective 

information, and increased their focus on instruction (Diamond & Spillane, 2004).  The 

negative implications of policy were the innovations being the focus and not the change 
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itself and test results not connected to instructional decisions.  Additionally, only certain 

grade levels or students were a part of the school target to improve test scores in 

probationary schools.  The education policies may in fact be more beneficial for middle 

class White students as opposed to providing the reduction in race and class inequality 

(Diamond & Spillane, 2004).  

In a nine-school system study of high stakes testing, researchers sought to 

determine if improvement correlated to both high stakes and low stakes assessments.  The 

researchers wanted to determine if the rewards and sanctions accompanying high stakes 

tests improved achievement (Greene, Winters, & Forster, 2004).  For consideration on 

whether a test was high stakes the test was based on if it was for student promotion, 

graduation, a grading system, accreditation, and influenced funding cuts or teacher 

bonuses.  Each school in the study used different high and low stakes tests.  A Pearson 

Correlation measured year-to-year grade level scores.  The authors theorized if a school 

was improving, similar improvement is possible across high and low stakes tests.   

The findings support the idea that low stakes testing can improve overall student 

achievement and not just high stakes tests attached to sanctions.  Measurement errors 

appeared across grade gains as opposed to score levels (Greene, Winters, & Forster, 

2004).  The authors recognize this fact in the article and that the variations among rigor 

of standards in different states could have affected the results.  These facts do not 

diminish the results of the study, but replicating the study among schools within the same 

division with the same tests may add to the study’s findings. 

  NCLB Standards Alignment.  Resnick, Rothman, Slattery, and Vranek (2003) 

evaluated five state assessments for alignment to the individual test and to the entire test 
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as a whole.  Implementing the Achieve assessment to standards alignment protocol 

assisting in discernment of whether assessments had content and performance centrality 

and whether there was a significant level of challenge.  Alignment hindered on the 

assessment as a whole and on the individual test items.  Examination of the assessment 

was whether it was sufficiently challenging, measured only the content, and if it reflected 

the standards.   

Results showed some of the individual tests aligned but the tests, as a whole, did 

not align to the standards.  Some standards were oversampled and others omitted or 

poorly represented.  The study supported the need for better alignment from the standards 

to the assessments.  The results from Achieve, Inc. served as the only finding discussed.  

Test evaluation is expensive due to specialized skills needed by individuals and is time 

consuming to perform.  Strengthening of results by a different comparison protocol other 

than Achieve, Inc may have correlated the study findings and offered another perspective.   

Variability of rigor and concepts among state content standards were an issue 

during the NCLB era (Carmichael, Martino, Porter-Magee, & Wilson, 2010; Porter, 

Polikoff, & Smithson, 2009).  Porter, Polikoff and Smithson’s (2009) study across a 

small number of states, 10 in math, 7 in reading, and 4 in science, found considerable 

variability in standards across all the states and grades.  California, Delaware, Idaho, 

Indiana, Kansas, Maine, Minnesota, Montana, New Hampshire, Ohio, Oklahoma, 

Oregon, Vermont, and Wisconsin were the states involved in the study.   

The research questions by Porter, Polikoff, and Smithson, (2009) were:  to what 

extent do state standards reveal a core curriculum; were state standards aligned with 

professional organization standards; to what extent were state standards focused on the 
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big ideas, and determining whether state standards demarcate across grade levels.  The 

average state alignment in English/ Language Arts was .24 for fourth grade and .25 for 

eighth grade.  In science, the alignment ranged from a minimum of .07 to .48.  For math 

state alignment ranged from .20 to .40 in alignment (Porter, Polikoff & Smithson’s, 

2009).   

All of the scores showed a large variance in alignment of state standards (Porter, 

Polikoff & Smithson’s, 2009).  Results on alignment to state standards were moderate to 

low and showed considerable variability among states.  The focus of the standards related 

to the big ideas of the curriculum and showed large variance with English Language Arts 

standards displaying the largest variability (Porter, Polikoff & Smithson’s, 2009).  The 

study revealed a small intended “core curriculum” defined by each state subject and 

would be important in the next policy phase toward establishing a national curriculum.   

NCLB Implications.  Concerns related to NCLB focused on weakened state 

standards, assessments not aligned to the standards, dismay over implementation, reliance 

on a single test score, and cheating (Finn & Kanstroom, 2001).  Sandholtz, Ogawa, and 

Scribner (2004) added the concern of narrowing the curriculum to math and reading to 

the exclusion of science, social studies, and the arts.  In their case study over four years, 

Sandholtz, Ogawa, and Scribner (2004) contended a standards gap emerged as division 

standards were lower than state standards and failed to provide the uniform, rigorous, and 

comprehensive reform intended to equalize opportunities for disenfranchised students.  

Instead, these students had a narrowed curriculum devoid of higher order focus for lower 

class students and a more enriched curriculum for upper class students creating a dual 
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class-based system (Sandholtz, Ogawa, and Scribner, 2004; Groen, 2012).  Documents, 

interviews, observations, and surveys were the source of information for the study.   

State standards creation and alignment of the assessments to match the standards 

were critical to the success of NCLB.  Standards should reflect high expectations and the 

assessments a fair measure of whether students attained knowledge of the standards 

(Resnick, Rothman, Slattery, 2003; Sandholtz, Ogawa, Scribner, 2004).  For all the 

negativity toward NCLB because of its punitive nature, lack of funds, and attempt to 

influence classrooms through external means, it had raised the quality of American 

education by its attention on students at-risk for school failure (Jennings, 2012).   

Emphasized in a two state case study chosen for size and poverty, standards based 

reform had positive effects for change in four areas:  attention to struggling learners; 

teaching to the test; educator responsibility for teacher learning; and classroom content 

and pedagogy (Desimone, 2013).  The researchers asked in interviews how do states and 

division administrators, principals, and teachers describe their responses to standards 

based reform in beliefs, understandings, and behavior (Desimone, 2013).  Thirty-two 

schools in 10 divisions and 5 states collected data from 60 4
th

 through 7
th

 grade math 

teachers, 32 principals, 14 division administrators, and 7 state officials.  The research 

question entailed how state and division administrators, principals, and teachers describe 

standards based reform in terms of beliefs, understandings, attitudes, and behavior 

(Desimone, 2013).  Results elicited four main themes.  The themes included:  the extent 

to which previously “left behind” students receive classroom support; whether teachers 

and principals feel accountable to student achievement in a way that fosters positive 
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behavior change; whether teaching from the test is good or bad; and whether standards 

based reform fosters desirable change in pedagogy and content of instruction.      

Teaching to the test had positive and negative connotations, but allowed educators 

to focus their teaching (Desimone, 2013).  Although respondents worried about a 

narrowing of the curriculum, they also felt positive about curriculum improvements.  

Educators felt they were making fundamental changes in beliefs and actions.  The 

findings showed testing and accountability had the positive effect of moving educators 

toward responsibility for student growth (Desimone, 2013).  The study failed to discover 

if actual teaching changes occurred and focused only on beliefs and attitudes of the 

respondents.   

Disappointments and Challenges of NCLB.  One of NCLB’s disappointments 

was not taking into account the students who had the greatest difficulty achieving also 

had the greatest distance to attain academic success.  Schools had difficulty finding 

strategies to help the historically disenfranchised student meet the gains dictated by 

NCLB.  NCLB did not include a measure to account for the progress gained (Rose, 

2004).  This provided the tension between academic progress and academic success.  

Educators wanted to measure academic progress toward goal achievement and avoid the 

accountability measures as the determining extent of teacher and student success (Brown 

& Goldstein, 2013).   

NCLB identified as a colorblind policy because the translation of the policy 

intended to affect equity for students of color, fell short of its intention.  Colorblind 

policies such as NCLB (Ares & Buendia, 2007) were a policy without a strategy (Fullan, 

2007).  The colorblind policy of NCLB emphasized the individual student’s test scores 



 

55 

 

and ignored the societal racism hindering equity policies (Ares & Buendia, 2007).  

Student’s racial identity affected their chance to achieve.  Policies and policy 

entrepreneurs lose the opportunity to bring real change for students’ underserved because 

they do not recognize the influence of racial issues.  (Ares & Buendia, 2007).  Ares & 

Buendia (2007) postulated whether a racist society could implement policies that can 

bring equity.  

The challenges NCLB imposed on schools and the outcomes elucidated the need 

for a better accountability system that would prepare students for the global 21
st
 century 

world they would enter.  Educators would obtain credit for the increased success of their 

students not just in achievement toward accountability measures (McPartland & 

Schneider, 1996).  Increased opportunities were necessary for diverse students to learn 

rigorous, demanding curricula and perform at a high academic level (McPartland & 

Schneider, 1996).   

Apple (2007) observed NCLB led to a rise in for profit ventures including charter, 

private, and home schools due to focus on failing schools, and redefined teaching without 

understanding the complexity of the teaching act.  The fact students in America had not 

shown academic improvement commensurate to students in other countries remained an 

issue for the business world and nation (National Governor’s Association, 2008).  

Variability of state standards in calculating rigor would be a key policy focus 

(McDonnell, 2012) as states looked to repossess the initiative of school reform  The 

promises of NCLB had not been realized and there was a call to place education back into 

the realm of state responsibility and away from the sanctions of federal accountability. 

Post NCLB 
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  Chester Finn examined the idea of national standards at a symposium (Finn, 

1989).  His message in support of national standards included concerns of the erosion of 

local control by the state; the entirety of the nation was at risk in the area of human 

capital, and the mobility of society as the way to improve the American education 

system.  He believed a nationwide homogeneous curriculum was necessary to youth 

advancement in educational skills.  National standards would be expressed in terms of 

outcomes for actual skills and most important for students at-risk whom education was 

critical (Finn, 1989.)  Finn proposed standards that included use of information to think, 

analyze, and reason.  A core curriculum shared by states with assessments going beyond 

multiple-choice would be a hallmark of national standards.   

Schmidt, Wang, and McKnight (2005) conducted a study using data from the 

Third International Mathematics, Science Study (TIMSS) that compared United States 

math, and science state content standards against 40 countries and found content 

standards were not enough.  The United States lagged behind other countries in topics 

across grade levels and content standards and remained filled with too many topics 

adding to the “mile wide and inch deep” analogy describing United States curriculum 

standards (Schmidt, Wang, and McKnight, 2005, p. 555).  This added to the concerns of 

United States leaders that students would continue to fall behind other countries in its 

greatest resource of human capital (McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013).  With the 

reauthorization of NCLB looming, states sought to begin the discussion of national 

standards, a discussed idea that previously did not have the political momentum for 

enactment (Rothman, 2011).  
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A key component to the momentum of Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 

creation and adoption was placing American students in a position to compete globally 

was somewhat of a departure from the sentiment in NCLB of closing the achievement 

gap (Rothman, 2011).  The National Governor’s Association (NGA) (2008) theorized 

education is important in providing a competitive edge and a key toward obtaining 

prosperity in globalization.  Benchmarking defined in American education is comparing 

performance outcomes or setting targets.  This provided the backdrop of the importance 

of determining how other nations received higher outcomes because the best educated 

receive jobs no matter where they live (National Governor’s Association, 2008). 

      International Perspective.  Other high performing countries such as Spain 

recognized the need to improve their education system to better prepare students by 

developing an improved structure (Marchesi, 1992).  Hong Kong determined the need for 

capacity building and collaboration.  In a mixed methods study using an ANOVA 

procedure, a population of 250 primary schools and secondary schools or about 20% of 

the population in Hong Kong participated yielding a response rate of between 95 to 96%.  

Questionnaires from 207 principals, 7,869 teachers, 125 principal school masters in 

curriculum and development, 1,412 coordinators/panel heads, and 17,102 students  

revealed the need for a more coherent government policy with stakeholders working 

together, to promote reforms (Yuen, Cheung, & Wong, 2012).  Hong Kong consistently 

scored higher on the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 

(Gittlieb, 2012).   

High achieving countries such as both Singapore and New Zealand recognized the 

need for a national curriculum and instituted it in the mid 1990’s scoring high on 
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international tests (Gittlieb, 2012).  On the (TIMSS) and Program for International 

Student Assessment (PISA), Finland scored higher than any other country with a variance 

in socio-economic status factors (SES) to 8.3% while in the United States the figure was 

19.9%.  This research showed the United States had a larger variance for SES factors 

than many other countries highlighted in the study.  States such as Ohio have used this 

data and information about their benchmarked standards when compared to other 

countries to improve their standards and implementation (Gittlieb, 2012) and prepare 

their students for the 21
st
 century.     

      NCLB altered educational policy and contributed to shifts in policy strategy 

among policy entrepreneurs and group coalitions (McDonnell, 2012).  Policy 

entrepreneurs knew opposition had accompanied NCLB and the politics involved in 

accountability.  Group coalitions such as the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) and 

the National Education Association (NEA) realized testing accountability and the 

consequences were a part of the American education system (McDonnell, 2012).  The 

federal government had usurped more authority in the state’s responsibility for education 

while the public demanded accountability measures for education.  They now shifted 

from policy opposition to accountability measures to help determine the enactment of 

educational policy (McDonnell, 2012).  Policies intended to increase curriculum 

standards became weakened or undermined by political, attitudinal, or economic forces 

limiting the ability of policy entrepreneurs to implement educational change (McPartland 

& Schneider, 2013).  Momentum was building for a common curriculum to improve the 

educational system.  

The Beginning of a National Curriculum 
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Governors and state leaders wanted to be part of the process to remedy some of 

the failings of NCLB and needed to provide the federal government a mechanism to 

waive the pressures.  In addition, many youth were continuing to fail even with the 

accountability pressures of NCLB.  Organizations such as Achieve, Gates Foundation, 

colleges, and universities, including the College Board, and American College Testing 

(ACT) became advocates to bring a coherent system of standards that states would use to 

bring higher achievement for all students.  Led by the National Governors Association 

(NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), forty-eight states signed 

a memorandum to authorize a state controlled process to draw on research and evidence 

in the creation and adoption of English language arts and mathematics national standards 

(Rothman, 2011).  The federal government was not involved in the creation of CCSS 

(National Governor’s Association, 2010).   

      The memorandum further stated adoption would be voluntary, but if states did 

not adopt, they needed to align their state standards to the ones being developed 

(Rothman, 2011).  The agreement also included the development of common assessments 

to measure state progress toward the standards (Rothman, 2011).  The memorandum 

sealed the commitment of forty-eight states.  Only Texas and Alaska governors did not 

agree to become involved.  Thus began the process of creation of the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS) supported by 25 educational foundations, parent groups, and civil 

rights organizations (McDonnell &Weatherford, 2013).   

      Former governors Jim Hunt of North Carolina and Bob Wise of West Virginia 

were the policy entrepreneurs who decided the political environment could embrace the 

concept of  American Standards  and brought the idea to governors and education policy 
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makers in 2009 (McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013; Rothman, 2011).  These policy 

entrepreneurs had formal or informal roles allowing them access to public hearings and 

political connections to advance their cause.  Policy entrepreneurs can be knowledge 

producers, members of intermediary organizations, elected or former elected officials 

(McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013).  Hunt and Wise used research, or evidence in the 

absence of research, to increase their chances of an outcome to benefit their cause and 

assist in maintaining support (McDonnell, 2012).  Creating national standards was an 

enormous task with the ability to transform the American education system. 

      In order for national standards to become a reality, Governors Hunt and Wise 

had to dismantle the fundamental belief set forth in the 10
th

 Amendment that the 

education of students was an individual state responsibility (McDonnell & Weatherford, 

2013, p. 11).  In doing so, they needed to offer a problem with their policy solution of 

national standards as a viable solution.  Key policy ideas defined the problem of:  low 

achievement of American students as compared with other nations; achievement gap of 

American students in race, class, ethnicity, and residence; American students leave high 

school unprepared for college or the workforce; countries with high achieving students 

have focused, rigorous, and coherent standards while American standards include too 

many topics (McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013).  The answer became creating national 

standards supported by organizations to assist in building the momentum for national 

standards. 

      Creation of the National Curriculum.  Common Core has its origins in the 

ideas of Michael Barber, who was a consultant for Pearson, but worked formally with the 

Blair Administration in Europe to create a framework for teaching (Zancanella & Moore, 
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2014).  Blair’s exports of British reforms created the theory of teachers and schools 

aspirations focused on national educational policy.  This top-down approach was a 

departure from the current educational theory of every state in the United States would 

determine their curriculum, standards, materials, and vision (Zancanella & Moore, 2014). 

       The American Diploma Project aided this process in its commitment to 

improving secondary education outcomes.  The American Diploma Project sponsored by 

education advocacy groups Achieve, Inc., The Education Trust, and Thomas B. Fordham, 

sought to force higher education, employers, and policy makers to connect admissions, 

placement, and hiring practices to the new 12
th

 grade exit standards (Achieve, 2004).  

Extensive research involved 300 faculty members, business managers, two and four year 

post- secondary institutions, and high school educators all worked to create the standards 

that would close the expectation gap.  The America Diploma Project started with 13 

states and grew to 35 states encompassing 85% of students in the United States (Achieve, 

2011).  By aligning high school standards and assessments; graduation requirements and 

assessments connected to college and career readiness; and accountability systems with 

college and career readiness for all students, states had taken the first step to alignment of 

goals.  (Achieve 2011).    

      NGO and CCSSO took the lead in development of the standards with the help of 

former creators of state standards to form work groups for CCSS to make them fewer, 

clearer, and higher (Rothman, 2011).  A group formed of Achieve, ACT, College Board, 

and the National Association of State Boards of Education laid out the criteria for the first 

phase of the standards.  The first phase consisted of the ninth through twelfth standards 

for English/language arts and math.  The most important criterion was the standards must 
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reflect knowledge and skills for college and career readiness defined, as no remediation 

was needed to succeed in post-secondary classes (NGA, 2010; Rothman, 2011).  The 

second criterion was that standards reflect research on standards for college and career 

readiness (NGA, 2010; Rothman, 2011).  The third criterion was international 

benchmarking of standards (NGA, 2010; Rothman, 2011).   

     Feedback groups constructed of key education scholars responded to drafts of 

CCSS to provide input while work groups met face to face and by digital means to 

contend with any issues during the development.  The second phase began the 

development of K-8 standards created by a different workgroup, feedback committee and 

a validation committee to ensure cohesion with the 9-12 standards (Rothman, 2011).  

Largely kept away from the public, the process proceeded smoothly until the drafts 

placed online started receiving comments.  Opposition comments included concern of 

federalism or national standards, too heavy focus in early childhood academic knowledge 

and skills, and knowledge and skills of students more of a focus than outcomes.  Most 

comments, however, were positive and revisions of the document based on input brought 

overall improvement (Rothman, 2011).  The validation committee appointed by NGO 

and CCSSO, found the CCSS to be “reflective of core knowledge in math and English; 

clear and specific; comparable to other nations; informed by available research; and 

included best practices for standards development, a starting point for cross state 

standards and assessment development” (Rothman, 2011, p. 75).   

Porter, McMaken, Hwang, and Yang (2011) compared CCSS to state standards, 

international standards, and standards from the National Council for the Teachers of 

Math, and NAEP.  The purpose of the comparison was to determine the change CCSS 
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represented in comparison to the current practice among states.  The content analysis 

used the Surveys of Enacted Curriculum, which looks at topics and cognitive demand. It 

exposed CCSS as more focused than some states and less than other states but would 

require a large shift by states in implementation.  The results in the comparisons to other 

countries revealed a greater emphasis on perform procedures while CCSS had more 

emphasis on higher order cognition (Porter, McMaken, Hwang, &Yang, 2011).  CCSS 

offered shared expectations, efficiency, and the potential for quality assessments aligned 

with the content.  However, the overall focus of the standards was a concern (Porter, 

McMaken, Hwang, &Yang, 2011).  The study represented only half of the states and 

caused the generalization of the results to be limited but it does provide a look into 

whether CCSS provided focus and better quality to what states already used as a 

curriculum.  

      What CCSS Encompassed.  CCSS were knowledge and skills students should 

develop but were not to be a curriculum (Center for Public Education, 2013).  Included in 

CCSS were communication competences, higher-level reasoning, and critical thinking 

skills.  The standards were to result in the what, of instruction and not the how, providing 

educators the professional freedom to instruct students using their creativity (Liebtag, 

2013; Rothman, 2011).  CCSS should represent 85% of the knowledge and skills students 

should know for the state with the other 15% state developed by each state.  ELA 

standards embedded across subjects and should not be the sole responsibility of the 

teachers of English but teachers of all content areas (NGA, 2010; Center for Public 

Education, 2013).   
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      The role of the federal government extended to encouraging the adoption of the 

career and college ready standards with funds distributed by the Race to the Top (RttT) 

grant.  Grant criteria awarded points for adopting standards “common to a significant 

number of states” or “approved by a state network of higher institutions” (U.S. 

Department of Education; Center for Public Education, 2013).  Forty-five states quickly 

adopted CCSS to receive the (RttT) funding.  Additionally, two consortiums, financed by 

the federal government, were in the process of developing assessments to align to CCSS.  

These consortiums were Partnership for Assessment of Readiness College and Careers 

(PARCC) and SMARTER Balanced Assessment.  PARCC represented 18 states and 

SMARTER Balanced represented 25 states with some states being a part of both 

consortiums.  The government awarded three hundred and forty six million to provide 

assessment development and field-testing.  Assessments were to be computer based with 

optional formative assessments occurring during the school year as well as summative at 

the end of the year.  Different item types, including selected response, constructed 

response, technology enhanced, and complex performance tasks were included.  Human 

and electronic scoring would be a part of the expedited scoring process implemented in 

2014-2015. 

       Rowan (2002) theorized textbook companies or “school improvement 

industries” (p. 285) could play an integral role in an implementation process if the 

enactors were large enough to leverage educational demands.  National standards could 

bring cost savings, better aligned materials (NGA, 2008), and eliminate some of the 

failings of NCLB.  Burch (2014) cautioned national standards had provided a larger 

avenue for vendors to obtain a larger role and monetary share of implementation funds.  
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School divisions increasingly were depending on outside entities to provide services.  

Burch posited CCSS extended NCLB implementation in four ways increasing vendors 

influence in educational matters:  increased demand for technology; creation of new 

assessments; greater political impact by being a member of the testing consortia; and 

determine what became taught and tested including students opportunity to learn.  CCSS 

did not include a focus on historically disenfranchised groups as NCLB did or on closing 

achievement gaps.  The focus was on college and career readiness based on economic 

motives bringing together interest convergence for all political sides. 

Implementation of CCSS.  “Any document is only a document until it shapes 

practice--then it becomes powerful” (Ozar, 2012, p. 10).  The expenditure of political 

capital, effort, and costs had brought CCSS to reality while the RttT funds had hastened 

adoption by 45 states, the Division of Columbia, and 4 territories.  States of Virginia, 

Nebraska, Texas, and Alaska were the only states that did not adopt CCSS (Murphy & 

Torff, 2014).  The difficult task of implementation lay ahead.  NGA and CCSSO had 

provided materials for leaders to use in their states along with implementation materials 

to assist (Grossman, Reyna, Shipton, 2011).  The documents included efforts to be made 

such as communicating the vision, and reform; identify performance goals and measure 

progress; engage key leaders from business, education, and philanthropy; build educator 

capacity; lead transitions from state assessments and accountability policy; support 

acquisition of new materials, maximize resources and share costs with other states 

(Grossman, Reyna, Shipton, 2011). 

Finn and Petrilli (2010), as part of the research through the Fordham Institute, 

evaluated standards of states to determine if CCSS were superior to state standards.  
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Content experts, Carmichael, Martino, Porter-Magee, and Wilson (2010) assessed state 

standards to put two scores on each standard based on a set of criteria.  The criteria of 

“content and rigor” was evaluated from 0-7 and “clarity and specificity” from 0-3.  To 

gain full scores on content and rigor no topics omitted.  For clarity and specificity, the 

scope and sequence is apparent and sensible to provide guidance to the users.  The CCSS 

were superior to state standards in 39 states in math and 37 in English.  California, 

Division of Columbia, and Indiana were the only states with a Grade A for their English 

standards.  California, Division of Columbia, Florida, Indiana, Washington, Georgia, 

Michigan, and Utah had a grade of an A in their math standards.  In 33 states, CCSS is 

superior in reading and math.  In 11 states and the Division of Columbia, math standards 

were too close to call in most categories meaning they were at least as rigorous.  

Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Massachusetts, and Oklahoma were the only states with 

standards as rigorous as CCSS in the areas of reading and math.   

 Murphy and Torff (2014) employed the theory of the U-shaped learning curve in 

a survey of 370 teachers in the northeastern United States.  The U-shaped learning curve 

described the progress of teachers with new educational interventions.  Teachers 

struggled with interventions but as their fluency increased with the new procedures, a rise 

in performance occurred (Murphy & Torff, 2014).  In the survey of 370 teachers 

concerning implementing the CCSS, results revealed teachers had significant declines in 

their perceived ability to teach general education students, special education students, and 

English Language Learners (ELL).  Teachers with the most experience showed the 

largest reductions with the three populations of students with general education students 
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having the greatest decline in perceived classroom effectiveness (t = 13.29, p < .0001) 

(Murphy & Torff, 2014).   

 The response rate from the study and how the selected participants became a part 

of the study is absent from the article.  CCSS were relatively new in the implementation 

phase and there were not many studies to provide information only articles about teacher 

and administrator perspectives.  Information on perspectives and beliefs by educators is 

little more than arbitrary surveys completed by magazines and other organizations 

without a research base.  Necessary information omitted from the article called into 

question the results and did not provide a perspective from educators.  

The study exposed the difficulty in implementing new initiatives in the school 

environment even among teachers with the most experience.  Time for teachers to adjust 

to CCSS and the accompanying state curriculum will be important to successful 

implementation.  Some states were implementing CCSS in phases while others like New 

York have implemented all subjects and all grades at the beginning of the year (New 

York State Education Department, 2013) with little time for the teachers to learn the 

curriculum. 

Concerns in Implementation of CCSS 

Critical race theory (CRT) used race as the defining factor in law and public 

policy (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Zion & Blanchett, 2011).  Public schools sort students as a 

means of segregation and assimilation (Zion & Blanchett, 2011 p. 2190).  Kantor and 

Lowe (2006) hypothesized policy initiatives instead of providing equity and equality in 

schools, focused on building human capital.  This departure from social welfare to 

operation of the labor market meant individuals take responsibility for their own social 
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welfare through school achievement to provide for the labor market and national security 

(Kantor & Lowe, 2006; Rice & Klein, 2012). With this sentiment, societies focus 

changed from social goals to a social efficiency paradigm evidenced by accountability 

fueled by education policy (Groen, 2012).  This shift has education accountability not 

resulting from an ideology but in an operationalizing of a political agenda leaving many 

students of color and in poverty behind (Groen, 2012).    

Unlike NCLB, CCSS’s purpose focused on college and career readiness for the 

economic success for students and the country and less on the equality and inequities of 

minorities and other groups historically disenfranchised.  This shift in policy focus left 

only the accountability policies in effect due to the waivers from the federal government.  

Subgroup data remained as a requirement by the federal government to have some focus 

on the public education system however, the penalties no longer remained.  Improved 

chances for student success lies in teacher’s capacity to build their knowledge and skills 

to teach standards, school structures to allow for high levels of teaching and learning, and 

school processes to allow for continuous change and improvements that provide students 

opportunities to learn (Darling-Hammond, 2004, p. 1078).  Darling-Hammond (2004) 

outlined a key was coupling high standards and salaries.   

In a study of six Southeast States, North Carolina, Florida, Georgia, Alabama, 

Mississippi, and South Carolina, interviews revealed the state education agencies (SEA) 

were training educators on the new standards by train the trainer model, face to face, and 

online sessions.  All states reported a similar implementation plan of developing 

curriculum and instruction resources and training educators in teaching the standards.  All 
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were teaching the standards prior to the roll out of the assessments in 2014-2015 

(Anderson, Harrison, & Lewis, 2012).   

 Weiner (2013) postulated action steps for implementation, as divisions work to 

teach to CCSS is SEA’s need to grow to ensure changes made will affect student 

achievement.  Recommendations were to involve building teacher effectiveness, 

professional development, and assessment alignment to correspond to CCSS, and 

encourage changes in teacher education (Weiner, 2013).  Jenkins & Agamba (2013) in 

their paper highlighted the need for professional development that will make sense of 

CCSS collaboration ongoing throughout the year.  They theorized teachers change 

practices only when increased achievement happens due to professional development.  

Liebtag (2013) posited effective implementation must involve pre-service and in-service 

training for teachers and providing time for teachers to implement the changes.   

      Resistance to CCSS.  Opposition to CCSS grew, led by progressive educators 

such as Diane Ravitch, Tea Party and Republican political supporters, and conservative 

groups.  Their opposition to CCSS concerned unwarranted federal intrusion in state’s 

rights; threat to state autonomy; quality of standards; lack of prior field-testing; cookie-

cutter approach to standards creation; lack of public debate; testing burden; and support 

from the business world especially the Gates Foundation (McDonnell & Weatherford, 

2013).  The Gates Foundation spent over 200 million in support of CCSS (McDonnell & 

Weatherford, 2013).  Implementation difficulties and the cost of the assessments 

increased the growing opposition and caused a few states to slow the implementation or 

refuse use of the assessments developed due to costs lowering the hopes of CCSS 

supporters (Strauss, 2014).  Administration of the new assessments and their results, 
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along with continued implementation would continue to be an area of concern for CCSS 

supporters.   

  Support remained for CSSS with an Education Week/Gallup poll of 

superintendents disclosed 58% believed CCSS would improve the quality of education.  

An American Federation Teachers (AFT) member survey revealed 75% of educators 

somewhat approved or strongly approved of CCSS.  The AFT found that 83% believed a 

moratorium on high stakes accountability needed to occur until CCSS’s full 

implementation.  Half of Americans said they support CCSS however, 41% said they 

oppose the approach to developing and implementing the academic standards (DiPerna, 

2014). 

 The hope of CCSS and all educational reform efforts have been in closing the 

achievement gap in areas of race and class for students in America.  To this point, reform 

efforts have not had the impact of equity or access.  There is so silver bullet for reform 

and supporters of CCSS hope that national standards will be one-step forward in 

providing a quality education that will prepare students for the globalized 21
st
 century 

world they will enter.  However, high need populations will require additional resources 

in materials, support of personnel, and the gift of time (Kornhaber, Griffith, & Tyler, 

2014).  The success of CCSS will affect many policy entrepreneurs who have provided 

funds, time, and resources toward the initiative.  The question remains if all students, 

especially those historically disenfranchised in the American education system, will 

benefit from a quality education based on the premise of college and career readiness and 

guarantee the promise national standards held.   

Educational Change 
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Well-meaning educational policies such as NCLB and CCSS have not brought 

substantial change in closing the achievement gap.  Additionally, implementations of 

these policies have been difficult for educators to incorporate into their teaching and 

learning.  The multiplicity of duties placed on the education system and the inability to 

define the client in the educational conversation were additional factors making teaching 

and learning difficult (Labaree, 2010).  Many stakeholders including parents, society, 

legislators, and even the media affect the education system through not only policy but 

also the perspective society had of educators, schools, and the ability of either to be 

effective for all students.    

The Equality of Educational Opportunity Study (EEOS), known as the, Coleman 

Study, was commissioned by the United States Department of Health, Education, and 

Welfare in 1966 to assess the availability of equal educational opportunities to children of 

different race, color, religion, and national origin.  Conducted in response to provisions of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964 it was an example of social survey for national policy-

making.  Interpretation of the findings showed families matter more than schools and 

schools allowed achievement gaps to widen.  Minority students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds had less chance of success no matter what schools did for them.  These 

findings led to desegregation and mass busing of students in schools to provide greater 

diversity of minorities with their peers (Marshall, 1998). 

Edmonds (1979), in response to the Coleman report, searched for correlates 

among research studies to find schools that were effective in educating minority students 

in poverty.  He defined an effective school as an organization where poor children meet 

minimal masteries of basic skills.  The correlates he outlined were strong leadership at 
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the administrative level, high expectations for school and staff, safe orderly climate for 

teaching and learning, singular focus on instruction beyond all other areas, and frequent 

monitoring of student progress.  These correlates began the effective school movement 

and led Edmonds to allude:  

We can, whenever and wherever we choose, successfully teach all children whose 

schooling is of interest to us; We already know more than we need to know to do 

that; and Whether or not we do it must finally depend on how we feel about the 

fact that we haven’t so far (Edmonds, 1979, p. 23). 

Teacher Competence.  Teachers remain the defining factor in student success 

(Darling Hammond, 2004; Waters, Marzano, & NcNutty 2004) after race, family, and 

economic issues.  The art and science of teaching is illusive and have many contributing 

reasons for the inability of teaching and learning to occur that affects the outcome for all 

students.  Most policy initiatives, though well intentioned, have been unable to improve 

education behind the classroom door.  Labaree (2010) posited restructuring the present 

school system would need to entail a strong commitment from administrators and 

especially teachers.  Tenure limits effect the power administrators had to dismiss 

ineffective teachers and reform classroom practices (Labaree, 2010).  Having tiers in 

teaching to serve as a promotion to provide upward movement among the teaching ranks 

or use of merit pay, could increase teacher’s efficacy and improve conditions inside the 

classroom (Labaree, 2010).   

Uncertainties that make teaching difficult discussed by Labaree (2010) were in 

the cooperation of students in the process of learning, complexity of teaching, and the 

difficulty measuring the effect teachers have on students.  All of these factors provide 

barriers to the effectiveness of teachers to administer their craft effectively.  Teachers 
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must have techniques to encourage and in some cases force learning of content because 

state assessment scores have defined teacher effectiveness (Labaree, 2010).   

Many of the factors that assist teachers in being successful are innate and difficult 

to quantify and, therefore, brings little guidance to the teaching profession.  Labaree 

discussed teaching is a complex task that goes unobserved by others in the field for the 

majority of the school day making measuring the value of the teacher’s effect on students 

problematic.  Factors outside of the classroom and therefore out of the teacher’s control 

make this task difficult in many cases.  Presently, depicting assessments as the only 

measure of the affect teachers have on students does not adequately explain the results in 

its entirety, and serves as only a one day, one time picture for teacher effectiveness.    

Dreeben (2005) theorized the teaching profession lacks occupational competence.  

He postulated it is difficult to impossible to develop, capture, document, and classify 

procedures to provide a structure for the profession of teaching.  Dreeben (2005) 

theorized a teacher makes great effort to express the composition, events, students 

conduct, and practices specific to a teacher’s classroom however, there is a technical 

language present in many professions, eluding the education process.  Additionally, the 

intricacies involving student variations and motivation make the process of quantifying 

and documenting the process of teaching for future use problematic (Dreeben, 2005).  

Therefore, teaching and learning remains a conundrum and places the profession in 

question (Dreeben, 2005).  

Improving Teacher Competence.  The teaching profession is an uncoordinated 

profession with teachers instructing their own way from their individual classrooms 

(Dreeben, 2005).  This lack of standardization does not help to inform the profession and 
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build collective wisdom.  Most teachers ‘repertoire of practices’ were from the tradition 

of their experiences and therefore teaching practices, for the most part, remain unchanged 

(Dreeben, 2005; Labaree, 2010).  This lack of tried and true practices, make occupational 

competence difficult.  Successful policy implementation depends on teacher competence.  

The broader the policy, the higher the bar must be set to create the knowledge base for 

successful teaching. 

This difficulty in coherence in the teaching profession makes academic success 

for students a complicated process.  Magnified by a teaching force made up of White 

middle class women, students of color and in poverty do not often have educators in 

classrooms who were capable of providing an educational environment to help them 

thrive at the same rate as their same age White and Asian peers (Ladson-Billings, 2005; 

Ukpokodu, 2007).  Additionally, teacher education programs do not provide instruction 

to prepare teachers for the culturally diverse schools they may enter as new teachers 

(Ukpokodu, 2007).  Educational policy meant to provide equity cannot solve this problem 

without the benefit of bringing to light the racial issues that continue to underline and 

prohibit academic success for all.  However, the absence of policy and laws would not 

provide the pressure to states and localities for educational success. 

Walker (2011) conducted an interpretive qualitative study with 10 teachers from 

five schools who taught predominately African American students.  Teachers were asked 

about their perceptions of their African American students.  Research questions for the 

study were:  What are teachers’ perceptions of their African American students’ cultural 

background?  What are teachers’ perceptions of their cultural competence in the 

classroom? What is the relationship between teachers’ effectiveness and their perceptions 
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of their African American students’ cultural backgrounds?  Purposive sampling criteria to 

choose the teachers who taught in a K-5 urban public schools, with  predominately 

African American students, and have at least 3 years of teaching experience.   

Principals used their professional judgment to determine which teachers were 

effective teaching African American students (Walker, 2011).  The results of the study 

showed principals judged the teachers based on their ability to help African American 

students achieve academically and not their ability to nurture and support cultural 

competence.  Many of the teachers in the study had a deficit thinking perception of the 

students they served (Walker, 2011). 

Reforming the Education System 

  Large-scale school reform began in the 1960’s with the infusion of large 

amounts of money to support the reform effort (Fullan, 2000).  School reform failed due 

to the limitation of the understanding of the complexity in implementation (Fullan, 2000).  

Good practice did not spread even with increasing outside pressure for reform (Fullan, 

2009).  The resurface of large-scale reform in the 1990’s did not see as much success as 

was hoped especially for the disenfranchised.  The education system was to be the great 

equalizer and reduce social inequality yet the reality was a few isolated cases that were 

not sustained (Fullan, 2009).   

Principal leadership is important when developing the school capacity and 

managing change (Drago-Severson, 2012; Elmore, 2003; Fullan, 2007; King, & 

Bouchard, 2011; Leithwood, 2010; McRel, 2005; McTier & Crowe, 2012; Reeves, 2003; 

Shumacher, 2011; Stuckman & Yammarino, 2003.  From implementing federal, state, 

and division policy; to setting goals and the vision for the school; building teacher’s 
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capacity; and defining school culture were only some of the major functions of the school 

principal (Fullan, 2009).  These functions help to supply the building blocks of the school 

infrastructure that support student’s ability to achieve in the school environment (Fullan, 

2009).  This infrastructure can provide sustained school success no matter the leader 

(Fullan, 2009).  Leaders should demand success yet empower teachers toward increased 

and sustained success for all students and the schools that serve them.  

School Reform Studies.  Division administration plays a vital role in division 

success as well as school success (Fullan, 2007; Rothman, 2009; Shumacher, 2011).  

Leithwood (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of 31 school divisions over the past ten 

years that were successful in closing the achievement gap among diverse groups of 

students.  The criteria for the studies included publication in a referred journal and the 

study must outline division characteristics in the findings.  The divisions all had high 

academic performance, good high school graduation rates, reduction in student behavior, 

and implemented school reform initiatives.   

Most of the studies were of outlier case study design.  Characteristics for high 

performing divisions were division focus on student achievement, approaches to 

curriculum and instruction including performance standards, use of evidence for 

planning, organizational learning and accountability, and strategic engagement with the 

government’s agenda for change.  Additional division characteristics were building and 

maintaining communication, investing in instructional leadership, targeted and phased 

orientation to school improvement, division wide job embedded professional 

development, and infrastructure alignment.   
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Rothman (2009) reported on the study of five school divisions in Connecticut who 

embarked on division-wide achievement through the Connecticut Center for School 

Change.  Rothman found some of the same characteristics as Leithwood (2001) including 

teaching that matters, systemic improvement is not linear, measuring of progress is 

critical but challenging, accountability matters, creating ownership and common 

language is critical, improvement means breaking norms of isolation for everyone 

(Rothman, 2009).  Unlike with Leithwood’s (2001) findings, the use of external 

assistance and external resources were critical in the Connecticut division’s change 

process. 

Skrla and Scheurich (2001) conducted a qualitative study among four school 

divisions in Texas who increased student achievement for diverse student populations.  

These divisions all had at least 80% of their students pass reading, writing, and math on 

their state assessment as well as meet dropout and attendance standards among their 

minority and low-income students.  The researchers wanted to determine through 

interviews of superintendents, division staff, and principals, observations, and review of 

documents to determine how superintendents helped to displace the deficit-thinking 

paradigm in their school divisions among all stakeholders (Skrla & Scheurich, 2001).   

The results showed the accountability measures assisted the superintendents in 

deterring the political costs among the stakeholders and provided the impetus for change 

(Skrla & Scheurich, 2001).  The accountability measures also showed they were not 

serving all students well and helped the division office and schools to pick out the 

exemplars for children of color and in poverty.  The results showed a move from deficit 
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thinking to equity oriented thinking that improved as incremental success happened 

(Skrla & Scheurich, 2001). 

Marzano (2001) synthesized and interpreted four decades of research to provide 

key variables related to improving schools.  School key variables on achievement were 

opportunity to learn, time, monitoring, pressure to achieve, parent involvement, school 

climate, leadership, and cooperation.  Teacher key variables for achievement were 

instruction, curriculum design, and classroom management.  Student key variables were 

home atmosphere, prior knowledge, aptitude, and interest.  Marzano (2001) 

recommended schools, using key variables, could provide strategies for staff 

development for schools to improve achievement.  Student variables including 

background characteristics, when altered, could assist in bridging the gap between home 

and school and showed schools do matter for students. 

 The tri-level of reform used by high achieving countries such as Finland, 

Singapore, Alberta, Canada, Hong Kong, and South Korea demonstrated the need for 

coherence from the school/division/government level (Fullan, 2009).  The McKinsey 

Group identified four big policies and strategies that were factors in the achievement of 

these countries (Fullan, 2009).  First attracting high quality people to the teaching 

profession then including job embedded instructional strategies to help develop high 

quality instruction.  Next was cultivating, selecting, and developing leaders at the school 

division, state levels of the school organization, along with data focused early 

intervention for students (Barber & Mourshed 2007; Fullan, 2009).  To create a solid 

infrastructure, a small number of factors for school reform provided simultaneously, can 

produce substantial impact for student achievement (Fullan, 2009).    
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 The school reform studies all refuted the findings of the Coleman report that 

schools do not matter for minority students and students in poverty.  If teachers and 

leaders are aware of current research in school improvement and use it in divisions and 

schools, it can improve the outcomes of all students, especially disenfranchised students 

they serve.  In all the studies accountability served as the impetus for change and was a 

challenge to be met to bring attention to the students not being served effectively as 

evidenced by test scores and statistics.  This knowledge served as a target for division 

administrators and all stakeholders to improve teaching and learning. 

Conceptual Framework 

Bronfenbrenner (1981) contended behavior evolved because of the interaction 

between a person and their environment and his theory centered on this interaction.  

Bronfenbrenner (1986, 1989, and 2005) divided the ecological systems theory into five 

systems or environments entitled the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 

macrosystem, and the chronosystem.  Evolving the ecological systems theory in this 

conceptual framework was to provide a holistic approach to understanding the complex 

factors affecting the success of African American students in poverty in the school 

environment.   

School, family, and community are the primary factors in the microsystem 

affecting African American students in poverty ability to achieve in the school 

environment.  The other factors in the microsystem are race, socioeconomic status, and 

gender have an enormous impact on the perception of African American students in 

poverty.  Their self-image and how other people, including educators, perceive and react 

to them contributed to their ability to achieve.  Personality, cognitive gifts, and their 
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belief system provide additional factors that encompass the microsystem and effect 

academic achievement in the public school environment. 

The linkage and interaction happened in the mesosystem between the factors 

identified in the microsystem.  This space affects African American children’s ability to 

access a quality education and manifests in the exosystem in the form of power, 

accountability, equity, equality, marginalization, cultural reproduction, and social 

reproduction.  All these factors impede or limit the progress of African American 

students in poverty and continue the cycle of generational poverty.  School is one space 

where all the factors come together and the deficit-thinking paradigm became an excuse 

for school failure for educators (Delpit, 1995; Gerstl-Pepin, 2006; Kim & Taylor, 2008) 

or a self-fulfilling policy for too many students.   

For the conceptual framework, chronosystem, macrosystem and exosystem work 

in conjunction.  Factors such as segregation, resegregation, and colorblind policies fit into 

the concept of the chronosystem, however, for the study these factors exist in 

combination.  The exosystem contained factors not directly related to the student but 

controls the student through their effect on the student’s surroundings.  The contention is 

these factors influence the home, school environment, and are especially detrimental to 

African American students in poverty. 

Choosing the ecological systems theory enabled the foundation for the study of 

the factors related to African American students in poverty and their interaction with their 

environment over time.  The complexity of these factors require a strong conceptual 

framework to determine how the environment of the school, family and community relate 
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to the factors of race and socioeconomic class leading to a reproduction of failure for far 

too many African American students in poverty.   

How can schools improve outcomes for these students understanding all of the 

dynamics that influence their success?  If educators and policy makers can better 

understand the interaction of the systems, can student outcomes increase?  Do schools 

with high numbers of African American students in poverty employ procedures or embed 

them into the culture of the school to address African American students in poverty, such 

as a culturally relevant pedagogy.  Figure 1.2 illustrates the conceptual framework. 

Figure 1.2 Linkage of Factors Affecting African American Student’s Educational 
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Hoy, Tarter, and Hoy (2006) researched into why some schools with low 

socioeconomic status had schools that outperformed other schools with similar 

demographics.  They termed the reason as academic optimism existing within these 

schools.  Academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and relational trust were critical to the 

success of the school.  A school with academic optimism is one where teachers believe 

they can and do make a difference, students can and are learning, and all students can 

achieve high academic performance (Hoy, Tarter, & Hoy, 2006).  The faculty’s trust in 

the school’s parents and students is one of the organizational properties. 

Improving Student Achievement in the Accountability Era.  The Social 

Justice in Schools Project, a federally funded partnership between the University of 

Massachusetts Amherst and Roberto Rodriguez Magnet Elementary School, served 900 

students in grades kindergarten through grade five with 66% of the students being Latino 

and 30% African American (Carlisle, Jackson, & George, 2006).  Twenty one percent of 

the students have special needs and 26% have English as their second language.  Ninety 

percent of the school population identified as low income.  Identification of effective 

social education practices, and their impact on student achievement served, as the frame 

for improving schools in the study (Carlisle, Jackson, & George, 2006). 

 Principles of the Social Justice Education in Schools Project were to improve 

student outcomes by inclusion and equity in the school and community to identify social 

domination; high expectations for students and the learning environment; and reciprocal 

community relationships (Carlisle, Jackson, & George, 2006).  Additionally, it is 

necessary to have a system-wide approach in mission, allocation, structures, policies, and 

procedures, along with the physical environment commitment to social justice.  Direct 
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social justice education and intervention were important in the educational environment.  

Using these broad principles can assist in improving the outcomes of students in racially 

segregated schools serving students in poverty as it did at Roberto Rodriguez Elementary.  

Increased accountability policies limited the implementation of the program (Carlisle, 

Jackson, & George, 2006).  The study results illuminated the need to incorporate 

practices in schools that address race issues to improve student achievement for students 

of color and in poverty.  

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

A culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) referred to a relationship between the 

home or community and the school culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  According to 

Ladson-Billings (1995), CRP involved imparting knowledge, skills, and attitudes while 

empowering students intellectually, socially, politically, and emotionally.  Bridging the 

gap between home and school can serve to produce students who can achieve 

academically, demonstrate social competence, and to understand to analyze the existing 

social order to bring change.  

Culturally relevant teachers exhibit certain characteristics.  (Ladson-Billings, 

1995).  They believe all students are capable of being educated; achievement clearly 

delineated; they know the content and have knowledge of how to teach the learner; 

understand critical consciousness to support the curriculum; and see achievement as 

complex and beyond a single statistical measure (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  Teachers 

support cultural competence by understanding culture and its role in education; they have 

responsibility for learning their student’s culture and community; use culture as a basis 

for learning; and are flexible with the use of student’s local and social culture (Ladson-
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Billings, 1995).  CRP teachers use critical consciousness to promote investment in the 

greater good, help student understand culture context in their community and world, and 

believe student success have consequences for their quality of life (Ladson-Billings, 

2001). 

Ladson-Billings (1995) conducted a study of eight teachers in a predominantly 

African American low-income school division in Northern California to determine the 

influence of CRP teachers used in their teaching practice.  Choosing teachers for the 

study occurred through parent recommendations and the names were crosschecked with 

principals for a final list of eight teachers who participated in the study.  The researcher 

interviewed the eight teachers and observed the classes for two years (Ladson-Billings, 

1995).  Teachers of students of color and in poverty in the study used these practices to 

improve student achievement more than the peers in the division did but the students still 

lagged behind their middle class peers in standardized tests.   

Students were able to perform better in their ability to read, speak, and think 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995).  Students were encouraged to be themselves in dress, language, 

and interaction.  The belief system of the teachers centered-around all students being 

capable of success (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  The pedagogy was always evolving and 

unpredictable and teachers saw themselves as members of the community and as teachers 

giving back to the community (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  School personnel did not refer to 

students as lacking based on their personal family limitations and they helped to provide 

a culture of respect toward the students.  Teachers worked to instill community pride 

encouraged the students as a community of learners instead of being in competition.  



 

85 

 

Teachers were passionate about knowledge and learning and worked to facilitate that 

learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995).   

Santamaria (2013) studied educational leaders’ perceptions toward social justice 

and equity.  The research questions guiding the study were: whether identities of leaders 

of color affected their decision-making and what kinds of strategies do these leaders use 

in their leadership practice.  The results found that the leader’s style of leadership had a 

social justice and equity lens arising from their unique identities.  The multicultural 

participants chosen from a class taught by the observer may have favored the observer’s 

perspective into finding what she expected before interviewing.  I chose the participants 

based upon their self-proclaimed leadership practices.  This connection may have slanted 

the perspectives of all concerned. 

Griner and Stewart (2012) defined culturally responsive teaching as having the 

following characteristics:  acknowledges cultural heritages of different groups; builds 

bridges between home and school; uses different instructional strategies connected to 

learning styles; appreciate cultural heritages of others; and incorporates multicultural 

information, materials, and resources in all subjects taught.  The study was a mixed 

method design of interviews and a culturally relevant survey.  Three themes emerged 

from interviews with five parent and community members: outreach to the community, 

representation in the school community, and classroom management for both discipline 

and academic matters.  The survey given to school personnel including administration 

and teachers exposed them to ideas for a culturally responsive school environment they 

had not considered. 
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Factors illuminated in the research into the impact of cultural relevant pedagogy 

in schools showed the importance of family and an appreciation of cultural heritages was 

important to the success of the students (Griner and Stewart, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 

1995).  The school’s acknowledgment and acceptance not dismissiveness of their 

community and family was essential.  Providing a quality education taught by committed 

and dedicated administrators and teachers with a focus on teaching and learning was 

crucial but not the only aspect needed for minority students in poverty.  Belief in and 

appreciation for what the family and community bring to the life of the child is crucial.  

Committed educators who understand culture is important to the emotional, physical, and 

academic development of all students, especially African American students in poverty, 

can raise their success (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Conclusion 

The importance of the public education system in educating all students, 

especially students historically disenfranchised is critical to the belief that America is the 

land of opportunity for all.  The perception in America is through a quality education and 

hard work, everyone in America can be successful.  Assessment scores from state to state 

have shown this dream has not been realized for far too many students who need a quality 

education to propel them to increased economic success for them, their family, and the 

country.  Relegated to schools that do not have the funds to offer them an equal 

education, far too many minority students in poverty do not receive the same education as 

students with better zip codes.  Finding ways to assist schools that serve high poverty-

high minority students has increasingly become an area for research providing insights 

into how to improve the public education system for all students.   
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Federal focus through the No Child Left Behind legislation has imposed upon 

states the need to not just focus on the progress of students overall but the gap groups 

encompassing special education, minority, and high poverty students.  The discrepancies 

in local and state funding provided to high poverty-high minority schools have left the 

issue of equity and equality for all students in question.  Additionally, other factors such 

as physical, social, and community environmental challenges help to determine whether 

these schools can or will effectively serve minority students in poverty. Disenfranchised 

students are failing to learn at the same rate as their peers and the gap is not closing 

significantly, even after the legislative changes from the federal and state levels 

concerning education.  

Research has provided studies highlighting factors necessary for school 

improvement related to schools serving high minority high poverty students (Carlise, 

Jackson, & George, 1995; Fullan, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Leithwood, 2001; 

Rothman, 2009; Skrla & Scheurich, 2001; Schumacher, 2011).  The void occurs with the 

lack of research specific to elementary public schools serving high populations of African 

American students in poverty yet demonstrating high academic achievement during the 

heighten accountability era.  More research is needed examining these schools and the 

factors for their sustained success including if a culturally relevant pedagogy is present.  

Critical race theory seeks to deconstruct oppressive forces and discourse to 

reconstruct human agency and equitable power (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  Federal 

educational policies such as NCLB and CCSS meant to close the gaps for African 

American students have yet to do so.  State and local policies centered on “gap groups” 

including African American students and economically disadvantaged students have not 
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significantly closed those gaps.  Increases in educational rigor and educational resources 

and tools have not been the answer in closing educational gaps.  The answer lies with 

acknowledgment that race matters and has always mattered in educating African 

American students just as it matters in society.  Policies written without 

acknowledgement of educator’s and the public school system perceptions, beliefs, 

customs, discourses, and ideologies about African American students and the cultural and 

social reproduction that exists in the public school environment in the United States will 

continue the achievement and opportunity gaps.  Education policy must build in equity 

based on race to make it effective for African American students.  Public schools and the 

educators within them must acknowledge how race is affecting their achievement to 

eliminate its effects. 

Social justice and critical race theory are important in the understanding the 

development toward school reform for African American students in poverty.  School 

leaders need to embrace these ideas and shift employee focus to employ skills to include 

strategies related to culturally relevant pedagogy and not colorblind policies with 

standardization of leadership characteristics (Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013).  The 

critical race lens allows educators, leaders and classroom teachers, to understand there is 

more than one way to lead schools and to provide alternatives to the  reproduction of 

systems that do not allow access and opportunity for all students especially those of color 

and in poverty (Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013, p. 501).  “Until justice is blind to 

color, until education is unaware of race, until opportunity is unconcerned with the color 

of men’s skins, emancipation will be a proclamation but not a fact” (Johnson, 1963, pg. 

3). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

America’s democratic values place the education system as the great equalizer 

(Harris & Herrington, 2006) and a powerful engine of social reform (Cohen, 1969). The 

democratic principles for the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secretary Education 

Act (ESEA) in 2015 upheld the unconditional guarantee of a “world-class” education in 

the United States no matter the zip code or family income (U.S. House of 

Representatives, 2015). However, the coupling of funding and focus from the federal and 

state level with accountability measures has not assisted in closing the achievement gap 

for minorities, especially African American students, in the areas of academic 

performance and graduation rates (U.S. Dept. of Education, 2013, 2015). Examining 

schools with high numbers of African American students in poverty that demonstrate 

success related to meeting state accreditation standards, improving student achievement, 

and closing achievement gaps can provide valuable insight related to student and school 

success.  

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) results in the 1970’s and 

1980’s show a decline in the achievement gap between African American and Whites.  

The achievement gap did not continue to decline from the 1990’s through 2015.  Even 

with the increase of accountability, attention to students of color, and pressure on schools 

NAEP results did not show significant decreases in the achievement gap in reading and 

math (United States Department of Education Press Release, 2011-2012).  This study 

examined how one school engaged in efforts to increase student achievement for African 

American students in poverty in the accountability era. The school highlighted in the 
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study, helped close the achievement gap, compared to other schools with the same 

demographics, and met state standards. Additionally, the study explored whether this 

school incorporated a culturally relevant pedagogy that facilitates its—and, most of all, 

the students’—achievements.  

As of July 1, 2011, the United States Census Bureau estimated 50.4 % of the 

nation’s children younger than age one were minorities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  By 

2044, the White population will no longer be the majority (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). 

Many states are now majority-minority states, with the U.S. projected to become a 

majority-minority population by 2044, meaning no racial group will make up a majority 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  As minority populations continue to grow, the public 

school system must prepare students with equitable education opportunities. 

Consequently, it will become more difficult for economic growth in the United States if 

minority populations are not prepared to enter the labor force with the requisite skills to 

fill the jobs that are essential in a the 21
st
 century’s global economy.  

The economic divide remains wide for African Americans and Whites in the 

United States (U. S. Census Bureau, 2015).    The income gap has remained constant over 

the last 40 years illuminating the fact that progress has not happened to begin to close the 

economic gap between Whites and African Americans (U. S. Census Bureau, 2015).  

Public schools educate approximately 90% of the students in the United States (U. S. 

Department of Education National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015) and affect the 

prospects of future wealth for African American students in poverty. Table 3.1 highlights 

the economic disparity between Whites, Hispanics, and African Americans in the United 
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States (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013, 2015; Federal Reserve Bank Survey of 

Consumer Finances, 2013; US Census Bureau, 2014, 2015) . 

Table 3.1  

Economic Divide for African Americans 

______________________________________________________________________ 

     Whites  Hispanics African Americans 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Median Household Wealth  134,230 13, 730  11,030 

Home Ownership   71.9%  46.1%   42.4% 

Poverty Rate    10.1%  23.6%   26.2% 

Unemployment Rate   4.4%  6.3%   9.2% 

______________________________________________________________________ 
Information taken from:  Federal Reserve Bank Survey of Consumer Finances, US Census Bureau, and Bureau of Labor Statistics 

   

As the nation becomes more diverse and the economic divide widens for African 

Americans, there is a need for schools to become learning organizations (Argyris & 

Schon, 1996). Organizations must focus on the achievement and growth of all students to 

create structures designed to facilitate learning and adapt to changing environments 

(Evans, Thornton, & Usinger, 2012). Twenty-first century schools can become learning 

organizations (Arygris & Schon, 1996) that increase the achievement of African 

American students in poverty and close the achievement gap if they implement school 

improvement strategies that include a culturally relevant pedagogy.  

All organizations learn, for good or bad, and there is “no organization action 

without individual action” (Arygris & Schon, 1996, p. 8). Arygris and Schon (1996) 

described double-loop learning, which results in a change of theories presently in use, 

along with strategies, assumptions, values, and norms. School organizations must become 

learning organizations that are intent on providing equality and equity to propel the 

achievement of African American students in poverty through the individual actions of 

organizational actors. 
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This study was important because it explored how one school strived to build an 

academic infrastructure embracing the challenge of accountability through a focus on 

students’ academic and nonacademic needs, as related to research question one.  Studies 

and meta-analyses existed, especially in the area of principal leadership and in 

highlighting the characteristics of previously low-performing schools that had now 

achieved.  The research gap this study targeted was first what academic infrastructure 

was critical to the school’s academic infrastructure.  Additionally examined, is what 

traditional obstacles existed in the public school system for African American students in 

poverty as described in research question two.   Using Critical race theory (CRT) 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998) to deconstruct this school’s infrastructure through the discourse 

and observation of the school actors was integral to examining barriers that existed and 

adding to the body of research to find ways to reconstruct the school environment to 

build access and opportunity for the African American students in poverty the public 

education system serves.   

Related to research question two, was whether school improvement strategies 

related to a culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1998) existed to assist 

students in gaining cultural competence and decoding the system or rules of the culture of 

power created by those who have the power (Delpit, 1988).  The realization of barriers by 

the educators, the ones who have the power in the education system, must exist to 

acknowledge that building equity is necessary for sustained success of the students and 

for the overall school’s success. African American children in poverty must learn to 

negotiate and participate in multiple and simultaneously existing social worlds (Stanton-
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Salazar, 1997) to be the beneficiaries of any educational success in the school 

organization that will propel their ability to succeed.  

Goals 

Maxwell (2013) presented five components necessary to a research design: goals, 

conceptual framework, research questions, methods, and validity. The uniqueness of the 

model designed by Maxwell was the interaction and integration of the components. The 

research questions centered each component then tie to the whole. Chosen for the clarity 

of its design concept, this model will connect the research design for this study. Miles 

and Huberman (1994) recommended a structured study, especially for novice researchers, 

so that the collection of data will be more focused and limited.  

The success of all students has been my concern throughout my career as an 

educator in the public school system. I continue to have concern for all students, 

especially those who have historically not had academic success relative to their white, 

nondisabled, or more economically advantaged peers. These are, specifically, the 

subgroups of minority, economically disadvantaged, and special education students. As a 

minority and educator myself, it has been difficult to simultaneously be a part of the 

change process and have to acknowledge that achievement gaps still exist and much still 

needs to happen to realize educational equality and equity for all students. Research to 

examine schools that demonstrate success in this area is needed to confirm that 

achievement can be a reality for all students, even those whom the public school system 

has had difficulty educating. For this study, I have focused on African American students 

in poverty, choosing a disenfranchised group in which, as an African American who grew 

up in poverty, I have personal experience. 
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Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

 Merriam (2009) defined theoretical framework as the “underlying structure, the 

scaffolding or frame of your study … and derived from the stance you bring to the study” 

(p. 66). Theory for case study and the qualitative role of theory both share a need for a 

framework to guide the study’s focus (Merriam, 2009). Hammersley (1995) stated, 

“Theory refers to general principles that provide explanation for empirical phenomena” 

(p. 3). Crotty (1998) discussed the importance of “epistemology to the research and 

theory stating epistemology is defined as the theory embedded in the theoretical 

perspective thereby in the methodology” (p. 3).  

The theoretical framework for this study used a critical race lens to analyze policy 

initiatives for equality and equity in educating all students. Attempting to define what an 

equitable environment entails, including accountability policy’s influence, the study 

examined the pursuit of equality and equity through the educational benefits and 

opportunities in the public school system for students of color who are also in poverty. 

The theoretical framework presented the lens for the review of literature, research 

question development, boundaries of the study, and data analysis. 

The theory’s roots were grounded in the belief of property rights as a tool to view 

other races as less than human (Ladson-Billings, 1998). The tension between property 

and human rights (Ladson-Billings, 1998) has affected the ability of African Americans, 

Japanese Americans, Mexican Americans, and Native Americans to gain equality and 

viewed as more than property (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). The ability to define, 

possess, and own property is the source of power in the United States and legitimizes the 

place of power with those with property (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  
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The concept of colorblind racism claims that race is no longer a factor and, in so 

doing, provides a large barrier that neutralizes the racial groups that continue to strive for 

equality (Freeman, 2005). In understanding CRT’s connection to education, the idea of 

standards and accountability alone cannot heal social injustices and provide the societal 

equality that has been historically denied by the causal connections that predisposed 

students who were disabled, students in poverty, and especially students of color to 

disenfranchisement from the equity that education promised (Freeman, 2005). Freeman 

(2005) noted that other external factors such as availability of proper healthcare, job 

opportunities for parents, and housing all become related factors outside the parameters 

of schooling. Education policies must contend with these factors to move toward equity 

and equality for disenfranchised groups.  

The conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986) worked in unison with the theoretical framework of critical race 

theory for data analysis of the research questions, which bound the study. This case was 

unique due to the phenomena of a school achieving to meet state standards with a high 

demographic of African American students in poverty.  Case study operationalized the 

conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model (1986, 1989, and 2005) 

and the theoretical framework of critical race theory to examine the actors within the 

school organization.  Bronfenbrenner’s Model and critical race theory required in-depth 

analysis of social behavior within the microsystem of the school and its actors.  Using 

some of the data sources for case study of semi-structured interviews, observation of the 

organization, and document analysis, were valuable data sources needed to examine the 

complex, loosely coupled public school environment.  The analysis of the perceptions 
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and perspectives school actors develop and bring into the work place involving equity 

directly affects the students they serve within the context of the school organization.  The 

research method chosen needed to explore this contemporary real life case (Yin, 2003) to 

examine how the development of each individual educator, in the area of equity, can 

affect the development of African American students in poverty within the school 

environment.  These perceptions provide barriers to achievement through a reduction in 

their academic self-esteem, and decrease their access and opportunity at future success.  

The conceptual and theoretical framework illuminated how the linkage of the factors of 

family, community, race, socioeconomic status, class, and gender affect not just all 

students, but especially, African American students in poverty, and their ability to access 

a quality education in American society. Power, accountability, equity, equality, 

marginalization, and cultural and social reproduction are all factors that impede or limit 

the progress of African American students in poverty. 

Rothstein (2004) theorized that low-income status and color alone does not 

influence academic achievement; however, the combination of these characteristics 

defines social class differences that affect achievement. He added that social class 

characteristics affect African American students at home as well as in schools. African 

American students are more likely to live in poverty within single-parent households than 

are White students (Rothstein, 2004).  

Rothstein (2004) posited that African American students have fewer adequate 

instructional resources, less-qualified teachers, attend predominately minority schools, 

and do not have adequate or stable housing and health services. Even middle-class 

African American students have been poor longer and lack social networks (Rothstein, 
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2004). Social class differences manifest before preschool and in students as young as 

three years of age. This gap continues to grow through the school years and summer 

experiences (Rothstein, 2004). This led Rothstein to theorize that preschool experiences 

with professional caregivers, low teacher/student ratios, and summer experiences are 

important advantages that are necessary to narrow the gap.  

Sociocultural, socioeconomic, linguistic, and structural barriers exist for minority 

students in poverty (Phelan, Davidson, & Cao, 1991). Institutional agents such as 

educators, ministers, social workers, and community leaders can assist minority students 

in poverty in negotiating institutional resources, institutional knowledge, and 

opportunities (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Without socialization, which is needed to learn 

and negotiate multiple and simultaneous social worlds, the students’ institutionalized 

exclusion continues to contribute to their lack of school success (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

The question was does the school that excels academically with high-poverty, high-

African American student populations institute strategies to help students gain 

socialization skills that improve their future success?  

Research Questions 

Yin (2014) postulated “the form of the research questions should answer who, 

what, where, how, and why and provide the most relevant research method to use” (p. 

29). He said “how” and “why” questions are more appropriate for case study research. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) theorized research questions make the theoretical 

assumptions more explicit and tell what the researcher wants to know most or first (p. 

22). The study will utilize these research questions to guide the process of analysis. 
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RQ 1: How does a school with 60% or higher of its student population 

comprising African American students in poverty build an academic 

infrastructure that creates academic achievement meeting state standards because 

of—or in spite of—the demands of state and federal accountability measures? 

RQ 2: Do the schools defined in RQ1 remove any traditional obstacles for 

African American students in poverty? These traditional obstacles include social 

and cultural reproduction, equity and equality issues, and racial, socioeconomic, 

and linguistic barriers. 

 The mere existence of an achievement gap suggests and demonstrates that 

inequalities and inequities exist in the school environment. Critical race theorists believe 

they exist for students of color and that, only after society acknowledges them as 

irrefutable fact, can we begin to move forward and manifest change. If these barriers 

exist, how do schools with high percentages of African American students in poverty 

defy the odds and achieve state standards while others with similar demographics fail to 

make the same gains?  

Methods 

Creswell (2013) outlined procedures for conducting a case study. The first is to 

determine if the case study approach was appropriate for the research problem. Next is to 

identify the case or cases and institute purposeful sampling. The data collection phase 

needs to be extensive, with multiple, holistic or embedded sources of data and analysis. 

The last phase is interpreting the data or lessons learned from the case.   

I chose the single case study method for in-depth analysis of the school 

organization especially the actors within this school. Case study fit well with the 
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conceptual framework of Bronfenbrenner’s model and the theoretical framework of 

critical race theory because both require an in depth analysis and case study provides the 

mechanism for examining the achievement gap for African American students in poverty 

in a real world context.  The uniqueness of the parameters of this study required me to 

look into the natural context of the school organization to examine how the school is able 

to have success with African American students in poverty when a gap persists 

nationally.  The study was explanatory and singular in nature. An explanatory case study 

answers the research questions by looking for and investigating links in the structures and 

processes that exist in the school and learning outcomes.  

Choosing case study as the study method helped discover factors leading to 

improved schools for African American students in poverty. The study took place in a 

contemporary public school setting where I does not have control over behavioral events. 

Case study methodology is important when a researcher wants to answer an explanatory 

question as to why or how something occurred (Yin, 2014). Examining the culture of the 

school organization will assist in determining the factors that contribute to the level of 

school success for African American students in poverty.  

Research Site and Sample 

 The United States’ compulsory education laws ensure students are educated 

during the early years of their life. I chose an elementary school as the unit of analysis 

because public schools serve most of the children in communities across the United 

States (U. S. Department of Education National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015).  

Elementary schools serve as the initial introduction to the public education system for 
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most students and the methods instituted during the early years can assist in determining 

the level of future school success for students.  

Drop out issues usually relate to high school, but there is a need to evaluate 

elementary schools as the earliest source of school failure for African American students 

in poverty.  The downward spiral in school for students who are African American and in 

poverty started much earlier than high school (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2007).  

Additionally, accountability policies on the federal and state level apply to all public 

schools. The study will use a qualitative case study methodology to examine how a 

school evolved to respond to the issues of providing equity and equality to increase 

student achievement for African American students in poverty.  

Using a typical public school was also necessary for the study site because all 

accountability division, state, and federal policies apply to the public school environment. 

Accountability is important to the goal of the study and choosing a private or charter 

school would insert undesirable variations in how—and to what extent—the schools 

implement accountability policies. Additionally, over 90% of students in the United 

States are educated in public schools (U. S. Department of Education National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2015), which make this site necessary to “refinement of 

understanding” (Stake, 1995, p. 7) in educating the nation’s youth.  

Criteria for the school consisted of:  

(1) Sixty percent or more of the students who comprise the school demographics 

categorized as African American  

(2) Sixty percent or more of the students reflecting high poverty status receiving 

free and reduced lunch  
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(3) Schools met state accreditation standards in all academic areas as evidenced  

by school mean pass rates  

(4) Statistical progress as evidenced by the school increasing the assessment 

scores for historically disenfranchised students over a two-year span. 

Not part of the required criteria for the study as listed, but an important condition 

searched for when evaluating cases for the study, was having more than one school in the 

same division that met the criteria with the exception they failed to meet accreditation 

standards. This is an important contrast to the accredited school in the division having 

other schools with somewhat similar demographics yet failed to achieve accreditation.   

This added to the factors controlled due to the same policy environment and funding 

implications for all the schools in the division. Another important factor in the study was 

finding a school with the highest possible population of African American students in 

poverty, even past the 60% required for the study. Finding a school that matched many 

schools in the nation, whose populations consist of 85% or higher African American 

students in poverty, was not required but highly preferred for the study. This allowed the 

school chosen, Martin Luther King Elementary, to be more of an outlier or unique case in 

that historical data reveals that increasing student achievement for this type of school is 

difficult.  

The research site chosen, Martin Luther King Elementary, had the higher than 

required percentage of 60% required of African American students in poverty that I was 

looking for when evaluating cases along with all the other criteria listed.  Their 

percentage of African American students was over 85% and students in poverty at over 

95% yet the school had achievement meeting state standards and beyond.  This school 
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provided a unique case to examine and was not predetermined before the study but had 

all of the additional conditions beyond the criteria listed.  I evaluated several schools to 

find a case that met the criteria outlined.  The research into possible sites did not yield a 

better case than the one eventually chosen or many sites at all that fit the criteria listed 

especially meeting state standards and having the percentage of African American 

students required.   

 Creswell (2013) noted that, because case study is not generalizable, purposeful 

sampling is necessary to provide an in-depth understanding of the case(s) and control the 

parameters of the study.  The purposeful sampling technique identified the case in the 

study.  Establishing the determination of any the school’s eligibility to meet the study 

criteria was by using school report cards found on the state’s Department of Education 

website free and reduced lunch percentages and demographics. Because of proximity and 

for convenience, examination occurred of seven possible school divisions for a school 

that fit the criteria.  

Most of the accredited schools that were Title I did not have high enough 

percentages of African American students in poverty that matched the school chosen for 

the study.  This sample was a unique case because of the high percentage of African 

American students in poverty in the school at over 85% and the chosen school was a 

sample of convenience for me as well.  I had gauged the principal’s willingness a few 

months prior to asking if she would consider participation in the study. She was willing to 

consider it once the division granted approval and they understood the impact it would 

have on the school.  I explained the parameters of the research study and time 

requirements for the school to the principal and division to obtain permission for research 
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into the school using case study methodology.  Both the principal and school division 

granted permission to conduct the study.   

The school chosen for the study was a kindergarten through fifth grade 

elementary school in the southeastern part of the United States. In the division there were 

thirteen Title I schools and twelve of them are elementary, with three Title I schools 

within the division meeting accreditation in all academic areas for the 2015-2016 school 

year. The elementary school chosen had the highest number of African American 

students in poverty in the division at 90.13% free, reduced percentage, and greater than 

85%, (State Department of Education Office of School Nutrition, 2015) of the school 

population being African American students.   The other two accredited schools have less 

than 60% of students on free and reduced lunch (State Department of Education Office of 

School Nutrition, 2015).  Their number of African American students was 46% and 78% 

for the two schools (State Department of Education, 2015).  

The study took place at one school site where I have benefit of access. This access 

brought a concern to me that the participants would not be as open with their responses to 

the questions.  I anticipated greater accessibility to documentation and the school 

environment.  From my perceptions to reality of access was quite different.  The 

participants were very forthcoming with their comments and the school was open to my 

observations, which allowed rich data through the interviews and observations.  Getting 

documentation was much more difficult which I anticipated would be easier. 

This was an embedded case study with the school as the overall unit of analysis. 

The grade levels and resource groups were intermediate units and the individual served as 

the smallest unit of analysis. This school had a principal who has worked in the building 
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for at least two years to ensure they can provide enough institutional knowledge to be 

helpful in data collection.  

Data Collection 

Eisenhardt believed a key feature to theory building was the “freedom to make 

adjustments during the data collection process … adjustments can be the addition of 

cases to probe particular themes which emerge” (p. 539). Yin, in contrast, believed that 

not adhering to a framework prior to the study could cause sloppiness and misuse of data. 

This study endeavors to adhere to the theory of having a framework while still making 

adjustments in the field. Yin (2014) used six sources of evidence: documentation, 

archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observations, and physical 

artifacts. Direct observations of the public school environment, review of documentation 

related to the school environment, and semi-structured interviews will be the sources of 

data collected during the study.  

 One method utilized was to observe the culture and environment of the school 

organization. Prioritizing the observation phase of the school environment for the first 

part of data collection was a goal of mine to build relationships with the teachers as well 

as gain knowledge of the participants and the overall school culture. Due to the time of 

the school year, however, interviews and the observation phase happened simultaneously 

with interviews with the principal, assistant principal, central office administrator, and 

some of the teachers.  Attending Open House, meetings, including visiting classrooms, 

and spending an entire week participating in the school environment assisted in this 

endeavor of observing the school environment. Establishing a relationship with 

interviewees was integral to the study’s success in helping me to obtain access to the 
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participants, documentation, and the overall school environment. Developing 

relationships also assisted in determining different areas to probe during the interview 

phase.  

Direct observation assisted in determining if the factors the school alludes to are 

actually their “theory in use” in the school culture (Arygris & Schon, 1996). Observation 

“…describes settings, behavior, and events, while interviewing is used to understand the 

perspectives and goals of the actors” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 102). Observation enabled me to 

draw inferences to gain perspective not produced by interviewing only (Maxwell, 2013) 

and occurs in the real-world setting.  

Observation provided me with knowledge of the verbal discourse and a review of 

documentation to gauge the written discourse. Habermas theorized that the purpose of 

communicative action, structured by the powerful, was to maintain the control of the 

dominant class through false ideologies (Ewert, 1991). This discourse leads to a 

reproduction of domination. Critical race theory deconstructs oppressive structures and 

discourses to reconstruct human agency and the construction of equitable social power 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9). Discourse has a powerful effect on the culture of an 

organization and underlies the belief systems that operate therein.   

The next step was to review documentation in tandem with the other data 

collection, I attempted to review documents of meetings, newsletters, possible survey 

information, communication between the staff, parents, etc., and historical records to help 

“corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” (Yin, 2014, p. 107). Obtaining 

these artifacts would help me gain a deeper knowledge of the school environment. 
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Viewing documentation can also help make inferences that lead to further inquiry during 

the interview process.   

The documentation retained from administration was reports of data collection 

and newsletters.  After asking for documentation on three separate occasions these were 

the only ones obtained.  This obstacle did not allow me to have enough documentation to 

determine how the written discourse of the school affected the relationship with parents 

and the community.  Written communication could be part of the system of social and 

cultural reproduction.  The data forms, however, reinforced the commitment to data 

driven decision-making that the school personnel talked about throughout the interviews.  

So being able to certify their data focus was important through the forms and newsletters, 

yet, it did not allow the greater analysis I had envisioned.   

I conducted semi-structured interviews with a division representative, principal, 

and teacher leaders. The purpose of interviewing a division representative was to 

examine the link between central office administration’s assistance given to determine 

the former’s impact upon the school. The central office administrator interviewed worked 

with Title I programs for the division.  Choosing this position was because they would 

have knowledge of all Title I schools and funding from the division along with the Title I 

Funding.  This position directly affected many African American students in the division 

and their perspective of equality and equity was important to increasing student 

achievement along with access and opportunity for the students they serve.  

The purpose of using snowballing was to identify additional school personnel as 

having information directly related to the topic of increased opportunities and access for 

African American students in poverty in this school. An example would be an educator or 
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support staff member who developed and/or led programs to increase equity.  The teacher 

leader interviews took place on an individual basis and snowballed into interviews with 

the additional teachers.  

Snowball sampling can have advantages and disadvantages.  An advantage is it 

assists in gaining needed participants (Merriam, 1998).  A disadvantage is the participant 

connection derived from a small sample group.  One way to assist with the disadvantage 

is to have at least two participants not connected prior to snowballing (Merriam, 1998). 

I used snowball sampling in addition to the initial interview list because the first 

interviews identified two other persons that could add to the purpose for the research.  

The initial interviews identified personnel with direct information into how and if equity 

was developed leading to increased student achievement.  Interviewing the assistant 

principal and guidance counselor through snowballing was because other interviewees 

mentioned them due to their ability to add to the study.    

First, I sent teachers with three years of experience with whom the principal and 

leadership team recommended as important to the process within the school an email.  

During the interview process, I provided another consent document outlining the purpose 

and parameters (Appendix C and D).  Participants were to reply by email if they would 

like questions answered about the research or would like to volunteer as an interviewee.  I 

attempted to gather educators from multiple grade levels and resource personnel such as 

music teachers, art teachers, or guidance counselors.  After the first email, four teachers 

volunteered within a three to four week period.  I then used snowballing to gather two 

more volunteers including the assistant principal and guidance counselor.  All the school 

personnel that volunteered to interview became part of the study.  My original goal was 
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having five to seven interviews, including the principal and district office representative, 

but I felt anyone responding had something valuable to share and I wanted their input.  

Therefore, the study had nine interview participants.   

After the first few interviews, I did not feel as though I had met saturation.  I 

wanted to make sure I had enough participants who could layer varying opinions to tell 

the entire story of the school environment.  After the fifth interview of school personnel, I 

started to hear some of the same academic factors repeated which allowed me to know on 

that particular topic I was coming close to saturation.   

The second research question brought such rich data and perspectives, I was not 

sure saturation could ever happen because the viewpoints brought much to the research.  

Recognizing racism as ordinary was a perspective participants acknowledged when they 

had a close view of it during their development, no matter their cultural heritage.  

Participants could believe in social justice or recognizing a wider perception of the world 

without acknowledging racism as ordinary.  These are two of the tenets of CRT and 

important to the findings in the study.  The last few interviewees fell into the same mold, 

which made it clearer that these areas needed discussion and a pattern was emerging.  

Additional researches in future studies can help determine if the pattern holds among 

school actors and people in general.   Additionally, is this perspective, recognition of 

racism as ordinary, necessary for educators placed in all schools but especially schools 

with high populations of minority students to break down barriers for increased success? 

My expectation was there would be two interviews lasting approximately 60 

minutes each in the school environment or public facility as determined by the 

interviewee. I found interviewees wanted to complete the entire interview once they got 
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started.  As they opened up it seemed cathartic to continue expressing their thoughts.  

Follow up sessions to clarify answers did not occur, as the initial responses were 

adequate.  The target was to interview a minimum of five to seven teachers to move 

toward saturation level and the assurance that I obtained the information needed from 

varying perspectives. I interviewed five teachers, the guidance counselor, and the 

assistant principal, in addition to the principal and central office administrator. 

I designed the interview questions to gather information about the school factors 

leading to the success of the school environment, despite the demographics of the school 

and the population of student’s history of school failure (See Appendixes A and B). 

Important to the success of the interviews was building rapport with the interviewees to 

gather as much information as possible. Asking general questions of the interviewees 

about their experience, expertise, and general thoughts about what factors make the 

school successful provided the mechanism for building the rapport between the 

interviewer and interviewee. The Part 2 portion of the interview questions involved issues 

directly related to school actors’ experiences and their perceptions of African American 

students in poverty they serve.  

Probing questions served as follow-up questions from the protocol to further 

enlighten and clarify aspects of the study. Probing questions included:  

Could you explain or clarify your statement? 

 Please provide an example. 

Can you tell me more about the point you were making? 
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During the interview process, all these questions stimulated more conversation into the 

topic.  I tried to keep the probing questions stated here very general, more to help to 

clarify points, because of the sensitive nature of the topic.   

Data Analysis 

Unique to case study, as defined by Merriam (2009) and Yin (2014), data 

collection and data analysis happen simultaneously. Maxwell (2013) recommended data 

analysis start after the first interview and continue throughout the data collection process, 

stopping only briefly to write reports and papers (p. 104). I started the data analysis as 

soon as I started collecting observation, document analysis, and interview data.  The 

process of data analyzing occurred until data collection had reached saturation and I had 

learned as much as I could from all the data sources and the study’s purpose reached.  I 

anticipated the data collection and analyzing of data would take a minimum of three 

months to examine the case thoroughly and it actually took two months.  Because of the 

concentrated time in the school environment, it accelerated my observation time.  All 

interviews occurred within one month with most occurring within the first two weeks of 

the study. 

Observation, document analysis, and interviews into how academic achievement 

happened was important to analyzing the factors the schools may not even be aware of as 

part of their daily interaction. Specifically, how they achieved connections with parents 

and students additional to the academic features built into the infrastructure of the school, 

if such connections exist? These factors were important to the analysis to outline how 

schools attend to African American students in poverty to help them find academic 

success. 
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During the study, this researcher used the process of memoing to reflect on the 

goals of the study and to remain focused on the study’s objectives. Memoing was one 

form of data analysis that stimulated my analytical thinking to assist in making 

connections and synthesizing the information collected. Memoing helps a researcher 

“reflect on goals, methods, theory, prior experiences, and relationships with participants” 

(Maxwell, 2013, p. 105). I kept an audit trail to record my steps during the research 

process and improve trustworthiness.  

Recording my observations, thoughts, feelings, frustrations, and interactions with 

the actors and organization during the study provided perspective and centered the 

study’s goals. In addition, this process helps researchers analyze the data collected from 

observations and artifact review by formulating and recording thoughts and questions for 

further inquiry. Because organizational observation was a part of the study, memoing 

provided me with a mechanism to keep track of the observation data.  Memoing is a 

difficult process in the school environment because educators become suspicious to what 

observers are writing down.  With this knowledge, I limited the time I wrote during the 

actual observations and went back to write about observations at the end of the day.  This 

may have made my observations move more to the realm of perceptions then 

observations yet the process helped to center my thinking from perceptions to realities.   

Krefting (1991) discussed the importance of using a field journal to assist with 

bias and increase the study’s credibility during data collection and analysis.  Merriam 

(1998) developed guidelines for observations recorded in field notes that I utilized for my 

observation of the school environment. The elements in the guidelines were physical 

environment, description of the participants, frequency and duration of interactions, and 
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behaviors of the actors. Using these guidelines to record field notes provided a structure 

for recording the observation of the school environment. Observation data added to the 

research to look for symbolic meanings and nonverbal communication in the school 

environment that limited or created marginalization and social and cultural reproduction.  

The memoing process into the field journal helped most with gathering impressions of 

the school personnel and the environment.  It helped to view what was important to the 

school and did they espouse many of the concepts they discussed during interviews.  The 

unspoken language was important to providing a greater viewpoint of the relationships 

among the staff, with parents, and students. (See Appendix I for sample memoing from 

the field journal). 

Merriam (2009) theorized that researchers should identify data that responds to 

the research question by, first, looking for regularities. She concluded that the process 

“…is one of breaking data down into bits of information and then assigning these bits to 

categories or classes which brings the bits together again” (Merriam, 2009, p. 177). 

Coding is the process of determining a word or short phrase generated by the researcher 

that symbolically assigns a summative, essence-capturing attribute for a portion of 

written data (Saldana, 2013).  

Coding was the method used for data analysis to determine themes that represent 

an idea or description of a behavior symbolized by a phrase or sentence (Saldana, 2013). 

I utilized pre-coding by highlighting significant phrases, words, or statements.  These 

assertions or propositions could become integral to the analysis process (Saldana, 2013) 

and provided the basis for the organizational framework for representing the data.  The 

coding used for this research was open and structural coding. Open coding was used for 
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the initial or first cycle of coding, followed by structural coding (Saldana, 2013), which 

enabled me to look for specific themes related to school improvement factors, including a 

culturally relevant pedagogy. 

Coding the interview data to establish themes provided analysis toward 

determining common and reoccurring features (Miles & Huberman, 1994) that existed in 

the school and relate to its success. Structural coding for research question one focused 

on academic factors related to educating African American students in poverty (See 

Appendix G).  Structurally coding of the language of school employees related to 

traditional obstacles taken from research question two, which included social and cultural 

reproduction, equity and equality issues, and racial, socioeconomic, and linguistic 

barriers were the first level of coding (See Appendix H). Key words chosen were because 

critical theorists believe they stand as some of the barriers of the dominant groups in 

society used for marginalized groups (Bourdieu, 1986; Ewert, 1991; Swarz, 2008).  

Secondly, two of the tenets of critical race theory, social justice and the recognition of 

racism in society, related directly to African American students, provided the second 

layer of examining the perspectives of school actors when educating this group of 

students in their school through open coding (See Appendix H).   

As the data collection began, I started by pre-coding words and phrases from 

interviews, documentation samples, or interactions recorded in my field journal as data 

collection was happening before formal coding starts.  Secondly, open coding happened 

as the next layer of identifying concepts related to the topic.  Next, the identified terms 

and concepts become headings for structural coding of the data under the identified 

headings.  Adding more headings was necessary as coding began and I found there were 
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key terms to condense.  Reducing the data, along with focusing and bounding the data 

into data displays, will serve as part of the analysis. These codes will lead to the themes 

that will anchor the findings. 

The presence of an interpretive community assisted in analyzing the data to 

provide another perspective to the process and enhance the data’s validity. The multiple 

methods of data collection permitted this researcher to triangulate or cross check 

information collected to identify themes in the coding process. Triangulating multiple and 

independent sources allowed the data to converge for an accurate analysis.  

Validity 

I ensured the validity of the study before I begin the research by addressing 

researcher bias. Researcher bias or reflexivity “…means that the researcher engages in 

critical self-reflection about his or her potential biases and predispositions” (p. 284). My 

topic of examining African American students in poverty required me to put aside some 

of my personal predispositions and grow in my awareness of the complexity of the topic.  

As an African American child, I grew up in poverty with my maternal 

grandparents. I know I was poor because, from kindergarten through grade 12, I received 

free lunch in school. In that way, school benefited me but also made me aware that I did 

not have everything I needed. Everyone around me had a little more or a little less; 

therefore, I did not understand how my financial situation and maybe my color would 

affect my ability to access my surroundings. I knew color made a difference  because my 

elderly grandfather always referred to the people he did odd jobs for by Mr. or Mrs. while 

they referred to him, a much older man, as “Willie”.  Specifically, it affected my success 
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in school and particularly my perception of what I could accomplish because I accepted 

the environment around me without seeking more.  

School, for me, was a place of refuge that provided a stimulating environment 

and—most of all—the books that, as an avid reader, I craved. I was quiet and my teachers 

were nice to me for the most part. Repeatedly overlooked for special opportunities or to 

show what I knew was sometimes frustrating in the school environment but I was 

content. I loved to learn and always enjoyed school and all its possibilities. Somehow 

different from some of my peers, success through education was the way I saw to 

improve my circumstance and that of the family I would one day have.  

Now the mother of two boys, I have strived to provide them with access and 

opportunity that surpassed my own. My hope is that the world they enter will be open to 

them as individuals rather than judging them—as it did me—by their skin color and their 

SES status.  Unfortunately, through their school career and even with my guidance it was 

not easy as perceptions of whom they were and what they could accomplish raised its 

head.  Now with both of them in college, I hope the access and opportunity I tried to 

provide them will be enough to provide them the life they want as citizens of the United 

States with all that entails. 

It was my destiny to become an educator and an advocate for the disenfranchised.  

As a special education teacher, assistant principal, principal, and now division 

administrator, the need to help students who have historically been underserved has been 

my focus.  The impact of the barriers I experienced and my learned ability to maneuver 

through them gave me the tools to assist the children I serve.  I am passionate about the 

education of all students but have a particular zeal for those who need the most assistance 
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to achieve success. As an educator, I must also refrain from defensiveness about the 

education system so I can see the school organization clearly. I chose to conduct my 

study in a school filled with students who need education to serve as their catapult into a 

better future. These are the students who need education the most, but for whom public 

education has consistently done the least.  This is in the broad sense of closing racially 

and socioeconomically driven achievement and opportunity gaps.  

I understand that society, as a whole, has a responsibility to provide assistance 

but, despite these issues, some schools have defied the odds.  Society has a role in 

assisting with these issues beyond what schools achieve.  Schools reflect society and 

therefore, American society has a responsibility in building equity and tolerance.  

Freeman (2005) noted that external factors such as availability of proper healthcare, job 

opportunities for parents, and housing all become related factors outside the parameters 

of schooling that affect students’ ability to succeed and are societal issues.  The minority 

students in poverty’s academic achievement is plagued with misconceptions of their 

culture and perceived limitations of their poverty status.  Students who are African 

American and in poverty have significant education gaps in student outcomes, graduation 

rates, and their ability to access college and career readiness at the same rate as their 

White peers (NAEP, 2013).  Researching at Martin Luther King Elementary provided a 

lens to view the factors leading to this school defying the odds placed in front of them 

such as perceptions of their culture, race, socioeconomic status, and accountability 

concerns.  

My research shined a light into the structures that helped make these schools 

successful. The literature review on the topic has assisted greatly in helping me achieve a 
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wider perspective. My personal journey enhanced my lens, but validity measures helped 

me avoid a singular focus or bias. Instead, I needed to be open to all the possibilities the 

research revealed.  Because I had knowledge of the school chosen for the research study, 

I had to be more diligent in laying aside my preconceived notions of what I expected to 

find and let the research process lead to the findings revealed.  The process of doing this 

assisted me in viewing the school through a new lens to see the broader issues at work in 

educating African American students in poverty and the work needed in the area of 

equity. 

Merriam (2009) postulated that, regardless of whether the research is quantitative 

or qualitative, validity and reliability are concerns addressed through the study’s 

conceptualization. Collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data will influence how the 

findings represented effect reliability and validity (p. 210). Maxwell (2013) discussed 

how the debate is continuing to evolve concerning the concept of validity in qualitative 

research. Maxwell added that regardless of the perspective researchers take with the 

concept of validity in qualitative research and whether it applies, credibility of the 

research and findings are important to the field and further the truth without the dangers 

of overgeneralization and the effects of its application. 

Rich, thick description was important to the analysis of my study. Using the 

participants’ own words assisted in bringing their truth to the research, not just my 

analysis of their truths. Additionally, triangulation of all my data sources assisted in 

helping the overall data to be stronger as a whole and limit the impact of the weakness of 

any one of my data sources.  

Human Subjects 
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Protecting participants’ anonymity is a high priority although there cannot be a 

guarantee of anonymity.  Doing everything, I can to ensure their privacy during data 

collection is important to eliciting the openness and honesty of school personnel with no 

threat of reprisal from administrators.  Confidentiality and securing participants’ 

information is important.  In the dissertation, protecting the name of the school and 

participant’s names by pseudonyms provided anonymity for all concerned.  Keeping 

interview material in a secure location on a password-protected computer with hard 

copies of data in a locked cabinet assisted with data security.  Destroying data after the 

dissertation process will assist in preserving confidentiality.  Participation is voluntary 

throughout the entire research process as it states in the introductory letter and I reminded 

participants of this throughout the process. 

It was a perceived fear of mine that the participants in the interview process 

would have difficulty discussing the questions involving race.  In retrospect, they seemed 

to want to discuss race and its effect on the students and society.  Even those participants 

not recognizing that the barrier of race exists, did not seem apprehensive to discuss it 

with me.  I am encouraged by that sentiment of open discussion and the need to keep 

confidentiality to the data, in this and further studies on race, it is imperative to have this 

open discussion of race issues in the school environment.   The environment must be a 

safe, non-judgment zone to have the cathartic and open effect needed for these equity 

conversations. 

Conclusion 

Creswell (2013) defined case study as a “qualitative approach in which the 

investigator explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple 



 

119 

 

bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving 

multiple forms of information and reports a case description and case themes” (p. 97). 

Merriam (2009) outlined these strengths in using case studies: they were for real-life 

situations; aided in the understanding of complex social units with multiple variables; 

they expanded the reader’s experience; they were for applied fields of study; and they 

focused on a single unit or instance. Merriam added that, to assess boundness, there must 

be a finite number of people for interviews and for observations.  

I chose case study as the study method to assist in developing an in-depth 

discovery and description of processes that lead to school improvement for African 

American students in poverty. A qualitative perspective allows the actors in the school to 

provide their insights into what caused the school’s success. A qualitative research 

perspective is foundational for this study’s design, which allows for insight into 

discovery rather than mere hypothesis testing (Merriam, 2009).  

Examining the public K–12 school organization assisted in determining the 

factors for school success for African American students in poverty including, if any, the 

existence of a culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1998) that teaches the code 

of the culture of power (Delpit, 1988). As it adds to the research, this analysis provided 

further insight into the issue of the continuing achievement gap of African American 

students in poverty to understand barriers that actively inhibit school success and the 

structures that help schools overcome those barriers. In addition, it explored what 

effects—both positive and negative— the accountability movement contributes in 

improving achievement for African American students in poverty. 
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Chapter 4:  Results 

Introduction:  Race and Class 

How do we build schools where race and class does not matter (Blankstein & 

Noguera, 2016)?  Schools where we get to know our students—“how they learn, what 

motivates them, and what challenges they face” (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016, p. 21).  

Education is the mechanism of how civilized societies impart knowledge, but too often, it 

establishes race and class barriers based on the perceptions of poor minority students’ 

ability to achieve. This means our public education system can be the oppressive force or 

liberating force for the scores of students it serves daily based on the structures that exist 

in these schools.   Blankstein & Noguera (2016) theorized in order to build equitable 

schools where race and class do not matter we need to learn from successful schools.  

These schools strive to build equity through the organizational actors that serve in them.   

Purpose and Focus 

This chapter reports the findings of a case study examining a K-5 public 

elementary school with a high representation of African American students in poverty to 

investigate how they are able to assist their students in achieving to meet state standards.  

This study explored the structures in place to assist African American students in poverty 

to meet the standards set by the state accountability system.  The following research 

questions guided the study. 

RQ 1: How does a school with 60% or higher of its student population 

comprising African American students in poverty build an academic 

infrastructure that creates academic achievement meeting state standards because 

of—or in spite of—the demands of state and federal accountability measures? 
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RQ 2: Does the school defined in RQ1 remove any traditional obstacles for 

African American students in poverty? These traditional obstacles include social 

and cultural reproduction, equity and equality issues, and racial, socioeconomic, 

and linguistic barriers. 

Critical Race Theory and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model 

Critical race theory (CRT) was the theoretical framework for this study.  CRT 

started with the idea that racism is a normal part of American life with whiteness 

perceived as normal (Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Two of 

the tenets of critical race theory, social justice and the recognition of racism in society 

related directly to African American students, will provide the basis of examining the 

perspectives of school actors when educating this group of students in their school for 

Implications 1-3.  

Bronfenbrenner (1986) theorized behavior evolved because of the interaction 

between people and their environment and ecological systems theory centers on this 

interaction.  In order to understand the experience of African American students in 

poverty within their microsystem of the school, examination of the school actors that 

serve them through the critical race and Bronfenbrenner lenses provided a view of the 

personnel that place the structures in place for the school.  Students and teachers need to 

establish critical consciousness (Freire, 1971) to understand their life’s experiences and 

personal development and the effect it has in their decision-making.  Acknowledgment of 

hegemony must weigh in on the educators’ decision-making and ability to communicate 

educational knowledge to African American students in poverty effectively without 

perceived perceptions or a deficit thinking mindset.   
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Each African American student’s academic success hinges on whether power, 

accountability, equity, equality, marginalization, and cultural and social reproduction are 

factors that impede or limit the progress of these students not only in society but also in 

the school system.  Findings 1-3 utilize structural coding when comparing school reform 

research to Martin Luther King Elementary related to research question one. 

Bronfenbrenner’s model in tandem with critical race theory assisted in open and 

structural coding to analyze for themes during data analysis for findings 4-6 related to 

research question two.   

The findings from this case study were from an elementary public school given 

the pseudonym Martin Luther King Elementary, with grades K-5 that must adhere to 

federal, state, and local accountability measures.  Choosing to conduct the study in an 

elementary school was intentional to examine if barriers existed in the early years of their 

schooling and set their course related to their academic success from this beginning point 

in their life.  Not identifying the names of the state, school division, school, and interview 

participants is to protect their anonymity.  Giving the interview participants name 

pseudonyms and adding their racial identification throughout the analysis was to assist 

with connecting their thoughts to their racial identity.  Identifying the principal, assistant 

principal, guidance counselor, and central office representative by their title along with 

the name pseudonym was intentional to view the impacts of their statements as they have 

influence building the infrastructure and culture of the school.  Identifying all people 

involved in the study, as “she”, even in quotes, was to protect their gender identity.  

Quantifiable data conveyed from school, state, and federal government documents were 



 

123 

 

in a range to mask the identity of the school. Not identifying certain aspects of the state’s 

accountability guidelines and measures was to maintain anonymity for the school. 

Data Findings 

 The three data sources for this study are semi-structured interviews, observation 

of the school environment, and reviewing documents from the school.  Reflection of all 

of the data sources are in the study’s findings although interviews were the primary data 

source.  I conducted nine semi-structured interviews with respondents including the 

principal, assistant principal, division office representative, and five teachers.  

Observation of the school environment included attending school events but based on a 

response by the assistant principal during her interview, I spent a week in the school 

participating all day in the school environment fulfilling roles as directed by the 

leadership team. 

That’s one of my biggest pet peeves.  I think people in central office need to come 

out and visit a little bit more.  Don’t stay for an hour.  Stay for a day or a week.  

See what really happens.  The good, bad, and the ugly… 

 

This week provided an opportunity to view the interaction of the staff with parents, 

students, and each other.   

 Basing the decision to stay for a week had to do with first solidifying my 

dedication to the process to the participants who were volunteering their time and to 

acknowledge I truly heard their words and was committed to understanding their school 

organization.  In addition, she was right that sustained attention for observation in any 

role could be effective in examining an issue.  Short bursts of time at events and through 

the school day would not have provided the feel for the school organization and its school 

actors that my sustained week provided.  Quickly, I went from researcher to just another 
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part of the staff.  During my time within the school, I took the yearly picture of the entire 

staff that goes on the web page and teachers and students’ computer screen.  It seemed 

poetic that I was literally and figuratively reflecting who they were through the picture 

and study, their outside and inside humanity.  The moment was not lost on me. 

 Presented are a set of findings guided by the research questions and analyzed 

through the Bronfenbrenner and critical race lenses using open and structural coding.  

Discussion of the contextual findings occurred throughout the chapter.  The structure of 

the interview protocol is important when considering the findings.  Because of the 

sensitive nature of the topic and questions, I did not use some of the terminology in the 

interview protocols such as social and cultural reproduction, equity and equality, and 

linguistic barriers.  Interpretations of the findings in relation to these areas occurred based 

upon their responses to the more general questions about racial and socioeconomic 

barriers their students faced.   

 Discussion of racial and socioeconomic barriers happened during the interview 

protocols. Examination of interview questions 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 of Part 1 and questions1, 

2, and 3 of Part 2 of the interview protocols happened through the Bronfenbrenner lens.  

Questions 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 of Part 1 and 9, 10, and 11 of part 2, explored 

accountability with the focus of gaining insight into the academic structure of the school.  

Questions 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 in the interview protocol were analyzed through the lens of 

critical race theory.   

 Findings 1-3 represent structural coding of the data concerning the academic 

infrastructure and the participants’ reactions to the accountability system.  Frequency of 

responses assisted in determining whether the concept or issue was isolated or part of the 
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culture of the school (See Appendix G).  Findings 4-6 and the implications present the 

findings based on the themes derived from open coding of data sources.  These themes 

are interrelated and represent barriers and evidence of race issues related to critical race 

theory.  Using interview respondent’s words throughout the findings was to express their 

voice as the educators within the school.   

Table 4.1 displays data collected through the interview process.  The interview 

protocol developed was to illicit responses from the participants to assist in examining 

their life experiences and what factors occurred in their development.   These experiences 

have affected their ability to effectively understand and educate the students at Martin 

Luther King Elementary.  Because of the amount of pre-service teachers or veteran 

teachers new to this school, soliciting the teachers having more than three years of 

experiences in the school was necessary, as they knew the school and its culture.  All of 

the educators who volunteered to be part of the study are part of the interview profile on 

Table 4.1.   I asked the principal and central office representative to interview as 

important participants to the study as outlined in Chapter 3.  The assistant principal and 

counselor were part of the snowballing process due to how often the other interviewees 

mentioned them and believed their perspective was important to the topic.   

Table 4.1  

Profile of Interview Participants 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Interview  Age    Race      Economic Status   Particip.    Years     Prior Experiences  

Participants Range          Growing Up          K-12     Worked         High Poverty/ 

Pseudonym      Exper.      In this           Low Poverty 

            School 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Prin. (Grace) 60-70       AA              Poverty             Public        *13               HP/LP 

AP (Keesha) 40-50         AA              Poverty             Public           4                HP/LP 

CO (Mary) 40-50       White          Middle Class      Public           2                HP/LP       

Coun. (Julia) 60-70         AA              Poverty             Public       *36                  HP 
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T 1 (Karen) 50-60       White           Blue Collar        Public       *13                  HP 

T 2 (Liz) 30-40       White          Upper Class        Private        15                  HP 

T 3 (Cheryl) 20-30       White          Middle Class     Public           4                  LP 

T 4 (Tyra) 30-40     Hispanic        Middle Class      Public           8                  LP 

T 5 (Melissa) 30-40       White          Middle Class      Public        *16                  LP 

________________________________________________________________________ 
*Participants had multiple roles over the years within this school 

** Prin.-Principal, AP-Assistant Principal, CO—Central Office, Coun.—Counselor, T—Teacher 

 

 

 During the interview process the participants showed age and race does not 

constitute an understanding of race as a barrier affecting African American students in 

the school environment.  The interviewees, no matter their ethnicity, did not identify race 

as a barrier affecting African American students in the school environment instead, they 

felt poverty not race was the larger factor affecting student progress.  This showed across 

race lines colorblind racism existed and recognition of whiteness as ordinary, one of the 

tenets of critical race theory, was not apparent.  Additionally, whether the interviewees 

were baby boomers or millennials they did not identify race as the barrier over poverty.  

This shows just believing society is becoming more tolerant concerning race issues with 

our younger generation is not necessarily a fact. Even the interviewees recognizing race 

as a relevant issue in society did not feel it was relevant in the school environment.  This 

shows how difficult it is in acknowledging race as a factor in improving student 

achievement for African American students in the school environment. 

School Profile 

The school chosen for the study was located in the Southeast part of the United 

States.  The school was one of twelve elementary Title I schools in the division and has 

the highest population of students on free and reduced price lunch and the highest 

population of African American students.  The definition of poverty in the study was 

students qualifying for free and reduced lunch prices in the school environment.  The 
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school serves approximately 520 students with 95% of the students receiving free and 

reduced price lunch and 85% of the student population identified as African Americans. 

The faculty and staff including administrative staff are approximately 60% minority 

(African American and Hispanic) and 40% White. Over the past five years, the numbers 

of African American students in the school has ranged from 84% to 88%.  In that same 

span of time, free and reduced price lunch percentages based on student needs, ranged 

from 92% to 95%.   

Accreditation on state and federal level has fluctuated through the years.  After 

initial implementation of the assessment system in the mid 1990’s, student test scores 

were very low ranging below 40% in all academic areas and the state and locality 

provided materials and training to improve student outcomes.  After obtaining 

accreditation, the schools pass rates ranged into the 80’s and 90’s in the academic content 

areas of reading/language arts, math, science, and social studies.   

In the last few years, the state adjusted the accountability system due to the 

change in No Child Left Behind and raised the rigor level of the assessment system.  

Once again, this school found itself not accredited along with the other Title I schools in 

the division.  In the year of the study, there was an increase for African American 

students in the area of reading of 22 points and for economically disadvantaged students 

by 18 points increasing student progress to reach accreditation in all academic areas.  The 

school has reached accredited standards in all content areas but school leaders worry 

about their accreditation for the upcoming year, especially their accreditation status in 

reading. 

Research Site 
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The community where the school was located had public housing complexes and 

small single-family homes.  Tearing down of the old school building made way for the 

new K-5 school building reconstructed in the mid-90s, when the name of the school 

changed from the name of a nearby housing area to reflect a famous African American.  

In the study, we referred to the school as Martin Luther King Elementary as a 

pseudonym.   

Entering the school, the atmosphere was bright and welcoming.  Clean shiny 

floors with a two-tone border painted throughout the building reflective of the school 

colors.  Inspirational displays reflected the expectations for students to achieve as a 

citizen of the school.  The hallways were wide and white except for the border and 

student work hanging outside in the hallway.  There is a mural depicting the mascot of 

the school and a boulevard of banners from various colleges encouraging students to 

reach for a college education to improve their future.  Outside each teachers room is a 

sign with the teacher’s name and the college(s) they attended.   

The faculty and staff exhibited a friendly demeanor by speaking and smiling at 

guests including parents and volunteers presenting a welcoming environment.  A security 

guard sat up front, as in all schools in the division, and greeted guests and signed them 

into the school using their personal identification.  Each grade level was clustered 

together in various parts of the building with K-2 in one wing and 3-5 in another.  

Support personnel assisting with academic and nonacademic concerns were throughout 

the halls from class to class. 

Students were orderly as they walked through the building and the halls were 

quiet.  Teachers and administrators keep a firm grasp on behavior concerns and assist 
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students by reminding them of the behavior expectations while providing positive 

feedback.  Administration circulates around the school going in and out of classrooms.  

Classrooms were neat and bright filled with learning materials and student work, 

including a SMART Board and document camera in every classroom purchased with 

Title I funds.  In the classrooms, students sat in groups or communities for collaboration 

instead of rows.  The inundation of students with positive messages by the school TV 

station via the televisions in classrooms and in the hallways happens daily.   Mentors and 

volunteers were also an important part of the school environment fulfilling academic and 

nonacademic needs.   The message surrounds the theme this is where you are growing up, 

but not who you are, and can be, in the future. 

The school had twenty-eight general education teachers, nine special education 

teachers, four reading teachers, one math coach, and five resource teachers teaching art, 

music, physical education, guidance, and media.  At the time of data collection, of the 

forty-five teachers in the school, twenty-one of the teachers had zero through three years 

of teaching experience in this school.  Teacher 1, Karen a White female, made the 

following comment acknowledging counteracting the transiency of the staff was by the 

20% who stay to provide continuity within the teaching staff and they believe a hallmark 

of their success.   

This year we have about 12 new teachers so that’s a quarter of our staff and 

 capacity is difficult because we have teachers coming in that are new teachers or 

 new to our division so that training piece is very difficult.  Another 20% of the 

 staff has been there a long time and know the system.   

 

The principal, Grace, had experience in this school as a teacher, Title I reading 

teacher, assistant principal, and then transferred by direction of the division’s human 

resources department, to a Non-Title I school for two years. Presently, she has been 
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principal at Martin Luther King Elementary for two years.  The assistant principal, 

Keesha, served two years under the former principal and now has served two years under 

the present principal.  The guidance counselor, Julia, had 36 years in the school first as a 

teacher before becoming the guidance counselor.  

Academic Infrastructure 

RQ 1: How does a school with 60% or higher of its student population 

comprising African American students in poverty build an academic 

infrastructure that creates academic achievement meeting state standards because 

of—or in spite of—the demands of state and federal accountability measures? 

Research into school improvement strategies provided the guidance for structural 

coding in comparing prior school improvement research with the data collected at Martin 

Luther King Elementary.  Effective school improvement strategies taken from research 

include strong administrative leadership, high expectations for students and staff, safe 

and orderly teaching environment for teaching that matters, building capacity of teachers, 

common vision communicated, frequent progress monitoring for accountability, and 

division focus on student achievement  (Edmonds, 1979; Fullan, 2009; Leithwood 2001; 

Marzano, 2001; Rothman, 2009).   

Hoy, Tarter, Hoy (2006) added for school success additional factors included 

teachers believe they can and do make a difference, students can and are learning, all 

students achieve high academic performance, and relational trust between schools, 

parents, and students.  These were the factors that will be examined in relation to Martin 

Luther King Elementary in discussion of research question one. Primarily participant 
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interviews, but also, observation of the school environment provided data for school 

improvement strategies utilized.    

The construction of American schools on White middle class values and norms 

help to plague academic organizations with misconceptions of culture and the perceived 

limitations of poverty status.   Gaps exist in student outcomes at American schools for 

high minority high poverty students’ especially African American students in poverty 

(Gorski, 2012).  First is looking at the academic infrastructure and academic policy in 

research question one before addressing the barriers and overcoming them in research 

question two.     

Characteristics of a High Performing School 

Theme 1 

Theme 1:  Martin Luther King Elementary served a high demographic of African 

American students in poverty.  The academic infrastructure of the school included:  

strong leadership, high expectations, adherence to a common goal with the vision of that 

goal communicated, focus on building relationships, enhancing the capacity of faculty 

and staff, frequent data monitoring and accountability, and a division focus on student 

achievement.  These principles aligned to prior research into effective school 

improvement strategies. 

Strong Leadership 

 Grace, the principal at the school is an African American woman.  The position of 

principal is integral in the school environment in setting up the academic infrastructure, 

expectations, and building the culture of the school.  Building an equity mindset to 

identify race as an issue in the school environment must begin with her recognition of 
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race as a barrier and an intentional plan to build the equity mindset for her staff 

identifying cultural and social reproduction where it exists to eliminate it.  She has 

continued the focus on the academic infrastructure of the school and continues to 

communicate the vision of the school of high expectations. 

I had to have buy-in with our staff.  Even though there are only two administrators 

in the building I pull in other people to my leadership team, my reading personnel, 

my math coach are part of my leadership team--my technology person is part of 

my leadership team they know what’s going on in the classroom.  Every Monday 

we call it a debrief meeting, we discuss this is what’s going on and say what do 

you see what’s going on and I ask if you see the same thing, then I get into that 

room if we have any issues.   We need to get in this room because this teacher 

needs this, so it’s helped out a lot diffusing situations before they happen.   If 

things happen between the Mondays we kind of pull it together-- it’s a team thing 

and I try to get everyone’s input before I make the final decision.   I ask the team 

what do you think, what do you think, what do you think-- everyone’s not going 

to be happy so you take a little bit of this, little bit of this, before you make the 

final decision. 

 

This quote from Grace described her philosophy of leadership and how she led 

her staff.  Her response leads to a distributed leadership model, as she trusts those around 

her to assist in the development of the goals for the school and the carrying out of the 

vision.  Grace had a unique leadership journey, as she was a teacher, Title I reading 

teacher, assistant principal, then principal at the same school.   

After being a teacher for several years, she was “tapped” to leave the classroom 

and become a school leader as a Title I reading teacher.  She was “tapped” by the former 

principal who nurtured her leadership development and advocated for her to become the 

next principal.  This made the transition from former principal to the new principal 

seamless, as she knew the infrastructure in place within the school along with staff 

members described previously as the key personnel or 20% of the school.  
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Grace’s experience in Title I and Non-Title I school organizations within different 

school divisions provided her a view into how school structures work and the inequities 

that are systemic.  

I taught in Head Start when I went to northeast Philadelphia and they ranked the 

teachers. That’s how they desegregated; they ranked and put teachers on A and B 

lists and they could only choose schools from that list so I had an A rating and 

only had a certain list of schools to pick from that were all White schools. So that 

is how they did their desegregation.   It really didn’t work and that is when the 

schools started going down. So they said our staff is desegregated but you had the 

good Black and White teachers in the good neighborhoods and you had your bad 

Black and White teachers in the poor neighborhoods, so that’s how they got away 

with desegregation. 

 

These experiences were the impetus for her to advocate for the students and 

teachers she serves.  Interview participants discussed her as a strong instructional leader 

who valued their opinions, is child centered, and data driven.  Philosophically, they felt 

they united with the principal toward a common goal.  Other interview participates 

added, “ she set the vision”,  “she sets the expectations”, “she provided training for 

capacity building”, and “she understands meeting the nonacademic needs were as 

important as the academic” as examples of the principal’s impact.  

The interview participants’ words may lead one to believe she was a 

transformational, gregarious style of leader who was a master motivator.  Instead, she 

presented a humble demeanor more willing to listen then talk as observed during the 

school visits.  She trusted her staff leaders and their ability to make good decisions within 

the school infrastructure and hold each other accountable.  The following statement made 

by the guidance counselor showed how impactful the principal is to the academic and 

nonacademic factors that affect the school.   

She fights for us to get the things other than the books or things.  My philosophy 

is, and I try to get the teachers to understand, that it is difficult to concentrate on 
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ABC’s and 123s when they are sitting home in the dark.  When Mom has to work 

and they have to go home by themselves.  Sometimes things happen in the 

community and you are scared.  Ok, yeah I didn’t do my homework because we 

didn’t have lights.  She makes herself available to learn these things.  She makes 

sure we have the supports to address that. 

 

In a school where there were many nonacademic needs to be met, the principal 

understood this and could convey it to the staff which assisted in other educators willing 

to do the work and meet student needs.  One of the compliments given by an interview 

participant about Grace was “She invests in the staff and they are willing to work hard 

and follow her.”   

High Expectations 

 This quote by Grace was to emphasize it is not enough to sympathize with 

students but to help them rise to high academic expectations.   

We just keep the standards high…we need to keep the standards high just because 

 they are poor doesn’t mean they can’t learn… We keep the high benchmarks.  I 

 say the cutoff  is 75 and they said 75 can’t we go to 70.  I said no 75… and we 

 like to celebrate the little successes like with benchmark blast.  They said it won’t 

 be that many kids there.  I’m  like, I don’t care if its two kids there it has to be 75 

 and stay at 75. As long as you keep  the standards and bar high, the kids will rise 

 to them.  If you keep lowering them you will never make it. So you have to keep 

 the standards high.  It works because they know I’m not going to budge-- 75 is it.  

 

State accreditation was always a major concern for Title I schools due to the change in 

standards and rise in rigor.  Several of the Title I schools in the division had not met 

accreditation for the past few years and every year administration at Martin Luther King 

Elementary worried they would slip back and not make accreditation.  The addition of 

three special education classes was the newest worry the year before as most of the 

students came functioning significantly below grade level.   Yet three of the five teacher 

interview participants name high expectations as a reason why the school is successful.  

Grace and Keesha, the assistant principal, believed the accountability system assisted in 
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delivering the impetus for expectations for students and teachers.  Keeping the staff 

centered on the high expectations united them in a battle toward success, which seemed a 

high goal every year. 

Expectations of the teachers were that they have the viewpoint that their students 

can achieve and provide a high level of instruction toward academic goals.  Providing 

training and capacity building was to assist teachers with the expectations.  Educators 

were ready to listen to the difficulties of the students’ life but did not allow them to use 

them as excuses for failure as described by Keesha.   

You keep encouraging them, molding them, and holding them to those 

expectations.  Well this might have happened at home but what are we are going 

to do here.  The one thing I did a lot of this year and last year was to take those I 

knew were having trouble at home and do things like say I know you aren’t doing 

your homework.  What can we do?  You can’t not go to work because something 

happened.  I’m here.  My baby was sick last night.  I’m here because I care about 

you.  What can you do?  They say I can do my homework during breakfast time.  

Good get it done.  Come back and let me see you got it done.  Then I will walk 

with them to class and tell them how proud I am and you made a good decision.  

No more excuses.  No more excuses.  We all have been through something.  For 

the teachers here who can’t get that, most of them leave. 

 

Expectations materialized by providing cultural competence to students through 

former students who come as examples of how they were able to achieve despite their 

circumstance when they were students.  In addition, cultural competence happened by 

exposing students to models of successful African Americans beyond sports or 

entertainment figures.  The school did not identify some of their strategies as building 

cultural competence instead they felt successful role models were necessary for their 

student’s success. 

Teacher 5, Melissa a White female, discussed how she attended the activities of 

her students through middle and high school, continuing the bonds she had built with 



 

136 

 

many of her students.  The morning newscast and the hallway displayed reinforcement 

that students can achieve and the educator supports were there to assist with that belief.  

They also exposed students to outings such as field trips that they may not have an 

opportunity to experience due to the costs.  The school valued nonacademic supports as 

well as academic supports to elevate student outcomes.   

Common Goal/Vision Communicated 

 The next quote was from Melissa, a White teacher, who had been at the school 

when it was not meeting high standards and she referred to the prior principal who turned 

the school around.   

I think the first thing was building a common goal.  I really think that was key.  

The common goal being the students and realizing that everybody had to be on 

board for this.  That is what is unique about our school…From a personal 

perspective, building that understanding that we are one unit, one team and just 

because it’s 5
th

 grade with 40% SOLs or 90% SOLs whichever one way you want 

to look at it, we all have ownership in that too.  I think that’s the biggest thing.  

Now how she got to that point I am not exactly sure.  I think it’s very, very 

interesting. 

 

Grace was also at the school during this time in multiple positions and continues to work 

to communicate the vision and refine it.  Those who remained and were part of the 

change process helped to continue to communicate to the next set of educators that 

arrived at the school.  The school is child centered yet accepted no excuses for not 

achieving from the students.  At the same time they offered many academic supports such 

as small group intervention, differentiated reading instruction, math manipulatives all led 

by the instructional reading team and math coach to assist students in meeting 

accountability measures.  

  They rely on data to help make instructional decisions for all students in hopes of 

not leaving any student behind.  This vision is apparent and communicated by all 
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participants through the interview process.  The documentation obtained of data 

collection highlighted this vision and the targeted support measures for students who are 

not able to attain grade level achievement.   

Building Relationships 

 “To me it’s all about the relationships.  You feel the culture of family here even 

with our teachers and grade levels, the teachers and students, guidance counselors and 

teachers, security guard and custodians, One Team, One Goal”.  This quote was from 

Keesha, the assistant principal an African American female, when responding on what 

makes the school succeed.  Interview participants all alluded to the importance of 

relationships during their interview.  It was the one theme that emerged several times 

with all the interviews.  The school had the feel and interviewees agreed that they are 

united in purpose--a sort of us against them mentality as they felt most people do not 

understand what they need for their students.  They presented as a closed system 

preferring to handle most of their training and instructional work independent of the 

division.  They state the mantra that we know our kids and what they need. 

 Discussion of relationships as being among the staff to assist in dealing with some 

of the difficulties faced.  The teachers also expressed it was important to lean on the 

positive members of the staff whether it was expressed as leaning on others for moral 

support or instructional planning to increase student outcomes. Teacher 3, Cheryl a White 

Female, said the mentor relationship she had with one of the other staff members assisted 

in helping her with the transition into teaching and helping with challenges, she faced 

with relating to parents.  The administrative team met weekly for shared decision-
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making, taking care of issues that may arise.  Grace was beginning to reach out to more 

affluent schools and community organizations to obtain resources.  

I was at the conference and a principal at a more affluent school in  our division 

was there and we were talking about PTAs and they were like how is your PTA 

and I said I am my PTA.  I said you are looking at it.  The other principal said she 

was going to adopt us.  Just sitting and talking to other principals.  She sent me an 

email and her SPED department wants to adopt my  sped department.  She said 

her brother has a company where he gives money every year but he gives it to his 

sister’s school.  So she said write down what you want and justify it and there is 

no form and he will just give it.  It’s that networking peace now I’m finding out 

things are out there and people are ready to help you.   

 

 Building relationships with parents was discussed among the principal, assistant 

principal, guidance counselor, and three of the five teachers as important.  Although they 

lamented the difficulty that existed in increasing parent support, they believed it was 

important to improving success for the students.  Tyra, a Hispanic teacher, made the 

following statement. 

 I tell my parents all the time this is a partnership.  I can’t do my job without their 

 help.  They can’t succeed without my help.  We are all on the same level doing 

 what is best for the student.  Sometimes what I have learned at my school is 

 where I was raised to respect  education, to take it and learn as much as you can.  

 That’s maybe not a priority for them and that’s hard to wrap my head around.  It’s 

 one of those things where now as a mother I want more for my child than what I 

 had.  For some of our parents it’s, I didn’t have it and you don’t need it either.  It 

 is what it is.  I just have to work harder and get as much parent support as I can.  I 

 need the parents to feel comfortable.  If you make them upset then you don’t have 

 their support.  If the parents are upset with you then the children are not going to 

 respect you.  It’s a partnership and sometimes it’s hard to build that partnership.    

 

Building relationships within the staff, among the administrative team and the staff, and 

among parents and the staff was one area they were conscious of in the school and most 

strived to improve. 

Building Capacity/Training/Planning 
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 Building the capacity of the educators in any school is an important factor in 

improving student achievement.  The difficulty is having the training become a part of 

the everyday teaching process.  Melissa, a White teacher, made the following statement 

about the capacity building at Martin Luther King Elementary.  

Another thing they did very well which goes with our reading team is a lot of 

training.  It gets overwhelming sometimes and is too much because when you 

have 12 things you can’t become a master so for a while there, the pendulum was 

too much.  In the past couple of years it’s coming back to where it’s ok.  I can 

remember about 4 years ago every time there was training, it was something new. 

We never got a chance to master running records or read alouds.  I have to say at 

the same time the meetings are very important to keep us informed and on the 

same page.  And it provided the education and pushed that camaraderie that one 

unit one team thing is important…everyone stay under the same umbrella.  

 

 Administrators, reading personnel, and the math coach all support and monitor 

instruction on a daily basis.  They were all visible throughout the building.  The principal 

discussed the need to get into the classrooms even more this year to provide feedback as 

she recognized how important this monitoring is to increasing student outcomes.  The 

division required a yearly training plan up to a maximum of twenty hours per year to 

mandate training inside the school.  The division also provided division staff 

development classes’ teachers and administrators could sign up for to build capacity and 

fulfill hours needed for recertification.   

 Reading personnel and the math coach provided staff in-services, grade level 

specific in services, as well as working with individual teacher’s needs as data 

determined.  They attended weekly curriculum planning meetings and modeled 

instruction as needed.  The technology support teacher helped teachers to integrate 

technology into the curriculum objectives.     

Data Accountability and Frequent Monitoring of Student Progress 
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 Melissa made this statement during the interview process identifying data 

accountability and monitoring student progress as integral to the school’s success.   

The one thing I would say data, data accountability.  Not only the push for data, 

but the accountability for it.  No curtains in our school and what I mean by that is 

there is no protection.  The whole thing is out there so if I was not performing it’s 

out there for everyone to see.  So no matter your personality whether you are 

doing it for the children or for yourself, I hate to say it that way, but it’s a factor 

sometimes, it reaches all types of teachers to make them perform.   

 

The central office representative discussed the importance of data from the division 

perspective and the need for schools to monitor data and student progress.  All the teacher 

interviewees talked about the importance of data and utilizing it within the school 

organization to make instructional decisions to improve student outcomes.  Not just the 

collection of data but the use of data to determine teacher’s strengths and weaknesses in 

capacity building.  In addition, data helped teachers make instructional decisions for 

students, determining who needed intervention assistance and additional supports.   

Division Focus on Student Achievement 

 Title I funds in the division are distributed to Title I schools to provide technology 

such as SMART Boards and document cameras.  Using funds to increase parent 

involvement for instructional supports, professional development training, and allocations 

for additional personnel were high priorities for the division.  Title I funds in the division 

provided all day kindergarten for Title I schools while non-Title I schools had half day 

kindergarten.   

 The central office representative, Mary, discussed the importance of goal setting 

and analyzing data to focus on certain groups of students.  School improvement meetings 

and monitoring to increase accreditation for the Title I schools in the division were a 

support the division office offered.  She admitted nothing was done to support African 
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American students directly as the division focus was more on the poverty aspect for 

students because that was the greater factor impacting student achievement than ethnicity.  

Staffing as far as retaining the staff in Title I schools was a factor central office was 

aware of and was looking into.  She added a factor affecting student achievement was 

school not a priority for many of the households affected by Title I funds.  This 

represented the division did not understand the impact of race and instead exhibited a 

colorblind racism perspective. 

   When Grace was asked about division support, she made the following statement. 

When the superintendent comes, I tell her I have to ride the bus today and come 

on.  She rode the bus…I guess because she had been out of the classroom for so 

long she didn’t get it.  One stop fifty get off and on another stop another 30 get 

off.  She understood better after that.  They don’t get the big picture.  In the 

principals meeting, they say you only have 19 in the class and I have 25 or 30 in a 

non-poverty school.  That’s because you are in a non-poverty school.  Even at a 

principals meeting they don’t get it. I have poverty kids they don’t have the same 

things your kids do.  Your kids probably come to kindergarten reading, knowing 

their colors, and my kids don’t.  Some can’t tell you shapes or colors but now 

having preschool they will have some of the same experiences as middle class 

kids.  Last year we had so many kids that had never been to school and didn’t 

know how to sit in a chair. 

 

These statements by Grace exhibited they did not believe central office or other schools 

in the division understood the challenges.  They dealt with hunger issues and student 

preoccupation with issues far beyond what they should endure.  These factors could lead 

to behavior problems that administration had to tease out to discover the root of the 

problem causing the behavior.  School administration had been able to reach out to a 

community organization that has come into the school to help support some of the 

behavior problems they faced with students. 

 Many of the words and actions of the educators showed their dedication to the 

students of Martin Luther King Elementary. Their educational practices and academic 
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infrastructure aligned to the best practices exhibited in reform research.  A strong 

academic infrastructure existed and these factors did assist in this school having success 

relative to other schools with similar demographics.  

 Their words also showed school personnel generalized the parents’ position such 

as school is not a priority, as discussed by the central office representative and one of the 

teachers.  Generalizing parent beliefs did not allow them to get to know what they truly 

believed and realize that school may have been a priority. Parents may have felt they 

were supporting the learning process by providing a home, food, clothing, and basic 

needs as their economic status may have not allowed for support beyond these things.  

Many people in poverty are working but do not have the jobs that elevate them out of 

poverty status.   

 Exiting the building one day, I heard a parent discussing how she needed help 

with her child with math.  She wanted to assist but did not know how because the work 

was beyond her ability.  Some other parents may have been able to support if the school 

staff reached out to them making them feel comfortable with their ability to assist.  

 The division could have supported by understanding at low poverty schools they 

needed to provide support to assist these schools in finding resources and building the 

parent school connection.  This means the division representatives should get to know 

what community resources were available and how to access them.  Finding role models 

among community leaders such as ministers, business leaders, and civic leaders would 

create partnerships and add to community resources.  This additional burden of finding 

resources taxed the school personnel in addition to taking care of the academic needs.      

Theme 2: 
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Theme 2:  Educators at Martin Luther King Elementary believed the additional factors 

important to their academic infrastructure that make their school successful is:  hard 

work, culture of family, embracing multiple roles beyond teaching, and networking with 

multiple community organizations. 

Hard Work 

 When entering Martin Luther King Elementary, it does not stand out as how 

people may picture a high poverty high minority school.  The building does not suffer 

from disparities in technology or other instructional materials.  Title I funds assisted the 

school with materials that surpass what other non-poverty schools in the division have.  

Closing this disparity gap was important to leveling the playing field for the students but 

did not completely close the gap because there are other factors this staff must contend 

with that were not present in many schools.   

I work very, very hard, I love my hard work, and I know it has paid off.  I don’t 

get an award for it but I see it in my students and that’s enough for me.   

 

 Besides teaching during the school day, educators spend time after school 

planning lessons with their grade level, creating assessments, and disaggregating data.  

Staff members attended monthly faculty meetings and trainings within and outside of the 

school building.  Teachers and administrators met with parents and other division 

educators to discuss student progress and determine the necessity of additional services 

and supports.  When the school was not accredited additional school improvement 

meetings dictated by state requirements required additional paperwork to track progress 

toward goals. 

 The administration and many staff members did not put the students on the bus to 

send them home with just the bus driver.  Administrators rode the bus home with the 
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students and many teachers rode the buses with students as well.  This is to contend with 

student behaviors and to make sure the students arrive to their neighborhoods and homes 

safely.  Building administrators granted teachers certain privileges to assist with them 

giving up their end of the day planning time.  After teaching all day, this was another 

sacrifice to make to ensure students returned safely to their homes. 

 The guidance counselor, Julia an African American female, who has been a 

member of the staff for 36 years worked during the school day from 7:25-2:30 then 

worked at the afterschool program housed on the school grounds from 3:00 to 8:00.  

When asked about the long hours she said her children were grown and she loved what 

she does in both jobs so it did not seem like work.  This level of commitment is unique 

and to be commended. 

Network with Multiple Community Organizations 

 Many teachers spend money to provide additional items for their classroom.  The 

difference at a high poverty and high minority school is teachers use their money for 

basic supplies students need.  They receive donations from community organizations that 

assist with supplies, provide mentors, and instructional assistance.  These donations were 

necessities to help assist the school with basic supplies for students.  All interviewees 

discussed the importance of these organizations that assisted them and how grateful they 

were for them.  Mentors were also useful as many follow and support the students 

through high school. 

 At our school we provide the students with what they don’t necessarily have 

 whether its school materials.  I can say for my classroom I tell the parents I have 

 their materials covered.  I use my little money to buy what I need for them.  So 

 that is not something they have to worry about.  I want them to come in and focus 

 in on learning and not worry about I don’t have my crayons.  Nope I have all that 

 covered for you and I know other teachers at school do the same thing.  We want 
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 them to come in and focus in on what I call their job which is just learning, taking 

 it in.  A lot of it is repetitiveness.   

 

 The administrators, guidance counselor, and all staff advocated with every 

organization they could find, to assist students with needed materials, but also funds for 

experiences such as field trips.  The interviewees discussed that many students do not 

have the opportunity to go much further than their neighborhood.  They must seek ways 

to expose their students to additional experiences.  When it comes to field trips, they must 

find funds to assist students that are not able to pay for them which can be many.  This 

caused the need to network as an essential part of what administrators have to do for their 

school.   

Culture of Family 

The staff that had history in the building worked to help staff members coming 

into the school understand the needs of the community and how to relate their students.  

This building of equity takes staff members empathizing while still maintaining high 

expectations.  This was not easy as accountability measures set the bar high for student 

achievement and many students struggled with the curriculum, as there are so many 

academic and nonacademic gaps to fill.  The interviewees related building these 

relationships among each other as essential to overcoming the challenges.   

My biggest obstacle is not being able to take out or administer help or find 

solutions to things other than the academic things.  We have in the past years; we 

have had big incidents where a lot of our families were homeless.  One year a 

mother and two kids lived in a car in Wal-Mart parking lot from probably July 

through October.  She chose Wal-Mart.  She had a job but for some reason she 

was evicted from her housing but she did not have enough for rent or even if she 

had enough for rent you need the deposit.  Because she didn’t have an established 

address she couldn’t apply for a new apartment.  She chose Wal-Mart because it 

was 24 hours and safe she felt.  She would go in the bathroom in the morning and 

wash her kids up and they would come out and she would bring them to school.  

She didn’t tell anybody because she did not want them to take her kids.  A lot of 
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these things that have nothing to do with a book or test or anything that helps me 

to help our families.  They cannot concentrate on learning.  I have to network and 

find provisions to help them to concentrate on learning.   

 

 Not allowing the challenges to overwhelm and burn teachers out for teaching or 

cause them to leave this school was also a concern.  Melissa, a White teacher, discussed 

she had thought of leaving the school many times due to the difficulty of the work.  She 

said she has friends in other schools that don’t have to look at the data and assist students 

in the way that she has to or deal with other challenges.  Melissa said what kept her from 

leaving is the people she works with and the relationships she has built.   

Leaning on others, leaning on others.  Finding people you can trust.  That support 

system where you can vent.  Find the people who understand where they come 

from and some people get it more than others.  Find someone who gets it. Find 

someone who gets it. 

 

This quote highlighted how important the staff felt relationships were to their ability to 

remain at the school and thrive.  Finding the positive staff members were important, as 

many interviewees lamented not all staff members were positive in their view of the 

students.  They felt this culture of family helped to deal with the unique challenges the 

school presented. 

Embracing Multiple Roles 

All of the educators discussed how imperative it was to understand the need for 

multiple roles besides being a teacher and many did not stay because they could not 

empathize and embrace the many hats they must wear as explained by Teacher 4, Tyra a 

Hispanic female.   

People who don’t teach think you can just teach them but no you are wearing 

many, many hats.  You are not just teaching them.  You are mothering them, 

counseling them, befriending them and advising them.  It’s many, many hats and 

not just being a teacher.   
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Many educators do this for their students but in a high poverty high minority school, it is 

imperative that educators not only understand but also embrace the multiple roles.   One 

interviewee discussed she provided all materials and food for parties so students do not 

have to worry about not having anything to bring.   

Another interviewee discussed finding resources to get students eyeglasses or 

rides to appointments.  Another interviewee worked with parents to help them to identify 

and advocate for their student’s needs.  Another interviewee discussed being that mentor 

and cheerleader for the students beyond the year they are in the classroom.   Identified, as 

a positive, was that the school was a K-5 school so they could continue to check on their 

students even as they moved through other grades in the school.  Table 4.2 summarized 

the data from the interview question asking the respondents about the best advice 

educators would give to someone seeking to work in a high poverty high minority 

elementary school.  This helped educators to not only remain at the school but embrace 

multiple roles and other challenges they faced.  

 Table 4.2 

Advice to People coming into a High Poverty-High Minority School 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Interview             Best Advice 

Participants 

_______________________________________________________________________  

Principal         Build Relationships with Staff, Students, Parents, Community/Have  

          Fun 

Asst. Prin.         Put yourself in their position   

Counselor         Don’t own the problem as yours because you will burn out  

Central Off.         Make Connections  

Teacher 1         Collaborate, Collaborate, Collaborate 

Teacher 2         Meet students where they are and help expose them to experiences 

Teacher 3 Get ready to work really hard, Right mindset, Positive every day, 

Focus on what is important 

Teacher 4         Make sure you are coming into the profession for the right reason and         

                                Organization 

Teacher 5         Lean on others/You are not alone 
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________________________________________________________________________
Responses are from Part 2 number 11 of the interview questions 

 

Theme 3: 

Theme 3:  State and federal accountability measures have affected the school by 

providing high expectations linked to the educators’ perceived value and self-worth 

based on the high academic demands.  Educators at Martin Luther King Elementary 

embraced the accountability measures and worked to make the high expectations a 

positive as they strived to meet them. 

 During the interview process, respondents who had been at the school before the 

last two administrators discussed what the school was like prior to state accountability 

being implemented in the mid 1990’s and strengthened after the implementation of 

NCLB.    

I have been here forever so I remember a time when we were persona non-grata.  

We were a place where it didn’t appear the expectations for our kids were high.  

When the state came and it was said we were on this level or that.  They were so 

surprised that quality came out of the not gonna school.  And they didn’t give us a 

lot of things back in the day but when SOLs and the state came they had to keep 

us up with the state so we were given, lavished.  We didn’t have 24, 25, 30 kids in 

the class.  They gave us small class sizes.  We were always blessed with equity 

support Title I or 8910.  We went from getting little of nothing to getting a whole 

lot.  They were trying to make us catch up or help us to catch up.  Now we are 

doing well and now that has kind of mellowed out. 

Prior to that period, they discussed their perception was they were sent teachers that 

needed to be hidden or were not able to provide quality instruction.  In addition, they did 

not feel they had the best resources and materials.  Yet, they felt they were able to assist 

students to achieve.  The implementation of accountability showed dismal results and the 

school division, directed by the state, made adjustments in staffing, material allocation, 

and in instruction providing increased instructional support for teachers and students.  
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Sweeping changes made by the prior administrator during this time in the school’s 

history, were the implementation of the common goal, vision of child centered and data 

driven accountability that still prevailed. 

 The quote also revealed the thoughts of the respondent that the school division did 

not believe in the students as it took the accountability system to obtain equity in the 

division concerning this school.   Additionally, after making progress in increasing 

student achievement, resources have been decreased making continued improvements 

increasingly difficult.  The respondents’ words leads to the question whether the motive 

for getting more resources were a belief in student achievement for African American 

students in poverty or only to meet punitive accountability measures and not to extend the 

academic progress beyond the baseline accountability measures of achievement dictated 

by the state.   

The accountability system has the goal of leveling the playing field by measuring 

achievement for all students and holding schools accountable.  The accountability system 

leveled by the federal government and states can sometimes be a punishment and not a 

tool (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016).  Accountability alone cannot heal the embedded 

institutionalized racism that exists in school systems.  It must start with the people who 

serve in these schools acknowledging that barriers exist and in their daily work they 

strive to overcome them.  

Embracing Accountability  

 When asked about the accountability system on the federal and state level, the 

principal, Grace, made the following statement.    
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 They hold me to the fire.  You have to do the best you can to reach  that…We 

 have to keep the expectations the same but it’s a different way we have to get 

 there.  We have to go this way and this way.  We have to detour to get there. 

  

Interviewees had mixed responses on the how helpful accountability is to the success of 

the school.  The principal, assistant principal, guidance counselor, and one of the five 

teachers agreed that accountability is important to the success of the school.  Two 

teachers and the central office representative answered yes and no because they believed 

even though they set high standards for students and recognized the value in them that the 

problem was accountability did not take into account the growth made with students or 

all the issues schools faced.  To work so hard and miss accountability levels became 

disheartening to the teachers.  One teacher discounted the value in the accountability 

system believing the curriculum itself is not age appropriate.   

 Not to sound like an angry teacher, but sometimes I feel the state is not always in 

 touch with what is going on in the classroom.  Really my motto and many of the 

 teachers at my school have the motto as we go over those standards and sometime 

 is that they don’t make sense and they are not age appropriate.   They are not 

 things our students need to learn and are very difficult and above their head but 

 with that being said that is what it is  and we have to work through that.  We 

 cannot change that and there is no need of getting upset or griping about it.  We 

 have to just figure out how to fix it.  

 

 Because of the accountability system that existed on the state and federal level, 

educators at Martin Luther King Elementary constantly strived to meet the accountability 

standards.  As the state curriculum and assessments changed, educators must refine or 

improve their instructional practices in grade level planning and weekly lesson plans.  

The teachers have worked on creating formative assessments, short assessments teachers 

administered during or at the end of lessons to ensure student understanding, and tracking 

the data to make instructional decisions leading to higher student outcomes.   They credit 

the meeting and planning sessions with the capacity building accomplished through 
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training.  They acknowledged these meetings and trainings could be a source of tension 

as well in the midst of all the other demands of their position. 

 The school staff interviewed felt the state and locality did not understand 

curriculum, assessments, and policies implemented were in some ways not in the best 

interest of the students.  While having an accountability system was not the main issue, 

they felt the implementation of the policies in the form of curriculum standards and the 

assessments were the real issues.  Valuing the growth made by students and providing the 

personnel to assist students was the assistance they needed to increase student outcomes. 

People not really listening to what we need, they think they know what we need.  

They tell us what to do and sometimes it just doesn’t work.  And we push and try 

to make it work but we need that autonomy to tell them what we need.  We will 

give all of this back to give me this.  Let me try this this way for the year.  The 

state imposes something, the school board imposes something, superintendent 

opposes something, the directors then it just keeps trickling down so no one has 

any autonomy to say it’s not working.  It just keeps trickling down.  It’s like a 

funnel then you are just trapped.  Workers that are in the trenches are just like 

robots without any autonomy to do anything.  Which in a way-- makes our kids 

suffer sometimes?   

 This statement was by Keesha, the assistant principal, referring to the 

powerlessness they feel at the amount of initiatives imposed by the state education 

agency and locality.  She believed they need a level of autonomy to make what they feel 

will work for their students possible without having to adhere to a preset infrastructure 

that does not fit the community or school.  Grace had the same sentiment when 

discussing they had to “think out of the box” to solve some of the issues that faced them. 

They equate it to a level of trust needed so they can get the job done.   

 Grace discussed how they had to deal with a difficult situation, as three special 

education classes added to the school last year with students from other schools, were a 

burden.  These classes caused a drain on resources as one of the classes opened the 
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school year without a teacher.   They did not receive a teacher until the first 30 days 

numbers were calculated and a teacher transferred from another school within the 

division due to the staffing numbers.   

 Transitioning teachers from schools within the school year is never easy, but this 

teacher was moving from one of the lowest poverty lowest minority school in the division 

to one of the highest poverty high minority schools.  Having to work with the teacher’s 

fear of the environment and assisting in bringing her classroom management to an 

acceptable level were walls that had to be broken down and took time and resources to 

fix.  These students’ scores count toward Martin Luther King Elementary accountability 

benchmarks and not the student’s home school. 

 We had one teacher that we did not get until after reconciliation and she came 

 over and she was a LEAD teacher at a Non-Title I school in this division.  

 Literally when she came she was scared to death.  Her principal called and said 

 she was scared and I said I understood.  When she came the kids were all over the 

 place.  The assistant principal and I talked about it… So we had to think outside 

 the box.   

 

 The teacher’s fear of the school and community she was entering and the 

perceived expectations she had to what she would face, was an issue Grace had to 

acknowledge and assist with fixing.  Grace acknowledged she understood the fear, which 

may not assist in alleviating the fear from the other division personnel like the other 

principal.  Establishing the school as like any other school just with different challenges 

will be important to the perception of the school and more importantly the students.   

Was it the poverty status or the fact the school was mostly African American 

students that caused the fear for the teacher?  After getting over the fear and finding 

success hopefully, she will embrace the students she serves as the principal expects.  

Additionally, assisting all the staff in realizing their perceptions of African Americans 
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will be in important in going beyond the strong academic infrastructure to realizing race 

and racial perceptions may be factors hindering achievement.  

  

Traditional Obstacles  

RQ 2: Does the school defined in RQ1 remove any traditional obstacles for 

African American students in poverty?  These traditional obstacles include social 

and cultural reproduction, equity and equality issues, and racial, socioeconomic, 

and linguistic barriers. 

No matter our ideas and viewpoints on the purpose of schooling, students are 

conveyed ideologies, customs, and beliefs through the discourse, visuals, and traditions 

public schools deliver.  The difficulty lies in the inequities for historically marginalized 

students, which entails African American in poverty.  Findings 4-6 explore how Martin 

Luther King Elementary school actors recognized and responded to obstacles and barriers 

for African American students in poverty. 

Theme 4: 

Theme 4:  The interviewees recognized the barriers to the success of the students and 

worked to overcome them in the following ways.  Addressing teacher turnover through 

cultivating teachers and paraprofessionals, meeting student nonacademic needs by 

bringing back former students and outside mentors, and the lack of parent support by 

continuing to find additional ways to connect with parents and assist them were areas of 

intentionality for the school.  

  School actors listed teacher turnover, meeting nonacademic needs, and lack of 

parent support as the barriers hindering student academic success.  They did not name 

race issues within the list.  The perception of the African American students may affect 
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teachers wanting to leave the school, as they perceive the work as difficult.  Most of the 

teachers and administrators mentioned they were intentionally seeking ways to increase 

parent support.  Three of the teachers discussed they had given up on increasing parent 

support and had resolved to have more focus on the students.  The areas of meeting 

student academic needs and parent support have racial perceptions and expectations of 

African American students.  Separating race and poverty issues will be imperative to 

increasing the achievement of African American students in the public school 

environment.  

Teacher Turnover 

 Most teachers that come don’t understand that environment.  It is definitely a 

 different way of thinking.  I think a lot of teachers struggle with that and that’s 

 why a lot of teachers leave.  Not only because it is tough work but they don’t 

 understand why this parent is doing this or not doing this.    

 

 Interviewees agree that not all persons at the school understand the complexities 

of the environment or embrace the environmental challenges.  They recognize teacher 

turnover as a factor constantly affecting their ability to reach accountability benchmarks 

and most importantly improving student outcomes.  Interview respondents all discussed 

the “way of thinking” necessary to remain at the school and thrive.  That way of thinking 

refers to understanding the community the school serves and the community the students 

come from that differs significantly from the environment all the teachers now live in and 

many have grew up in.  Having an open mind to the differences is not something they 

recognize all educators that come into the school can do. 

 Teachers felt judged by people because of their test scores yet all the instructional 

challenges they faced were hard to overcome.  Even as they sympathize with the situation 

of their students it seemed resentment could sometimes set in as they feel they are doing 
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all they can and in some cases it seems not enough.  The pressure is on the teacher and 

not parents.  Some teachers cannot justify this in their mind and along with the hard 

work; they ultimately decide to leave the school. Some years are more stable than other 

years, but they always have changes each year and they mostly hope to limit the number 

of teachers that turn over every year.  The cost is in personnel needed to train the teacher 

that becomes a drain in resources.   One of the teachers that assisted in training teachers 

had this statement.  “If I can maintain teachers and train them our students are getting a 

good quality education.  But it’s hard to teach here.”   

  The principal made the following observation, “I know when I sign off on their 

last loan forgiveness they were going to be gone.  Everybody takes them because they 

know when you are at Martin Luther King Elementary you know how to look at data.”  

Programs that forgive college loans if teachers work in Title I school have assisted in 

providing teachers.  The problem the principal points out is that after they stay for their 

allotted time they leave.  Therefore, while the program assists in getting teachers in the 

school it is not for the long term because they can go teach at other schools that do not 

have the challenges.  They leave for schools where they do not have to work as hard yet 

feel successful because their students achieve without the amount of work needed from 

them at Martin Luther King Elementary.  These schools have more parent support, which 

is a factor increasing achievement for these students. 

   To assist with teacher turnover Grace makes the following realization.  “We need 

people.  TA’s or anyone who can help us once they have the proper training.  We have 

three teachers now that were TA’s.  Those are the people who know our kids.  We need 

the home grown that stay.”  She calls these teachers assistants the home grown and takes 
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pride in the persons that have moved from the teacher assistant position to the teacher 

position Melissa was one of the teachers who started off in the school as a teacher 

assistant and became a teacher after her tenth year at the school.  She credits her time as a 

teacher assistant with her success as a teacher.  The staff named her teacher of the year 

during the last school year recognizing she is a committed, dedicated teacher facilitating 

the success of her students causing them to make significant academic gains. 

Student Needs (Nonacademic) 

 Educators interviewed at Martin Luther King recognize the statistics related to 

achievement gaps for African American students in poverty.  They realize the needs of 

their students as related to academic and nonacademic needs.  Networking is an important 

part of acquiring not just monetary needs, but mentors and volunteers to assist as role 

models and provide academic support.  This quote is by Tyra a Hispanic female. 

I think that they don’t have a role model at home to show that success with 

education.  I had my parents who were teachers and went to college.  I became a 

teacher and went to college.  They don’t have that so you have to set those 

expectations. Yes, I expect you to read at home.  If you don’t have a book, let me 

know and we will work it out.  But I mean letting them know it’s important. 

 

 An important part of the nonacademic supports provided is bringing in former 

students.  These former students provide inspirational stories as examples of what can be 

achieved coming from the same neighborhood as the students.  The guidance counselor, 

Julia an African American female, discussed how she utilized these messages during 

graduation ceremonies every year. 

One thing I do is when our 5
th

 graders graduate I invite a speaker from our school 

that was a former student to speak to our kids.  We have had a young lady who 

went to a local medical school and is a doctor now, a young lady who has a 

doctorate, is in the ministry at a local university, and is a professor.  One year we 

had a young man who was a merchant seaman the other was a social worker.  
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They both had the message that whether you go to college or go out to work you 

can still get a good job.  And all of these were kids who grew up here.   

 

Parent Support 

 Often discussions of parent support present as a barrier impeding student success 

in high poverty and high minority schools.  School actors understanding that not all 

students fit into the White middle class norm of the public school environment starts the 

conversation of how to adjust perspectives, beliefs, customs, and ideologies to better 

meet the needs of African American students in poverty.   Liz, a White female makes the 

following statement alluding to generational poverty and the difficulty students have in 

fitting into the environment easily or considered feral, having behavior issues.      

You have to have the stamina and endurance because of behavior.  I think many 

of the children come to us kind of feral.  They are raising themselves.  Whether 

their parents are not involved or not involved because they are working three jobs, 

we have both situations, many of our students don’t have school preparedness.  

They don’t have the attention or structure at home so they have to learn it here.  

They haven’t had the same conveniences and experiences.  So they come to us in 

kindergarten with major gaps in their learning.  So they just don’t know.  Parents 

do what they know.  I do with my children what I know.  I do with them what my 

parents did with them… it’s generations worth of a different style of learning.  I 

am working against generation’s worth of parenting.  Even like things like I don’t 

want my child in special education.  I had an IEP.  Just because you had an IEP it 

doesn’t mean they need it, and just because you didn’t have it doesn’t mean they 

don’t need it.  There are just misconceptions with our parents with school and 

parenting.  You are trying to change a lot of thinking.   

 

 Tyra, a Hispanic teacher, discussed what parents do for their child was what was 

done for them, and some parents do not understand how to elevate outcomes for their 

child.  In addition some parents do not see an education as important.  Still other parents 

want the best for their child but are doing all they can, providing necessities such as a 

home and food.   
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 The power of the words used in this quote highlight the feelings that the students 

are not ready to embrace the White middle class world they are entering and thus viewed 

as “feral”.  These perceptions levied on students whether through verbal or nonverbal 

perceptions of the educators they spend hours with every day, can affect their 

achievement and their view of themselves.  There are many students in every community 

raising themselves but the difference lies in the ability of African American students in 

poverty to know the “codes” that will make them successful in their school environment 

(Delpit, 1988).   

 The parents are timid and their timidness comes off as aggression or 

 standoffishness.  It takes one adult to another adult to try to break down that wall.  

 We don’t see them a lot.  We see their child more, you show them you are 

 genuinely invested in their child and they share what happens in the classroom 

 and that’s how the parents know you care too.  Parents say my child doesn’t stop 

 talking about what you do in the classroom.  They learn good or bad because the 

 children will go back and talk about how they were treated in the classroom.  If 

 the kids are saying I was getting yelled at again today then you won’t get them on 

 your side. 

 

 This quote by Tyra expressed the perceptions of the parents as interpreted by 

teachers.  The standoffishness mentioned can also be fear mistrust, and intimidation 

parents feel being in the school environment.  They handle their feeling by building walls 

between them and the school personnel.  Educators have to find ways to connect with 

parents that will encourage their participation at a level they can handle and make them 

feel valued as an important part of the educational partnership.  A key to building 

relationships with the parents is through equitable relationship with their children.  As 

this teacher relates, they get their picture of the teacher, class, and school from their 

children. Julia, Karen, and Liz discussed the need to assist parents in advocating for their 

children, as parent education is an important part of what they do.  They discussed adding 



 

159 

 

parent classes for the upcoming year through a community organization to assist parents 

in supporting their children.  They did not blame the parents but admit they feel they all 

suffer because of lack of parent support—the students and teachers.  Most of the 

interviewees discussed the need to expand parent support in the school environment and 

it is something they commit to work on each year.  Two teachers said they concentrate on 

supporting the students and do not work on gaining more parent support.  They feel their 

time is better spent focusing on students and their needs.  They have given up on building 

the home-school connection maybe due to their comfort level with the parents.  Grace 

expressed the parents, community respected the school, and the job the school does with 

and for their kids. 

 Nine times out of ten if the kids like you the parents will like you.  If I am at 

 school late though I don’t like to stay late I don’t feel scared.  It’s like the 

 community and parents respect the school and they want to take care of it.  They 

 know we take care of the kids and feed them.  You don’t see the graffiti or people 

 messing with our cars at my middle class school that was different.  They run 

 across the playground shooting at each other but not at the kids.   

 

 Table 4.3 lists the greatest obstacles the educators face and how they overcame 

them. None of the school actors identified race as their greatest obstacle.  The list of 

obstacles varied and seemed based upon their school role.  The high number of African 

American students in the school and presence of African American leadership, principal 

and assistant principal positions, may have contributed to why they did not recognize race 

as a barrier or the greatest obstacle.  Racism is difficult to contend with because it is not 

recognized as relevant or a barrier for success even in a school with 85% of the 

demographics being African American students.   

 Portraying school actors in all schools as caring, committed individuals dedicated 

to schools with their perspectives related to race as not consequential may add to this 
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inability to view race as a barrier for the students they serve.   They may not see as part of 

their job the creation of citizenry that embrace each other no matter their race.  Everyone 

brings who they are to their job and educators are no different.  The issues of funding, 

parents, and students background become the issues focused on and not the cultural and 

social reproduction that exists due to oppressive forces and discourses in most if not all 

school environments. 

 Table 4.3 

 Greatest Obstacle and Overcoming Them 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Interview         Greatest Obstacle   Overcoming Obstacle 

Participants 

_______________________________________________________________________  

Principal  Funding    Celebrate small stuff 

Asst. Prin.  LEA and SEA not listening  Put yourself in student’s  

        position 

Counselor        Finding Solutions   Be available to   

        Parents/Network 

Central Off.  School not priority   Make Home-School   

        Connections 

Teacher 1  Background and vocab.  Meet your students where  

        they are 

Teacher 2  Teacher Turnover   Relationship Building 

Teacher 3  Relating to parents   Teacher Mentor to model 

Teacher 4   Lack of home training/manners Create family in   

        classroom/Mean  

what you say  

Teacher 5  Getting students to trust me  Leaning on others 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Responses are from Part 2 numbers 7 and 8 of the interview questions 

 

   Research question one examined the academic infrastructure of the school as 

compared to research in high poverty high minority schools.  Factors responsible for the 

school’s success were strong leadership, high expectations, adherence to a common goal 

with the vision of that goal communicated, building relationships, building the capacity 

of faculty and staff, a focus on frequent data monitoring and accountability, and a 
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division focus on student achievement.  Also explored was how education policies 

affected the school actors through embracing the challenges through high expectations.  

They overcame the barriers through hard work, creating a culture of family, embracing 

multiple roles beyond teaching, and networking with multiple community organizations. 

 Even in successful schools establishing a strong academic infrastructure is only 

the first part of the process, as even with this step there remains a gap in educating 

African American students in poverty.  As dedicated as most of this staff is to the 

students they serve, there remains a need to evaluate the power of the perceptions in the 

school organization by the school actors and how they are affecting the students.  Many 

school systems strive to improve achievement in Title I schools using research into 

reform and they find some measure of success when implemented consistently and with 

fidelity by a dedicated staff.  The work, however, remains in whether there is an 

acknowledgement that barriers or obstacles exist for African American students in 

poverty and if concerted efforts are underway to overcome them. 

Theme 5 

Theme 5:  The interview respondents at Martin Luther King Elementary life experiences 

influenced their ability to empathize and connect with the high poverty high minority 

students they serve to believe they can and do make a difference. 

  Three teachers and two administrator interview participants discussed how their 

life experiences with racism strengthened their resolve for wanting successful outcomes 

for the students they served.  These life experiences included experiencing racism in their 

own life or it involved those around them.  Two teachers and the central office 
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administrator did not have these experiences.  Cheryl, a White teacher, who did not have 

experience with poverty or racism struggled feeling unequipped to relate to the parents. 

Relating to their parents has been my greatest obstacle.  I am very different from 

them.  I know how important it is to not be demeaning and I know I am making 

progress but it takes time to know how to approach situations with them.  You 

don’t come in day one being a White girl from a mostly White school and know 

how to make that phone call and know what to say.  I watched a lot of other 

people do it and learn what to say and what to call about or let go.  So that’s been 

the hardest thing for me. 

Tyra, a Hispanic teacher, related the following story that provided the opportunity to hear 

and view the fear some of her classmates in college had to the minority community they 

were visiting.  Even though it did not happen to her directly, the situation affected her 

greatly. 

In college there was an incident…we took a trip to the city.  We were driving in 

downtown and the two young ladies I was with were from Arlington.  With my 

background being from New York and having been to many cities, city life does 

not scare me.  They were afraid and I felt there was no reason to be.  It was more 

of a minority community.  I didn’t understand why they were so scared because 

we were in no harm when we were in a car and in broad daylight.  I just didn’t 

understand because I am Hispanic and I don’t get scared if I am the only Hispanic 

in the room.  If that were the case I wouldn’t be able to function day by day.  I am 

not sure that was racism but that was the first time I saw a person of Caucasian 

descent get fearful and that was hard to understand. 

 

 The ability of the educators at Martin Luther King Elementary to embrace the 

students and families they served just as they are and where they are in the sense of 

academic and nonacademic performance was important to their success.  Accomplishing 

this through the “windows” experienced by many of the persons interviewed caused them 

to gain new perspectives to be an advocate and direct cause of their student’s success.  

 I went to college in NC in the Bible Belt, but I grew up in Northern Virginia and I 

 had friends who were Asian, Hispanic, and White.  I had a range of friends 

 even though it  was private school.  The area was diverse but when I went to 

 college in NC it was such a  culture shock for me to be out in the country and 

 not a block away from the metro.  To go out with friends who were black and get 

 stared at.  I had no idea.  I was clueless.  I took a diversity class and did some 
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 social experiments.  Like I had been to Black churches and I was always 

 welcomed.  The Catholic churches were all Hispanic and in Spanish.  It was 

 such a large Baptist community so we did social experiments.  We would go out, 

 a friend of mine and I would go arm and arm and he was Black and we would get 

 stared at out in Dillard’s.  It totally shifted my whole perception.  It was the first 

 time I had really experienced racism at 19.  I heard about it during the 90’s with 

 Rodney King and all the riots in LA and I know about it but I had never really 

 lived it.  It was a small window… 

 

These life experiences assisted personnel to be able to view the incidents at the school as 

an opportunity for greater understanding of the students’ predicaments and not to be 

ridiculed or ostracized.  Melissa, a White female put it as her waking up moment. 

…I had my own experiences, let me tell you a story.  There was a little boy that 

kept peeing in the corner of the bathroom.  I turned to the teacher and said I don’t 

understand why this kid is peeing in the corner of the bathroom.  This kid is 

defiant.  Then it dawned on me why is he doing this.  We did a home visit.  He 

had no working bathroom so his parents pulled up the floor in the corner of the 

bathroom and had dirt showing and that is where they peed.  But that is why he 

kept going to the bathroom in the corner because that is where he went at home.  

It’s an awful story but it was a wakeup call, my wake up moment.  So besides the 

race card, that is the next thing you have to understand where they come from. 

 

 Many of the interview respondents recognized their job would be easier at another 

school with low poverty low minority students.  Key educators' ability to embrace the 

challenges to remain and thrive at the school was part of the school’s success paired with 

maintaining high expectations despite high teacher turnover. One teacher mentioned the 

“key pillars” that help maintain the stability and achievement for students. 

I have to say the school itself is very unique. I think it takes a certain type of 

person to work here and holding on to key pillars in the grade levels is important.  

Having consistency and stability and having that as the branch for the new people 

to attach to, to keep it going.   

 

Building a staff that has this same sentiment is critical to the success of any school but 

especially schools like this one.  Having a committed, dedicated staff to embrace the hard 
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work of educating students in a high poverty high minority school is imperative when 

raising student outcomes to meet academic benchmarks on state standards.   

Many teachers believe they can and do make a difference for students and are 

responsible for their positive outcomes.  They want all students to achieve on high 

standards, monitor progress through data, and adjust instructional practices to increase 

student achievement.   This is a quote from Tyra discussed some of the reasons she chose 

to teach at Martin Luther King Elementary despite the challenges she faced.   

I do my job because it is a lot of little things that bring me joy.  I feel more joy at 

my school.  From the time they walk into the classroom in September to when 

they leave in June I see how much they have learned and how much they have 

taken in and that is because of me.  At a non-Title I school they may say they got 

it because of the parents.  My students got it because I taught it.  I see the growth, 

and I know I made a difference.  That feels good.   

 

They will freely admit that they cannot always get students to make state 

standards but they strive to ensure that growth happens for all students.  The educators 

agree not meeting state standards does not mean the students and teachers are failures; 

however, having the students meet these standards is important to improving the 

perception of what they can achieve.  This belief was the hallmark of how they realized 

the student growth and it is by believing in the students’ abilities despite the economic 

and racial barriers and the perceptions people have of their students that exist inside and 

outside the walls of the school.   

The educators empathized with the students they served based on their prior 

experiences with racism.  Those who experienced racism could acknowledge it existed 

and that it was a factor in society.  These voices highlight the 20% that have remained 

and work hard to assist the students they serve.  There remains a gap for many of those 

among this group to first understand this barrier exists for African American students in 
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poverty in their school and secondly consciously work toward overcoming the barrier in 

their school environment. 

Theme 6 

Theme 6:  Interview respondents at Martin Luther King Elementary did not believe the 

barrier of social and cultural reproduction encountered by African American students in 

poverty existed and related to their school environment.  Instead, they believed the school 

was a safe haven for students providing encouragement free from any societal racism.  In 

contrast, some interview respondents at Martin Luther King Elementary believed the 

barriers of equity and equality, encountered by African American students in poverty, 

existed especially within the school division. 

 This quote highlights the empathy Melissa, a White teacher, thought necessary for 

educators to teach effectively at Martin Luther King Elementary. 

I’m not sure people understand African American children and I am not talking 

White people. Black people, White people I think it takes a special person to get 

to know them and get rid of that wall you have up and just see a child…I feel I 

have  the empathy and compassion for them.  I know what it felt like for me, 

then to compile that with what they go through.  If you don’t have empathy for 

them or sympathy for them, then they are not going to work for you. There’s no 

bond when they don’t believe you care.  They already don’t care because they are 

wondering where I am going to sleep tonight or eat.  Is mom going to be home?  

Did daddy go to jail today?  My cousin got shot this weekend and they have other 

things on their mind.  School is their safe haven if you can make this a place they 

can come no matter what’s going on, they feel safe-- they feel cared about--they 

feel like, yeah, I want you to succeed.  

 

It would be difficult to meet a group of educators more dedicated to the success of the 

students they serve than those at Martin Luther King Elementary.  They work hard to 

bring success to their students sacrificing their time, funds, and emotions to assist them to 

be successful.  This school serves as a safe haven for the students.  The stability afforded 
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to the students is important to their development because of the shelter, food, positive 

encouragement, and most of all a quality education.   

Routine and organization really helps our students.  The students do enjoy routine 

and schedules and things being normal at school because it may not be that way at 

home.  We can’t do anything about that but school is a safe place and at school 

it’s good to know I don’t have to worry about my supplies and I know what my 

day is going to be like… I try to create a family.  I make it very clear if I say it I 

mean it.  If I say we are going to do something then I mean we are going to do it.  

If I say this is not going to happen it’s not going to happen…I am honest with 

them.  

   

 Questions posed to the interviewees related to barriers existing for African 

American students in poverty.  They believed barriers existed as far as poverty and even 

racism in some instances outside of the school organization but in other places and not a 

part of their environment.  In answering other interview questions not related to racism, 

they mentioned teachers having a negative perception of students because of their name 

or prior knowledge of other family members.  They also mentioned other educators not 

able to think differently to understand students or their families.  These examples present 

evidence that social and cultural reproduction existed in the environment if students are 

not seen as having potential because of these perceptions.  Educator’s words and actions 

can convey to students that they are deficient and lacking because of their community and 

family.  This replicates the social and cultural reproduction that occurs in the school 

environment. 

 “We have high expectations we want them to achieve and not use as a crutch they 

don’t come from much. We want then to overcome that.  At our school we provide the 

students with what they don’t necessarily have”.  Although the prior quote shows the 

high expectations for the school, the words used have a negative connotation and does 

not show value of whom the students are and where they come from as well.   
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 Ellis (1991) stated opinions, attitudes, permeate verbal and nonverbal 

communication in schools.  The presumption was that the students did not have much 

compared to the middle class White values that are the norms of American schools.  

African American students in poverty at the school may not have two parent families, 

material possessions, or generational knowledge to propel them, but they still value 

where they come from while trying to achieve more.  Respecting where the students 

come from is necessary in acknowledging and showing respect for the students.  

Communication of this belief to students by words or actions provides a barrier to their 

success. 

The Perception of Division Equity and Equality 

 The way I feel about what the division is it is doing nothing.  I understand the big 

 picture is budget but my kids need this and they don’t have it.  Well you know the 

 budget and I say but what am I supposed to do in the mean while for these kids.  

 You expect me to have them all excel and the school accredited but now my 

 hands are tied.  When I first went there, we had 6 reading people. It’s funny, 

 anytime you went to a meeting and, even my reading personnel, when they came 

 back and say people would say why do you  have 6  reading people and I would 

 say because my kids don’t come with the same things as your kids.  I would say 

 because in education fair does not always mean equal.  It’s just that.   

 

 Grace, the principal, discussed her frustration at the inequities she perceived from 

the division with expectations for achievement yet inability to provide supports to assist 

the African American students in poverty the school served.  She spends her time trying 

to justify the supports she needs because she does not think the persons making the 

decisions have taken time to get to know the challenges the school and students face.  

The principal added the following comment. 

Our superintendent doesn’t get it.  She asked, “What was the difference between 

the behaviors at a non-title I school and our school”.   I said first of all the kids at 

the non-title I school; a lot of their behaviors were stupid nonsense.  First I have 

to figure out and say, “Did you eat breakfast today?”   Then they say no and you 
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say go eat breakfast.  “Did you have lunch?”  Especially on a Monday when they 

come in and you can stand there and literally pick out the kids that haven’t eaten 

since they left school on Friday.  It just breaks your heart.  

Keesha, the assistant principal had the same sentiment suggesting central office needed to 

spend time in the school getting to know the challenges.  She added a statement with the 

same sentiment of the challenges they and their students faced. 

How can a kid learn if he’s hungry? How can a kid learn if he saw the police 

knock on his door and take his mom in to jail?  So he’s just going to act out.  If 

that’s all he sees is mom and her boyfriend fighting or others in and out of the 

house and people robbing. 

 They discussed they need additional personnel more than materials and resources 

such as computer programs.  Their students learn more from the direct contact people can 

bring than programs that cannot assist them in correcting their thinking that leads to 

improved outcomes.  They more importantly need the autonomy to meet the challenges 

their unique school faces.   

 The thing is I don’t feel like we need any more stuff at our school.  I feel like we 

 need personnel.  It’s good to have children on computers but if they are making 

 the same mistake on the computer as they do on the paper and no one is there to 

 monitor or walk them through the steps what good does it do?  So we pay all this 

 money for a program  when we could have hired more personnel.  Even for just 

 one year.  In one year’s time,  we could have caught that student up and filled in 

 some gaps.  If I have 15 on a computer and 5 in a group at my guided reading 

 table I don’t know what the ones on the computer are doing.  By the time I look at 

 their data they have already done it. Then I have to go back and reverse instead of 

 having someone there to hold them accountable. 

 

Implications from the Theoretical Framework 

 

 Examined through research question one and two, findings 1-6 are the 

conclusions reached through exploring the school environment.   Exploring the academic 

infrastructure and the barriers that existed for African American students in poverty and 

how Martin Luther King Elementary overcame them were the focus.  Additional 

implications resulted from the research as analyzed through the theoretical and 
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conceptual framework.  The findings and implications link, but the implications are 

outside of the parameters of the research questions and addressed separately.  These 

implications are noteworthy because the outcomes have potential, when replicated in 

additional studies, of providing guidance in increasing equity in schools through the 

school actors that serve minority students daily.  These implications explore the impact of 

racism on the school environment and could account for the achievement and opportunity 

gaps that exist in public schools for African American students in poverty. 

Implication 1:  Interview respondents embraced the idea of racism as ordinary and a part 

of society outside the school environment if they had experienced it directly.  Those who 

had not experienced it directly did not believe it was relevant at this point in time and if it 

did exist it was somewhere else and not at this school or in their environment. 

 Some interview respondents were able to discuss incidents of racism they had 

experienced personally in their life.  The principal responded to the question with this 

story.  She and her family members did not respond to the taunt but she believed racism 

existed even in education.  These early life experiences may have affected the principal 

and the assistant principal to admit they recognized there is racism in the educational 

system while others had difficulty admitting that it existed in the school environment.  

Neither of them discussed racism in their school involving their staff only in the 

perceptions of how people from the outside viewed them. 

 In Jr. High School we were roller skating and two people from a motor cycle gang 

 said “Look at these Niggers in here.” We didn’t get into it like some of the others.  

 I see it  more as I get older especially in education. 

 

Keesha, the assistant principal told this life experience when asked about racism, as it 

was a life changing moment.   
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The biggest thing that sticks out in my mind is when I was growing up in my 

neighborhood there were apartments and homes.  We had poverty and middle 

class.  Mostly black students rode the bus.  On our way to our school one day, a 

student moved in at the trailer park down the road.  A Caucasian student and her 

dad did not want her riding the bus with us.  But had no other choice.  He wanted 

the bus driver to have her sit up front and none of us to sit with her.  I am sitting 

up front in seat one.  The bus driver tells me to get up so I did.  Then she sat down 

and I went to sit down and the bus driver said I had to go to the back of the bus.  

Why, she’s the only one in this seat.  You want me to sit three in a seat when she 

is the only one in this seat.  Yes, because her father does not want her sitting with 

you all.  So get up and go sit in the back of the bus.  That just totally destroyed 

me.  Being who I am I didn’t get up.  If you want to ride this bus, you are going to 

ride with me.  I am not going to bite or hurt you.  I rode to school then I got 

suspended off the bus for not going to the back of the bus. 

 

This experience made her determined to achieve and led her to a job as an educator.  She 

presents as passionate about the education of African American students in poverty as she 

remains in the neighborhood where she grew up and raises her daughter there.  Her 

passion can sometimes appear as anger due to her determination to achieve and ensure 

the students she serves do what she has done, which is achieve.  In observing an incident 

between her and staff members her determination and passion could be off putting to the 

staff especially the White members of the staff.  The impact of the incident as a child may 

have provided the impetus for her deep passion along with cultural and environmental 

nuisances present while growing up in her community.  

 These incidents gave them a direct view of racism and they were able to answer 

racism does exist.  In addition, respondents who had not experienced it personally 

admitted that racism still existed based on the attention paid to race relations in the 

media. They, however, did not want to recognize it was a factor in their own school or a 

barrier to overcome.  Seeing racism as ordinary meant you recognized that it was in every 

environment daily no matter the race or economic status of the participants.  African 

Americans have perception issues same as any other race and the presence of African 
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American staff cannot be the only answer to raise outcomes and provide a barrier free 

environment. 

One of my son’s classmates mother asked me if I had ever been scared to teach 

here.  I was so taken aback by that question.  Like it still kind of leaves me--I 

couldn’t understand her thinking.  I think that kind of shows the two different 

worlds, the middle class world where I am raising my children and it shows the 

kids world here, and how they are perceived.  It bothers me.  I am very protective 

over them.  They deserve the same things my own children deserve.  They’re 

children. 

 

 In this quote, Liz, a White female, recognized the fear of working at her school 

was not based solely on the poverty status of the children but on the color of their skin.  

The diversity experience she received in college had increased her perceptiveness to the 

nuances people exhibit between race and poverty.  She recognized that two worlds 

existed and her children by nature of their skin color and economic status had a different, 

easier upbringing in a White middle class world than most of her students would 

experience.  Even teachers who admit coworkers would make comments about student’s 

names and families did not connect this behavior as having racial undertones.  Instead 

they believed it was more based on poverty issues. 

 When you take that teacher role in high poverty there is so much more than 

 teaching that you have to do between closing the gaps to meeting so many of 

 their different needs.  So you have to be extra sensitive to that.  I think one of the 

 bigger things is understanding their culture.  It’s a culture of poverty.  I am not 

 talking about race.  A lot of times it’s not because they don’t want to.  I honestly 

 think a lot of parents want to but they are busy.  

 

 Teasing out the factors related to race as opposed to poverty were difficult for 

some of the participants.  Research suggests that people, including legislators, are much 

more willing to support poverty factors than race issues with policy recommendations 

(Valant & Newark, 2016).  Researchers found it was difficult for even minorities to 

recognize discrimination or injustice was a factor in the gaps.  People choosing wealth 
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based gaps could better understand the causes and saw it is an in-group preference as they 

could be or have been a part of this group during their life.  Discussing poverty issues 

appeared to be much easier for most participants than how race related to the public 

education system.  Comments pointed to the perceptions of educators concerning students 

within the school and community yet participants were reluctant to admit race was an 

issue affecting their students more than poverty status.  Colorblind racism was apparent 

and across color lines.   

That is a tough question because I associate the barriers not so much with color as 

with the economic status and exposure of life because I don’t care if you are 

white, purple, or pink if you haven’t been presented the right tools in life you 

have a huge barrier.  Unfortunately, a lot of those people tend to be African 

Americans statistically.  So I think it changes sometimes into a color issue.  When 

in reality, in my opinion, it’s not just a color issue it’s a societal issue. 

 

Even without teasing out the factors of race and poverty, being an African American 

student in poverty will become a barrier for success.  Perceptions and the treatment of 

African Americans whether in poverty or not becomes a barrier for success.  Keesha, a 

African American, had this statement about her niece. 

I definitely believe we see it in public schools and it does not matter your income 

level.  My brother is quite well off and my niece is getting picked on based on 

who her parents are.  Now you think you are one of the good ones because you 

come from an upper middle class family.  But then somebody looks at my 

daughter and we still live out here.  When she is at her middle school I don’t try to 

make myself well known like I am an administrator, so don’t mess with her.  Go 

to school fly under the radar, get your work done, and get out of there.  But when 

something happens I will call quietly and address an issue then it’s I had no idea.  

Well, what difference does it make if she was my child or Joe’s child down the 

road.  Fair is fair.  She is still a child I don’t care if she is Black, White, or Puerto 

Rican.  I don’t care. 

 

 Keesha acknowledged the issue involved race and not just poverty.  Even when 

the poverty issue was not involved, her niece experienced discrimination against her 

because of her race.  She sees racism as prevalent in upper class and lower class 
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neighborhoods based on her story of her experiences in her family.  Her experiences 

show that the public school organization is systematic in not recognizing what students of 

color face daily whether perpetuating it by the structures and beliefs in place or ignoring 

it exhibiting colorblind racism. 

Implication 2:  Interview respondents at Martin Luther King Elementary did not believe 

the barriers (racial, socioeconomic, and linguistic) encountered by African American 

students in poverty related to racism and instead believed the main issues were linguistic 

barriers and socioeconomic status. 

I look at these children like ESL children.  I am ESL certified and when I got my 

ESL certification I laughed a couple of times taking the coursework.  I said this 

sounds like my children.  Just because they didn’t come from a different country 

it still applies to them.  They don’t do American Standard English.  They have no 

idea the sentence should start with she instead of her.  So if teachers understand 

that perspective and came from that viewpoint to respect their culture.  It’s 

different but you have to respect it. 

 

 One of the teacher respondents discussed the linguistic difficulties of students not 

being able to communicate in Standard English.   She described it in the sense of being 

foreigners in a country just as ESL students are as they come to America from another 

country and are attempting to learn another language.  Because of African American 

students in poverty cultural environment, they sometimes have difficulty learning 

Standard English, which hinders their ability to read and write in schools built on White 

middle class norms.  Therefore, they come to school, feeling like foreigners and viewed 

as foreigners by educators.  This language gap stems to a learning gap and eventually an 

opportunity gap because they are not able to access the world as other students are able to 

in the public school system.  You come to school and learn that everything that is right in 
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your home and community is wrong in school and builds walls between you and those 

there to serve you.   

If you were raised middle class and above you don’t know what our children in 

poverty live through.  Humor is different.  The way our children here pick at each 

other.  They are not offended.  My son would have his feelings hurt.  It’s just 

different.  I think there is a misconception about the struggles of children in 

poverty and how to help them. Some people think tough love is the way.  There is 

a fine line between tough love and enabling and also being sensitive to what they 

have gone through.  In 30 some years many teachers never perceive what our 

children have gone through the first ten years of their life.  I do think there is a 

perception that children in poverty are black and that’s not necessarily true.  So 

they have some things stacked against them.  Like my own children don’t have 

stacked against them.   

  

 These racial and socioeconomic barriers existed in the culture of African 

American students as evidenced by the cultural differences recognized by the teachers 

that serve them.  The perceptions based upon the cultural differences between African 

American students in poverty and White middle class students provide racial and 

socioeconomic barriers. This leads to an educational environment where they spend 

several hours per day in an environment stacked against them based upon the ability of 

the educator to not judge them and their community.   

Liz acknowledged White privilege when she discussed African American children 

have barriers that her own White children do not.  She understood obstacles existed in the 

world that would limit their ability to be successful.  What she did not discuss were the 

concepts in relation to the school environment.  As much as some of the interview 

participants could admit barriers existed, they did not discuss them in relation to the 

school.  If White privilege is a factor in the world then it has to be a factor in the school 

leading to social and cultural reproduction in the school environment and school as an 

oppressive force. 
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Implication 3:  The interview participants at Martin Luther King Elementary believed in 

and were committed to the idea of social justice. 

 Social justice is concerned with examining situations in which individuals are 

marginalized to seek ways to include students who are traditionally segregated 

(Theoharis, 2007).   Critical race theory has a social justice component.  The respondents 

at Martin Luther King Elementary understood the barriers their students faced in terms of 

socioeconomic status even if not all recognized racism was a factor for their students.   

I push respectfulness--I respect you, you respect me, we respect each other.  I 

need to respect them because as adults we can’t say be respectful and we are 

disrespectful to the students so it works both ways.  So I really try to embrace that 

and I really try to get to know the kid and talk to them.  My class is set up into 

teams and the team that earns the most points by the end of the week will get to 

have lunch with me in the classroom.  It’s maybe four students and me.  That’s 

how I get to know them.  It goes back to simple things make them happy.  Sitting 

in the room eating lunch with the teacher is exciting.  I want them to feel safe and 

secure and if there is a problem they can come to me.  Whatever is going on at 

home we put it aside unless it’s important and I listen to them.  It can be a 

struggle because as a teacher you have to listen.   

  

 The interview respondents were dedicated to the success of the students they 

served.  Most believed in their ability to succeed and surpass the perceptions that exists 

for the students.  The academic structures in place provided accountability for those who 

believe in the ability of the students and those who do not.  Key educators are pillars of 

the school and pass along the sentiments that outline what is important in providing a 

quality education and these factors are academic and nonacademic.   

 The idea of social justice was a hallmark of their belief but without the 

recognition of racism as ordinary to seek to overcome the barriers.   The idea exists 

without understanding the total concept of racism needed to instigate change.  That 
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acknowledgment would assist the school in taking the next step toward an even more 

equitable educational environment.  

 Combining the concepts of poverty and race provided difficulty for the 

interviewees to distinguish between.  It was much easier for them to believe poverty was 

the factor affecting achievement and not race.  Having a social justice mindset means you 

are able to recognize oppression based on sex, race, age or any other discriminatory 

factors.  Not having the ability to recognize how race was a factor inside of the school 

organization, limited the ability of the school actors to rectify the oppressive forces and 

structures that existed.  Martin Luther King Elementary identified as a dedicated staff 

wanting the best for students yet still discussion needed based on the oppressive 

discourses evident and the difficulty in understanding the “whole child”. 

 The staff compartmentalized their perceptions of students meaning they believed 

in the idea of social justice but they words and actions did not always portray these 

beliefs.  The concept of intersectionality means that we have overlapping systems of 

domination and discrimination (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  We are more than one 

social identity, such as being a homosexual African American male living in poverty 

brings with it beliefs that must be confronted and recognized as affecting privilege and 

perception.  Yet there are limited ways established to deal with the complexities of 

multiple faceted oppressed identities in social environments or organizations.  

There is a need to continue building an equity mindset in school organizations.   

Increased student achievement begins with the academic infrastructure but that is not all 

that needed.  Educators at all schools but especially ones with a high demographic of 

African Americans must be aware of the racial barrier that exists in the perception of 
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African American students of any economic status.  Race matters in perceptions and only 

in recognizing this fact can we seek to overcome it to build a true social justice mindset. 

Summary of Themes 

Critical race deconstructs oppressive structures and discourses to reconstruct 

human agency and develop equitable power.  Schools can be the oppressive and/or 

liberating force often subjugating those in poverty within the school structure.  Pajk and 

Green (2010) argued education is the lesser function of school and instead is social and 

cultural reproduction.  The school in the study had seen academic success within the 

school division and state relative to other high poverty high minority schools with over 

80% African American students in poverty.  The study found an academic infrastructure 

that aligned to previous school reform research centering on research question one and 

the first three findings.   The academic infrastructure included:  strong leadership, high 

expectations, adherence to a common goal with the vision of that goal communicated, 

building relationships, building the capacity of faculty and staff, a focus on frequent data 

monitoring and accountability, and a division focus on student achievement.  Additional 

factors identified were hard work, culture of family, embracing multiple roles beyond 

teaching, and networking with multiple community organizations.   

State and federal accountability measures affected the school by providing high 

expectations based on the high academic demands for educators.  Educators at Martin 

Luther King Elementary embraced the accountability measures and worked to make the 

high expectations a positive as they strived to meet them.  The interview respondents at 

Martin Luther King Elementary life experiences influenced their ability to empathize and 
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connect with the high poverty high minority students they serve to believe they can and 

do make a difference. 

 The interview respondents recognized the following factors as barriers to the 

success of the students they serve:  teacher turnover, student nonacademic needs, and 

lack of parent support.  Interview respondents at Martin Luther King Elementary did not 

believe the barrier of social and cultural reproduction encountered by African American 

students in poverty existed and related to their school environment.  Instead, they 

believed the school was a safe haven for students providing encouragement free from any 

societal racism. 

 Some interview respondents at Martin Luther King Elementary believed the 

barriers of equity and equality, encountered by African American students in poverty, 

existed especially within the school division.  Interview respondents embraced the idea of 

racism as ordinary and a part of society if they had experienced it directly.  Those who 

had not experienced it directly did not believe it was relevant at this point in time and if it 

did exist it was somewhere else and not at this school or in their environment.  Interview 

respondents at Martin Luther King Elementary did not believe the barriers (racial, 

socioeconomic, and linguistic) encountered by African American students in poverty 

related to racism and instead believed the main issues were linguistic barriers and 

economic status.  

The interview participants at Martin Luther King Elementary believed in and 

were committed to the idea of social justice helping to make the environment one of high 

expectations.  Helping to make this true for all educators, however, is imperative to 

increase the success for all students.  To learn how to move toward equitable schools, we 
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must learn from educators who are teaching within high poverty high minority 

environments to learn the factors that make them successful for all the students they 

serve.        

 Choosing to research a successful school serving a high demographic of African 

American students in poverty was to discover the factors that made the school improve 

the outcomes for the students it serves.   Reform efforts discussed in findings 1-3 are the 

factors most schools center on to improve student outcomes.  Findings 4-6 extracted, 

even among dedicated staffs, there are racial and economic barriers that exist for the 

African American students they serve.  The majority of the educators did not recognize 

the ordinariness of race as a barrier that existed in the school environment.  Those that 

did recognize racism as a barrier were the ones who had experienced it directly toward 

them or to someone in their presence.  Not recognizing racism makes it difficult for the 

staff to work to overcome it, which is the next step toward equity and further improving 

educational outcomes for African American students in poverty.   
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Chapter 5:  Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Derrick Bell (1987), the progenitor of critical race theory, entitled one of his 

books, Yet We Are Not Saved.  The title, taken from Jeremiah 8:20 in the Holy Bible, 

symbolizes Bell’s views that though there was progress toward equality for African 

Americans, barriers still existed in American society for this minority group.  Legislative 

and social changes had not brought about the real change their origination promised.  

Horace Mann (1848) theorized citizens could not be both ignorant and free.  This means 

that without access to an equitable education, African American students are not free to 

access a quality education that equals their White peers to follow the American dream. 

 The public school system serves over 90% of students in the United States (U. S. 

Department of Education National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015) and shapes 

each generation by the traditions, ideologies, beliefs, perceptions, verbal, and nonverbal 

cues bestowed on them during their thirteen or so formative years in their school 

environment.  Schools and the educators that serve the students in them, have the 

immense responsibility of forming the next generation of Americans or are the source of 

continued cultural and social reproduction.   They determine whether historically 

marginalized groups remain marginalized or are elevated to the level of the dominant 

class eliminating hierarchies that separate them by invisible but institutionalized barriers.   

Background 

School actors have a direct affect upon the development of African American 

students in poverty.  The perceptions of school personnel, created during their own 

development as seen through the Bronfenbrenner model, affect the development of the 

children they serve in the school environment.  This can be especially detrimental when 
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those perceptions affect the service provided to African American students in poverty 

within the public school system.  They need access and opportunity to dedicated, 

knowledgeable professionals that see their worth and seek to improve their chance at 

increased future success through a quality education. 

 The use of critical race theory for the theoretical framework and Bronfenbrenner 

ecological model for the conceptual framework provided the structure for analysis of a 

single case study of an elementary public school.  The guiding question for the research 

began as an examination of the structures that existed in some schools that overcame 

societal barriers for students who are African American and in poverty.  The premise 

explored was whether the schools must incorporate academic and nonacademic strategies 

simultaneously to have success for their students.  An academic focus alone could not 

create and sustain success for African American students in poverty.  Additionally, the 

purpose of the study was to tease out the academic from the nonacademic factors. The 

country’s future depends on, not only closing the achievement gaps, but also on closing 

the opportunity gaps that exist for African American students in poverty while sustaining 

the progress made.   

Synopsis of Literature Review 

By 2044, the White population will no longer be the majority (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2012). Many states are now majority-minority states, with the U.S. projected to 

become a majority-minority population by 2044, meaning no racial group will make up a 

majority (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  State and federal assessment scores on NAEP and 

state graduation rates from state to state (NAEP, 2015; U.S. Dept. of Education Nation’s 

Report Card (2013, 2015) have shown African American students in poverty have not 
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achieved a quality education to propel them to increased economic success.   The public 

education system has failed to provide them the mechanism to operationalize their 

academic success.  Relegated to schools that do not have the funds to offer an equal 

education, far too many minority students in poverty do not receive the same education as 

students in better neighborhoods.   

Many African American students suffer because they have inadequate 

instructional resources, less-qualified teachers; attend predominately minority schools 

that do not afford them exposure to high-level, rigorous classes (U.S. Department of 

Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014). African Americans in poverty experience 

societal disadvantages of inadequate or stable housing, fewer material resources, and 

availability of health services (Evans, 2004). Even middle-class African American 

students have been poor longer and lack social networks (Rothstein, 2004). Social class 

differences manifest before preschool and in students as young as three years of age. This 

gap continues to grow through the school years and summer experiences (Rothstein, 

2004).  Students who have low socioeconomic status endure perceptions and biases of 

being lazy, violent, devaluing education, are substance abusers, take advantage of the 

system, and are linguistically deficient (Gorski, 2012).  African American students in 

poverty must survive the perception that these and other expectations represent them and 

their family. 

Federal focus through the No Child Left Behind Legislation and now Every 

Student Succeeds Act has imposed upon states the need to not just focus on the progress 

of students overall but the gap groups encompassing special education, minority, and 

high poverty students.  The discrepancies in local and state funding provided to high 
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poverty-high minority schools have left the issue of equity and equality for all students in 

question.  Disenfranchised students are failing to learn at the same rate as their peers and 

the gap is not closing significantly, even after the legislative changes from the federal and 

state levels concerning education.   

Research has provided studies highlighting factors necessary for school 

improvement related to schools serving high minority high poverty students (Carlise, 

Jackson, & George, 1995; Fullan, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Leithwood, 2001; 

Rothman, 2009; Skrla & Scheurich, 2001; Schumacher, 2011).  The void and limitation 

of current research is the lack of research specific to elementary public schools serving 

high populations of African American students in poverty, yet demonstrating high 

academic achievement during this heighten accountability era.  More research is needed 

examining these schools and the factors for their sustained success including if a 

culturally relevant pedagogy is present.  

 Social justice and critical race theory are important in the understanding and 

development toward school reform for African American students in poverty.  School 

personnel must begin to employ skills to include strategies related to culturally relevant 

pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1998) and not colorblind policies with standardization of 

leadership characteristics (Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013).  The critical race lens 

allows educators, leaders, and classroom teachers, to understand there is more than one 

way to lead schools and to provide alternatives to the  reproduction of systems that do not 

allow access and opportunity for all students especially those of color and in poverty 

(Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013, p. 501).   

Review of Results 
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The study utilized the following research questions to guide the single case study 

with a public elementary school as the unit of analysis.   

RQ 1: How does a school with 60% or higher of its student population 

comprising African American students in poverty build an academic 

infrastructure that creates academic achievement meeting state standards because 

of—or in spite of—the demands of state and federal accountability measures? 

RQ 2: Do the schools defined in RQ1 remove any traditional obstacles for 

African American students in poverty? These traditional obstacles include social 

and cultural reproduction, equity and equality issues, and racial, socioeconomic, 

and linguistic barriers. 

The study revealed six findings with the first three related to research question one--

examining the academic structure and perceived effect of policy on the school actors.  

The last three findings related to research question two exploring recognition of the 

obstacles that exist in the school organization and how they overcame the obstacles to 

increase student outcomes.  The three implications identify factors related to the 

theoretical framework of CRT.   A few of the findings were the most significant findings 

from the research results. 

The study found an academic infrastructure that aligned to previous school reform 

research centering on research question one.   The academic infrastructure included  

strong leadership, high expectations, adherence to a common goal with the vision of that 

goal communicated, relationship building, increasing the capacity of faculty and staff, a 

focus on frequent data monitoring and accountability, and a division focus on student 

achievement.  Additional factors identified as causes for improved student outcomes were 



 

185 

 

hard work, culture of family, embracing multiple roles beyond teaching, and networking 

with multiple community organizations.  In addition, state and federal accountability 

measures affected the school by providing high expectations based on the increased 

academic demands for educators.  It held “their feet to the fire” and helped to maintain 

the sense of urgency administration needed to get the staff focused on student outcomes.  

The staff accepted the accountability measures by the state and federal government, felt it 

was part of their success, and helped them receive needed resources.  They lamented the 

pressure it caused and the perceptions they and the students received based on yearly 

results. 

 Interview respondents embraced the idea of racism as ordinary and a part of 

society if they had experienced it directly.  Those who had not experienced it directly did 

not believe it was relevant at this point in time and if it did exist it was somewhere else 

and not at this school or in their environment.  Interviewees at Martin Luther King 

Elementary did not believe the barriers (racial, socioeconomic, and linguistic) 

encountered by African American students in poverty related to racism and instead 

believed the main issues were linguistic barriers and economic status. 

Interpretations and Conclusions of Study Findings  

 The findings resulting from the examination of the school structure of Martin 

Luther King Elementary showed a two-part structure was integral in improving and 

sustaining academic outcomes for African American students in poverty.  Figure 5.1 

illustrates the two-part structure. 

Figure 5.1 

 Two-part School Improvement Process 
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First, the academic infrastructure must align to prior research in school improvement.  

Secondly, results indicated school staff must recognize that barriers exist for African 

American students in poverty and have an intentional plan to overcome them.  Prior 

studies tend to focus on either the academic structure or the nonacademic structures for 

school improvement of high poverty high poverty schools.  This is a limitation of the 

current process for school improvement.  Employing both academic and nonacademic 

structures are integral for school turnaround then sustained success.   

 A culturally relevant pedagogy entails the students experience academic success, 

students develop or maintain cultural competence, and they create critical consciousness 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998). The students at Martin Luther King Elementary met academic 

success as evidenced by the school meeting state standards in contrast to schools within 

their division and state with similar demographics.  They wanted to expose the students 

to field trips and experiences such as the military visits and other business organizations 

providing a view of what life had to offer.   The interviewees spoke of the need to 
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provide mentors as examples of students who went on to be successful in life, along with 

mentors to encourage the academic and personal progress of the students.  Those mentors 

were within the staff as teachers and administrators and outside the staff through 

community organizations.  They all worked to build the student’s cultural competence 

and critical consciousness by assisting them in reading and understanding the world.  

Delpit (1998) defined it as decoding the system.   

 Stanton-Salazar (1997) theorized children who are minorities in poverty must 

learn to negotiate and participate in multiple and simultaneously existing social worlds to 

find success in mainstream society.   Stanton-Salazar (1997) believed that responsibility 

belonged to the community and school although they outlined the difficulty with the 

school achieving it because of their dual roles and limited time they had with students as 

they moved on to new teachers yearly.  Many school actors and mentors at Martin Luther 

King Elementary worked to maintain relationships with students throughout the school 

years and beyond to continue the encouragement and building of critical consciousness.  

The difficulty was that not all educators within the school believed or participated in 

these efforts along with teacher turnover they were not able to affect all students the way 

they wanted. 

 Hoy, Tarter, and Hoy (2006) theorized schools that served students with low 

socioeconomic success operated with academic optimism, meaning educators believed 

they can and do make a difference, students can and are learning, and all students achieve 

at high academic performance, and build relational trust between parents, students, and 

staff.  Martin Luther King’s staff believed they can and do make a difference for the 

students they serve.  The difficulty is all of the staff believing in the students but the 
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structures they have in place helped to hold teachers accountable.   So even when staff 

members do not necessarily believe in the students, they are held accountable for their 

learning through frequent progress monitoring of data, as well as, reading and math 

support staff helping to ensure students are learning.   Without these structures, students 

would not be achieving at a high academic level with some staff members differing in 

their expectations.  One of the teacher’s interviewed discussed this accountability. 

 The one thing I would say data, data accountability.  Not only the push for data, 

 but the accountability for it.  No curtains in our school, and what I mean by that is 

 there is no protection.  The whole thing is out there so if I was not performing it’s 

 out there for everyone to see.  So, no matter your personality whether you are 

 doing it for the children or for yourself, I hate to say it that way but it’s a factor 

 sometimes, it reaches all types of teachers to make them perform.  

 

 Hoy, Tarter, and Hoy (2006) recognized building relational trust between parents, 

staff, and students important to school success.  Teachers worked to build authentic 

relationships and teachers discussed students would not work for you unless they knew 

you cared and how important that was to building relationships with parents.  Most of the 

staff members interviewed believed in the need to build relationships with the parents but 

this was not a focus by all staff members.   

 Students of color wear their culture and therefore; they daily wear predetermined 

perceptions because of the color of their skin and sometimes their first or last name.  

When watching the news and a person shown is committing a crime, it is easy to 

determine if they are of African American descent than whether they are of Irish or 

European descent.  Other cultures are free from this “culture bearing” until they are in 

conversation getting to know each other.  Attempts made to identify and work through 

the perceptions that exist between educators, parents, and students in order to experience 

true success in closing gaps.  One of the interviews expressed perceptions existed on both 
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sides leading to why relational trust is important to build to break down the walls of 

perceived expectations and fear. 

 One of the big compliments I ever got and it gives me goose bumps, was when 

 one of my students said you are not white you are light skinned.  It tears me up.  I 

 think the student at home has heard so much negativity I want to give them a 

 different perspective. It was kind of cool.  Understanding you can’t take it 

 personally.   I think that was the biggest barrier.  Again, I am not sure this is the 

 race aspect or high poverty but that’s number one.   

 

Walker (2011) conducted an interpretive qualitative study with 10 teachers from 

five schools who taught predominately African American students asking them about 

their perceptions of their African American students.  Principals used their professional 

judgment to determine which teachers were effective teaching African American students 

(Walker, 2011).  The results of the study showed principals judged the teachers based on 

their ability to help African American students achieve academically and not their ability 

to nurture and support cultural competence.  Many of the teachers in the study had a 

deficit thinking perception of the students they served (Walker, 2011). 

The results of this study found the deficit thinking paradigm existed in the school 

environment by some of the professionals serving within them.  Although the principals 

in both studies recommended members of their staffs, they did not recognize the words 

leading to this thinking.  This highlights the need for a two-part process in building and 

maintaining successful high poverty high minority schools along with the need to build 

equity.  Building equity will require racial awareness of educators as they strive to truly 

believe in the ability of all the students they serve. 

 Even in the best schools providing a quality education to African American 

students in poverty, barriers exist to their academic and personal success institutionalized 

by the perceptions of the educators within them.  Schools that are able to put measures in 
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place to overcome these barriers have more success.  Overcoming nonacademic barriers 

start with the recognition they exist, and schools intentionally seek ways to eliminate 

them.   A successful school for African American students in poverty must include 

academic and nonacademic structures to improve and sustain student outcomes meeting 

and exceeding state standards.  

Limitations of Study 

 The study was an in-depth single case study used for modified generalization and 

the refinement of understanding (Stake, 1995).  The research purpose was not to 

generalize results but to add to the existing body of knowledge.  Finding ways to assist 

schools that serve high poverty-high minority students has to become a bigger emphasis 

for research providing insights into how to improve the public education system for all 

students especially the disenfranchised group of African American students in poverty.   

A gap in research exploring schools that serve high percentages of African 

American students in poverty exists.  Exploring successful schools and the educators who 

serve in them will be integral to future success for minority students of color and in 

poverty.  Using the school organization as the unit of analysis, and not just the leader or 

teachers, is necessary to close achievement and opportunity gaps because each entity 

works together for the success of the school organization.   

Recommendations for Policymakers 

 A single case study will not push policy initiatives but can provide the story of the 

faces behind the numbers.  This can assist legislators in understanding the complexities of 

the issues faced by the communities and schools.  The perspectives of educators, 
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legislators, and communities are necessary to influence policy and bring real change for 

students of color.   

 The responsibility of social justice placed on schools and their educators by 

legislators unwilling to share in equity issues places a heavy burden to the school 

organization.  Society must begin to share in the mission of bringing equity by improving 

funding formulas for high poverty high minority schools to close gaps in achievement 

and opportunity.  Being concerned with social welfare by providing improved healthcare, 

jobs, better incomes, training, and housing for minority groups and citizens plagued by 

generations of poverty should be legislated to assist schools in the goal of equity 

championed by No Child Left Behind and now the Every Student Succeeds Act.  While 

the gaps across state and national assessments exist, they are not solely the responsibility 

of schools.   As a true democratic nation espousing its values that every citizen has access 

to opportunities breaking societal barriers, it should ensure greater academic outcomes by 

all of its cultural groups implemented across states as a national goal.  

 Legislators serving rural and/or urban areas must look at the varying factors 

related to poverty that exists in each of these unique environments.  Rural poverty differs 

from rural poverty in amount of community resources available and access to basic 

needs.  Cultural variances will require them to know their constituency to serve them 

based upon their environmental needs.  A one-size fits all approach will not meet the 

needs that exist.  Tools and resources provided by schools to increase equity could differ 

in the urban versus the rural environment and will need exploration.  

 Legislation aimed at schools such as ESSA, increases in charter schools, and 

voucher programs will not assist in increasing equity without looking at the structure of 
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schools and the ability of the educators within them to view all students with potential.  

Additionally, social welfare programs are losing funding and education budgets cuts 

hinder the ability of schools to meet accountability measures and provide an equitable 

education environment.  States must align their funding formulas to provide additional 

resources to high poverty and high minority schools so students have the same 

opportunity as students in better neighborhoods.  If legislators want to really assist 

schools in closing achievement and opportunity gaps national, state, and local education 

agencies must align their goals and practices developing a more tightly coupled education 

system that will benefit student achievement.  Assessment and accountability programs 

must be a tool (Blankstein & Noguera, 2016) to improve instructional practices and not a 

punishment but with a focus on equity as a high priority.  Without a focus on equity the 

cultural and social reproduction that exists in the public education system will continue. 

Recommendations for Colleges and Universities 

 Not everyone will have the opportunity to experience education beyond high 

school.   For those that have the opportunity to attend a college or university, exposure to 

a differing perspective than the one they had growing up within their community is 

important.  This is not to determine how the citizenry should view the world but to 

provide varying perspectives to expand their thinking.   Colleges and universities have a 

portion of the next generation of citizens and therefore have a responsibility to them and 

the world.  This extends beyond future educators but also with all programs offered as the 

demographics of this country changes and the world becomes more globalized.  Cultural 

tolerance and an understanding of equity issues will be necessary for all career paths. 
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 It should be mandatory to take an equity class at the college level.  College 

professors must have equity training to learn how to embed equity in their class 

curriculums so the equity conversation extends in every program.  Results of this study 

found that people within the school who had experienced racism closely were able to 

understand the African American students in poverty they served within the school 

environment.  One of the interviewees discussed the impact of the equity class she had in 

college in expanding her belief system that racism does exist overtly, but mostly covertly.  

If colleges provide a safe environment that challenges beliefs for persons of all races, as 

they enter society, we create a more tolerate citizenry understanding cultural differences 

while finding common ground.   

 For educators, all education classes should have the strand of equity embedded for 

teachers and school leaders.  Society is changing as America becomes more diverse; 

instead of that providing fear, we have to seek increased understanding of different 

cultures because the public school system is a reflection of society.  How can we 

effectively teach and seek authentic relationships with parents and teachers if we do not 

seek to temper our cultural and racial perceptions?  School leaders and central office 

personnel cannot put structures in place providing equity without knowledge of what 

these academic and nonacademic structures are to assist in raising the expectations for all 

students.     

 Future educators must face their perceptions and beliefs or create racial awareness 

to assist them in improving their academic outcomes to help students expanding their 

beliefs to become productive citizens.  In this way, education leaders can build a racial 

awareness for themselves through racial autobiographies, hopefully, leading to improved 
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education outcomes (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015).  Having prejudices are only bad if we 

do not seek to overcome them.  Colleges and universities must lead the way, as this is the 

time for young people and those not so young to expand their mind. 

Recommendations for the Public School System 

 Required to build equity in the public school system, is courageous school 

leadership at the division office and within each individual school building.  Heifetz and 

Linsky (2002) theorized, 

 To lead is to live dangerously because when leadership counts, when you lead 

 people through difficult change, you challenge what they hold dear—their daily 

 habits, tools, loyalties, and ways of thinking—with nothing more to offer perhaps 

 than a possibility…people push back when you disturb the personal and 

 institutional equilibrium they know (p. 2). 

 

Establishing equity will require a plan that will make people uncomfortable directly 

inside the school organization and outside with parents and community members. 

Structuring intentional capacity building and communication to all stakeholders including 

parents and the community must be a part of the plan to build momentum of the initiative 

of changing school cultures to elevate success for all.  Dedication to the process through a 

structured plan with transparency through data sharing will build the need for change.     

 School divisions must start their equity plan by having administrators to begin a 

yearlong examination of their own ideologies, prejudices, and biases they bring to their 

school before introducing equity to their teachers and staff.  This cannot be a superficial 

process but a true analysis of their thinking and their ability to recognize their and others 

racial biases.  By keeping racial autobiographies (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015) or equity 

journals, school leaders can examine and record instances of racism in all their 

environments especially in schools to raise their awareness of racism.  Planned trainings 
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to discuss these instances and discussion of how they can be confronted is systematic 

work to build administrators equity mindset.   

 They must understand the ordinariness of racism and oppressive forces and 

discourses that lead to social and cultural reproduction in society and schools to build a 

social justice view of the world.   This would lead to increased dialogue and construction 

of division and school plans to confront instances of racism in the school environment 

through discourse, customs, and ideologies.  Completion of this work by administrators 

prior to introducing it into the school environment will raise not only their awareness but 

also comfort with discussing equity issues.  In order to be an effective school leader as 

the population becomes more diverse, leaders must understand their biases and know 

how to assist others in facing theirs to provide a school environment with equitable power 

for African American students in poverty.  

 In addition to working on perceptions, building administrators have to create 

structures within the school to build supportive academic and nonacademic structures to 

improve student outcomes. Building administrators will need division support and firm 

expectations to ensure all building leaders are involved in the process of identifying and 

guiding cultural, socioeconomic, and racial perceptions.  Equity must be a part of the 

infrastructure in the school and the expectation of equity maintained by administrators.  

 Besides using the data highlighting gaps for minority students, discussion of how 

all students will gain academically in this process is a crucial conversation to have, with a 

plan of action developed from open conversations by all school actors.  Teachers will 

ultimately decide equity success because they connect to the students, parents, 

community, and leadership.  Without the key teachers on board helping to push the 
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initiative of equity, it will fail.  Not all personnel have to agree, but identifying the key 

players and having them, a part of the change process along with identifying how to 

implement equity within the school environment will move the process. 

 Addressing institutional racism as a division will involve analyzing policies and 

procedures and central office departments to ensure equitable practices exist.  Data 

begins the discussion of which students are not achieving and whether practices exist that 

devalue minority students as opposed to policies that increase academic and personal 

self-image. Elimination of policies that bring to light the question of whether everyone 

should be educated and to what extent has to be a priority.  Instead, the question has to be 

if students are the priority, what structures exist to ensure the academic success of all 

students or to limit it? 

 Do we place teachers and administrators within high poverty and high minority 

schools with little experience and without proven success in educating all students?  Are 

measures in place to build the capacity of all educators and place a portion of them in 

schools where they can affect student progress for those needing education the most? Is 

rewarding these educators for their hard work and achievement a priority for the school 

division?   Ensuring there are academic and nonacademic structures in place in every 

school that are research based and shown to bring equity and close achievement and 

opportunity gaps should be a goal.   

One key to the success at Martin Luther King Elementary was the selection of a 

principal that had been an integral part of the turnaround process, knew the key players in 

the school, and was familiar with the school academic structure.  This work is intentional 

and must be a priority for all levels of leaders and across departments.  Leaders at the 
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highest levels must understand how to move the process along to make it culture within 

the division. Figure 5.2 highlights characteristics needed for effective school actors in 

high poverty high minority schools. 

Figure 5.2 

Effective School Actors in High Poverty High Minority 

 
 Teacher Turnover was one of the largest factors affecting the success of high 

poverty high minority schools and mentioned as one of the factors affecting achievement 

at the school studied.  Recruiting and maintaining staffs in Title I schools is a problem 

needing priority division focus.  Finding ways to secure people who embrace the 

challenges of serving in a high poverty high minority environment needs exploration. 

 Teacher turnover can improve or limit success for schools based on the level that 

exists in the schools.  In the study, the principal discussed that even programs such as 

loan forgiveness for working in a Title 1 school did not hold teachers in the long term.  

The principal worked with the division human resources department but when given a 

choice of schools the teachers often chose a lower poverty lower minority school.  

•Courageous Leader 

•Student Centered with Belief in All Students Can Learn 

•Prior Experience as Administrator on the level placed within the 
school 

•Motivator for Teachers and Students 

•Continouus Learner in Academic and Nonacademic Factors for 
Closing Achievement and Opportunity Gaps 

•Clear Vision and Plan on Implementing Equity 

•Reflective of Personal Racial Awareness 

•Great Communicator with ability  and focus on building Relational 
Trust between  Staff, Parents, and Students 

 

School 
Leadership 

•Knowledgable of Content and how to Effectively Deliver Instruction 

•Belief You Can and Do Make a Difference for Students 

•Focus on Bulding Authenic Relationships with  Students and Parents 

•Continouus Learner in Academic and Nonacademic Factors for Closing 
Achievement and Opportunity Gaps 

•Reflective of Personal Racial Awareness 

Teachers 
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Another staff member commented she was glad to have him or her if even for a few 

years.   

 Finding ways to retain teachers such as creating the culture where working in 

these schools was for the best teachers and administrators or offering more pay or 

incentives to work in these schools are two suggestions for consideration.  In addition, 

having a three-year limit before transferring may need discussion.  During the hiring 

process, proper structuring questions to determine teachers’ equity level or ability to be 

open about the students they serve is necessary.  Minimizing placing new administrators 

at high poverty high minority schools should be a goal of any school division along with 

building the capacity of administrators before placing them in this complex environment 

will increase their leadership success and student outcomes.  If new administrators have 

to be placed due to a limited administrative pool, the division must provide guidance 

through mentorship to build their capacity and administrative success. 

 Table 5.1 lists equity questions for human resource departments to ask perspective 

teachers and leaders.  These questions would be in addition to the questions they already 

ask.  The answers will assist in finding the right persons for high poverty and high 

minority schools and set the tone for the importance of equity in the division.  All 

students in every school deserve educators who believe in the concept of equity, will 

reflect about their personal biases, and strive to build equity in their classroom or school.   

 Table 5.1 

 Equity Questions for Educators  

________________________________________________________________________ 

Equity Questions for Educators 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

1. Discuss the term equity and why it is important in the education profession.  

2. Explain how equity affects your teaching/leadership. 
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3. Discuss how you will build equity within your classroom or school building? 

4. Have you had experience in high poverty high minority schools? If so, describe 

your experiences within that/those school(s). 

5. If you were assigned to a high poverty high minority school, what successes and 

challenges would you expect to face? 

6. If you were assigned to a low poverty low minority school, how would you ensure 

equity toward high educational outcomes for all your students? 

7. How would you build relational trust creating authentic relationships between 

educators, parents, and students? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

These questions will arm a school division with the knowledge of how much capacity 

building educators entering will need to continue increasing the culture of equity within 

the division. 

 It is important that at the school and division level beliefs about equity are 

aligned.  It has to be a division focus for sustained success and consistency among 

schools.  During the interviews, the principal discussed she did not feel the 

superintendent understood what her school faced along with other schools within the 

division understanding her school.  This showed that equity was not a priority or all 

would understand the problems faced at a high poverty high minority school.  She may 

have been a victim of her own success because of the school’s success at meeting 

accountability measures, it limited the ability of others in the division to understand the 

challenges. School personnel within the division and at the central office level did not 

understand Martin Luther King must have a targeted focus on academic and nonacademic 

needs of the students to overcome those challenges.  As administers are transferred from 

school to school or to central office, how can they be effective in any school or central 

office position without the knowledge of equity and cultural awareness and how to tackle 
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these issues.  As the population in America continues to change this will be a challenge 

that can no longer be ignored. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Examining the elementary public school environment for academic and 

nonacademic factors leading to the school’s success serving minority populations of 

students is necessary to add to the body of knowledge.  Public elementary schools 

provide the first few years of school experience for most minority groups.  The 

acceptance or rejection they experience serves as cultural and social reproduction or 

liberation to improve their ability to close opportunity gaps.   

 Replicating the study across divisions and states will help to determine how to 

educate minority groups of students historically disenfranchised by the American public 

education system.  Application of the theoretical framework of critical race theory and 

Bronfenbrenner ecological model provided the lens for this research and used for 

replication in further research.  Critical race theory for analyzing the school environment 

and Bronfenbrenner’s model for examining the school actors through semi structured 

interview questions.  Organizations including the federal government that support 

research may find the topic timely and provide funds for the endeavor of a massive 

research project into successful schools concerning minority populations especially due 

to  the demographic changes happening in the American population.   

 The adjustment I would recommend to future researchers would be to separate 

race and poverty. The interviewees had difficulty separating the concept of race from 

poverty and felt poverty was a bigger factor than race.  People were more comfortable 

discussing poverty as a barrier than recognizing race as a barrier.  Discussion of race 
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through the interview questions without poverty as a distractor could assist educators in 

viewing their perspectives and biases on race, which is the first step in improving student 

outcomes and closing gaps.  In order to eliminate social and cultural reproduction in the 

school environment the ordinariness of racism recognized and structures built to 

overcome it. 

Recognizing racism as ordinary was a perspective participants acknowledged 

when they had a close view of it during their development, no matter their cultural 

heritage.  Participants could believe in social justice or recognizing a wider perception of 

the world without acknowledging racism as ordinary.  These are two of the tenets of CRT 

and important to the findings in the study.  The last few interviewees fell into the same 

mold, which made it clearer that these areas needed discussion and a pattern was 

emerging.  Additional researches in future studies can help determine if the pattern holds 

among school actors and people in general.   Additionally, is this perspective, recognition 

of racism as ordinary, necessary for educators placed in all schools but especially schools 

with high populations of minority students to break down barriers for increased success? 

Final Thoughts  

 “It appears that my worst fears have been realized: We have made progress in 

everything yet nothing has changed” (Bell, 1987, p. 22). It was my destiny that I would 

conduct this research using the theoretical framework of critical race theory at this time in 

American history.  After a divisive presidential election where race was on the forefront 

of conversations and attacks, many of the gap groups’ that educators progress monitor 

and report on to the state and federal government in the public school system, were 

victimized by words and tone.  Students with disabilities and several minority groups 
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along with women became topics of discussion and those conversations were a reflection 

of how we truly view and value each other in America.  My research prepared me with 

the mechanism to not be just angry but able to give words to my feelings through the 

research of the theorists who helped my understanding and growth through this process.   

 Derrick Bell’s quote gives words to my feelings that for all the progress made, has 

anything really changed for minority groups and those groups of people different from 

what America considers the norm?  As educators coming from various backgrounds, 

differing economic statuses, and different belief systems, how do we understand and have 

faith in students and each other when they do not exemplify our culture or beliefs.  

Currently there are those who suffer because of their economic status and the color of 

their skin with what they do not possess becomes more important than what they bring as 

human beings with potential.  How do we as a society move on together and unite to 

bring increased outcomes for people we do not understand or accept?  No one checks 

who they are or what he or she believes at the school doors.  Ares and Buendia (2007) 

theorized whether a racist society could implement equity policies and now I wonder too.  

 This is not the research path I set out to follow, but a journey I needed to face to 

explore who I am as a person and what I believe.  I needed this to understand how to 

improve our schools for all students but especially African American students in poverty. 

I needed this journey to comprehend and empathize our differences and how they shape 

us.  Only by being cognizant of how our past and our beliefs determines our future, can 

we understand and work with each other toward a common purpose, which in this case is 

a better education for African American students in poverty.  No matter the current plight 

of our country and the gaps that remain in the public school system for African American 
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students in poverty, I concur with the quote, “I’m in no way an optimist…given the 

progress and regress and three steps forward and four steps backward…but I am a 

prisoner of hope” (West, 1993, p. 2).  My work in the school system supporting all 

students is too important to believe anything different. 
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APPENDIX A   

Interview Protocol for Principals 

Demographic Information 

1.  How long have you been a principal here at this school? 

2.  Were you ever a principal at another school, and if so, how long? 

3.  How long did you teach and include what grade levels and/or subjects you taught? 

4.  How long have you worked in this school division? 

5.  How long total have you been in education? 

6.  Did you have a career outside of education before becoming an educator and if so, 

how has the experience help or hindered your experience as an educator? 

7.  Did you have experience, prior to coming to this school, with high-poverty, high 

minority schools?  If so, discuss the demographics and your experiences at those schools? 

Principal Leadership 

8.  Describe your philosophy of leadership. 

9.  What specifically do you do as the instructional leader to support student learning? 

10.  What programs and supports do you provide specifically to your students who are 

high poverty and high minority?  Are all of them academic or do you have other supports 

that assists your students culturally or economically as well? 

School Improvement 

11. What factors (i.e. Leadership, High expectations for students and staff, Focus on 

instruction, Relational Trust between parents, school, and students, Equity barriers exist 

and school organization helps to overcome them, Learning organization building capacity 
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of admin and staff toward equity and high achievement) do you attribute to your school’s 

success? 

Division Context 

12.  What supports do you recognize as division contributions to the success of your 

school to meet accountability measures? 

State and Federal Context 

13.  Do you believe the accountability measures implemented by the state and federal 

government have attributed to the success of your students and school?  Is so, how?  If 

not, why not? 

High Minority, High Poverty Schools 

14.  Specifically, what do you do to support African American students in poverty in your 

school and do you believe these supports differ from what you need to do in low poverty, 

low minority schools. 

15.  What factors do you attribute to the success of your school that are nonacademic to 

assist African American students in poverty? 
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APPENDIX B   

Interview Protocol for Teachers 

Demographic Information 

1.  How long have you been a teacher here at this school? 

2.  Were you ever a teacher at another school, and if so, how long? 

3.  How long have you taught and include what grade levels and/or subjects you taught? 

4.  How long have you worked in this school division? 

5.  How long total have you been in education? 

6.  Did you have a career outside of education before becoming an educator and if so, 

how has that experience help or hindered your experience as an educator? 

7.  Did you have experience, prior to coming to this school, with high-poverty, high 

minority schools?  If so, discuss the demographics and your experiences at those schools? 

Leadership 

8.  What specifically does your principal do to support student learning? 

9.  What programs and supports does your principal provide specifically to students who 

are high poverty and high minority?  Are all of them academic or do you have other 

nonacademic supports as well? 

School Improvement 

10.  What factors (i.e. Leadership, High expectations for students and staff, Focus on 

instruction, Relational Trust between parents, school, and students, Equity barriers exist 

and school organization helps to overcome them, Learning organization building capacity 

of admin and staff toward equity and high achievement) do you attribute to students 

success at your school? 
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Division Context 

11.  What supports do you recognize as division contributions to the success of your 

school and does you division support your need to meet accountability measures? 

State and Federal Context 

12.  Do you believe the accountability measures implemented by the state and federal 

government have attributed to the success of your students and school?  Is so, how?  If 

not, why not? 

High Minority, High Poverty Schools 

13.  Specifically, what do you do to support high poverty, high minority students in your 

school and do you believe these supports differ from what you need to do in low poverty, 

low minority schools? 
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APPENDIX C   

Interview Protocol for Division Administrator 

Demographic Information 

1.  How long have you been a division administrator here? 

2.  Were you ever a division administrator in another division, and if so, how long? 

3.  How long did you teach and include what grade levels and/or subjects you taught? 

4.  How long have you worked in this school division? 

5.  How long total have you been in education including other administrative 

assignments? 

6.  Did you have a career outside of education before becoming an educator and if so, 

how has that experience help or hindered your experience as an educator? 

7.  Did you have experience, prior to coming to this school, with high-poverty, high 

minority schools?  If so, discuss the demographics and your experiences at those schools? 

Leadership 

8.  Describe your philosophy of leadership. 

9.  What specifically do you do to support student learning? 

10.  Specifically, how do you add to the success of high poverty and high minority 

schools in your division? 

11.  What programs and supports do you provide specifically to your students who are 

African American students in poverty and the schools they are assigned?  Are all of them 

academic or do you have other nonacademic supports built in as well? 

School Improvement 

12.  How do you define student achievement? 
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13.  Discuss the structures in place to support student achievement and changes you have 

implemented and put into place to increase student achievement. 

14.  What factors (i.e. Leadership, High expectations for students and staff, Focus on 

instruction, Relational Trust between parents, school, and students, Equity barriers exist 

and school organization helps to overcome them, Learning organization building capacity 

of admin and staff toward equity and high achievement) do you attribute to students 

success at your school? 

Division Context 

15.  What supports do you recognize as division contributions to the success of your 

school? 

16.  How does you division support your need to meet accountability measures? 

State and Federal Context 

17.  Do you believe the accountability measures implemented by the state and federal 

government have attributed to the success of your students and school?  Is so, how?  If 

not, why not? 

High Minority, High Poverty Schools 

18.  Specifically, what do you do to support African American students in poverty in your 

school system? 

19. Do the supports of  professional development, hiring practices, and resource 

allocation differ from what you need to do in low poverty, low minority schools. 

20.  What do you attribute to the success of this high poverty, high minority school in the 

division? 
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APPENDIX D   

Part 2 of Interview Questions for all Participants 

 

Race: 
Unspecified 

Asian 

African American 

Hispanic 

Native American 

Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 

White American/Non-Hispanic 

Other:______________________________ 

 

Age Range:  

20-30 

30-40 

40-50 

50-60 

60-70 

70-80 

 

1.  How would you categorize your economic status when you grew up?  Were you upper 

class, middle class, blue collar, or did you grow up in poverty? 

 

2.  What were you experiences being taught during your K-12 education and college?   

 

3. Did you attend public schools or were you educated in another environment? 

 

4.  Do you remember experiencing any instances of racism to you or to others?  If so, 

what was the situation and how did it affect you? 
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5.  Do you believe barriers exist in public schools in America for African American 

students in poverty?  If so, what do you believe they are and how do you assist students 

in overcoming them? 

 

6.  Do you believe people of color experience racism in American Public Schools?  If so, 

how?  If not, do you believe schools have dispelled it or it never existed? 

 

7.  What has been your greatest obstacle in educating high poverty, high minority 

students? 

 

8.  How have you embraced the challenges you have experienced in high poverty, high 

minority school? 

 

 

8.  Do you believe parent support is important to cultivate in your school with your 

student population? 

 

 

9.  Do you concentrate on cultivating parent support in your school?  If so, how? 

 

10.  If you had a friend or relative getting ready to teach in a school similar to yours, what 

would be the best piece of advice to give them?  
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APPENDIX E 

 

Email Invitation to Participate in Study 

 

 I am a doctoral candidate at The George Washington University seeking a degree 

in Education Administration and Policy Studies.  I am conducting a case study of a high 

minority high poverty elementary school to determine what factors were integral in its 

success of meeting state standards on assessments aimed at accountability of student 

progress.  Achievement gaps persist for most minority groups including African 

American and Hispanic students as evidenced by assessment scores from the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), state assessments, and graduation rates.  

This study’s focus is finding strategies to decrease achievement gap rates for African 

American students in poverty. 

 Your principal and school division have provided permission to conduct the 

study.   You are not obligated to participate in this study and in no way will you be 

penalized for opting out of this research.   I will collect data through interviews of 

selected school personnel, reviewing school documentation, and observation of the 

school environment.  If you have any questions related to the study please email me and 

we can set up a time to communicate through email or a phone to answer any questions.  

Data will not be collected and the research conducted until participants are comfortable 

with an understanding of the study’s purpose and their rights throughout the process.  A 

copy of the consent form is attached for your convenience. 

 The two interviews can be conducted at your convenience at a place of your 

choosing whether in the school environment or a public place such as the library.  The 

interviews will be recorded for transcription purposes and to ensure accuracy.   Please 

reply to this email letting me know you are interested and I will contact you about setting 

up an agreed upon date, time, and location. Interview material will be kept in a secure 

location and eventually destroyed after the dissertation process is completed to preserve 

your confidentiality.  At any point, even after the interview process, you have the right to 

no longer participate in the study.  Your participation is voluntary throughout the entire 

research process.   

 Confidentiality is a high priority and the information you share will not be 

reported to anyone and secured at all times.   In the dissertation, the name of the school 

and participant’s names will be given pseudonyms to protect the anonymity of all 

concerned.  If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at 757-334-

6354 (cell) or 252-465-4538 (Home).  I am conducting the research under the direction of 

my dissertation chair, Dr. Jennifer Clayton.  Her contact information can be found at the 

bottom of this letter.  Thank you again for the time and energy you provide in 

consideration of your participation in this research.  Again, please reply to this email if 

you would be willing to participate in the study. 

 

Sincerely,  

Leslie Wiggins 

Doctoral Candidate 

The George Washington University 

lwiggins@gwu.edu 
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Dissertation Chair 

Jennifer Clayton, Ph. D. 

Assistant Professor, The George Washington University 

1 Oyster Point Road, Suite 200 

Newport News, VA 23602 

claytonj@gwu.edu 

757-269-4949 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Consent Statement for Exempt Research 

 

Title of Study:  Defying the Odds: A Case Study of a High Minority-High Poverty 

Elementary School 

IRB #:   061664 

Principal Investigator Name:  Jennifer Clayton, Ph.D 

Doctoral Candidate:  Leslie Wiggins 

Version Date:  6/13/16 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study by doctoral candidate Leslie Wiggins in 

the Department of Education Administration and Policy Studies, George Washington 

University (GWU).  Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. The status of your 

employment will not, in any way, be affected should you choose not to participate or if 

you decide to withdraw from the study at any time.  Further information regarding this 

study may be obtained by contacting Jennifer Clayton, Ph.D. (Dissertation Chair) at 

GWU, at telephone number (757) 269-4949.  

 

The purpose of this study is to conduct a case study of a high minority high poverty 

elementary school to determine what factors were integral in its success of meeting state 

standards on assessments aimed at accountability of student progress.  Achievement gaps 

persist for most minority groups including African American and Hispanic students as 

evidenced by assessment scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP), state assessments, and graduation rates.  This study’s focus is finding strategies 

to decrease achievement gap rates for African American students in poverty. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, you will have two interviews lasting 

approximately 60 minutes each that can be conducted at your convenience in the place of 

your choosing whether in the school environment or a public place such as the library.  

The interviews will be recorded for transcription purposes only.  Interview material will 

be kept in a secure location and eventually destroyed after the dissertation process is 

completed to preserve your confidentiality.  At any point, even after the interview 

process, you have the right to no longer participate in the study.  Your participation is 

voluntary throughout the entire research process.  You may refuse to answer any of the 

questions and you may stop your participation in this study at any time.    

 

Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this study include: loss of 

confidentiality, the discomfort of the research questions, and perceived risk that 

employment will be affected.  The nature of the interview questions may cause 

discomfort and participants can opt out at any time and youwill be informed of that 

beginning each interview.  As stated in the introduction email, employment status will 

not be affected by whether you choose to participate in this study. 

 

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefits to science 

and humankind that might result from this study are providing information that will 
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increase student achievement and long term success for African American students in 

poverty. 

 

Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential, however, this cannot be 

guaranteed. Information related to participants and their responses will be kept secure on 

a password protected computer.  When information is transcribed a pusedonym will be 

given  to protect anonymity.  Transcribed interviews will be secured each time after data 

analysis.  All information will be destroyed after the dissertation is complete.  Voice 

recording devices will be secured in a locked box until destroyed.  If results of this 

research study are going to be reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the people 

who participated in this study and the school’s name will not be named or identified.  

 

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number 

(202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 

participant.  

 

To ensure anonymity your signature is not required, unless you prefer to sign it. Your 

willingness to participate in this research study is implied if you proceed.  

 

 

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
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APPENDIX G 

 

Structural Coding List for Research Question 1 

Academic Infrastructure 

Findings 1-3 

 

 

Research Question 1 Structural Coding Interviewee 

Response 

(Admin.--3) 

Interviewee 

Response 

(Teachers--6) 

 Strong Leadership 0 6 

 High Expectations 3 6 

 Common Goal 2 6 

 Vision 

Communicated 

2 6 

 Building 

Relationships 

3 6 

 Capacity Building 2 3 

 Frequent Data 

Monitoring/Acct. 

2 6 

 Division Focus on 

Achievement 

2 2 

Additional Academic 

Factors 

Hard Work 2 4 

 Culture of Family 2 4 

 Multiple Roles of 

Educators 

2 6 

 Networking with 

Community 

Organizations 

3 3 

Policy/Accountability Division 

Supportive 

1 Yes 

2 No 

4 Yes 

2 No 

 State/Federal Level 

Acct. Helpful 

2 Yes 

1 No 

3 Yes 

3 Responded Yes 

and No 

*The chart displays the number of interviewees who mentioned the structural code. 
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APPENDIX H 

 

Traditional Obstacles 

Example Code Book 

Findings 4-6/ Implications 1-3 

 

Pre-Coding Code Description Theme 

many, many hats    

genuinely invested Focus Believe they can and 

do make a difference 

 

high expectations  Students Learning Finding 5 

Academic Optimism 

school not a priority    

no role model at home Biases Perceptions of 

Educator Inside and 

Outside School 

Environments  

 

stigma in their mind 

(educators) 

  Finding 6 

Social & Cultural 

Reproduction 

robots in funnels    

not gonna school    

I am different from 

them 

expectations Some Access but not 

Opportunity 

 

fair is not always 

equal 

   

need exposure to the 

world 

  Finding 7 

Equity & Equality 

same conveniences 

and experiences 

   

school preparedness Different Barriers Exist  

two worlds   Finding 8 

Racism 

Ordinary 

stacked against them    

different country Outsiders Not Recognizing all 

Barriers 

 

poverty than racism   Finding 9 

Racial, 

Socioeconomic & 

Linguistic Barriers 

without right tools… 

huge barrier 

   

wake up moment difference maker Dedication and 

Expectation 

 

Trust   Finding 10 

Social Justice 

key pillars    

 



 

242 

 

APPENDIX I 

Sample of Memoing and Observation Records 

 

September—Open House---One thing that struck me tonight was the sea of blue.  The blue was 

from the school t-shirts the school staff wore tonight.  I asked one of the staff members about the 

shirts and she said they had started the practice with the current principal.  It was an intentional 

practice created by the principal to break down the walls between the parents and staff.  

Professional clothes can sometimes be another form of intimidation for their parents.  Dark pants 

or skirts are worn with the t-shirts and though casual, is very effective for unity among the staff 

and barrier breaking between the parents and staff.  I wonder would this practice have a positive 

effect in a low minority low minority school.  My thought is that it would not and would be seen 

as unprofessional.  This is yet another sign of the difference between low poverty low minority 

and high poverty and high minority schools.  Without an administrative mentor, how could a new 

administrator to this environment make these nuisances to build relational trust.  The teachers 

seemed so excited and it was evident that the culture of family discussed during the interviews 

was real.  You could see the camaraderie among the staff yet no hierarchy.  The 

paraprofessionals, secretaries, and other school staff seemed to all be on the same level.  It really 

was inspiring to see them  talking and greeting parents until it was their time to be introduced to 

the parents by the principal.  The gym was full of chairs and around 75 parents were present 

along with their children.  The Open House was for all students Prek-5.  The principal had a short 

presentation outlining the expectations…. 

 

September---Attended a few hours of Teacher Prep Week---I was asked to take a picture of 

the staff today.  They go outside and take a picture under the name of the school. I am thinking I 

am trying to capture their inside and outside during this research study.  What an awesome and 

scary thought.  Lots of responsibility.  I am also thinking this year it may need to come with the 

names listed with so many new teachers this year.  Staff in charge of training and support have 

expressed their concern with helping the new staff get accustomed to the expectations.  This is a 

huge concern as they have several new special education teachers they are worried about… 

 

September---One Day during the week I spent at Martin Luther King Elementary 

….It struck me today what a welcoming environment this is at this school.  As I came in the 

building the security guard greets me then all day other staff members greet me just as I am 

walking down the hall.  Even when I see them again I see warm smiles.  I thought this was just 

for me as a guest conducting a study  until I see they are the same way with parents and other 

guests.  I wonder is this intentional or just a makeup of the staff?  Culturally I believe this is 

important as it helps to break down barriers.  I have to remember to ask about this…is it 

intentional? 

 

September--- One Day during the week I spent at Martin Luther King Elementary—….As I 

was leaving today, a parent was at the door discussing how she was not able to help her son with 

his math.  So often we have perceptions that high minority and high poverty parents do not want 

to assist their children.  How often is that they cannot and the difference is when you have more 

money you hire a tutor.  Without funds this does not happen…What needs to happen? 

 

September--- One Day during the week I spent at Martin Luther King Elementary ---….The 

principal asks one of the reading teachers if she can assist one of the new SPED teachers with 

passing the reading part of the teacher’s test.  This is a full service school.  The principal really 

does do all she can to assist teachers here.  Problem is can the added responsibility add to the 

burnout of some of her best people. 


