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ABSTRACT 

DONICA L. CUSPARD-HIGHTOWER 
SOCIOECONOMICS, CULTURE, AND RACE: AN ANALYSIS OF THE 
ACHIEVEMENT OF MIDDLE-CLASS AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS 
Under the direction of OLIVIA M. BOGGS AND MARY H. O'PHELAN 

Existing research suggests that students who are successful academically are 

among other things, products of homes that are financially stable (Payne 1996; Rothstein, 

2004a). However, this may not be the case for all middle-class African Americans 

(Lynch, 2006; Ogbu, 2002; Thompson, 2005). In some instances, the academic 

performance of middle-class African American students' is similar to low-income 

African American students (Cashin, 2004; Thernstorm & Thernstorm, 2003). 

The purpose of this study was to describe the culture and behaviors of an 

elementary school to identify reasons for the low performance of middle-class African 

American students and to propose solutions to the educational community in minimizing 

the obstacles that affect teaching and learning. The uniqueness of this study was its focus 

on the achievement gap between middle-class African American and European American 

students, a rarely studied population. The professional behaviors, beliefs, and 

instructional methods of six educators were observed and documented in order to 

understand the disproportionately low academic performance of middle-class African 
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American students at an elementary school. This study differed from other studies 

because the majority of studies traditionally have focused on the academic performance 

of students from lower economic families. 

Using a qualitative approach, a case study was used to examine educators' 

perceptions of the behavioral differences and similarities of middle-class African 

American and middle-class European American students at a suburban school. 

Observations, field notes, a researcher's journal, a participant's demographic 

questionnaire, and individual and focus group interviews were used to collect data to 

explain the achievement gap evident at the participating school. The findings represent 

the collective voice of the six teachers used in the study. 

The findings of this study suggested that the achievement of middle-class African 

American students is affected by the school culture, school leadership, and personal 

choices. The characteristics of a school culture that influences the achievement of 

middle-class students is parental involvement, grade inflation, stakeholders' expectations, 

effective leadership, teacher-student relations, and the lack of resources. The achievement 

gap between middle-class African American and European American students is 

perpetuated because of gender differences, educational values, and refusal of success. 

Furthermore, the findings suggest that the strategies that could be implemented in school 

districts to minimize the achievement gap are professional development, differentiated 

instruction, relationship building, accountability, cultural diversity, and team 

collaboration. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

None of the versions of the class-inequity can explain why Black students from 
similar social class backgrounds, residing in the same neighborhood, and 
attending the same school, don't do as well as White students. Within the Black 
population, of course, middle-class children do better, on the average, than lower 
class children, just as in the White population. However, when Blacks and Whites 
from similar socioeconomic backgrounds are compared, one sees that Black 
students at every class level perform less well in school than their White 
counterparts (Ogbu, 2003, p. 35) 

Ogbu's (2003) quote explains the academic disparities occurring in the Shaker 

Heights community during a study conducted in 1997. Although this study brought 

attention to the academic disparities between the middle-class African American and 

middle-class European American students in this suburban Ohio city, gaps in the 

academic performance between these two populations of students are mirrored in other 

communities with similar socioeconomic status. The purpose of the study was to bring a 

sense of understanding, sensitivity, and solutions to the academic performance of the 

African American students in this affluent area. 

The academic plight of the middle-class African American students in Shaker 

Heights, Ohio was no different from that of their African American peers with low 

socioeconomic status; therefore, the community sought answers to uncover the cause for 

this occurrence. Theoretically, middle-class Black students should be reaping the benefits 

of the educational system, but these students are underperforming and underachieving 
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when compared to their White counterparts of the same socioeconomic status (Ogbu, 

1992). 

The academic achievement gap between Black and White students is both 

historical and pervasive throughout the nation (Cashin, 2004). Traditionally, studies have 

attributed the dismal academic performance of Black students (in comparison to their 

White peers) to low socioeconomic status (SES); however, educational research has 

revealed that White students tend to outperform Black students regardless of SES (Lacy, 

2007; Ogbu, 1992). Academic excellence and the quality of life for individuals are two 

important goals of education (Lee & Burkam, 2002). Research documents that early 

academic success in school establishes patterns that will be easily identified in successful 

adults. According to the guidelines established in the "No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001" (NCLB), the overall goal of public education is that all students regardless of race, 

culture, and socioeconomic status will receive equal treatment and achieve academic 

success (Bainbridge & Lasley, 2002). Unfortunately, the educational system is not 

accomplishing this goal for every child. These concerns require finding the cause of the 

problem in order for solutions to be developed and implemented. 

Bainbridge and Lasley (2002) assert that social class rather than race influences 

academic achievement. This generalization may or may not be applicable to every 

situation in which social class and race are examined. Lareau (2003), Payne (1996), and 

others support the belief that low academic performance is a result of lingering racism. 

The landmark work of sociologist E. Franklin Frazier (1957) suggests that this view is a 

result of inherent racial differences or racism. Researchers also suggest that a key 
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predictor of a child's academic performance is the socioeconomic status of the family 

and the education level of the parents (Bainbridge & Lasley, 2002; Rothstein, 2004b). 

Historical research indicates that non-minority, middle-class parents are 

conscientious about their children's education (Thompson, 2005); however, Ogbu (1992) 

maintains that Black middle-class parents demonstrate an equal level of concern for their 

children. Unfortunately, the validity of this statement is questioned when educational 

researchers are unable to clarify the reason(s) why many middle-class African American 

children make lower grades in school when compared to other ethnic groups; are 

underrepresented in advanced placement courses; and score lower on standardized tests 

as compared to their non-minority and Asian peers despite the value that their parents 

place on education (1992). Although educational researchers debate the issue of the 

achievement gap between middle-class White and Black students, examining the 

struggles and successes of middle-class Blacks from a historical perspective may provide 

a global perspective on this problem that permeates America's classrooms. 

Frazier's (1957) Black Bourgeoisie is a seminal work that is credited as the first 

publication to acknowledge the existence of a Black middle-class. Frazier asserts that 

stratification in the Black caste system could be traced to slavery and continued to exist 

long after the odious practice ended. Slaves were classified as either "field Negroes" or 

"house Negroes". Field Negroes completed menial tasks associated with planting, 

producing, and harvesting crops while house Negroes worked inside of the slave owner's 

residence completing household duties such as cooking, cleaning, and serving. Although 

slave owners made the initial distinction between the two groups, the perceived roles of 
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each group led to the slaves' forming certain perceptions of each other. Field Negroes 

were considered to be a hard working, righteous group, and the house Negroes were 

considered to be unreliable. Field Negroes resented the preferential treatment that house 

Negroes received from their White masters, and considered house Negroes 

untrustworthy. In addition, house Negroes were perceived to strongly identify with the 

White masters in their mannerisms and viewed field Negroes as inferior. Since the 

publication of Frazier's work in 1957, authors have paid more attention to the norms and 

values of the Black middle-class. 

Robinson (1995) states that the Black middle-class has been a harassed and 

criticized group of individuals. He suggests that in many instances, Blacks fear 

association with the middle-class because of the repercussions from other members of the 

ethnic group. Other Blacks may perceive their middle-class members as "sell-outs," or as 

Frazier (1957) explains, African Americans who prefer to assimilate and epitomize the 

ideals of the mainstream culture instead of exhibiting traditional characteristics inherent 

of Black culture (i.e., vernacular, dress, etc.). African Americans who distance 

themselves from stereotypical images and connect with the Americanized middle-class 

norms and values send a silent message that Black lower class cultural norms are inferior 

(Frazier, 1957; Moore, 2008; Robinson, 1995). 

Presently, those who distrust the norms and values of the Black middle-class and 

the possibilities of academic achievement as a result of the lifestyle consider these 

individuals to be representative of a house Negro (Borchert, 2008; Robinson, 1995). 

Hence, some individuals lack the desire to be characterized as middle-class, which 



implies that they have attained a certain status that is sometimes perceived as negative. 

Furthermore, this may provide a rationale of why many middle-class Blacks are willing 

to allow the lower class Black lifestyle to be referred to as "authentic Black culture". 

Unfortunately, this belief allows rap artists to become role models and Black 

professionals to become sellouts (Robinson, 1995; Ruebeck, Averett, Bodenhorn, 2009). 

According to Attewell, Lavin, Domina, and Levey (2004), at least one quarter of 

African American families are middle-class according to income, education, and 

occupation. The location of the middle-class population is mostly concentrated in 

predominately-Black suburbs that are not homogeneously middle-class (Lacy, 2007). 

Living in a segregated environment does not afford middle-class Blacks the same 

opportunities that they would have if they lived in predominately-White suburbs or in 

strictly middle-class professional Black communities. Unfortunately, the only means in 

which middle-class African Americans can maintain their social status is if their children 

surpass the accomplishments of their parents in terms of education and employment. 

(Attewell et al., 2004). Middle-class African American children (unlike children of other 

ethnic groups) have more outside influences that have the potential to thwart their efforts 

in maintaining their parents' social status (Cole & Omari, 2003; Rothstein, 2004b). In 

addition to the physical setting of a child's home, many researchers suggest that a child's 

academic performance, including scores achieved on standardized tests, can be attributed 

to family background, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (Lee & Burkam, 2002). 

Ogbu (2003) disputes other researchers' assertions concerning the low academic 

achievement among African American students. His research in Shaker Heights, Ohio 



specifically focuses on understanding the performance for middle-class African 

American students. Ogbu believes that there are cultural or other characteristics specific 

to middle-class Black students that discourage achievement. Ogbu suggests that this 

phenomenon is a result of Black middle-class students purposely not completing 

assignments or working halfheartedly for fear of being characterized as acting White. 

Ogbu's (2003) observations in Shaker Heights revealed that middle-class Black 

students residing in this city outperformed their Black peers in the state; however, eighth 

grade proficiency test (see Table 1) and Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) results (see Table 

2) showed that middle-class Black students scored lower than their middle-class Whites 

peers in every content area. Although the disparities in the achievement of middle-class 

Black and White students has begun to command the attention of researchers, empirical 

evidence provides a rationale or explains why students of the same social order (but 

different ethnic groups) perform at disproportionate rates is sparse. 

Table 1 

Percentage of Eighth Grade Students in Shaker Heights, Ohio Meeting Proficiency on 
Statewide Test by Race 

Blacks 

Whites 

State Average 

Reading 

83 

100 

64 

Math 

37 

92 

21 

Writing 

77 

93 

45 

Science 

48 

91 

23 



Table 2 

Mean Scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) in Shaker Heights, Ohio by Race 

Verbal Math 

Blacks 485 471 

Whites 600 598 

State Average 464 441 

US Average 434 422 

Whether or not a researcher supports the views of lingering racism, peer pressure 

or other issues that are specific to the achievement of middle-class African American 

students, it is imperative to know the characteristics and the factors that influence 

academic achievement. Whether the characteristics that are being examined are negative 

or positive, it is necessary to address those concerns so that the achievement gap that 

exists between middle-class Black and White students can be minimized. 

Statement of the Problem 

An abundance of research has been conducted to explain the connection between 

social class and academic achievement (Ornstein, 1984; Payne, 1996; Swain, 2006a; 

White, Reynolds, Thomas, & Gutzlaff, 1993). The findings of these studies suggest that 

social class of students directly correlates with their academic success. Additionally, 

academic success is guaranteed when schools and/or school districts have significant 

amounts of financial and human resources, family support, and a positive school culture 
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(Payne, 1996). The educational literature also contains few studies with findings that 

addresses African American students' continuous struggle in America's classrooms even 

when proper resources are available (Kunjufu, 2005a). Until educators address this 

problem and attempt to assist middle-class African American students who are 

academically unsuccessful, America will continue to lag behind other countries in 

producing a competent and skilled workforce. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study sought to add to the limited body of literature that addresses the 

disparity in the academic achievement of middle-class African American students and 

their middle-class European American peers. This study also describes the culture and 

behaviors at an elementary school to identify reasons for the low performance of middle-

class African American students and to propose solutions to the educational community 

in minimizing the obstacles that affect teaching and learning. 

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of a school culture that 

(a) contribute to the achievement gap between middle-class African American 

students and middle-class European American students and 

(b) encourage middle-class African Americans to academically achieve at the same 

rate as their middle-class European American peers? 

2. What characteristics prevent middle-class African American students from attaining 

academic success? 
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3. According to teachers and teacher-leaders, what strategies influence the academic 

performance of middle-class African American students? 

4. What is the relationship between school administrators and student achievement? 

5. What strategies can educational leaders employ to minimize the achievement gap 

between middle-class African American and middle-class European American 

students? 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Despite the financial resources that middle-class African American families are 

able to offer their children, middle-class parents seem to be unable to escape low 

academic performance of their children (Oakes, 1985; Sizemore, 2008). Prior to the 

research period of this study, three interrelated theories were selected to undergird the 

study. Critical race theory (CRT), oppositional theory, and stereotype threat were chosen 

due to the implications that each theory has on explaining Black identity, the overall 

development of an individual's personality and values, and student achievement. 

Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory (CRT) emerged during the Civil Rights Movement from 

minority law students who sought justice in the manner in which power and race were 

wielded in the United States' legal system (Crenshaw, 1995). For example, proponents of 

CRT exposed that despite legislature that was passed during the Civil Rights Movement 

to assist in reducing racism that plagued individuals of color, Whites benefitted more than 

Blacks because the new laws were often ignored (Edwards & Schmidt, 2006). CRT is 

based on the following premises: (a) people desiring to counteract racism should be given 
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a voice; (b) changes for people of color can be accomplished without radical changes; 

and (c) stories that are told by people of color are legitimate because of the oral tradition 

associated with this group of people (counter storytelling) (Edwards & Schmidt, 2006). 

English (2008) asserts that CRT can be summed up as the antidote to the epidemic 

of racism that spills over in educational institutions. Racism is not individualistic, but 

ingrained within institutional structures of a large number of social agencies. The purpose 

of CRT is to bring awareness to end racial inequality and oppression of people of color. 

In addition, CRT proposes that scholars have a tendency to avoid admitting the role that 

race plays in providing unequal educational opportunities for children in America's 

schools. 

Oppositional Theory 

The next theory used for this study was oppositional theory. The concept of the 

oppositional culture is relevant in understanding the educational achievement of African 

American students. Blacks have longed to attain equal educational opportunities (Ogbu, 

2008). After slavery, one of the first systems that African Americans sought to establish 

was an educational system. Unfortunately, the efforts of those who championed this 

cause found that securing successful educational equality for African Americans has been 

difficult to obtain over the years. Hence, the concept of "acting White" emerged as a 

coping strategy of those Blacks wishing to be perceived as successful. Ogbu insisted that 

large numbers of African Americans who "acted White" was prevalent before the end of 

the Civil War and this behavior evolved more during the Civil War as Blacks continued 

to imitate the same behavior and speech patterns as Whites. However, after 
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Emancipation, Blacks were required to behave and talk the way Whites behaved and 

spoke. The individuals that did not comply with the "required" mannerisms appeared to 

be oppositional, giving birth to oppositional theory. The concept of oppositional cultural 

identity became prevalent during the sixties through the Black Power Movement. As the 

philosophy gained popularity, so did the pride of African Americans denoted in the 

powerful slogan "Black is Beautiful" (Anderson & Cromwell, 1977; Ogbu, 2003; 

Sniderman & Piazza, 2002). 

Ogbu's (2003) oppositional theory can also be applied to the educational system 

to explain the actions of Black individuals who contradict the norms of society. This 

theory claims that the premise of oppositional culture is the result of a history of 

employment discrimination explaining why economically disadvantaged African 

American students have developed a culture that perceives academic achievement of 

Black individuals as "acting White". Black culture has included the term to refer to 

African Americans who not only speak and possess mannerisms associated with non-

minorities, but to characterize academically successful, but allegedly arrogant, minority 

students who are shunned by their peers as well (2003). 

The concept of acting White can also be defined as a set of social interactions in 

which minority adolescents do not find favor with their peers when they receive good 

grades. In some instances, these students are unable to celebrate their accomplishments 

and are less popular than their White peers when they do well academically (Ogbu, 

2003). There are some inconsistencies among scholars when defining the term "acting 

White", but most definitions concur that the term has a negative connotation and refer to 
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ridicule endured by Blacks (at the hands of their minority peers) for engaging in 

behaviors that are characterized as White (Horvat & O'Connor, 2006). 

Fordham and Ogbu (1986) suggest that the problems associated with the 

academic achievement of African American students arose partly because of White 

Americans traditionally refuse to acknowledge that Blacks are capable of intellectual 

achievement. Another suggestion by these researchers is that Black Americans 

consequently began to doubt their own intellectual ability because of these beliefs. Blacks 

also began to define academic success as only a privilege of Whites and this belief 

extended to unconsciously discouraging Black students and their peers from imitating 

Whites to achieve academic success (1986). Any mannerisms that are purposeful so that 

an individual cannot associate with American standards are considered actions addressed 

in oppositional theory. 

Stereotype Threat 

Negative perceptions of African Americans are still relevant in today's society 

and these beliefs have proven to have an effect on the educational outcomes of these 

individuals. Traditionally, Blacks have been known to score lower on standardized tests 

than their White counterparts (Steele & Aronson, 1995). The authors also argued that this 

occurrence is more the result of stereotype threat. Individuals are aware of stereotypes 

and Steele and Aronson argue that negative stereotypes can be extremely harmful, 

especially if they are stressed in any environment. As a result, stereotype threats can alter 

the academic achievement and motivation of students that are aware of stereotypes. Some 

stereotypes associated with achievement are (a) Asian-Americans do extremely well in 
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mathematics; (b) women are not successful in mathematics; and (c) African Americans 

are unable to demonstrate proficiency on standardized tests (1995). 

Steele and Aronson's (1995) study suggests that students are more vulnerable to 

the stereotype threat when they truly appreciate academic success. One way this 

vulnerability manifests itself is that it adds unnecessary pressure to Black students and it 

may hinder their academic performance. Another way this threat manifests itself is by 

being a permanent hindrance to a student's academic career. One example of this 

hindrance is that it could possibly explain the discrepancies of reported scores between 

Blacks and Whites on the SAT even when social class is not considered. Another 

example of how stereotype threat manifests itself in an educational environment is in 

disengagement of academics that high school students' exhibit. 

Steele and Aronson (1995) referenced the work of Katz (1967) and his colleagues 

who first introduced stereotype threat and how it could influence the academic 

performance of African Americans. Katz's research found that Blacks performed better 

on an intelligence quotient (IQ) subtest when they were led to believe that it was an eye-

hand coordination test. Ironically, these students also performed better on these tests 

when they were lead to believe that the test results will be compared to other Black 

students, instead of students that do not share their same ethnic background. 

Overall, all three theories provide plausible explanations for the adverse 

experiences that African American students face in schools that may impact academic 

achievement. CRT is pertinent to examining this problem due to the implication that 

racism is embedded in the curriculum because the contributions of African Americans 
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have been either excluded from textbooks or the information is very limited and 

inaccurate (i.e., slavery is not indentured servitude). Oppositional theory may affect 

African American students' performance because there is a resistance to the dominating 

culture. Stereotype threat can be applied to student performance because of the 

subliminal messages of the level of performance that an African American student is 

expected to perform. The three theories selected for this investigation seeks to answer the 

following questions in order to make teaching and learning beneficial for African 

American students: (a) Are the academic performances on tests, in educational situations, 

and in society racially constructed? and (b) If so, what does this say about how African 

Americans perceive themselves and their place in society? 

Stereotype 
Threat 

Racism is 
Perceptions evident in 

of others educational 
drive actions institutions 

Student 
Achievement 

Oppositional Critical Race 
Theory soeialiia,ion Theory 

Figure 1. Diagram of the common themes of the theoretical frameworks. 
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Importance of the Study 

Few studies have specifically focused on the academic achievement of middle-

class African American students. Additional attention needs to be placed on examining 

the behaviors of middle-class Black students that will assist in explaining their low 

academic achievement rate. The unique nature of this study was to focus on a population 

who are often ignored - middle-class African American students who are not performing 

at a comparable rate as their White peers. 

There has been little research conducted that focuses on the Black middle-class. 

Even less research focuses on the academic achievement of the Black middle-class. Most 

studies pertaining to the academic achievement of African American students focus on 

students who are poor, urban, and of a low socioeconomic status. The few studies that 

have addressed the achievement of middle-class African American students suggest that 

there are similar characteristics between the different socioeconomic statuses of the 

students. 

An issue that needs to be addressed is why an achievement gap exists between 

African American and White students who have similar socioeconomic status. Another 

reason that this study was significant was that it examined the impact of school culture 

and school leadership on the academic performance of middle-class African American 

students. 

Procedures 

This research was qualitative in nature. The instruments used for this research 

study were observations, field notes, demographic questionnaire, a researcher's journal, 



16 

and interviews. The documents that were used for this study were obtained for the 

purpose of analyzing school data that would give insight to the academic achievement of 

the students that were educated at the research site. Purposeful sampling was used to 

select a site that met the demographic and academic criteria developed in order to answer 

the research questions. The school had to meet the following criteria: (a) has a population 

of middle-class African American students who were underperforming academically in 

comparison to their middle-class European American peers with a similar socioeconomic 

status; and (b) has a population of students whereas less than 10% of them receive free or 

reduced breakfast and lunch (non-Title I school). 

Purposeful sampling method was used to identify the participants in the study as 

well. The principal identified veteran, teacher-leaders who had a clear understanding of 

pedagogy and other methods for teaching, leading, and learning. After access was granted 

to the research site, classroom observations occurred (in the participants' natural setting), 

and individual and focus group interviews were conducted, transcribed, and analyzed in 

order to determine the perceptions of teacher-leaders and school administrators regarding 

their beliefs on the performance of middle-class African American students. 

Observations were made of the school culture and how the faculty and staff 

interacted with the students at the school. School leaders at the selected school were 

asked to participate in individual and focus group interviews. The field notes were used 

to record any notable behaviors that were observed during the observations and the 

interviews. Initially, the researcher's journal was used to record any thoughts or 

interpretations. Eventually, the same journal was used to help with data analysis. 
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After the observations, the researcher examined the school's school 

improvement plan in order to get a historical snapshot of the school's history and testing 

data. The interviews were conducted, and data analysis occurred. The data were reviewed 

to identify any patterns or themes that emerged that answered the research questions and 

assisted in determining teachers' perceptions of the reasons an achievement gap exists 

between middle-class African American and middle-class European American students at 

the research site. 

In addition, the individual and focus group interviews, field notes, and 

researcher's journal provided data that documented the expressed beliefs and perceptions 

of the school leaders explaining the variations in the performance of middle-class African 

American students and suggestions for appropriate teaching methods for these students. 

The expressed beliefs and perceptions strongly suggested that school culture, school 

administrators, and students and parent behaviors all affect the academic performance of 

middle-class African American students. 

Definition of Terms 

The terms and phrases used in this study are operationally defined as: 

Academic achievement - Student progress as measured by formative and summative 

assessments. 

Achievement gap - The difference in the academic achievement between two populations 

of students as based on teacher observations and the results of high-stakes assessments 

(Rothstein, 2004c). 
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African Americans/Blacks - For the purpose of this study, these two terms will be used 

interchangeably to refer to individuals that have origins in any of the Black racial groups 

of Africa but are American born 

Black middle-class - African Americans who have attained middle-class status within the 

American class structure. This term was used primarily after the 1960s (Landry, 1987). 

Black middle-class students - For the purpose of this study, students in this category 

attend a non-Title I school which is located in an area that fits the criteria of a middle-

class community. 

Culture - Values, symbols, interpretations, and perspectives that distinguish individuals 

from each other in modernized societies (Banks, 2006). Culture includes religion, values, 

family structure, clothing and hairstyles, food, allegiance, language, literature, music, 

holy days, and entertainment (Kunjufu, 2005a). 

High stakes testing - A yearly achievement test that is administered to students in order 

to measure the degree of teaching and learning that has occurred within a school year. 

These tests have strict mandates for retention, placement, and promotion for students in 

certain grade levels and have placed accountability systems for schools and school 

districts (Zimmerman & Dibenedetto, 2008). 

Middle-class - A group of people with shared values or views. This term generally refers 

to individuals who fall within a particular range of incomes (Cashell, 2007). A wealth of 

education as well as financial resources is associated with members of this group. 

Minority- Any racial/ethnic group categorized as non-White. 

School administrators - The principal or the assistant principal of the school. 
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School leaders/teacher-leaders - For the purpose of this study, teachers who are 

considered leaders in the building either because of their designation as grade level 

chairpersons or are enrolled in institutions to obtain advanced degrees in educational 

leadership. 

Social class - An economic, social, and cultural structure that typically places individuals 

into groups according to education, wealth, occupation, and income (Moore, 2005). 

Social economic status (SES) - A measure of an individual's or family's relative 

economic and social ranking (high, middle, or low). Parents' level of education, 

occupation, and family income normally determine SES. Children's SES is synonymous 

with that of their parents (U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences, 

n.d.). 

Social structure - Regular patterns of interaction, often found in the forms in the 

organization. The building blocks are normally groups in which there is a common 

collection of people who interact on the basis of shared expectations regardless of 

someone else's behavior (Lareau, 2003). 

Title I schools -Schools receiving federal funding in order to meet the academic needs of 

low-income students. Title I funds may be used to purchase instructional resources, 

teachers, and provide meals for children who qualify (U.S. Department of Education 

Institute of Education Sciences, n.d.). 

Limitations 

The nature of this study required analyzing patterns of learning and social 

behaviors that distinguished middle-class African American students from their European 
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American peers. One of the most effective ways to study a particular group is to 

structure a longitudinal, ethnographic study. However, time constraints and the 

availability of the participants resulted in the research period lasting only five months. 

Limited interactions with the participants may have yielded fewer findings because the 

participants were involved in preparing their students for a statewide high-stakes test. 

Another limitation involved the number of schools that were involved in the study. Few 

schools in the preferred geographical location met the criteria that were established for 

the study, and of these schools, only one school granted permission to gain entry into the 

site and access to teachers. 

Delimitations of the Study 

This study was purposely limited to obtaining teacher's perceptions of 

middle-class African American students because of the limited amount of research 

available for this topic. Previous research (although sparse) attempted to explain middle-

class students' academic performance by making sweeping generalizations that did not 

focus specifically on characteristics that may be specific to the individuals' 

socioeconomic status. Most of the research has examined the academic behaviors of 

Black middle-class students, but few researchers like Lacy (2007) and Ogbu (1992) have 

discussed this ethnic group's lack of academic performance and why their achievement is 

not comparable to those in other ethnic groups. The decision not to focus on the lack of 

performance among all middle-class students were made because it would be too 

extensive for this study. 
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Summary 

Chapter 1 provided a discussion of the research problem and purpose of the study. 

Theories upon which the study is based were introduced and the study's significance was 

discussed. Five research questions were presented along with procedural steps necessary 

to complete the study. The next chapter will provide an extensive review of related 

literature applicable to this study followed by the methods used to select the site and 

participants; techniques used to collect and analyze the data; and procedures used to write 

the study. Chapter 4 will synthesize the study's results. The study concludes with a 

discussion of the themes and topics that emerged from the research questions as well as 

implications for the educational community. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Class is certainly a less painful topic, but, unfortunately, it is only part of 
the story. Black children from well-off families, as well as those who are 
disadvantaged, tend to do poorly in school. And that fact makes our hearts 
sink (Thernstorm & Thernstorm, 2003, p .121) 

The review of the literature will synthesize existing research that is pertinent to 

this study. The chapter opens with a discussion on class, culture, and values, followed by 

an overview of the research on the Black family and Black middle-class. The next section 

of the chapter examines Blacks and education - opening with a historical background of 

the achievement gap; factors that prevent African American students (especially those in 

the middle-class) from performing; and educational research conducted in affluent 

African American communities. This chapter concludes with an argument for effective 

school leaders in improving school culture for African American students. 

Today, education is arguably more important than during any other time in 

American history. Education determines the degree of social mobility that one has or will 

have in American society (Jackson & Moore, 2006). The quality of life one expects to 

have tends to be highly correlated with one's educational attainment. There has been a 

recent movement for scholars to analyze the effect that particular school factors have on 

student achievement. Despite whatever the research uncovers it is important to know that 

the quality of teaching affects student achievement (Lynch, 2006; Tatum, 1997). 

22 
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Educational literature has consistently documented the existence of an 

achievement gap between White and Black students (Lynch, 2006; Thernstrom & 

Themstrom, 2003); however, this study attempted to delve further into this problem by 

obtaining educators' perspectives and views on the subject. The majority of the research 

on the achievement gap centers on Whites and Blacks who live in urban and/or low-

income areas. However, research that addresses the achievement gap between middle-

class Black students and their White counterparts is very limited. Furthermore, the 

findings of this research are contradictory in nature, especially when reasons for the 

achievement gap are proposed. Current research that focuses on Black middle-class often 

ignores schooling and instead focuses more on the extended Black family (Lacy, 2007); 

the social stresses encountered by the Black family; integration (Tatum, 1997); and the 

Black community (Cashin, 2004). 

Cultural Ethnic Groups 

Banks (2006) researched various ethnic groups and claimed that the connection 

that occurs between individuals within ethnic groups is involuntary and its members 

share a sense of pride and interdependence of fate. In addition, each ethnic group shares a 

similar culture. A cultural ethnic group is defined as a collection of individuals who share 

a common set of values, experiences, behavioral characteristics, and linguistic traits. 

These specific traits substantially differ from other ethnic groups in society. Identification 

with an ethnic group is not selected, but the connection is made through birth and earlier 

socialization. 
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Banks (2006) reported that individuals within an ethnic group have distinct 

characteristics that define their membership in the group. First, these cultural ethnic 

groups are cohesive and successful in organizing any necessary actions to support public 

policy that protect the group's culture and ethnic institutions. As a result, cultural ethnic 

groups pass symbols, languages, and other components of cultural heritages to the next 

generation in order to maintain traditions common to that particular group. Another 

characteristic of cultural ethnic groups is that the individuals of the group have a sense of 

pride due to their affiliation with other members of the group. A final characteristic of a 

cultural ethnic group is that the individuals of the group share a sense of identity and 

perceives its economic fate as a group, not individual concern. 

In addition to the research which defines culture and ethnic groups, a body of 

literature exists that explains culture variation. Cultural differences are a direct result of 

how the individuals respond in society, especially when it pertains to education as a 

vehicle for learning. Thompson (2004) expressed that within the confines of a culture lies 

the theory of cultural discontinuity. This theory suggests that there is a disconnect or 

mismatch between the home culture of African American students and other students of 

color particularly as it relates to school culture. The clash between cultures is evident 

when teachers make unfair judgments about students who use non-standard English. This 

clash is very prevalent among African American students, in regards to instructional 

practices and classroom management strategies that teachers use which conflict with the 

cultural norms associated with the African American culture. For example, African 

American students who use African American Vernacular English (AAVE) may not 
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realize the final /ng/ when speaking. Words such as running will be pronounced runnin 

and this language may be perceived as ignorant when indeed it is part of Black English 

which is a rule-governed dialect (Charity, Scarborough, & Griffin, 2004). Unfortunately, 

when students are referred to early intervention programs and other educational support 

services because of cultural discontinuity, large numbers of African American children 

are labeled unnecessarily. This is very unfortunate for students because schools mirror 

the racial differences that are present globally. Although members of a cultural ethnic 

group share a common identity in terms of core values and beliefs, ethnic groups can be 

stratified by class and social position within the group (Thompson, 2004). 

Understanding Class Views and Values 

An individual's place in society can be measured either by income or societal 

class. Societal class can be defined as an individual's perceptions of his or her social 

position in society (Sniderman & Hagan, 1985). Traditionally, an individual's way of 

thinking is connected to his/her lower, middle, or upper class association. An individual's 

thought processes shape his/her experiences and beliefs. These experiences and beliefs 

for persons whose social status is considered middle-class can be categorized as 

individualists and fundamentalists or progressives and historicists (1985). 

Individualists are conservative and have a conformist way of thinking, while 

fundamentalists identify with the working class, and view themselves as more liberal than 

individualists. The ideologies of these individuals lean to the right regarding political 

issues, employment gains, and standard of living (Sniderman & Hagan, 1985). 

Conversely, middle-class individuals can also be progressives or historicists (1985). 
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Progressives and historicists usually have achieved middle to upper middle-class status, 

and their beliefs are more aligned with left-wing beliefs and values. Left thinking 

individuals are more liberal for all practical purposes, but not in every aspect of their 

lives. Progressives and historicists believe that the government should make every effort 

to improve the social and economic position of Blacks and other minorities (1985). 

Each social class has distinct characteristics. Although some attributes are only 

associated only with the middle-class, sometimes middle-class characteristics mirror 

images of the lower class (Sampson, 2002). The similarities that can occur among social 

classes occur because the values of the class may overlap. The United States census 

bureau does not provide an official definition of middle-class; however, the census 

bureau distinguishes classes using a self-rating scale that is based on upward mobility, 

ownership of homes and land, educational attainment, and household income. Labeling of 

individuals according to the census bureau allows for consistency of established 

economic rankings and social structures (McAdoo, 2007). Unfortunately, social class has 

a connection to an individual's race. One alarming fact is that the status of middle-class 

Blacks is parallel to those of lower White class (Hill, 1999). This distinction alone 

highlights the discrepancies among the social classes when comparing different ethnic 

groups. 

An individual's perception of the relationship between social class and education 

is significant to understanding the values that he/she places on learning (Sniderman & 

Hagan, 1985). Working class people typically affiliate with individualists who are not 

associated with the middle or the upper class. Often because class behaviors overlap, 
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perceptions of individuals often bring about misunderstandings that may be class specific 

which affirms the premise that ideologies are class specific and not shared among classes 

(1985). 

The concept of class is grounded in family origin because social class is 

generational. Often individuals are born into one particular social class and find it 

difficult to move to a higher class (Fields-Smith, 2005). This generalization does not 

apply to African American families in many instances. For example, African Americans 

are more than likely to achieve middle-class status through upward mobility instead of 

inheriting this classification. In many cases, the new Black middle-class is often the first 

generation to gain middle-class status (Lacy, 2007). As a result, the Black middle-class 

often lacks the knowledge and the skills needed to be able to articulate their children's 

best educational interests to persons who have the authority to make decisions in this area 

(2005). 

By the 1980s, most Blacks had achieved middle-class status because of upward 

mobility. This time in American history birthed many first-generation middle-class 

African American families, but during the same time period White middle-class families 

had enjoyed this status for three or four generations (Gosa & Alexander, 2007). Financial 

resources increase the accessibility to nice homes, nice clothes, and other material 

possessions that are shared with children; however, there are other advantages of having 

wealth. Other advantages of wealth include values, attitudes, and habits that are promoted 

by parents of successful children to reinforce the requirements of educational institutions. 
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Since values, attitudes, and habits are learned, these concepts must be refined over time 

and through experience (2007). 

Understanding Culture 

The meaning of culture is highly debated amongst social scientists. The argument 

involves whether or not the term culture or civilization should be used to describe an 

individual's development within a community. Unfortunately, it is difficult to provide a 

concrete explanation because regardless of the preferred term, consideration must also 

include the individual's knowledge, beliefs, morals, laws, customs, and any other habits 

which are required for membership into society (Banks, 2006). 

Culture is sometimes defined as a strategy or program for survival that is created 

when individuals try to satisfy survival needs. Culture is also defined as the values, 

symbols, interpretations, and perspectives that distinguish individuals from other 

modernized societies which include artifacts of material objects and other tangible 

aspects of human society (Banks, 2006). 

One characteristic that assists in determining an individual's culture is values. 

Values are defined as abstract, generalized principals of behavior to which individuals 

attach a high worth or regard and are one of the most important elements of cultures and 

microcultures that help to distinguish one group from another. Individuals depend on 

these values for socialization into society. Finally, values influence behaviors of 

individuals and how people perceive their environment. The values of an individual are 

defined by the rooted cultural experiences and are subjective to societal influence. Values 
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are also linked to achievement as a moral domain because children who value education 

feel morally obligated to succeed (Banks, 2006). 

Banks' (2006) research shows that women and men exhibit some significant 

differences in value orientations. This research also proposes that individualism is 

imperative to men, whereas relationships and characteristics of caring and 

interconnections tend to be more crucial to women. Lastly, this research documents that 

women experience more problems with competitive achievement and express a greater 

fear of success than men (2006). Regardless of the differences of a group's culture, every 

culture is comprised of a distinct family structure. 

Family Structure 

Analyzing the culture and the family makeup of a group will reveal variations that 

are seen in the culture of individuals are just as apparent in the family structures. An 

ethnic's group where there is evidence of variations from the society's norm is the 

African American family. The African American family structure has been affected 

because of the irreparable experiences that resulted in their journey from Africa to 

America (Lynch, 2006). The African proverb "// takes a village to raise a child" is a 

popular approach in rearing and educating children in the Black family. The significance 

of this mantra is ingrained in the psyche of the Black community and holds every 

member of the community or "village" accountable for child rearing. This philosophy 

also suggests that everyone in the community has a vested interest in the education of 

African American children and must fight any discrimination that hinders their success 

(2006). 
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Lynch (2006) asserts that stakeholders need to find a way to integrate the 

experiences and cultures of all races into the school's curriculum and instruction to 

ensure that all children receive a quality education. The proposal that one strategy or one 

program is applicable for every child is not feasible. It is important that strategies are 

devised and implemented that will bring academic success to all students. The success of 

all students should not be solely left up to the school system or individual classroom 

teachers, but placed on all stakeholders that have an interest in children. 

Like many other ethnic cultures, the structure of the African American family 

plays an important role in child development. Academic and social success can only 

occur if the family plays an active role in the education of a child. Gosa and Alexander 

(2007) argue that social bonds within families and the broader community are 

strengthened when parents know his or her child's friends and families. When there is 

close monitoring and sanctioning conducted by the family in conjunction with working 

with the school system regarding any inappropriate behaviors, critical issues are caught 

and addressed early (2007). 

Consideration must also be given to how parents of different social classes raise 

children before making the assumption that achievement is directly related to schools 

(Rothstein, 2004b). One difference that is apparent in the homes of children who have 

educated parents is that the children are read to more consistently and are encouraged to 

be active readers. This occurs by often allowing the children to read to the parents, 

especially as they get older. Most children of college-educated parents are read to daily 

before beginning kindergarten. Unfortunately, children of parents who have only 
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achieved a high school diploma or less may not be given the daily benefits of reading 

(2004b). 

While it is important to understand the family structure, cultural, and ethnic 

groups, it is just as important to understand how the family structures of individuals 

occur. Previous research that compared the differences between Black and White families 

depicted Black families negatively and White families positively (Tatum, 1997). Black 

families have been portrayed as culturally deviant whereas White families are viewed as 

morally correct and the standard by which other cultures should be measured. Other 

terms that are used to describe the differences in Black and White families are cultural 

equivalent and cultural variant. When the term cultural equivalent is used, the 

assumption is that the differences in the Black family vary culturally because of historical 

and sociocultural reasons, but those differences are not abnormal. The flexibility of both 

terms allows for the differences in the Black family, but the literature often describes 

urban and/or poor individuals. This gives the impression that the interpretations of these 

terms can be applied to an entire population despite the overrepresentations and 

misconceptions (1997). 

Middle-class and the Black Family 

According to Lacy (2007), two Black middle-class distinctions exist - lower 

middle-class Blacks and high-earning middle-class Blacks. Since middle-class status is 

relatively new to African Americans, variations in income can be detected. Additionally, 

generational wealth of Black families is also affected because Black families are less 

likely to receive an inheritance than White families; therefore, perpetuating the belief of 
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middle-class Blacks that work and success are connected (Willie & Reddick, 2003). 

Lower middle-class Blacks earn less than fifty thousand dollars a year, do not hold 

college degrees, and usually have sales or clerical positions. These individuals also live in 

racially segregated areas that are inclusive of poor individuals. Additionally, these 

individuals live in areas that have high crime rates, poor public services, and 

underperforming schools. High earning middle-class Blacks have socioeconomic 

circumstances that resemble the White middle-class because they have occupations that 

minimally require bachelor's degree. High earning middle-class Blacks are doctors, 

lawyers, accountants, engineers, and corporate managers (2007). 

The Black middle-class within the constructs of the American class structure 

identifies African Americans who meet the qualifications of this status according to the 

census bureau as it pertains to income, occupation, and educational status. The Black 

middle-class ideologies differ from other classes because of the history of its 

development (Willie & Reddick, 2003). The prominent development of the Black 

middle-class did not occur until after the 1960s with the Civil Rights Movement. The 

Black middle-class was nonexistent in terms of the opportunities for advancement in 

society (which depended greatly on education) because of race discrimination and 

segregation prior to the Civil Rights Movement. The Civil Rights Movement resulted in 

greater educational opportunities for Blacks although there was a vast difference in the 

percentages who earned college degrees. Before 1960, only three percent (3%) of Blacks 

held a college degree because African Americans had little or no access to advanced 
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degrees. After 1960, 20% of African Americans teenagers completed high school as 

compared to 43% of Whites (2003). 

Education was not the only area of the African American experience that was 

affected by the Civil Rights Movement. This historical moment also brought change to 

the living conditions of Blacks. The movement for the new Black middle-class to depart 

from the ghettos began in the late 1960s because of the numerous housing disputes after 

the Civil Rights Movement (Bain & Herman, 1990). Simultaneously, past racial barriers 

begin to recede and the economic and social advancement for African Americans began 

(Gosa & Alexander, 2007; Wilson, 1978). As a result of the removal of racial barriers, 

the Black middle-class grew throughout the years because of economic growth, public 

policy, and an increase in skills development opportunities granted. Hence, by the 1980s, 

50% of Blacks graduated from high school and eight percent graduated from college. 

According to Gosa and Alexander (2007), the percentages of Blacks who were 

able to advance in education continued to climb from the 1960s until today, and at the 

time of their study in 2006, 86% of Blacks have high school diplomas and 13% have 

college degrees. The removal of the racial barriers offered the new Black middle-class 

more opportunities to receive equitable education on all levels and to hold a broader 

range of employment that had been prohibited in the past (2007). Recently, Blacks have 

been successful in obtaining middle-income jobs in the public sector. The percentage of 

Blacks employed by the government is twice as high as it is for Whites. Although the 

number of African Americans is almost equal to the number of Whites working in the 
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private sector, they are less likely to hold administrative, managerial, or executive 

positions (2007). 

The number of Black middle-class members increased slightly as a result of the 

1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision because of the advances in racial equity in 

education, employment, and other areas in society. This increase in the Black middle-

class is reflective in the changes depicted in the suburbs and other residential changes 

(Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005). Unfortunately, the geographical location where the 

Black middle-class resides vastly differs from the White middle-class, despite the fact 

that at least one-half of African Americans are middle-class. Those African Americans 

who are financially stable may face dismal housing situations because they are sometimes 

unable to escape the segregation and instability that is apparent in the Black community 

(2005). For example, in Philadelphia affluent Black parents lack control of the outcome 

of the children's education. In this area, children from affluent Black families are three 

times more likely to attend a public school with a higher percentage of low-achieving 

students as compared to affluent White children (Gosa & Alexander, 2007). This is also 

magnified because most African Americans live in predominantly Black suburbs where 

property values are lower than those of the neighboring White suburbs. Additionally, 

because of the history of racial conflicts troubling governance will also contribute to low 

student achievement in public school especially in the predominantly Black suburbs that 

have the feel of an urban city (2005). The effects of segregation warrants that similarities 

in incomes between the families of both Black and White families do not mean the 

quality of education will be the same. 
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Despite the issues that are apparent in the living arrangements of the Black 

middle-class, evidence overwhelmingly supports the generalization that African 

Americans have made tremendous progress since slavery. In fact, one-third of all African 

Americans now live in suburbs (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005). However, significant 

class differences exist in suburban areas comprised primarily of Blacks. Overall, Black 

suburbs tend to be less affluent than the predominantly White suburbs. In fact, most 

predominantly Black suburbs have a significant number of working-class and low-

income populations (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; Owens & Wright, 1998). According 

to an analysis conducted by Owens and Wright (1998) to compare suburban areas of 

Blacks and Whites, 64% of Black communities were comprised of people who were 

considered to have a moderate income and labeled as working class individuals; 26% of 

individuals had a median income; nine percent (9%) of the individuals were considered 

be in the low-income bracket; and only one percent (1%) of the individuals were 

considered to be in a high-income bracket (1998). 

Furthermore, while there has been an increase in the number of African 

Americans who have moved to the suburbs over the last 41 years, issues and problems 

associated with the inner city appear in the suburbs as well. The problems of the city that 

mirror the suburbs are both evident in the neighborhoods and the schools (Ascher & 

Branch-Smith, 2005). While it is true that the segregation rates in the suburbs have 

dropped somewhat between 1990 and 2000, racial segregation in these areas still exists 

and is higher for African Americans than any other group (Conley, 2001). However, there 

is an increase with Black middle-class families choosing to live in communities that are 
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not mixed (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; Tatum, 1997). Another difference between 

middle-class Blacks and Whites is that the suburbs and the suburban schools do not 

provide equal and equitable education on both sides of the color line. Instead, property 

values (which impact school funding) in majority Black suburbs are consistently lower 

than those in the surrounding White suburbs (Rosenbaum, 1991). Even suburbs that have 

been developed especially for Black middle-class residents often have had to fight their 

municipalities to prevent the incursion of highways, low-income apartments, and other 

forms of "urban blight" (2005). 

Turley (2003) reported that despite the ability of Blacks to live in White 

neighborhoods, those neighborhoods are less likely to be mixed socially and in some 

cases in proximity to poorer neighborhoods. As a result, Black children are forced to face 

situations that are not apparent in the White middle-class. However, in White middle-

class families the likelihood of poorer neighborhoods being adjacent to the middle-class 

neighbors is highly unlikely (Cashin, 2004; Gosa & Alexander, 2007). According to Gosa 

and Alexander, environmental circumstances are a prominent difference between the 

White and Black middle-class. This is important because the location of Black middle-

class neighborhoods dictates the experiences allotted to the children. 

Characteristics of the Black Middle-class 

In some instances, middle-class status for African Americans is achieved by dual 

employment of the husband and wife; however, the middle-class family is primarily 

matriarchal. Usually there is a choice of employment because at least one individual has 

attended college. Often in middle-class Black families, both spouses have obtained 
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advanced degrees (Willie & Reddick, 2003). Willie and Reddick believe that affluent or 

middle-class Black families strongly believe in Weber's (1934) ideas proposed in his 

book The Protestant Ethic and Spirit of Capitalism. Middle-class Blacks believe that 

success or the accumulation of material wealth is only acquired through honesty, 

punctuality, hard work, diligence, and frugality. Blacks believe that they have to be twice 

as good as others to succeed. As a result, these individuals are committed to working. 

Besides the material characteristics of the middle-class there are some instilled 

values that are evident. Black middle-class individuals believe in uplifting and building 

individual characters and creating organizations and associations that can benefit society 

(Willie & Reddick, 2003). This concept manifests because individuals understand the 

powers in numbers. Another trait exclusive to the Black middle-class is the need to 

support institutions that benefit not only Blacks, but others. In addition, the Black middle-

class establishes and joins groups that are race specific and the title and the mission of the 

group is to improve the conditions of Black people. Black middle-class individuals who 

offer these services do so because they are kind and service oriented people and often 

give more than what is required (2003). 

The income of Black middle-class families is primarily spent on homes and 

educating the children (Willie & Reddick, 2003). There are several practices that middle-

class families engage in to let others know their economic status. In this family structure 

emphasis is placed on striving for social status and prestigious social life. This status is 

normally strived through participation of social clubs and a competition amongst others 

for extravagant homes, large cars, and furniture. In an effort to "keep up with the 
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Joneses", middle-class Blacks compete with one another for extravagant homes which is 

evident through the practice of middle-class Blacks trading in older homes for newer 

structures (2003). The newer structures are purchased when there is an increase in income 

and savings. Increased finance allows for other purchases such as newer furnishings, 

modern appliances, and education. 

Family Structure and Education 

It is estimated that one-half of Americans are considered middle-class. Middle-

class determinations are based on the expectations that occur daily in the family culture. 

One characteristic that is different in a middle-class Black family (as compared to a 

White family) is the family structure. Unlike other family structures, the Black family is 

primarily matriarchal (Staples, 1999). Matriarchal rule is a characteristic evident among 

low-income families, but it is often a necessary evil in the Black community. The female 

member in the Black family may not be married especially if educated. This may be the 

case because the pressure to wed may be alleviated because economic support is not 

needed (McAdoo, 2007). However, if an urban African American woman chooses to 

marry there is the preference of a small family. 

Black middle-class women have an ideological preference not to marry because 

90% of the women in this group earn a salary comparable to their male counterparts. This 

occurs because Black middle-class women attend college more often than the men of the 

same financial standings because of a wider variety of occupations. According to 

Ornstein (1984), when the head of the family is a female, the structure of the family may 

be more susceptible to social and educational problems. In contemporary middle-class 
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Black families, families are seen as providing leadership for a new family paradigm 

called the "egalitarian arrangement" (p. 480). This arrangement is described as having 

dual employment for both the husband and the wife (Willie & Reddick, 2003). 

Despite the limited literature pertaining to the effects of middle-class parenting 

styles on education there is an abundance of literature that reports cases that explains the 

obstacles that Black children face in terms of academic achievement. The saturated areas 

of literature review are low socioeconomic status and socialization that occur with 

children in single parent family (Willie & Riddick, 2003). The majority of the research on 

Black families and education usually details the obstacles that Black parents have faced 

and their campaign for a better education for the children. The result of their efforts 

resulted in separated supplementary schools to improve the educational advancements of 

their children. These beliefs were not limited to influencing the proper parties that are 

connected with policies and practices of schools (Majors, 2001). 

Previous studies also support the belief that an indicator of a child's academic 

success is the financial resources available to him/her (Spring, 1988). There is an 

inequitable distribution of educational finances in America and the disparities are very 

prevalent across racial lines. The location of the school, whether it is situated in the inner 

city or in the suburbs, will also determine the financial and human resources available to 

the student (Tarca, 2005). Two cases (one in the Supreme Court and one in state court) 

address the disparities in millage rates that impacts school funding. Serrano v. Priest 

(1971/1976), argued in California state court, and Rodriguez v. San Antonio Independent 

School District (1973) argued in US Supreme Court challenged that property tax formula 
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used to support schools clearly creates unequal educational opportunities between 

wealthy and poor students (2005). 

Housing segregation for middle-class children not only produces educational 

dilemmas, but affects socialization as well. In some cases, middle-class Black students 

have few neighborhood friends and often befriend children from other neighborhoods. 

This lack of interaction with children with similar class status has an indirect effect on the 

educational outcome of the middle-class Black child (Turley, 2003). Also, it may be 

necessary for children of middle and lower class to attend the same schools because of 

the proximity of the neighborhoods. Furthermore, Turley concludes that affluent African 

American students perform better both academically and socially when living in 

predominately African American communities. 

Despite Turley's (2003) conclusion that African American children fare better in 

segregated environments, these environments may be adjacent to shattered, poor 

neighborhoods with substandard schools, crumbling institutions, and few business 

partners. As a result of the social class mixing, schools in these areas are 

(a) overcrowded, (b) under-resourced, and (c) plagued with behavior problems. White 

children with similar economic backgrounds generally possess a school culture that 

(a) has high expectations for students, (b) employs high-quality teachers, and (c) has low 

student-to-teacher ratios that allows for individual support for the students (Cashin, 

2004). Black middle-class students who attend schools that are predominantly White 

sometimes find that although they have resources unavailable in predominantly Black 

schools, they face ridicule from other Blacks when they assimilate to the White culture. 
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This assimilation is referred to "acting White" and middle-class Blacks are often shunned 

and unwelcomed by other members of their ethnic group. 

Acting White 

Ogbu's (2003) Shaker Heights study was important to the field of education 

because it provides a plausible cause to the reasons why African American students 

choose not to be successful academically. Research conducted by Fordham and Ogbu 

(1986) suggests that one reason African Americans rejected academic success is because 

of their fear of the repercussions of "acting White". Characteristics associated with 

Blacks acting White include using standard or proper English; taking Advanced 

Placement (AP) or honors classes, wearing "preppy" clothes purchased from The Gap, 

Eddie Bauer, or Abercrombie and Fitch (instead of wearing African American designers); 

wearing Bermuda shorts and loafers without socks; having an abundance of White 

friends; and participating fully in White culture which includes music and other activities. 

The most obvious characteristic of acting White is the use of a dialect that is not present 

in the African American community. 

Ogbu (2003) explains that the idea of acting White is unique to schools where 

Black students comprise less than 80% of the student population. Despite the negativity 

that is attached to student performance for middle-class Black students, no evidence is 

provided in the literature that substantiates the claim that all of the middle-class Blacks 

who receive good grades are unpopular and have abandoned their ethnic roots. The 

"acting White" theory provides one reason why African American students choose to 

underachieve (Thompson, 2005). This occurs because some students equate school 



42 

success with acting White. Black students erroneously think that they must reject the 

mainstream cultural connection in order to succeed academically and feel that the cultural 

connection with the African American family and community is deficient, denigrated, 

and devalued; or they may perceive that his or her family background, experiences, and 

modes of expression (both verbal and nonverbal) are detrimental to academic 

achievement. The behavior of acting White contradicts the cultural coolness that some 

African American males feel is necessary (2005). The facade of being cool and not 

wanting to achieve academically is normally masked behavior characterized by 

aloofness, lack of emotion, fearlessness, and detachment of owner and style (2005). 

Among the positive consequences of these masks are that they serve as protective 

mechanisms, giving African Americans (especially males) a sense of pride and serving as 

a form of social competence (2005). 

According to Fordham and Ogbu (1986), behavior associated with acting White 

can be mentally stressful. In some instances, the individuals who are labeled as acting 

White are accused of being "Uncle Toms" (similar to the Black character who was 

subservient to Whites in Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel) or are disloyal to the Black 

community. As mentioned earlier, an individual's speech can be labeled as characteristics 

of acting White. Using Standard English and using a distinct dialect used by Whites is 

viewed by the Black community as "talking White" and is considered to be pretentious 

because Blacks have a very distinct dialect. 
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Educating Middle-class Black and White Students 

The middle-class family structure includes an emphasis on education and the 

child(ren)'s academic future rather than recreational activities or playtime opportunities 

that are available (Sampson, 2002). Schools are identified as middle-class institutions and 

operate under the embedded values of the middle-class are contained within the context 

of what is taught (Payne, 1996; Sampson, 2002). This structure helps to perpetuate the 

ideals of the middle-class for posterity, and this school design works well for middle-

class students or at least for the ones who are capable of thinking and acting middle-class. 

Schools must operate with values, behaviors, and attitudes such as self-control, positive 

self-image, discipline and the ability to delay gratification if one is to do well. It is 

evident that the delay of self-gratification is reiterated in schools because the mindset is 

that hard work in school pays off later in life (2002). 

Sampson (2002) suggests that middle-class White students perform better in 

school as compared to minority students because the school environment encourages and 

emphasizes discipline, delayed gratification, responsibility, internal control, self-esteem, 

and cooperation that is more conducive to effective learning styles. The characteristics 

that help White students to excel academically are not just helpful, but essential 

characteristics in school performance. Students from family structures that have similar 

attitudes, values and ways that mirror schools are more successful (2002). 

Sampson (2002) states that observing the middle-class provides insight to a 

family's interpersonal communications. These observations reveal that in a middle-class 

family environment, there is (a) frequent dialogue between the child and the parent(s); 
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(b) strong parental encouragement in academic pursuits; (c) clear and consistent limits set 

for the children; (d) warm and nurturing interactions between the parent and the child; 

and (e) consistent monitoring of the child's use of time. These methods are more 

facilitative and less authoritative. 

Middle-class parents (like most parents) expect the best for their children and will 

utilize all of the resources at their disposal to make sure that their children have high-

quality experiences. Unlike parents with middle-class status, parents with low 

socioeconomic status do not have power that will enable them to make systemic changes 

to institutions (such as school) and organizations that have the potential to guarantee their 

children's success in America. Members of the Black middle-class are success oriented 

and strive for upwardly mobility. Usually these behaviors occur because parents set 

expectations and hold the children accountable. Middle-class parents also create an 

environment that warrants success for the children. Middle-class children often perform 

better when there is a supportive family. It is important to note that many poor and 

minority parents fail to demonstrate similar characteristics that are apparent in the White 

middle-class which needs to be evident to achieve academic success of the children 

(Sampson, 2002). 

According to Ornstein (1984), public schools function differently depending on 

where the school is located. Public schools located in urban areas are considered to 

provide a second-rate education according to middle-class families. This assumption 

prevents public schools in the city from retaining middle-class families because the 

families transfer to a more "appropriate" school which is usually one that is private or 
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parochial. Middle-class families who live in urban areas often feel that they have no other 

alternative for their children to receive a quality education than to move to the suburbs 

where the schools are considered superior and physically safe for children. Inner city 

schools may suffer when middle-class families move because usually poor, low-

performing Black students are generally left behind. 

Obstructions to African-American Academic Achievement 

There are some frightening statistics that attempt to explain the achievement of 

African American children, especially that of African American boys. According to 

Kunjufu (1985), Blacks may understand the importance of education when one realizes 

that Whites have 70% of the world's wealth, but only comprises 10% of the world's 

population (Hill, 1999). Low expectations and apathy toward the Black child are other 

reasons Kunjufu (2005a) gives for the failure of the Black children in school. In 1998, 

71% of Blacks and Hispanics entering kindergarten had one or more risk factors as 

compared to 29% of White and 61% of Asian families; in 1999, 18% if Black students in 

elementary, middle, and high school had repeated at least one grade; 35% of Black 

students in grades 7-12 had been suspended or expelled as compared to 20% of Hispanics 

and 15% of Whites; Black kindergarteners are less likely than their White and Asian 

peers to persist at tasks, be eager to learn, and to pay attention; and the average composite 

score for Blacks on the ACT in 2001 was 16.9% lower than any other ethnic/racial group 

(Lynch, 2006). The research of Thernstrom and Thernstrom (2003) reveals that Blacks 

have basic reading skills that are on average four years behind Whites and Asians. These 

statistics show that time is of the essence in order to improve the academic performance 



of Black children; however, the educational community cannot depend solely on parents 

for assistance. 

A child's home environment plays a crucial role to his/her educational 

opportunities, but the school environment is also an essential component of a child's 

ability to perform in the classroom. Kunjufu (1985) believes that socioeconomics does 

not have a significant role in the academic achievement of an individual (students can 

learn regardless of race and socioeconomic status), but other contributing factors that 

impact teaching and learning should not be ignored. Kunjufu suggests that positive 

academic achievement is achieved through high teacher expectations, tracking, parental 

involvement, students' self-esteem, curriculum, learning styles, test bias, and peer 

pressure. Obstacles that discourage young Blacks from attaining academic success 

include the lack of professionals (i.e., attorneys, doctors, educators, etc.) and the number 

of positive role models visible to young African Americans (1985). 

There are many aspects of school which Black students feel is a hindrance to their 

academic success. Ladson-Billings (2000) encourages educators to recognize the impact 

that students' culture has on classroom performance. She suggests using culturally 

relevant pedagogy as a vehicle to include students in a curriculum that excludes 

marginalized students. Another factor that hinders Blacks from performing in school is 

the relationships or lack thereof with the teachers. Black students believe that teachers 

(a) have low expectations of them; (b) treat them unfairly; (c) have preconceived racial 

stereotypes that causes discrimination; (d) do not treat them with respect; (e) do not listen 

to them; and (f) always defend and support each other (Majors, 2001). In addition, Black 
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students more often than White students are more likely to have peers who disapprove of 

academic achievement and working hard in school. High-achieving peers are perceived 

as "acting White" (Kunjufu, 2005b). This brings about an additional challenge for 

African American parents in their quest to being able to manage the negative influences 

on Black middle-class children (Gosa & Alexander, 2007). 

Issues Related to Educating Middle-class Black Students 

There is an abundance of research that suggests that middle-class Black students 

have difficulties in education (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Lynch 2006; Thernstorm & 

Thernstorm, 2003; Thompson, 2005). Unfortunately, Black students from good families 

drop out of school and end up in alternative education programs (2005). The students 

express that one of the reasons for this occurrence is differential treatment given by 

teachers and administrators. Parents of middle-class Black students also have opinions in 

regards to why it is difficult for middle-class students to academically achieve. Some of 

the provided reasons include (a) cultural ignorance; (b) the inability of adults to 

understand the students; (c) an ineffective curriculum; (d) under qualified teachers 

assigning negative labels; (e) poor instructional practices; and (f) uncaring teachers. The 

last observation of students explaining negative contributors to their achievement is 

crucial because teachers' attitudes greatly impact student achievement. 

According to other researchers' analyses, there are at least three factors that 

negatively influence the academic achievement of African American students in 

predominantly Black suburban public school systems (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; 

Conley, 2001). The first factor is that there are lower property values and a lower tax base 
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in African American communities than in surrounding White suburban districts. This 

lower tax base causes less funding for public education. The second factor is that the 

local government creates conflicts that magnify the academic struggles of Black suburbs 

which distracts from teaching and learning. The third factor is that teachers, 

administrators, and the community in these areas label the attending students as having 

urban or inner city characteristics. As a result, these labels give the expectations that the 

students will bring urban dysfunctions into the schools and lower goals for student 

success are manifested (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; Conley, 2001). 

The urban characteristics of the students are difficult to overcome especially 

because of the social dynamics that are often evident in Black suburban areas. Often 

school districts in predominantly Black suburbs have varied socioeconomic profiles. 

Those variances will range from students from wealthy two-parent college educated 

households to students living with single parents or grandparents who have had a limited 

educational background. Therefore, the academic performance of the students as a whole 

is not satisfactory (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; Conley, 2001). 

The neighborhoods of African Americans are important when examining the 

education of middle-class Black children. Although middle-class African Americans do 

not necessarily look for racially mixed schools when moving to suburban areas, the 

assumption is that public schools are better (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; Conley, 

2001). This is not the case because public schools located in Black suburbs are usually 

funded by a lower tax base and often have to suffer from strained resources and low 

student achievement (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; Cashin, 2004). Another 
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characteristic that hinders the performance of Black middle-class students is the emphasis 

placed on school and class work. According to Gosa and Alexander (2007), middle-class 

Black students are less inclined to turn in homework, put less effort into exams, and 

attend classes less often than White and Asian students (Gosa & Alexander, 2007; Obgu, 

2003). 

The reasons why middle-class Black students have a lower level of academic 

performance despite financial opportunities were addressed in a study conducted in 

Shaker Heights, Ohio (Ogbu, 2003). One aspect of the study of particular importance to 

the family was parental involvement. Ogbu described the parental involvement in Shaker 

Heights as being relatively passive in regards to the educational experiences of the 

children and this had a direct effect on poor academic achievement. Parents in this study 

admitted to not being actively involved in the educational process because they believed 

that it was unnecessary for them to be involved in the teaching process. However, it is 

crucial that the school communicates to parents that they are welcomed in the educative 

process and are monitoring the academic progress of their child(ren) as well as the 

performance of teachers (Lareau, 2003). 

Since the parents in the Shaker Heights study had a laissez faire parental style, 

they were unaware that tracking was used to keep their child(ren) in general education 

courses. As a result, advanced placement and honors courses had a low percentage of 

affluent African American high school students enrolled. Despite the researcher's 

suggestions to the parents to explain why their child(ren) was not achieving, the residents 

provided their own reasons for the disparities. All of the reasons given for the 
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achievement gap placed the responsibility solely on the school. Their explanations 

included, but were not limited to: various learning styles; low teacher expectations; 

student tracking based on standardized tests; empathy towards the various cultures 

evident in the area; and peer pressure (Ogbu, 2003). 

When the middle-class African American students were interviewed, their 

responses to the question involving reasons for the achievement gap differed from that of 

their parents. Students assumed some of the responsibility for their low performance as 

they named their ability to get by on the bare minimum; peer pressure that made it 

unacceptable to demonstrate that you were smart; and teachers who were unmotivating as 

reasons for the achievement gap (Ogbu, 2003). 

Additional interviews were conducted with the teachers in order to get their 

perspective on the disparities in the academic performance of middle-class Black and 

White students. Teachers named the lack of quality study habits; the impulsive 

completion of assignments (that often resulted in incorrect answers); the lack of focus or 

inability to stay on task for an extended period of time; blaming teachers for lack of 

student performance (instead of looking at other factors that influence performance); and 

education and school work were not priorities as plausible reasons for the academic 

behaviors they observed daily. The teachers felt that more emphasis was placed on sports 

and entertainment instead of the importance of schooling and future opportunities. 

Unfortunately, students did not receive any consequences for these behaviors because 

they continued to be promoted to the next grade (Ogbu, 2003). 
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The reason for the achievement gap of middle-class Blacks and their White 

counterparts baffle the educational community because historically African Americans 

push education more than any other ethnic group (Cashin, 2004; Lacy, 2007). Presently 

there are a number of other factors that prevent middle-class African Americans from 

performing academically. Those factors include, but are not limited to time spent 

studying; values from parents; school attendance; and affiliation with academic 

organizations that have Blacks holding these values the highest among any ethnic group 

(Cashin, 2004; Willie & Reddick, 2003). In addition, it has also been documented that 

Blacks on average do not study the same amount of time as their White counterparts. 

Therefore, to assume cultural identity by itself is contributing to these students' 

disengagement with achievement is false, and other solutions need to be proposed. 

Historical Background and Implications of the Achievement Gap 

Many researchers debate historical explanations for the reasons for poor academic 

performance amongst particular students. The research also discusses how this 

performance creates the achievement gap between certain populations of students. The 

contradicting belief is that there are subtle environmental factors that cause the 

achievement gap. One explanation for the existence of the achievement gap is the 

existence and priorities of low-income families. Research suggests that families that have 

limited financial resources have fewer educational resources at home, limited access to 

decent health care, and poor nutritional factors which result in low academic performance 

(Viadero, 2000). Other causes of the low academic performance of African Americans 
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despite the financial resources are negative peer pressure, student tracking, negative 

stereotyping, and test bias (2000). 

Although middle-class African Americans have more opportunities to move into 

higher social classes than those in a lower social class, they are still faced with obstacles 

that may impede their educational progress such as testing and low teacher expectations 

(Lynch, 2006). These negative messages may discourage Blacks from performing 

academically. Additional obstacles that African Americans face include having meager 

materials, inadequate facilities, unequal funding for schools and teacher salary, the lack 

of bus transportation, and the failure of school boards to respond to Black parents' 

requests. The educational obstacles that African Americans face must be overcome to 

allow academic success. Unfortunately, these academic obstacles are historical 

challenges and are not new barriers to African Americans because some of the same 

practices occurred during legalized segregation (Tarca, 2005). 

Fortunately for African Americans, statistical information shows that the 

academic achievement for Blacks is not as bleak as previously reported. If high self-

esteem is instilled early in African Americans students, students may be motivated to 

attain high achievement and success as adults. The self-esteem of African American 

students is affected negatively if students are faced with prejudice and discrimination. 

The side effects of lowered self-esteem are self-hatred and low levels of self-esteem (Hill, 

1999). 

The relationship between race and academic achievement continues to gain 

national focus as this topic is debated in the media (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Various 
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"experts" have attempted to explain the racial differences and the connection to academic 

performance. According to Lee and Burkam (2002), researchers agree that social factors 

are related to school success. There is also the notion that educational outcomes increase 

a child's social stratification. Social inequalities in education increase as a child 

progresses in school. Currently, the debate concerning the relationship between race and 

student achievement is explosive, especially as it relates to the performance (or lack 

thereof) among Black middle-class students (2002). 

According to Lee and Burkam (2002), the concept and reasoning of the 

achievement gap is being intensely scrutinized. Middle-class Black students typically lag 

behind White and Asian students of similar and even lower socioeconomic status despite 

the financial privileges that are afforded to middle-class individuals (Jencks & Phillips, 

1998; Thernstorm & Thernstorm, 2003). Ironically, Black and Latino students who attend 

well-financed, integrated schools in affluent communities tend to have similar 

achievement patterns. Unfortunately, financial stable minority students argue the 

possibility of the inequities in funding and access to quality educational opportunities that 

are relative to the same opportunities for poor students. These similarities are relevant 

when examining the source of the achievement gap. As such, researchers continue to 

search for the reasons that will explain the relationship and disparities among race, 

finances, and academic performance (Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Thernstorm & 

Thernstorm, 2003). 
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Possible Solutions to Close the Achievement Gap 

School structure has more to do with student achievement than parents' incomes 

(Banks, 2006). High income for Blacks does not buy the necessities required for future 

socioeconomic mobility. Furthermore, finances do not buy the school environment and 

resources that are conducive to helping with academic success (Gosa & Alexander, 

2007). Schools that have a record of high academic achievement among African 

American students are more likely to have an effective leadership team. The principal has 

an important role in forming school culture. A school culture that is inclusive of all 

students will guarantee that individual needs of students are met, therefore increasing 

student achievement. Successful schools generally have a committed leadership team that 

includes other administrators and a number of teachers. All of the team members are 

committed to change, take responsibility for teaching and learning, and are 

knowledgeable about and willing to participate in school improvement efforts (Bain & 

Herman, 1990). 

The achievement gap that exists between poor and middle-class, Black and White 

children is well known as a challenging educational issue (Rothstein, 2004c). There is the 

belief that all students can achieve in optimal learning environments. In order for positive 

academic achievement to occur, the school leader must believe that all students can learn 

and have high expectation for academic performance (Bain & Herman, 1990). Another 

characteristic of an effective school leader is that they envision their position as one that 

allows maximum autonomy within the classroom and with professional decision-making. 

A final characteristic of a good school is that the school leader should be focused on the 
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mission and vision of the school and gain the trust and support of the staff and other 

stakeholders (1990). 

An institution that has an environment conducive for learning is one that 

maintains sustained progress towards national, state, district, and local goals and 

expectations for all students (Bain & Herman, 1990). Consequently, a school with a good 

reputation may not be an effective school. The difference between the two ideologies of 

school makeup is identified through the school's progress and whether or not all students 

are being served and their needs are being met. Successful teachers of African American 

children create a relational and personal environment (Kruger & Love, 2005; Ladson 

Billings, 1994). McKinley (2006) explains successful strategies that teachers and 

principals can use to minimize the achievement gap and to recognize and nurture the self-

efficacy of students. Furthermore, successful teachers (a) give attention to the social 

context for learning, (b) partake in professional development, (c) engage in personal 

reflection, (d) collaborate with others, and (e) participate in coaching to enhance teachers' 

capabilities. 

McKinley's (2006) research also reports that principals should provide assistance 

to teachers through coaching and self-reflection. Likewise, teachers should be given 

encouragement when using specific research based strategies. This process could occur 

by encouraging teachers to talk with colleagues about research based strategies and 

pedagogy. At the conclusion of the study, the participants felt that they became better 

teachers due to their ability to collaborate with colleagues and closely examine their 

practices used in the classroom. 
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Another possible strategy that should be considered when trying to minimize the 

achievement gap is addressing the needs of the students before teaching discreet skills 

(Walker, 2006). A teacher must be reflective when teaching and stop if a child or children 

seem disengaged and listless during a lesson. Students must be engaged during the lesson 

because if not, negative behaviors will occur. It is also important for teachers to know 

that certain behaviors (such as using a "quiet voice") may not be taught at home and must 

be taught at school. When teachers take charge and show a commitment to educating 

children, hopefully, parents will follow suite (2006). Teachers who are able to close the 

achievement gap between Black and White students in individual classrooms are 

successful because of the positive relationships that they have formed with the students as 

a result of implementing culturally relevant pedagogy which includes studying cultural 

differences and understanding how to apply that knowledge using range of strategies to 

reach diverse learners (Ladson-Billings, 1994; McKinley, 2006). 

Several studies have reported that teachers who were successful in helping Black 

students achieve at high levels were able to build positive, respectful relationships and 

demonstrate the ability to care for their students. Developing these relationships also 

assists in narrowing the achievement gap, and effective pedagogy is grounded in 

reciprocated relationships between students and teachers where there is a caring 

relationship based on trust and respect (Noddings, 2005). 

Thompson (2005) suggests that parental involvement is critical in narrowing the 

achievement gap. Parental involvement can have a positive effect on academic 

achievement. Strong parental support equates to children having (a) higher test scores; (b) 
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better grades; (c) better school attendance; (d) a greater homework completion rate; 

(e) better student attitudes and behaviors; (e) a higher graduation rate; and (f) increased 

attendance. 

Previous Studies Conducted in Affluent African American Communities 

Cashin (2004) identifies several communities and/or counties where affluent 

Blacks reside. Those areas are Black Jack (St. Louis, Missouri), Jennings (St. Louis, 

Missouri), Normandy and University City in St. Louis County (both located outside St. 

Louis, Missouri), Suburban Chicago, Prince George's County (Maryland) DeKalb 

County (metropolitan Atlanta), and Rolling Oaks (Dade County, Florida). Additionally, 

the six communities observed in metropolitan Atlanta were predominately African 

American and the Black residents had an income and educational experiences that 

exceeded the average in the area. The abundance of Blacks in these areas was mostly a 

result of being excluded from White neighborhoods and their desire to provide 

themselves and their families' better opportunities (2004). 

Another area in this country that has a high population of affluent African 

Americans is Prince George's County, a Maryland suburb. Although Prince George's 

County is proclaimed as the wealthiest majority Black county in the United States, the 

school's poverty rate (measured by free and reduced lunch) shows that there is a 

heterogeneous mix of poor and urban middle-class students who attend school together. 

These statistics show that Prince George's County demographically resembles the 
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District of Columbia more than neighboring Montgomery County, which is 

predominantly White (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005; Conley, 2001). 

The demographics of Prince George's County, Rolling Oaks, and other middle-

class Black areas support the assertion that middle-class Blacks are more likely to live in 

neighborhoods where the communities are comprised of families with low and middle-

class socioeconomic status. In Prince George's County, 54% of the elementary students 

were eligible for free or reduced lunch in 2003, compared with nearly 30% of the 

students in Montgomery County (Maryland State Department of Education, 2003 as cited 

in Cashin, 2004) and 61% in Washington, DC (District of Columbia Public Schools, 2003 

as cited in Cashin, 2004). Moreover, Prince George's County reflects the trend of 

increasing suburban poverty; poverty rates have increased substantially in Prince 

George's County over the years. By 1995, the increase of students receiving free and 

reduced lunch had reached 39.7% in elementary schools. 

Improving the Academic Conditions of Minority Students 

To help with the noticeable achievement gap that is evident among minority 

children, schools are employing a variety of tactics to address this issue. Some common 

reform recommendations include (a) reducing class sizes, (b) creating smaller schools, (c) 

expanding early childhood programs, (d) raising academic standards, (e) improving the 

quality of teachers provided to poor and minority students, and (f) encouraging more 

minority students to take high-level courses (Viadero & Johnston, 2000). 

The federal "No Child Left Behind Act" (2001) also takes aim at closing the 

achievement gap. This act requires states to disaggregate student achievement data by 
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racial subgroups of students, including Black and Hispanic students in order to track 

performance gains of all students. The law also contains a plethora of accountability 

measures that penalize schools that are unable to show achievement gains by all 

subgroups of students. The intent of this act is that with these strict accountability 

measures this will spur across-the-board gains in achievement (Viadero & Johnston, 

2000). 

One schooling issue that relates to student achievement involves relationships 

with teachers. Teachers matter. The arena of the classroom is intensely interpersonal, and 

teacher-student relationships affect school success beyond objective considerations of test 

scores and grade point average. Black students, especially Black males, have difficulty 

forming positive relationships with school personnel, and more generally are seen as 

displaying problem behaviors at a rate far exceeding that of their White peers. Studies in 

the early primary grades consistently find teachers rating Black children more severely 

than White in terms of classroom deportment, compliance with school routines, and the 

like (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2001; Sbarra & Pianta, 2001). These actions correlate 

with later academic difficulty, including decreased achievement scores and the increased 

risk of students dropping out of high school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; 

Ensminger & Slusarcick, 1992). Indeed, large differences in teacher assessments are 

apparent as early as kindergarten before children have had much experience with school 

(Downey & Pribesh, 2004; West, Reaney, & Denton, 2001). 
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Effective Leadership Strategies for Successful Schools of African American Students 

Principals should be trained to be effective instructional leaders so that schools 

will be successful academically (Thompson, 2005). However, because of the demands of 

management, scheduling reporting, handling relations with parents and the community 

and dealing with multiple crisis and special situations, principals lack the time to spend in 

the classroom to discuss instructional methods with teachers (2005). 

Another factor that affects academic achievement of middle-class African 

American students is where they attend school. In every organization, leadership sets the 

tone for acceptable and unacceptable behaviors. The vision of the organization stems 

from leaders (Thompson, 2005). The principal is the organizational leader who should 

have a tremendous amount of influence on the school's culture, climate, and people 

(other school administrators, teachers, staff, students, and parents). Excellence in school 

leadership should be evident and an important component of school reform. Without 

leadership, the chances for systematic improvement in teaching and learning are 

impossible. Successful leaders of African American students also choose a democratic 

approach to initiating trust with the students. Instead of controlling students, the school 

principal empowers them based on the healthy children concept which requires a vested 

investment in the students' academic, social, and emotional welfare (2005). 

In a positive school environment where students are the focus, students' opinions 

are legitimized and student voices are honored. The principal shows students this concern 

about the well-being of individuals by focusing on academics and sharing personal 

expectations. Furthermore, the principal helps students connect with their own 
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communities by explaining expectations and standards. Finally, an effective principal 

should help students with conflict resolution and alternative possibilities for problem 

solving (Thompson, 2005). 

Effective principals also have a strong allegiance to and understand the 

importance of their work. Leaders should be courageous enough to make decisions that 

may be unpopular when they act in the best interests of the entire school community. 

Another trait of effective leaders is that they should be aware of social injustices that may 

affect specific groups of students being educated in the school. This includes issues 

relating to racism, poverty, or other forms of discrimination. Finally, principals should 

possess interpersonal skills that will allow them to interact positively with teachers, 

parents, students, and other members of the school community. When building leaders 

exhibit these characteristics, a positive school culture and high student outcomes will 

result (Thompson, 2005). 

Summary 

Chapter 2 provided a summary of the literature on topics related to the 

achievement gap between middle-class African American and middle-class White 

students. Methods used in the study to collect and analyze data collection will be 

discussed in the following chapter. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

In this community we have large numbers of Black families which are stable 
and in which both parents are well-to-do, educated professionals, upholding 
all the virtues that are assumed to be prerequisites of educational success. 
And yet, the children of these families still seem to under-perform when 
compared with similar White families. What is going on? (Singham, 1997, p. 5) 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the methods that were used to answer the five research 

questions that guided this study. Using a qualitative design, this study utilized an 

ethnographic approach to examine the achievement gap of middle-class African 

American students and their middle-class White peers. The purpose of an ethnographic 

research design is to ensure that the research methods of the participant observer and 

fieldwork are intertwined (Patton, 1990). This research detailed teachers' perceptions of 

characteristics of school culture (which includes educators) that promote and prevent 

middle-class African Americans from achieving academic success. Bainbridge and 

Lasley (2002), Swain (2006b), and others have reported that an achievement gap exists 

between middle-class Black and White students. As a result of this existing achievement 

gap, strategies should be employed that promote academic success for all students who 

are educated in that particular environment (Thompson, 2005; Viadero & Johnston, 

2000). Therefore, the overall purpose of this study was to describe the culture and 

behaviors at an elementary school, to identify reasons for the low performance of middle-
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class African American students, and to propose solutions to the educational 

community in minimizing the obstacles that affect teaching and learning. 

Subsequently, other issues need to be addressed when discussing the achievement 

gap that exists between middle-class Black and White students. One goal of this study 

was to raise the educational community's awareness of a population of students who have 

been ignored in educational research. This goal was achieved through reporting the 

perceptions of teachers who interact and observe the academic behaviors of middle-class 

African American students using their own words or "voices". This investigation 

proposes practical strategies that can be shared through professional learning activities. 

These strategies, when implemented correctly, could be instrumental in increasing 

student achievement in schools. 

Several qualitative methods were employed to answer the research questions 

associated with this research study. This study solicited educators' perceptions regarding 

their personal experiences and observations of the characteristics and behaviors that are 

similar and dissimilar between middle-class Black and White students, their parents, and 

school culture. The solicited perceptions provided reasons that exacerbated and/or 

facilitated the achievement gap between middle-class Black and White students at the 

selected site. The findings generated from this study will be shared with teachers, 

principals, and other school personnel who seek to initiate strategies that will narrow the 

achievement gap. 
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Research Questions 

According to Gosa and Alexander (2007), financially stable Black youth are not 

achieving at similar levels of White peers despite the economic and educational resources 

available. Studies pertaining to students that have poor academic performance 

traditionally focus on students from low-income and urban families (Annuziata, Hogue, 

Faw, & Liddle, 2006; Thernstorm & Thernstorm, 2003). The unique nature of this study 

was to focus on a population that is too often ignored, middle-class African American 

students who are not performing at a comparable level with non-minority peers. 

A qualitative research design was used to record and analyze the perceptions of 

certified personnel concerning the vast difference in the academic performances of 

students from similar financial backgrounds. Classroom observations, individual 

interviews, and a focus group interview provided documentation of the school culture and 

participants' beliefs concerning those factors that directly or indirectly affect middle-class 

African American's academic achievement. Initially, the researcher sought to answer 

three research questions; however, after analyzing the data from the individual 

interviews, two additional research questions emerged from the data. These questions 

involved the participants naming characteristics that prevent African Americans from 

attaining academic success and the relationship between administrators and student 

achievement. The data collection methods used in this research study were selected in 

order to address the following research questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of a school culture that 

(a) contribute to the achievement gap between middle-class African Americans 
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and middle-class European American students and 

(b) encourage middle-class African Americans to academically achieve at the 

same rate as their middle-class European American peers? 

2. What characteristics prevent middle-class African American students from 

attaining academic success? 

3. According to teachers and teacher-leaders, what strategies influence the academic 

performance of middle-class African American students? 

4. What is the relationship between school administrators and student achievement? 

5. What strategies can educational leaders employ to minimize the 

achievement gap between middle-class African American and middle-class 

European American students? 

Design of the Study 

The qualitative research tools used in this study proved to be trustworthy sources 

for collecting information that would address each research question under investigation. 

An ethnographic approach was employed to collect data because this method allows the 

researcher to act as a participant observer by immersing him/herself into the culture being 

examined (Patton, 1990). Banks (2006) defines culture as "patterns and beliefs that are 

shared among individuals that assist in measuring the essence of an operation" (p. 6). One 

focal area of this study was to examine the culture of a school attended by middle-class 

Black and White students. The methods used during this study allowed me to record 

patterns and re-occurring themes that emerged. A case study design was used to provide 

answers to the research questions. Case studies provide useful information when trying to 
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explain occurrences for particular situations and are particularly useful when 

analyzing situations involving populations that consist of individuals to large 

communities (1990). 

The credibility of case studies was once questioned because the reliability of the 

results were questionable (Hatch, 2002); however, this design has gained popularity and 

studies using this method have produced reliable results (Patton, 1990). Case studies have 

many advantages and are beneficial to research that seeks to obtain information that 

describes and applies rationales to similar settings. One advantage of using a case study 

design is that the sample size is limited to small populations. A small sample increases 

reliability in qualitative research because the possibility of errors is decreased. Another 

advantage of case study design is that this design makes data more manageable (1990). 

The use of case study and ethnographic designs were most appropriate for this study; 

therefore, the researcher used both methods to seek answers to the research questions. 

Site Selection 

Neal Elementary (a pseudonym for the research site) was selected because it is a 

non-Title I school with a heterogeneous population of middle-class Black and White 

students. The state department of education provided a list of non-Title I schools that met 

Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) for the 2007-2008 school year, and the data were used for 

the school selection process. One criteria for Title I eligibility is at least 75% of the 

students who receive free or reduced lunch. Identifying a non-Title I school was vital in 

site selection because middle-class students were the focus of the study; hence the 
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participating school had to have a low number of economically disadvantaged 

students with an equivalent amount of middle-class Black and White students. 

After reviewing the list of non-Title I schools that met Annual Yearly Progress 

(AYP) generated by the state's department of education, data of local schools were 

analyzed in order to identify schools that met the criteria for this study: (a) non-Title I, 

(b) met AYP, (c) student populations with comparable numbers of middle-class Black 

and White students, and (d) 2008 scaled scores on the state's high-stakes test revealed 

disparities in the performance of middle-class Black and White students. Five of the 

state's school districts met the researcher's criteria for eligibility. Within each school 

district, seven to nine schools qualified for participation. Since the study's design 

required several face-to-face meetings with the participants, location became a 

consideration. The research departments of these two school districts (along with several 

principals within these districts) were contacted in an effort to obtain permission to 

conduct the study. One school district granted permission to conduct the study, although 

this particular school district had seven schools that were eligible. After examining state 

testing and demographic data as well as the criteria set for this investigation, Neal 

Elementary School qualified (for the purposes of this study) as a middle-class school that 

educated almost equal numbers of Black and White students who were middle-class. 

After official, written permission had been granted from both the county and principal of 

the selected school, this information was submitted to Mercer University's Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) as a component of my application to conduct research using human 

subjects. Once Mercer University approved my IRB application, the study commenced. 
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Setting 

Neal Elementary School is located twenty miles outside of a major southeastern 

city. The surrounding area has developed from a semi-rural community to a major 

suburban area over the past ten years. Currently, the county has approximately 170,000 

residents and the population has steadily increased over the past 30 years. The growth of 

this area has given the county the designation of one of the fastest growing areas in the 

United States. The educational roots of this county began in the 1850s with three schools, 

one of which was built by African Americans. Currently, the school district has expanded 

to 36 schools including twenty-one elementary schools, seven middle schools, six high 

schools, one alternative middle/high school, and one evening high school. The total 

enrollment for the district is over 35,000 students. 

Residents in the area are employed in the retailing, warehousing, or service 

industries. The average household income is $58,397 and several colleges and 

universities have satellite sites in the area in order for working adults to obtain additional 

degrees. Because of the socioeconomic status of the residents living in the attendance 

area of Neal Elementary, this school fits the researcher's definition of a middle-class 

school. Neal Elementary School educates over 500 students daily who represent three 

ethnic groups: African American (55.6%), European American (33.3%), and Hispanic 

(11.1%). Although Asians and people who consider themselves as multi-racial comprise 

two percent (2%) and three percent (3%) of the residents in the area respectively, neither 

of these ethnic groups is represented in the student population. Since 2000, the population 

of European Americans living in Neal Elementary School's attendance area has 
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decreased by 21%, the African American population has increased 16%, and 

persons who considers themselves multi-ethnic increased by five percent (5%). 

During the 2007-2008 school year, Neal Elementary School boasted a student 

success rate of 89.86% on the state's high-stakes test. This means that only 10.14% of 

their students did not meet or exceed expectations on the assessment. In addition, student 

performance increased 3.32% from the previous school year. Although the school met 

federal, state, and district requirements for student achievement, middle-class African 

American students did not perform as well as their European American peers (a criterion 

for this study). 

Student performance on the state's high-stakes test is reported using three 

categories: (a) did not meet the standards (Level I), (b) met the standards (Level 2), and 

(c) exceeded the standards (Level 3). During the 2007-2008 school year, Neal Elementary 

reported both the Black and the White students performing at a Level 1 (see Appendix 

A). During the 2006-2007 school year, the students had a higher percentage of both the 

Black and the White students scoring a Level 1 (see Appendix B). When differences in 

the number of middle-class Black and White students "not meeting the standards" over a 

two-year time span were examined, both groups demonstrated gains in content 

knowledge, however the Whites students decreased by 17% with the number of students 

scoring a Level 1, whereas the Blacks only decreased by 12% (see Appendix C). 

When examining the numbers of students who exceeded the standards during the 

2007-2008 school year, generally speaking, there were more students at Neal Elementary 

who performed at a Level 3 as compared to the Level 1 s in the same year (see Appendix 
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D). During the 2006-2007, there was an increase in the number of Level 3 students 

(See Appendix E). However, the White students showed a greater increase in the number 

of Level 3 students than the Black students (see Appendix F). 

Forty-nine certified staff members are assigned to Neal Elementary; 65% are 

African American and 35% are European American. Both school administrators (the 

principal and one assistant principal) are African American males. There has been a 

change in the student demographics over the past two tears. The number of European 

American students has decreased, while the number of African American students has 

increased. 

Participant Selection 

The faculty and the staff of the selected school were the targeted participants for 

this study. The criteria established for participants were that they be employed at the 

research site and possess a state-issued clear renewable teaching certificate (highly 

qualified). An invitation to participant in the study (see Appendix G) was placed in each 

teacher's mailbox; however, initially, the educators at Neal Elementary did not respond to 

the printed invitation. The researcher had several conversations with the principal and 

was directed to several individuals that were currently or had already pursued an 

advanced degree and understood the importance of participating in research. The 

researcher contacted those individuals directly and six individuals agreed to participate in 

the study. Participant selection was purposeful and deliberate. The individuals who 

participated in this study were a small population of the total number of educators who 

were employed at the research site. Patton (1990) describes purposeful sampling as a 
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technique specific to qualitative research because this method requires an in-depth 

focus on a small sample. The key to success when using this method is to choose 

participants who will be able to provide detailed information about an issue of 

importance (Patton, 1990 p. 169). The participants had a wide range of experiences and 

this contributed to a deeper understanding of the research problem involving middle-class 

Black students and their White counterparts. 

Six educators participated in this study. The educators had different levels of 

degrees and number of years of teaching experience. This information was provided via a 

demographic questionnaire that was distributed to each participant (see Appendix H). All 

of the participants were African American, their teaching experience ranged from four to 

twenty-two years, and five of them were enrolled in a graduate program at the time of the 

study. 

Researcher's Role 

The researcher served two purposes in the study - The researcher was the 

principal investigator as well as a participant observer. As the principal investigator for 

this research study, the role of the researcher was to act as an observer and the facilitator 

of the individual and focus group interviews. As an observer, the role of the researcher 

was to unobtrusively record and analyze the physical environment and human 

interactions of individuals in their natural environment (in this case, the environment was 

Neal Elementary School). The interactions observed occurred among the following 

groups: (a) students themselves; (b) teachers and students, (c) administrators and 

students, or (d) teachers and administrators. 
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Participant observation provides additional data when evaluating an 

environment to prevent total reliance on information gathered through the interview 

process (Patton, 1990). The researcher felt that it was important to attempt to seek any 

data collected by observation methods were significant and pertinent to answering the 

research questions. The data collected were descriptive, which attempted to assist readers 

with obtaining an accurate depiction of events occurring in the setting. Finally, as the 

participant observer, it was very important for the researcher to ensure that the descriptive 

data gathered through observations were factual, accurate, and without unnecessary detail 

(1990). 

The researcher's role included facilitating the individual and focus group 

interviews. Each participant participated in the interviewing process. During the 

interviews, the researcher concealed any passion for the research topic in order to appear 

neutral. Remaining neutral prevented the researcher's passion from overshadowing the 

perceptions of the participants which had the potential of altering their responses. The 

researcher's personal biases were not shared, and additional questions were only asked 

when clarification was necessary. While conducting both the individual and the focus 

group interviews, The researcher listened for key words, any special language 

(terminology and occurrences specific to Neal Elementary), or additional clues that 

would provide some insight to describing the school environment (Hatch, 2002). 

As an African American, female educator, the researcher acknowledged personal 

biases that may have been present during this study. One of the biases that could have 

adversely affected this study was the researcher's lack of understanding of how teachers 
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could be employed in an environment where middle-class Black students continued 

to underperform, yet remain silent and apathetic concerning the issue. The researcher's 

personal experiences and concern for members of the same race contributed to the 

researcher's anxiousness in an attempt to find solutions to the achievement gap. 

Throughout the study, the researcher remained sensitive and cognizant of these biases in 

order to prevent influencing the participants. 

Data Sources 

According to Bogdan and Biklen (2007), fieldwork can be defined as the "data 

collection dimension of qualitative research where the researcher collects data in 

locations where the subjects naturally spends time" (p. 82). Observations, individual 

interviews, and a focus group interview were all used as data sources for this study. 

Observations are a data collection source used primarily in qualitative studies (2007). 

Observations are conducted when the researcher acts as a participant observer, and there 

is the opportunity for observations and recordings of the setting being researched (Patton, 

1990). Hatch (2002) further explains that when research is conducted by "outsiders" or 

individuals from outside the research environment, there is a greater understanding of the 

culture due to an unbiased viewpoint. 

Observations also allow the researcher to examine the environment in its natural 

state, and are especially productive when conducted in a naturalistic setting (Hatch, 

2002). Observations of the environment by outsiders allow details that may not be 

important to the participants or are too sensitive to share to be recorded. Additionally, 

observations allow the researcher to gather information from those not directly 
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participating in the study and to obtain personal knowledge and opinions about the 

environment being studied (Patton, 1990). In order to observe the research environment, 

the researcher used the "going into the field" (1990, p. 203) method which requires the 

researcher to have direct and personal contact with the individuals involved in the study. 

Moreover, Patton explains that this research technique is effective because of the 

closeness that occurs between the people and the situation under investigation. This 

research design assists with understanding the realities of the environment. Going into the 

field also required the researcher to study the individuals at the research site for a 

predetermined time; develop a shared closeness; and ensure that confidentiality will be a 

determining factor of the quality of information that is shared (1990). 

For the purposes of this study, it was crucial that the researcher looked for 

patterns in the data collected through observations that would be useful in answering the 

research questions regarding the low performance of middle-class African American 

students. According to Angrosino (2007), patterns are behaviors and actions that show 

repetition so that generalizations can be made that state the occurrences are typical in the 

atmosphere being studied. 

The researcher recorded all observations using field notes. Field notes are used to 

record observations in a qualitative research study. Hatch (2002) suggests that when 

completing observations, researchers need to simultaneously analyze and record what is 

occurring at the research site (Patton, 1990). Field notes are notes that record descriptions 

of contexts, actions, and conversations while the researcher is examining the research 

site. The researcher used a field journal as a reflection tool to chronicle any thoughts and 
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perspectives throughout the study. Research (field) journals are useful for 

recording affective reflections throughout the research process (2002). 

Another source of data collection used in qualitative studies is interviews. An 

interview is a conversation that occurs between two or more individuals for the purpose 

of receiving information (Hatch, 2002). According to Punch (2004), interviews are the 

primary data collection tool used in qualitative research. Interviews are used to access 

people's perceptions, meanings, and definitions of situations and constructions of reality 

(2004). Furthermore, interviews allow the researcher to question individuals to examine 

meanings that may be hidden in an environment not easily observable by the researcher 

or not readily known by the participant (2002). 

Interviews have several different formats. Hatch (2002) describes a formal 

interview as one that requires the researcher to be in control because the interview has 

predetermined questions, an established time limit, and records information. A semi-

structured interview follows this format because regardless of the predetermined 

questions established before the interview, the questions are open-ended in nature. Many 

researchers prefer this format because participants are expected to provide the researcher 

with a wealth of information and probing is acceptable when additional information or 

clarity is needed (2002). 

One style of interviewing is a focus group interview. Focus group interviews 

occur in a formal or informal setting where individuals are simultaneously questioned in 

a systematic form (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). According to Patton (1990), focus groups 

are comprised of five to eight people who are generally homogeneously grouped to 
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answer topic specific, open-ended questions. Focus group interview techniques are 

dissimilar from those of traditional interviews in the manner in which questions are asked 

and answers are given (Punch, 2004). During the focus group interview, the researcher 

has multiple responsibilities as he/she serves as the facilitator, moderator, and monitor 

during the interview. The participants are able to listen and respond to answers given by 

other participants and the group setting facilitates stimulation of the participants' explicit 

views, perceptions, motives, and reasoning when questioned on specific topics (2004). 

Focus groups are beneficial because they can generate a large amount of data in a 

relatively short period from a number of individuals (2008). 

There are specific questions that should be asked when conducting interviews. 

Patton (1990) suggests that interview questions should be divided into the following 

categories: (a) experience/behavior, (b) opinion/values, (c) feeling knowledge, (d) 

sensory, and (e) background/demographic questions. The purpose of the 

experience/feeling questions is to gain detailed information about the participants 

involved in the study. These questions provide information that would have otherwise 

been inaccessible to the researcher. Opinion/values questions solicit the participants' 

thoughts and/or feelings about particular issues. Feeling questions help researchers 

establish a personal connection with the participants' experiences and thoughts. 

Information questions seek to uncover the breadth and depth of a participant's knowledge 

on a subject. Researchers who ask sensory questions require the participants to use the 

five senses. Lastly, participants are given opportunities to explain their character in the 

background and demographic questions. The researcher asked each participant to 



77 

complete a demographic questionnaire prior to the first interview. Observing and 

interviewing were the data sources used in this investigation, and the next section 

explains how these sources were used to gather the data. 

Data Collection Methods 

Once data sources were chosen, a purposeful plan was developed that outlined the 

most appropriate uses of these sources to collect data that would answer the research 

questions. Audiotaped interviews, observations, field notes from classroom observations, 

a demographic questionnaire, and a researcher's journal were all used to collect data for 

this study. 

Audiotaped Interviews 

A tape recorder was used to make audio recordings of the interviews of the 

participants. The purpose of recording the interviews was to ensure that the participants' 

information was accurately reported (Patton, 1990). Recording each interview allowed 

the researcher to ask questions and engage in natural conversations with the participants. 

If the researcher had relied on taking notes during the interviews, the natural flow of the 

conversations would have been interrupted although the researcher made anecdotal 

records of questions that emerged from the interview. 

The researcher conducted one individual interview with each participant and a 

focus interview that included all of the participants. A semi-structured format was used 

for both the individual and focus group interviews. The semi-structured format was 

preferred instead of the more structured interviewing format because this allowed the 

researcher to explore, probe, and ask additional questions if necessary. Conversations 
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occurred between the participants and the researcher to establish mutual respect 

and trust. Finally, the semi-structured format guided the questioning format which 

encouraged the researcher to stay focused and remain within the time allotted to conduct 

the interviews (Patton, 1990). 

During the individual interviews, the participants were asked questions that were; 

essential, descriptive, structural, contrasting, and probing. (See Appendix I for interview 

questions.) In addition to the questions developed for this study, additional questions 

were asked based on the answers that the participants provided. These types of questions 

are more commonly referred to as open-ended questions because individuals provide in 

depth responses that would not have been elicited otherwise (Hatch, 2002). (This format 

was also used during the focus group interview.) 

After the individual interviews were completed, a focus group interview was 

scheduled. The focus group interview provided the participants with a forum to discuss 

school culture and to elaborate on the impact that leadership has on student achievement. 

(See Appendix J for focus group questions.) The focus group interview was a culminating 

activity for the participants as they seized a last opportunity to provide additional 

information not addressed in the individual interviews. Another advantage of the focus 

group interview occurred as the participants shared their beliefs about teaching and 

learning at Neal Elementary School with their peers and realized that many of them held 

similar perceptions of the school. 

The questions in both the individual and focus group interviews asked the 

educators to give their perceptions of the factors that may contribute to the disparities in 
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achievement of middle-class Black and White students. Not only were the 

participants to identify contributing factors, but propose plausible solutions for the 

problem as well. Both the individual and the focus group interviews were used to gather 

information that assisted in gaining insight that explained the variations in academic 

achievement between the Black and the White middle-class students. The interviews 

were also useful in obtaining information regarding school culture, leadership, and 

techniques that could be employed to promote academic success. 

Observations 

Another qualitative method used to gather information and strengthen this 

research study was observations. This research tool was beneficial to this study because 

the researcher neither manipulated nor stimulated the behaviors of the individuals being 

observed. Because the observations were conducted and analyzed simultaneously with 

the interviews, a deeper understanding of the perspectives of the teachers was developed 

throughout the duration of the study. In addition, observations were used as a vehicle to 

help the researcher view the environment instead of relying exclusively on the 

descriptions provided by the teachers. Another reason why observations were a good data 

collection source was due to the fact that the researcher was able to uncover information 

that the participants were not willing to disclose voluntarily. The total numbers of 

observable hours at Neal Elementary were sixteen. 

Fieldnotes 

The field notes taken during the observations provided a different perspective 

from an outsider's point-of-view that documented behaviors and occurrences that were 
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used as data in conjunction with the verbal accounts that were recorded (Hatch, 

2002). Field notes from the observations conducted in the research setting allowed the 

researcher to analyze the physical environment and social phenomenon that were under 

investigation. The researcher's field notes included a systematic description of the events, 

behaviors, and artifacts in the social setting of the selected research site (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1989). The observational data gathered during this study provided a description 

of the setting, the activities that occurred, the individuals involved in the activity, and the 

meanings and interpretation of what were being observed (Patton, 1990). 

The physical atmosphere of the research site was used to develop a narrative 

description of the setting. The researcher recorded the observations of the physical 

environment and human interactions and behaviors observed in my field notes as well. 

Observed behaviors included the interactions of the students, the teachers and the 

students, the administrators and the students, and the teachers and the administrators. 

While taking copious notes, the researcher ensured that vivid details were recorded at the 

time of each observation to ensure that relying on memory at a later time would not be 

necessary. All information recorded was dated and captured in the field notes. 

Information that the researcher purposely recorded included: (a) where the observation 

took place, (b) persons who were present, (c) a description of the physical setting, and (d) 

any social interactions that occurred. 

It was imperative that the researcher completed a process called "filling in" after 

the raw notes were taken (Hatch, 2002). Filling in is a process in which the researcher 

reviews the raw data immediately after leaving the research site and completes a detailed 
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description that is converted into research protocol. Research protocol can be 

defined as filled-in field notes with the appropriative narrative and formatting (2002). 

Demographic questionnaire 

A demographic questionnaire was emailed to the participants after they were 

identified. The participants were asked to list personal information such as race, teaching 

experience, and education. Information from this survey helped the researcher list 

similarities and differences of the participants. 

Researcher's journal 

A researcher's journal was used to record the thoughts and perceptions of the 

researcher during the entire research period. The recording of the thoughts included the 

researcher's feelings about the research site, school culture, and the participants. The 

researcher also included questions that developed as a result of reviewing the literature, 

transcriptions, and field notes. The researcher also included self-reflections during the 

observation process in this journal. Patton (1990) suggests that researchers record their 

own feelings, responses, and reflections of what was being observed. 

Trustworthiness and Credibility 

The reliability of the data in qualitative research is contingent upon the research 

methods used and how the data are collected (Patton, 1990). Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

assert that the trustworthiness of a study can be determined through credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility speaks to the internal 

validity of the study (Angrosino, 2007) and gives an accurate portrayal of the 

phenomenon under investigation (1985). The degree in which the conclusions of a study 
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make sense gives a study credibility (2007). Triangulation is an important method 

to use when establishing credibility. 

Triangulation should be used in qualitative studies to alleviate any credibility and 

trustworthiness of the study concerns. Furthermore, triangulation reduces the chances of 

data being misinterpreted (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Triangulation involves using a 

combination of methodologies or sources for a particular study to reinforce conclusions 

(Patton, 1990; Angrosino, 2007) and is used to strengthen a study's design (1990). The 

researcher triangulated methods by using peer debriefing, interviews, and conducting 

observations. The researcher also triangulated sources by conducting multiple interviews. 

Another component of trustworthiness is transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Transferability is parallel to quantitative research's external validity and requires a thick 

description of the site and participants involved in the study. Transferability questions if 

the findings of a study can be generated to another context and questions the degree to 

which conclusions of a study have relevance (Angrosino, 2007). 

Triangulation also satisfies Lincoln and Guba's (1985) dependability criteria. 

Dependability references the reliability of the study. The qualitative research study being 

conducted has to be consistent and reasonably stable over time when various research 

methods are used (Angrosino, 2007). Confirmability is the last component of Lincoln and 

Guba's (1985) trustworthiness, and outlines procedures that allow other researchers to 

repeat the study. Conclusions generated from the study flow from the information that 

has been collected and not from the researcher's personal biases (2007). 
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During the study, the researcher was able to gather reliable information 

from the participants because of the mutual trust, respect, and cooperation that were 

established during the study (Patton, 1990). The researcher conducted the research in an 

environment where the participants were unfamiliar with the researcher and the topic 

under investigation; therefore, a trusting relationship had to be established. A strategy 

that was used to gain the trust of the participants was sponsor credibility (1990). Sponsor 

credibility allows the researcher to establish credibility and reliability through another 

person's legitimacy and credibility. The principal of the school assisted the researcher in 

selecting participants. The principal spoke with prospective participants and explained 

the importance of the research prior to the first visit to the site. Since the principal 

assisted the researcher in gaining access to the participants, the researcher was more 

comfortable because the participants were purposefully selected. Furthermore, once the 

principal made his recommendations, the researcher was able to establish personal 

relationships without the principal serving as the liaison between the participants and the 

researcher. The researcher solicited the cooperation and trust of the participants by 

appealing to their understanding of the purpose of research. The researcher felt that it was 

important for the participants to understand their value in this research process. 

Additionally, participants were told that their meaningful feedback was essential 

throughout the inquiry. 

Data Analysis 

Bogdan and Biklen (2007) stated that data analysis for this type of study involved 

combining the information that the researcher collected from the interviews, 
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observations, field notes, and field journal to produce findings. Data analysis also 

involved relating the findings of the study to the literature already written on the 

achievement gap between middle-class African American students and their middle-class 

European American peers. Patton (1990) asserts that the most important component of a 

research study is analyzing data to produce findings. The information collected was 

condensed and coded according to the patterns that emerged. Data analysis involved 

describing events and interpreting the information that was provided by the participants 

(1990). 

The first step in analyzing the data collected during this study was to ensure that 

data were presented in a descriptive manner (Patton, 1990). According to Patton, 

descriptions should be written with attention to details that allow others reading the 

results to understand the nature of the study. The data were organized into themes to 

provide answers to the five research questions that guided the study. The data were 

analyzed to uncover patterns, themes, and answers to the research questions. 

The transcripts of the interviews were analyzed to discover similarities and 

differences in participants' responses. Prior to reviewing the transcripts, line numbers, 

wide margins, and double spacing were inserted to allow for comments and coding ideas 

to be written. Coding is defined as "a way of indexing or categorizing the text in a 

transcript to establish a framework of thematic ideas" (Gibbs, 2007, p. 38). After the 

transcripts were coded and the similarities that existed among them were noted, the 

themes for this study were generated. Patton (1990) refers to this process as the cross-

case analysis interviewing strategy. When cross-case analysis is used, the participants' 
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answers are grouped together by similarities to provide answers to the research 

questions. The researcher used this information to identify commonalities in the 

information and to draw conclusions (1990). 

Transcripts were reviewed using an intense analyzing process that included 

content, inductive, and phenomenological analysis (Patton, 1990). Content analysis 

involves analyzing the content contained in the interviews and the field notes (Merriam, 

1998). In qualitative research, the content is analyzed for themes and reoccurring patterns 

to establish meaning. Analytic induction involves finding inconsistencies that do not 

match the original hypothesis (1998). Phenomenological analysis involves searching for 

the structure of the phenomenon, (i.e., "How did the experience of the phenomenon come 

to be what it is?" Merriam, 1998, p. 159). All three strategies were useful in organizing 

and reporting qualitative data. Peer debriefing was also used in data analysis. This 

process involves another individual reviewing the collected data to identify similarities or 

discrepancies in the emerging themes reported by the researcher. The researcher solicited 

the assistance of a colleague (who holds a Ph.D.) to examine the codes and themes 

assigned as well as to make sure that the results were written in a clear and concise 

manner. 

Data were divided into themes after the transcripts had been coded. The 

researcher matched the themes with the appropriate research questions. Individual 

interviews were copied on colored paper. (Each participant was assigned his/her own 

color to keep the responses organized.) The focus group interview was also copied on 

colored paper, and the researcher used chart paper to assist with organizing the data. Each 
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research question was written on a separate piece of chart paper. Participant 

responses (from the transcripts) were affixed to the piece of chart paper that corresponded 

with the most appropriate research question. The data were analyzed to finalize a list of 

themes that is presented in Chapter 4 and discussed in Chapter 5. 

Content analysis involves researchers identifying patterns present in the data to be 

categorized and coded (Patton, 1990). When reviewing the transcripts, the researcher 

inserted topic abbreviations for later grouping of similarities. The redundancy of codes 

that appeared several times throughout each transcript allowed the researcher to draw 

conclusions when reporting the findings (1990). Inductive analysis was also used in data 

analysis. The researcher analyzed the emerging patterns in two ways. One strategy of 

pattern analysis was to identify emerging patterns or consistencies in data throughout the 

course of the research. Another strategy for pattern analysis was by labeling themes that 

were not apparent to the researcher prior to conducting the study. This second strategy 

was used only when multiple reviews of the data resulted in themes that were not 

apparent earlier in data analysis. 

A final data analysis technique used in this research study was phenomenological 

analysis. This analysis involved the researcher removing any personal bias and 

eliminating personal involvement with the subject matter (Patton, 1990). Epoche was also 

used during this process. Epoche is defined as the researcher's attempt to remove any 

prejudices or preconceived viewpoints that could jeopardize the research findings (1990). 

Furthermore, the researcher acknowledged personal biases and did not interject any 

personal opinions. 
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Data analysis for this research study involved interpreting the data collected 

to report specific findings. Interpretation of the findings required giving meaning to what 

was found; providing explanations; drawing conclusions; making inferences; and giving 

meaning and making the data applicable in settings that have similar characteristics as the 

participating school in this study. 

Procedures 

After site and participant selection, each participant signed a consent form (see 

Appendix K), and a demographic questionnaire was distributed to each participant. Next, 

the participants completed individual interviews at the research site. During the 

individual interviews, each participant was asked a predetermined set of questions that 

took approximately 40-60 minutes to answer. After the individual interviews were 

completed, the researcher visited the classrooms of the participants in order to observe 

the overall learning environment that includes teaching pedagogy and interactions 

between teachers and their middle-class Black and White students. Three weeks later, the 

researcher returned to the research site to conduct additional observations and the focus 

group interview. (The focus group lasted approximately 75 minutes.) 

Data analysis included transcribing the interviews and reviewing field notes to 

determine themes and patterns that emerged that answered the research questions. 

Verbatim transcripts were made for each interview and reviewed for accuracy through 

member checking. Member checking provided the participants with an opportunity to 

review the transcripts of their interviews to make sure that errors were not made (Hatch, 

2002). Member checking also allowed the participants to provide any additional 
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information or make clarifications to what was said during the interview that they 

felt would be pertinent to the study (2002). 

Reporting the Data 

At the conclusion of this study, the researcher studied the data to write the 

findings. Through data analysis, information gathered through the observations, the focus 

group, individual interviews, and field notes were combined according to themes. 

According to Patton (1990), the data collected during the research process should be 

analyzed to reduce the volume of information, identify significant patterns of the 

information gathered, make sense of the data, and present the findings of the data. The 

researcher used caution when writing up the study because the researcher wanted to make 

sure that the personal commitment to the research topic undergirded the perceptions of 

the participants instead of overshadowing their beliefs. 

Timeline 

This study took place over the course of a five-month period during the winter of 

2008 and spring of 2009. Table 3 provides specific dates for the study. 



89 

Table 3 

Timeline for Data Collection and Analysis 

Dates Activities 

11/08 Site Selection 
Submit IRB 

1/09-2/09 Data Collection 
3/09 Interviews (Individual and Focus Group) 

Observations 
4/09 Final Data Collection 

Final Member Check 
4/09-5/09 Data Analysis 

Drafting of Research Report 
5/09-6/09 Final Analysis 

Final Draft of Research Report 

Summary 

Chapter 3 provided a detailed description of the research methods employed to 

collect and analyze data that answered the research questions for this study. Using 

ethnographic methods allowed me to observe the participants in a natural setting, and the 

individual and focus group interviews were used to gather teachers' perceptions of the 

achievement gap between middle-class Black and White students. This chapter provided 

details about the setting, the participants, data collection, and data analysis. 

The research findings are reported in the following chapter. The findings give 

rich, thick descriptions of how each research question was answered. Chapter 4 also 

includes a section dedicated to the participants. This section was included to assist the 

reader in understanding the uniqueness of every person who participated in the study. In 
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addition to the "Meet the Participants" section, themes that were generated during 

the data analysis process are provided. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Although African Americans have not necessarily looked for racially 
mixed schools when they moved to the suburbs, they have assumed that 
their children would receive a better public school education than in the 
cities. (Ascher & Branch-Smith, 2005, p. 1961) 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to identify the reasons for the achievement gap 

between middle-class Black and White students at Neal Elementary and to propose 

solutions to the educational community that will be instrumental in strengthening areas of 

teaching, learning, and leadership that will narrow this gap. The research in this area is 

limited; therefore, data sources were chosen very carefully in order to accurately capture 

the participants' perceptions regarding the low achievement of middle-class Black 

students. The findings of this study are presented in this chapter and were generated by 

five questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of a school culture that 

(a) contribute to the achievement gap of middle-class African Americans and 

(b) encourage middle-class African Americans to academically achieve at the 

rate as their European-American peers? 

2. What characteristics prevent African American middle-class students from 

attaining academic success? 

91 



92 

3. According to teachers and teacher-leaders, what strategies influence the academic 

performance of middle-class African American students? 

4. What is the relationship between school administrators and student achievement? 

5. What strategies can educational leaders employ to minimize the 

achievement gap between middle-class African American and European 

American students? 

This chapter provides answers to the research questions as well as identifies themes 

that emerged from conversations with the participants during their individual and focus 

group interviews. The following abbreviations will be used to identify data sources in this 

and the next chapter: (a) school observations-SO; (b) classroom observations-CO; (c) 

individual interview- II, line #(s); (d) focus group-FG, line #(s); (e) field notes-FN; and 

(f) researcher's journal-RJ. For example, a quote from an individual interview will be 

cited as (II lines 214-232). Prior to addressing the themes and the data collected to answer 

the research questions, a description of each teacher is presented. The participants' 

profiles include professional qualifications, familial background, and personal 

experiences in education. 

Meeting the Participants 

Six educators participated in this study and the responses that they provided 

during data collection were a direct result of their various backgrounds. Experiences that 

have influenced the participants' beliefs regarding education and teaching pedagogy as 

well as personal and professional information are outlined in this section. All of the 

participants were African American - Carl (pseudonyms were given to each participant) 



93 

had the least amount of teaching experience and Stacy has been in the field for 22 years. 

Four of the participants were either enrolled in continuing education programs or had 

advanced degrees, and five of them were enrolled in an educational program at the time 

of the study that included educational leadership courses. Table 4 lists the participants' 

responses to the demographic questionnaire. 

Table 4 

Participant Demographic Questionnaire Results 

Name 
(Pseudonym) 

Carl 

Beth 

Melisa 

Stacy 

Lisa 

Fiona 

Race 

Black 

Black 

Black 

Black 

Black 

Black 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Age 

28 

41 

36 

57 

38 

39 

Teaching 
Experience 

4 years 

18 years 

8 years 

22 years 

10 years 

15 years 

Highest 
Level of 
Education 

M.Ed. 

Ed.S. 

M.Ed. 

Ed.S. 

Ed.S. 

Ed.D. 

Carl 

Carl is a single 28-year-old, fourth year teacher, and the sole male participant. He 

spent his childhood in a rural, southeastern town, under the watchful eye of his mother 

(who divorced Carl's father when Carl was very young) and his grandmother. Carl's 
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grandmother assumed an important role as his primary caretaker because his mother had 

to work in order to financially support the family. Carl had a special relationship with his 

grandmother, and of her three grandchildren, he was the only one to graduate from high 

school. In addition, Carl was the only person on his maternal side of the family who 

attended college; he has a sister on his paternal side who holds a doctorate. 

Carl's awareness of political, social, and historical events that allowed Blacks to 

receive a free, public education fuels his passion in the classroom (RJ). He understands 

the sacrifices that others had to make in order for Black children to be educated and he 

attempts to impress this upon his students. These events explain his appreciation for 

education and why he has high expectations for the newer generation of his African 

American students. He explained his family's support of education through an anecdote 

about his aunt who lacked education, but understood the importance of learning: 

My family - even though they were not afforded the opportunity to get an 
education.. .Aunt M went to third grade and had a third grade education. 
However, she had two daughters - one the retired assistant superintendent 
of [school district].. .the other works for [A] University.... So every time I 
would go visit Aunt M when I was in college...she was 87 at that time. 
She would ask me, "Are they learning their ABCs? Do they know their 
numbers?" At that time I was doing math with first grade and she had little 
great grandchildren that she would actually try to teach at 80 some plus 
years old. She really thought that it was important for children to know 
this growing up, but it seems like our generation - we have more but we 
are doing less.... (II lines 246-261) 

Carl mentioned a difference in how various generations valued education. Carl 

believed that the older generations of Blacks appreciated education more than newer 

generations of Blacks (RJ). Carl's view in the changes in the values of the African 
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American has been apparent during his four years of teaching. In his four years, Carl has 

taught first, third and fifth grade. 

Carl has noticed a variance in the social class by comparing his upbringing to the 

students that he currently teaches. Carl considered himself to be lower middle-class 

growing up and felt that his upper middle-class students do not have to "worry about the 

lights being cut out or the telephone.. .(II lines 66-67)" Because of the lifestyle and the 

opportunities available to his middle-class African American students, Carl believes that 

his students lack the appreciation of the opportunities afforded to them. 

Carl feels that he has a wealth of knowledge about the educational field. Not only 

does he have a formal background in education, but he also has personal and professional 

experiences interacting with culturally diverse students as a first, third, and fifth grade 

teacher. He has an undergraduate degree in Early Childhood Education as well as a 

Master of Education. Currently, he is pursuing another advance degree in educational 

leadership. 

Carl is a member of the Student Support Team (SST), which assists teachers and 

parents with developing and implementing strategies for struggling students. Carl is very 

passionate about providing his students with a quality education. This was evident 

through the instructional techniques and strategies that he employs to assist with student 

achievement as discussed during the interviews (FN). The passion for his profession and 

his students was also observed during his classroom observations. One instructional 

strategy that Carl used in his classroom was to provide step-by-step problem-solving 

techniques to assist students with multiple-step problems (CO). During his explanation of 
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the problem-solving process, he paused between steps to ask if there were any questions. 

Once the lesson was completed he gave students five problems to complete on their own 

and walked around and gave individual assistance (CO/FN). 

Beth 

Another participant in this study is a 41-year-old, Black female named Beth. She 

was born in the south and is married with two children. Her dedication to her family was 

outlined during her individual interview when she mentioned that she ensured that her 

children were very active and had to take her daughter to dance practice after school. 

Beth wants her children to have more financial and emotional resources than she had as a 

child (RJ). 

Like Carl, Beth was reared in a family who valued education. The importance of 

education was impressed upon Beth from an early age due to the limited education of 

both of her parents. Beth explained her parents' limited educational background and their 

beliefs regarding the quality of education that they wanted for their children: 

Well I come from a family of six children. [My] father who had a sixth 
grade education, and my mother an eighth grade education. Education was 
very important in my family due to the fact that my parents were 
not...educated like they wanted to be because they had to work... The 
times were different back then .. .so my father valued education. He made 
it where each one of us was going to have to go to college. Each one of us 
did go to college... all six of us ... (II lines 4-14) 

The high expectations that Beth's parent instilled in their children provided Beth with the 

determination to academically succeed. These are the same expectations that transfer to 

her children and her students. 
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Beth chose the field of education as her career path because her parents valued 

education. Currently, she has 18 years of teaching and has taught kindergarten through 

fifth grades. She holds a Specialist in Education and she is currently working on her 

Doctorate in Education. The conversation that occurred with Beth was informative and 

insightful because of the number of years in education, the various locations that she has 

taught, and her collegiate educational background. Beth has taught in several different 

schools and school districts. These schools varied in both race and socioeconomic status. 

Beth's broad educational experiences allowed her to give a range of perspectives of the 

variations in school culture. 

Beth describes herself as middle-class, but associated with the working class as a 

child. Her father worked hard to provide for his family; therefore, Beth was able to 

acquire many of the material things that she desired. The philosophy of working hard was 

instilled in her and is evident in her hard work at Neal Elementary School and 

participation in community-based organizations (RJ). She diligently serves on school 

committees and is committed to the success of her school by serving as a representative 

on the Partners in Education committee. She is a member of an educator's organization 

that supports and protects individuals in the field of education. Outside of school, Beth 

serves on the usher board at church. Class did not play a role in how Beth perceives or 

teaches her students. Beth believes her responsibility as an educator is to teach children 

despite their similarities and differences (RJ). 
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Melisa 

Melisa is a 36-year-old single, African American female who is a southerner by 

birth and comes from a large family. Melisa has eleven siblings, a mother with an eighth 

grade education, and a father with a third grade education. Despite the limited 

educational backgrounds of her parents, Melisa explained the importance her parents 

placed on education and their expectations: 

... they encouraged all of us to go to school get our education and to make 
good grades.... My mother actually taught us at home, we never went to 
kindergarten. We only started [school] in first grade. We knew how to 
read before we even got to school... 'cause our mother taught 
us... everybody graduated from college. All of the children are 
professionals so they [Melisa's parents] valued education and made sure 
we valued education. (II lines 19-24) 

Melisa expressed the pride that her parents experienced by having all of their children 

attend and graduate from college. 

Melisa shares with the other participants the differences in socioeconomic 

upbringing as compared to the students that she currently teaches. Melisa's family was 

considered to be working class when she was younger. Melisa explained that her mother 

was a stay at home mom and her dad worked two and three jobs to provide for the family. 

Melisa is considered an experienced teacher having eight years of teaching experience. 

She has taught kindergarten, first, second, and third grade. She has a Bachelors degree in 

Early Childhood Education and is completing her Master in Leadership and Educational 

Administration. 

Melisa serves her community in various ways. She is a member on both social 

and educational committees. Melisa chairs the anti-bullying committee at Neal 
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Elementary and serves on both the literacy and cultural diversity committee. She also is a 

member of a historically African American sorority. 

As an educator, Melisa believes her charge is to educate students despite the 

differences in social class and ethnicity that may be evident in the classroom (RJ). The 

differences are not a consideration once they enter into the classroom. 

Stacy 

Stacy is the oldest participant and brought a different perspective to the study. 

(She is the only one with northern roots.) Stacy is a 57-year-old, married African 

American female who has four children who is proud of their successes. She has one son 

who is an internal medicine pediatrician, one son who is a computer specialist, and 

another son who just passed his GED. Her only daughter is in fifth grade and is in the 

gifted program. She has a Specialist in Education and is currently working on her 

Doctorate in Education. She has taught 22 years and has taught every primary grade with 

the exception of third grade. 

Stacy's level of commitment that she has for the field of education is reflected in 

her service on numerous committees. At Neal Elementary she participates on the family 

literacy committee, the drama club, and the school council. She is a Parent Teacher 

Organization (PTO) representative and has received a three-year United States history 

grant. Stacy also participates in a professional organization called The National 

Organization of Black Storytellers. She is a co-founder and member of the Destin (name 

has been changed) Association of Black Storytellers. She also serves at the 

superintendent of her church's Sunday school. 
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Stacy was the eldest of her siblings and cousins, thus she assumed the 

responsibility of ensuring that the younger members of her family had a good role model. 

She was able to positively influence her family because her mother instilled the 

importance of education in her by encouraging her to model behaviors of those that she 

believed were successful: 

... when I was born, she [Stacy's mom] always noticed that the people 
whose houses she cleaned always had lots of books.... And so she always 
made sure that I had lots of books and I was an avid reader all through my 
young years and I still love to read (II lines 7-10) 

Growing up in the 1960s has allowed Stacy to see a tremendous change in the 

educational system for African Americans (RJ). Stacy expressed having to endure a lot of 

turmoil to receive the education that her mom wanted her to have. Fortunately, in 

addition to her mother pushing her academic success, she had "a lot of what I call 

bleeding heart liberals who did well for me because ...I had benefactors" (II lines 35-37). 

These benefactors allowed Stacy to have private voice and dance lessons in addition to 

art lessons even though she did not come from a wealthy family. 

Stacy has a preference of teaching students of a lower socioeconomic status. This 

belief is fueled by the ideology that there is the desire to strive for excellence despite the 

challenges the students may encounter because of the lack of finances (RJ). 

I have more patience with them I understand them.. .1 see the desire is 
there more so [comparing the behaviors of middle-class students] and I 
also see that they struggle and their struggles are real.. .the struggles for 
the kids who are at the higher end of it [social class] their struggles are just 
you're not putting in time [referring to their school and class work]. (II 
lines 77-83). 



Stacy admits to lack of ability to make personal connection to the students who she 

currently teaches because she feels that both the parents and the students have high 

academic expectations, but they are unwilling to put in the work to achieve the success. 

Lisa 

Lisa is a 38-year-old divorced female who was born in the Caribbean (she is of 

African descent), but raised in a northern city in the United States. Lisa has one brother 

(who also completed college), but her mother and father who only completed high 

school. Lisa's parents encouraged education because of the limited educational 

opportunities that were available to them when they were younger. 

.. .education was/is strongly stressed in the household. Both parents 
completed high school, migrated to the US to acquire a better life for 
themselves and children. My brother and I are the first in the family to 
attend a four-year university and graduate. (II lines 2-8) 

Lisa parents prided themselves in knowing that their children had attended college. The 

sacrifices that they made to relocated to United States had proved it to be profitable when 

it came to the education of their children. 

Lisa has been teaching for ten years and has taught first, fifth, sixth and seventh 

grade. She currently has her leadership certification, English/language arts (middle 

school) certification, social studies middle school (certification) and elementary 

education certification. Lisa has taught in several different school districts bringing the 

various teaching experiences with her to each new location. She has an undergraduate 

degree in Early Childhood Education, a Master in Education as well as a Specialist in 

Education. 
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A similarity that Lisa shares with the other participants is she teaches students 

who differ from her socioeconomic upbringing. When she initially started teaching, she 

could relate to the students' trials and tribulations (II lines 18-22). However, the lifestyles 

of the students who she currently teaches do not mirror her own socioeconomic 

upbringing, but she feels that all children can learn and she tries to find situations that 

will stimulate their interests (II lines 18-22). Lisa believes there to be a distinct difference 

in how parents from different social backgrounds view the academic progress of their 

child(ren). She believed parents from all socioeconomic backgrounds have educational 

concerns, but their methods in handling the obstacles and stresses that may be evident in 

the school environment varied: 

Currently, I find that students from wealthier backgrounds have some of 
the same learning concerns as students from a poorer background. 
Unfortunately, I find that the parents' of students with a wealthier 
background are less willing to accept that their child may struggle in an 
academic area, though education may be emphasized in the home. I 
believe that they have the monetary means to expose their children to 
more educational prospects than those with less means, but if their 
children struggle, they feel it is a reflection on them or it is the schools' 
fault. This attitude sometimes delays on the assistance the children may 
need to become academically successful. (II lines 25-33) 

Lisa's statement suggests that regardless of the socioeconomic status of the families of 

the students, the students may or may not receive the assistance needed to academically 

perform. 

Fiona 

The final participant in this study had the highest level of education having 

obtained her Doctorate in Education two years ago. Fiona is a 39-year-old, single, 



African American female from a western state. Her education is extensive - she has 

national board certification, reading certification, is a teacher support specialist (TSS), 

and also has her instructional supervision certification. Her extensive background in 

education made her the analytical individual of the group. 

Fiona has taught fifteen years in third and fourth grades. Her training in 

technology automatically makes her the chairperson of the technology committee at Neal 

Elementary. Professionally, she is also a member of two teacher organizations. Both 

organizations provide professional development and lobby for current educational 

policies to be implemented in the public school setting. Continuing her commitment for 

providing service to her community, she is also a member of a professional organization 

that supports and petitions for the placement and safety of children, a t-ball coach, a 

foster parent, and a member of a historically black sorority. 

Fiona's upbringing was relatively different than most of her middle-class 

students. Fiona grew up in a single parent household, but education has always been a 

priority for her family that can be traced to her grandmother. Despite her grandmother's 

limited education, the matriarch strongly encouraged her children to receive an education 

(RJ). Fiona's mother, in turn, was also an advocate for quality education: 

.. .she [Fiona's mother] grew up poor, but they really valued education. 
My mom was really, really smart and she had actually got a scholarship to 
[named college] so education was important. Even though my mom's 
family was poor my grandmother only had a sixth grade 
education.. .education was really important to the family and so she really 
pushed that in me.... She really pushed education and definitely by being 
a Black female it was just something that was always instilled in me. I 
remember I used to go to work with my mom I mean she was adamant 



about education.. .that was not an option for me; I was going to go to 
college. (II lines 6-17) 

The example that Fiona's mother set for her regarding academic success made her realize 

she had to also pursue an education to meet her family's expectations. 

Not only did Fiona's mom make verbal references to the importance of education, 

she also demonstrated her beliefs through her actions by remaining active in her 

daughter's educational career. The belief in her family was that "being a minority - there 

was no way you are going to succeed unless you got an education" (II lines 24-25). As an 

African American female, Fiona's mother believed the need to push her daughter because 

she felt triumph for Fiona would only transpire with hard work and academic success. 

The participants shared similar views when considering the students' 

socioeconomic status in the classroom. Fiona does not see socioeconomic differences 

when teaching students. She is not under the assumption that the financial resources 

available to a child have any reflection on their academic capabilities. The financial 

resources available to the students who she teaches are not considered because she 

believes teachers are most concerned with the desired outcome which is positive 

academic performance for all students. She has the same expectations for all students. 

All of the individuals in this study currently teach students that come from a 

different socioeconomic background from their own. The participants made several 

references to the students at Neal Elementary being "middle-class" (Carl II line 62), 

however the participants expressed being in a lower social class when they were their 

students' ages because they did not have the same available financial resources (RJ). The 



participants feel that as adults they are in the same social class as their students because 

of the opportunities that they have been afforded because of their educational 

background. Despite, the financial resources available to both the participants and the 

students that they teach, there is the belief that there are differences in the patterns and 

beliefs within the social classes. The remainder of this chapter will provide the 

participants' answers to the research questions that addressed the nature of the 

achievement gap that exists between middle-class African American students and their 

European American counterparts. 

Defining the Achievement Gap 

In order to address the research questions, I had to be assured that the participants 

understood that an achievement gap existed between their middle-class Black and White 

students and acquire a sense of how they defined "achievement gap". An analysis of test 

data (published by the state department of education) revealed that an achievement gap 

existed when the scaled scores of middle-class Black students at Neal Elementary were 

compared to middle-class White students from 2006-2008 (see Appendices A-F). The 

Neal Elementary School community recognized the disparities between these two groups 

and developed objectives and strategies to increase student achievement during a five-

year period as explained in their school improvement plan (SO and FN). One method that 

the stakeholders of Neal Elementary School will employ to narrow (and eventually close) 

the existing achievement gap at Neal Elementary is the implementation of vertical 

teaming. Vertical teaming is referenced as a group of educators from different levels who 

work collaboratively to develop strategies to assist with student achievement. Neal 
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Elementary used vertical team planning to identify gaps in the curriculum that the testing 

data revealed that the students demonstrated areas of weakness and provided remediation 

to assist in these areas (SO & FN). The principal at Neal Elementary has plans to 

incorporate remediation and additional assistance for the students to address their 

academic needs. 

The participants acknowledged that an achievement gap existed at Neal 

Elementary. The researcher asked each participant to define the achievement gap during 

their individual interview, but instead of providing a definition, they either explained how 

the term could be addressed or why it occurs. Fiona, for example, defined the 

achievement gap as: 

.. .a group of kids that academically can't achieve and they aren't 
(whatever the reason) be it motivation or whatever the factors are.. .why is 
this group achieving?....Why is one group doing it and one group isn't...I 
think that is what the achievement gap is. (II lines 303-316) 

Stacy believes that there are multiple factors that are the reasons for the achievement gap 

that exists at Neal Elementary. Some of the major causes of the achievement gap at Neal 

Elementary are the parents' lack of preparing students to enter into Kindergarten, 

educators not setting high expectations for the students to academically perform, and 

parents given the power to make unnecessary demands of the schools: 

The achievement gap that I typically see at our school is simply because 
you have.. .kids that come in now in kindergarten who don't know their 
names. Who don't know their ABCs and then they get caught up [initially 
students come to school performing below their grade level placement, but 
because of the intervention methods teachers use to assist students the 
chances to perform on grade level are increased] for a minute and then 
they get lax [stop performing at high levels] because the demand is not 
there for them to be... successful...it's the teachers I blame because it's 
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the demand. It's how high you set the standards and I think that we've 
become in our school.. .a society overall a place where parents are 
dictating education. (II lines 195-202) 

Stacy felt that the value of education has diminished for many of today's students. She 

mentioned that Blacks valued education less than their ancestors and this generation gap 

was also mentioned by Fiona: 

I know how I was when I was in school and the people who were 
around... you had to do both... that wasn't a second thought.. .doing 
homework and things like that was something that was expected but now I 
noticed when I'm look at a lot of kids their priorities are total 
different.. .kids are coming [to school] knowing stuff that to me they really 
don't need to know. They don't really care about education. They don't 
care if they get "Fs". You know the parents... it's hard to get them in for 
conferences. I just remember when I was a teacher [she currently assists 
with technology in the schools] when I would conference trying to call 
parents over and over again at work... the child is failing and you can't get 
them in for a conference and then that same child will come in with a gold 
necklace or whatever and that's something that's getting in the way [it's a 
distraction in the classroom and the child is not paying attention to the 
lesson]. And you take that and instead the parent would call you about that 
necklace instead of their child making an "F". Or I'm just not coming to 
parent conferences... not being involved. I've actually taught in a situation 
where my parents didn't even know what I look like, how do you go a 
whole (emphasis) school year and you not know your child's teacher...and 
I think that's sad. .. I really think that the black community has a long way 
to go... We've gotten very materialistic. You know it's about being a pro 
basketball player.. .they're not looking at education I mean you have to 
know how to do math... These skills are needed in any profession and I 
just don't feel like there is a push.... The parents [Blacks] now are just not 
pushing it [education]. (II lines 32-65) 

The strong opinions that Stacy and Fiona expressed regarding the changes in the African 

American community over the past few years have effected education. The lack of 

concern that both the parents and the children have for education cause the low academic 



108 

achievement of middle-class African Americans. This empathetic attitude allows the 

existence of the achievement gap at Neal Elementary. 

Another reason for the achievement gap (as reported by the participants) at Neal 

Elementary is lack of relationship building that occurs among teachers, students, and 

parents. The participants stated that the majority of teachers do not take the time to get to 

know their students especially if their family background and/or culture is different than 

their own. According to the participants, effective teachers and administrators build 

relationships with their students, and in turn, effective schools produce academically 

sound students. Fiona explained, "I feel that teachers need to get to know their students 

and one of the biggest problems that I notice is when teachers don't get to know their 

students, you can't close that achievement gap..." (II lines 319-322). The relationship 

building aspect in education needs to be prevalent so that student achievement can be 

increased. 

Characteristics of a School Culture that Contribute to the Achievement Gap 

The first research question addressed the culture of the school and its affect on the 

achievement gap. Interestingly, the participants reported that the same characteristics that 

can foster positive academic achievement among middle-class African American students 

also have the potential to adversely affect the academic achievement of this same group 

of students. Parental involvement, the level(s) of involvement of the administration team, 

stakeholder expectations, and lack of resources were named as characteristics of a school 

culture that contribute to the achievement gap. 
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Parental Involvement 

The participants expressed that there were differences in the visibility of middle-

class Black and White parents at Neal Elementary. Their observations of and interactions 

with parents at their school led them to believe that parents were involved for different 

reasons. Parents of middle-class Black students appeared to visit the school about 

negative situations such as discipline concerns instead of being supportive of the teachers 

(CO). Often the participants felt that the parental involvement among the middle-class 

Black students was not positive or if there was parental involvement then the desires of 

the parents were unwarranted. Fiona mentioned a situation where the parents were able to 

be reached when there was a material possession that had been taken from the child, 

however, the same parent was not accessible when a parent conference was requested by 

the teacher (II lines 44-47).Whereas, Beth described middle-class White parents as 

having a high level of involvement by participating in school functions, donating items to 

the school, and regularly volunteering in the classrooms (FG lines 114-117). 

During the focus group interview, the participants mentioned that middle-class 

Black parents seemed to direct their energies on the "wrong" issues. The educators were 

concerned that middle-class Black parents were more concerned about their child(ren) 

receiving "As" and "Bs" on progress reports and report cards instead of realizing the 

child(ren)'s academic potential. If a student received a "C" but was showing progress, the 

parent(s) may be offended because their child would not be an honor roll student. 

Educators expressed concern with this issue because of the negative message that this 

relays to students. The teachers felt that often they are required to give grades based on 
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parents' preferences instead of the true academic ability of their students. Students are 

aware if they do not receive a grade that is favorable then parents will complain until they 

receive a grade that is "acceptable". Carl expressed his frustration with this practice and 

the impact of parental involvement in both the focus group and his individual interview: 

... All the parents want in this county are "As" and "Bs". They're not 
concerned that Johnnie made all "As" and "Bs" on the report card; 
however, he didn't pass the reading and the math portion on the state high-
stakes test in fourth grade.... (FG lines 430-442) 
...I've learned that as long as you give your students "As" and "Bs" you 
don't have problems with the parents. But as soon as they get to that 
teacher that you know is not {going to give grades based on parent 
preference]... it takes it turn then they [parents] start looking for any and 
everything that they think that you are not doing right or twist things that 
you say. (II lines 105-111) 

The participants reported that the lack of academic achievement among middle-class 

African American students at Neal Elementary was the result of parents being indifferent 

and nonchalant especially when it was time to schedule parent-teacher conferences. Black 

parents at Neal Elementary have a low parent conference attendance rate and do not 

complete many volunteer hours at the school. 

During a classroom observation, a parent made an unannounced visit to a 

classroom to discuss why his child was not bringing his books home daily. After 

answering a barrage of questions, the teacher informed the parent that she had tried to 

reach him on numerous occasions regarding the child's grades and not being reasonable 

by following the classroom rules by taking his books home daily to complete his 

homework. In this case, the parent was more concerned that the teacher did not command 

the child to take the textbooks home daily than he was about the reasons why the teacher 
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was attempting to get in contact with him (RJ). The teacher expressed to the parent that 

the situation could not be addressed further during school hours and to schedule a 

conference. The parent left without resolving the classroom issue and scheduling a 

conference (SO & FN). 

Fiona also expressed her frustration with trying to get middle-class Black parents 

to attend conferences: 

They [Black parents] don't care if they [the students] get "Fs". You know 
the parents... it's hard to get them in for conferences I just remember when 
I was a teacher... when I would conference... trying to call parents over 
and over again at work... the child is failing and you can't get them in for 
a conference and then that same child will come in with a necklace, a gold 
necklace or whatever... and you take that and instead the parent would call 
you about that necklace instead of their child...their child is making an "F" 
...(II lines 41-49). 

Fiona not only addressed the low visibility of middle-class Black parents, but commented 

on the involvement of White parents as well ".. .and I noticed that a lot of times White 

parents.. .they come in more often... they just come in and volunteer.. .just see their 

faces..." (II lines 229-232). The participants continuously expressed their frustration 

regarding the behaviors of the middle-class Black parents' not showing support in the 

academic performance of their child(ren) (RJ). 

Involvement of the Administrative Team 

Another characteristic of Neal Elementary that the participants felt contributed to 

the achievement gap between middle-class Black and White students was the level of 

involvement of the administrative team and a certain level of leniency that was allowed to 

occur. The teachers stated that administrators set the tone for their building and should set 
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high expectations for and expect high expectations from all stakeholders. Student 

performance is maximized when high expectations are enforced. High expectations 

include, but are not limited to, consistency in the grading policy (grades should be earned 

and not given); all faculty and staff members should be committed to the mission and 

vision of the school; appropriate discipline for student behavior; and a demand for 

increased parental involvement. The participants stated that the level of academic 

performance for students is lowered and compromised when administrators force them to 

give high grades regardless of the student's academic performance. Unfortunately, this 

practice gives the students a false sense of accomplishment when grades are given to 

satisfy both the parents and the students despite their true ability. 

In the focus group interview, the participants expressed the lack of support that 

they receive from the administrators when they are experiencing discipline issues with 

the students. Minimal assistance is provided by the administrators when help is solicited 

to either discuss or discipline the students regarding inappropriate behaviors. Carl stated: 

... I think these students are babied at this school too much. These students 
are not taught to be independent.. .he [the principal] told the students that 
he needed to talk to them... some things that he is seeing... one teacher that 
was in there [referring to the assembly that was called by the principal] 
she said there was nothing addressed about behavior. These students are 
off the chain [unruly] there was nothing addressed about behavior at all, 
only the state high-stakes test. We have been telling you [referring to the 
principal] for weeks that these children don't have what they need [to be 
successful academically]... (FG lines 502-516) 

There are variations in the opinions regarding the expected treatment and discipline of the 

students and how the administrators respond to the teachers' request to assist with 

discipline when students exhibit inappropriate behaviors. The teachers desire that the 
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administrators discipline the students accordingly so the academic progress of the 

students is not hindered by inappropriate behavior. 

Stakeholder Expectations 

Low teacher expectations were discussed several times during both the individual 

and focus group interviews. The source of low expectations came from teachers wanting 

to appease the administrators, the parents, and the students. Stacy mentioned that there 

was the expectation at Neal Elementary to give grades that are not truly earned. She 

stated: 

.. .they [students] should have an "A." Where I come from "As" get 
earned...you can't get an "A" just 'cause you want an "A"...I don't know 
if it's a southern thing but I've seen it [the practice of giving unearned 
grades] since I've been south. (II lines 94-97) 

Teachers are often met with opposition from the administrative team if they give grades 

below a "C". Sometimes teachers lower their own expectations to appease parents. Carl 

expressed feeling at times wanting to lower his expectations because of the stress that 

results of wanting more for the students than the parent(s) want for their children: 

You have to have high expectations for your students and I think this year 
out of all my years I've been teaching... I almost wanted to drop my 
expectations...I almost said let me give these children "As" and "Bs" so 
the parents can be happy. (FG lines 457-461) 

Stacy explained that administrators in a middle-class school setting had the same grading 

expectations for their students which gave "good" grades to students when these grades 

were undeserved: 

.. .in the beginning I had trouble with parents 'cause I gave "Ds". I gave 
"Fs" and then you would go to these [honors day] assemblies and the 
whole grade level would be parading across with "As" and " Bs" and I'd 
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be sitting there. And I asked the principal, "How is that possible that all 
these students are getting 'As' and "Bs?"' (II lines 123-128) 

The practice of giving grades is also done in conjunction with allowing students to 

matriculate from one grade to the next without meeting the required grade level standards 

or more commonly referred to as social promotion. The participants felt that when 

teachers allow students to be promoted to the next grade level their colleagues are doing a 

disservice to the student and this widens the achievement gap that exists among particular 

students. As a teacher of older elementary students, Carl stated that he often is assigned 

students who read below grade level because previous teachers have "given" high marks 

and have passed students along despite the child's true academic ability: 

I don't understand how a child can get to fifth grade and can't read. Just 
calling words, but teachers have given them all "As" in reading and now 
when they come [to me].. .I'm the bad person because I don't see what 
they saw last year and there's no reason for a child to continue to get "As" 
in reading when they get to me and I know I am explaining everything to 
them.... (II lines 48-53) 

Carl believes that educators should do a better job of recognizing students that are 

struggling academically and providing them the assistance needed in the primary grades 

instead of giving them the false impression that they are academically successful. 

Another practice prevalent at Neal Elementary School that results in teachers' low 

expectations of students is the students' ability to retake tests despite the ethical concerns 

that may arise. This practice occurred often in the fourth grade. Students who failed a test 

were given the opportunity to retake the test at home and were provided any additional 

assistance needed to pass. The participants were afraid that this practice conditions 

students to believe that it is acceptable to underperform on tests (RJ). The participants 
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also recognized that fourth grade had the highest percentage of students who did not meet 

the standards on the state's high-stakes test. Carl commented: 

.. .there was not a lot of structure in fourth grade last year with some of the 
teachers.. .we [the fifth grade teachers] are suffering for what some of 
them [the fourth grade teachers] didn't do last year.. .what the teacher 
would do... if the children knew they had a test tomorrow., if they studied 
they studied if they don't [because the students knew they would be given 
the opportunity to retake the test]... However, if the child made a bad 
grade the child was given their paper back to take home and correct.... 
(FG lines 398-406) 

According to the participants, a lack of structure existed in certain grade levels and/or 

individual classrooms at Neal Elementary. In cases where the educator tried to enforce 

discipline, the parents and the students were not receptive. Furthermore, administrators 

did very little to support the educator in these situations. Instead, the administrators 

seemed to lend their support to the parents and the students. Therefore, the educator lost 

control of the situation and teaching and learning sometimes ceased in that classroom. 

During the focus group interview, the teachers discussed a situation where the 

teacher tried to implement rituals and routines in a classroom after replacing another 

teacher in the middle of the school year. The previous teacher was not as structured and 

the new teacher was met with opposition when the changes were implemented. Instead of 

welcoming the change, the parents complained because the parents were more focused on 

the students receiving "As" and "Bs" instead of the process that was necessary to ensure 

students' academic success. The parents did not support the teacher's endeavors when 

she tried to install high standards in the students and the idea that you will be rewarded 
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for hard work. Instead, the parents opposed the lessons that the teacher was trying to 

teach the students. Melisa and Carl discussed this incident in the focus group interview: 

Carl:.. .we even had a teacher that came in and took another teacher's 
place and she is going through so much because there wasn't any structure 
in that classroom. 

Melisa: .. .and now that there is structure the parents have a problem with 
it. 

Carl: ...someone else said she's telling the parents the truth [that students 
are performing below grade level and lack structure] but they can't see it 
because for twelve weeks they [the parents] were blind.... (FG lines 422-
427) 

The academic success of the students can be hindered by parents. In this instance, the 

students were given a teacher that pushed them to succeed; however, the parents 

challenged the teacher's motives. The ultimate result was both students and parents were 

limiting the opportunities to maximize student performance. 

Lack of Resources 

A final characteristic identified as a factor of school culture that contributes to the 

achievement gap between middle-class Black and White students is that the resources 

that are available to both groups of students. The participants believed that the number of 

resources available to middle-class Black students were limited and not as abundant in 

middle-class schools or communities that have a higher population of Black students. 

These resources include, but are not limited to, technology, textbooks, and highly 

qualified teachers. When schools are lacking or have a very limited supply of these 

resources, students are educated unequally. The participants believed that middle-class 

Whites schools and students have more privileges. Beth talked about the availability of 
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resources which (from her perspective) produces high academic achievement, ".. .the 

White kids are given more in their school. I think because you have more parental 

involvement a lot of their parents are on the PTO [Parent-Teacher Organization] 

and.. .they bring a lot [resources] into the school" (II lines 114-118). The additional 

resources that parents are able to provide schools assist in increasing student achievement 

because the responsibility of educating children does not solely rest on the teachers and 

the schools. 

The participants named several characteristics that hindered the academic 

performance of middle-class Black students. The inconsistencies that were apparent in 

the school's culture created a noticeable achievement gap between the middle-class Black 

and White students at Neal Elementary School. Lack of parental involvement hindered 

the performance of students because the home environment did not hold students 

accountable. Another cause of poor academic performance among middle-class Black 

students was a result of teachers' low expectations which persisted because of the school 

administrators. Lack of human resources and materials for schools, teachers, and students 

were identified as the last characteristic that contributes to the achievement gap of 

middle-class Black students, especially those who attend Neal Elementary School. 

School Culture and Minimizing the Achievement Gap 

The first research question was divided into two parts, and the second part asked 

the participants to identify those characteristics of their school's culture that encourages 

middle-class Black students to perform academically. The participants named parental 
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involvement, teacher-student relationships, and effective leadership as factors that most 

likely will result in positive academic achievement for their middle-class African 

American students. 

Parental Involvement 

According to the participants, one characteristic that is present in schools that 

have high performing middle-class Black students is increased parental involvement. The 

educators at Neal Elementary felt that the middle-class Black students who earned good 

grades or grades that were "legitimate" have parents who play an active role in their 

child(ren)'s education. They also stated that opportunities for students to be academically 

successful are increased when there is a high level of parental involvement. Several of the 

participants expressed that their "successful" students had active and concerned parents. 

Melisa commented, "... in the middle-class you're going to have parents who are 

educated and have college degrees, so that makes a big difference..." (II lines 70-73). 

Beth agreed with Melisa's statement because she believed that middle-class parents play 

an active role in their child(ren)'s educational performance: "with the higher class.. .those 

parents are mainly stay home moms and they are able to dedicate more time to their kids. 

So actually those [students] ... perform better academically" (II lines 73-75). Both 

comments were made after they were asked a general question about middle-class during 

their individual interviews, but Melisa specifically mentioned that in some cases middle-

class Black parents also play an active role in parenting and educating their children: 

.. .middle-class Black parents, of course, do provide for their kids and are 
able to do [provide] and do have time. For example, my brother and his 
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wife they are middle-class. She doesn't work and my brother works, and 
so she is a stay at home mom. ...(II lines 123-127) 

As a collective body, the participants believed that parents who spent time with their 

child(ren), whether it is at home or in the school environment, had a significant impact on 

the academic success of their child(ren) that was positive. 

Teacher-Student Relationships 

Another characteristic of school culture that positively impacted the academic 

achievement of the middle-class Black students at Neal Elementary was the relationship 

that occurred between the educators and the students. The participants believed that 

teacher perceptions and expectations have a profound effect on the performance of 

middle-class African American students. The participants reported that when the 

expectations for student performance were high, the students' performance level 

increased and more effort was put into class work. Carl believed that when he told his 

students that he had high expectations they either shared his belief in their abilities or his 

confidence in them was met with opposition [RJ]. In Carl's individual interview he 

expressed what occurs with students when expectations are high. Carl stated: 

He [the principal] said, "You know your test scores are not going to be 
what they were." [referring to Carl's former school where his students' 
test scores were high]... and so I explained to them [students]... I said, 
"People don't think you could do it.. .not so much as you proving to 
them.. .that they are wrong that you can't do", but I said, "you have to do 
it for yourself." And so at the end of the school year all of my students 
passed the reading in third grade except one.. .1 tell them, "You can be 
what you want to, but you have to put your mind to it. It doesn't matter 
where you come from to determine where you're going." (II lines 158-
170) 
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Carl believed that student performance increases when students are aware that their 

teachers have high expectations for them. Student performance is affected by individual 

perceptions. 

The participants believed that fostering meaningful relationships between students 

and teachers correlate positively with student achievement. A positive relationship can 

occur between a teacher and a student when both respect and appreciate diverse cultures 

within and outside of the classroom. When teachers make a conscious decision to develop 

a full understanding of the different cultures that may be evident in their classroom and 

gain appreciation of the needs of their students, academic performance is increased. The 

teachers in this study felt that cultural awareness increased student achievement at Neal 

Elementary. Melisa expressed the need for teachers to have an awareness of the cultural 

differences in the classroom and make provisions in the classroom to address the needs of 

the students (II lines 197- 198). Carl was aware of the different cultures represented at 

Neal Elementary. However, his awareness still does not change how he addresses the 

differences that are evident in his classroom. Carl celebrated Black History Month with 

all of his students: 

...what I did in February.. .Black History Month.. .1 make sure I identify 
the cultures in my classroom.. .my students had to do an African American 
book from A-Z, one person per letter. What I told my Caucasian student 
and his dad if you want to do your history do yours, but let me 
know...that's my cultural diversity.... (FG, 568-579) 

Carl feels that he should do more to address the cultural needs in the classroom. 

However, the demands and rigor of the curriculum limit the time that he has to truly 

address the cultural diversity in his classroom. 



During the focus group, Carl and Melisa stated that relationships between the 

faculty and students are established by developing cultural awareness and appreciation 

for all of the cultures represented at Neal Elementary. Melisa revealed that the school has 

a cultural diversity festival in the fall of each year. Several objectives in the school's 

consolidated improved plan (CSIP) were written to address the school's efforts in 

celebrating the cultures of all students as well as ensuring that the academic needs of the 

students were examined from a social and emotional perspective (SO & FN). 

One of the CSIP objectives was for teachers to be aware of the different cultures 

present in his/her class by taking advantage of numerous opportunities to discuss and 

learn about the different cultures represented. Additionally, the teachers are required to 

celebrate and study all cultures in the form of monthly heritage celebrations. The school 

district where Neal Elementary is located also recognizes the diversity of its schools and 

has mandated that all schools be able to demonstrate efforts to become more culturally 

aware. All school personnel must maintain a high level of commitment to this effort to 

ensure that all students feel connected to the school and take ownership for all aspects of 

teaching and learning (SO & FN). All efforts of Neal Elementary School towards this 

initiative are driven by the CSIP and monitored by the Cultural Diversity Committee. 

Effective Leadership 

The next characteristic of school culture identified by the participants as one that 

promotes student achievement among middle-class African Americans is the principal's 

leadership style. The majority of the participants' interviews alluded to effective 

leadership as being paramount when evaluating the effectiveness of the operation of a 



school. The teachers at Neal Elementary felt that administrators should be visible and 

have high expectations for students, parents, and teachers which will yield positive results 

for all of its students. Fiona believed that the relationships that the principal has with both 

students and teachers dictate how students perform: 

I just feel like the principal needs to care and really care about their 
students and the faculty.. .when all those things are working and 
clicking... when the principal is trying to create a learning community... 
that means with their parents, their students, their teachers, I noticed those 
kids excel and they excel tremendously. But when you have that missing 
they don't.... (II lines 388-394) 

Melisa and Beth described that the leadership style of a building administrator can either 

strengthen or weaken the performance of both the students and the teachers as recalled 

during the following conversation during the focus group: 

Beth: I think leadership is the top.. .without good leadership, I think 
everything else under it can possibly crumble. I think it [good leadership] 
strengthens your school. If you have poor leadership you're going to 
have... 

Melisa: [Melisa finishes Beth's sentence] Poor performance [the result if 
there is the absence of good leadership] from teachers and everybody. 

Beth: ...students and everything [referring to the ineffectiveness of a 
school if there is the absence of good leadership] but if your requirements 
are steep for your school then you are going to have some high 
performance. 

Melisa: .. .and if the leader has those things where they want to be 
culturally aware they want to close that achievement gap within their 
school they're going to provide that professional development and 
whatever that school needs in order to do those things. (FG, lines 163-173) 

Both Beth and Melisa expressed the idea that leadership has a major influence on student 

achievement. There is the belief that if a leader of a school has high expectations for 



every stakeholder then students will not have a choice but to conform. 

The educators at Neal Elementary believed that middle-class Black students can 

perform academically at the same rate as middle-class Whites students if the following is 

present in the school's culture: (a) a high level of parental involvement; (b) high teacher 

expectations; (c) an appreciation and respect for diverse cultures represented in the 

school; (d) positive relationships among faculty, students, and administrators, and (e) an 

administrative team that supports teachers and students. 

Prevention of Academic Performance of Middle-Class Black Students 

The next research question addressed those characteristics that prevent middle-

class African American students from attaining academic success. Common responses 

included the apparent lack of educational values prevalent among the students, gender 

differences, and students who choose not to be academically successful. 

Educational Values 

The educators at Neal Elementary felt that some middle-class Black students and 

parents did not truly value education. In such cases, education was not a priority and 

placed more emphasis on other issues and activities that were more important to them 

than learning. Some parents did not encourage their children to complete homework that 

is given to students to reinforce concepts that were taught in school. Melisa stated that 

parents have given her numerous reasons to explain why their child's homework was not 

completed. These "excuses" were mainly due to extracurricular activities and sporting 

practices or competitions: 



.. .1 have had kids to say I couldn't do my homework because I had 
baseball practice and to me education should come first. But it seems like 
in households - I'll say middle-class [Blacks] 'cause that is our school 
environment - it is not first and foremost because if they have something 
else to do that night that takes precedence over homework. (II lines 303-
309) 

The opportunities to improve academically are minimized when students do not take 

advantage of the learning opportunities that are extended to them. Parents further hinder 

their child(ren) success when they do not support the teachers' desire to have students to 

complete homework. 

Another example of students not valuing their education opportunities was 

witnessed during a classroom visit. During an observation in a third grade classroom, the 

students were given an assignment which asked them to complete test practice questions 

in the computer lab. The standards-based activity was designed to prepare them for the 

upcoming high-stakes assessment that was administered in three weeks. Instead of the 

students concentrating on the assignment, several African-American boys (who were 

middle-class) were observed playing in the corner of the room. As a result, the teacher 

spent a significant amount of time redirecting their behavior, which the young men 

thought was funny (CO and FN). 

Beth felt that middle-class Black students did not value education because they 

have an abundance of material possessions and they are not forced to work hard inside or 

outside of school. Beth agreed with her colleagues regarding the disintegration of 

education in the African American community over the last 40 years. Beth elaborated, 

".. .1 think our kids now are given so much.. .they don't have anything to work towards... 



125 

but kids now they have so much and they are like, 'Why should I work for it [referring to 

the expectation that success is given not earned]...'" (II lines 316-321). There was the 

strong belief amongst the participants that students today are not appreciative of the 

available opportunities (RJ). Fiona held a similar view and believed that the idea of doing 

well in school was not a priority for middle-class African American students. Instead of 

focusing on completing homework and performing well in school, students seemed to be 

apathetic and uninterested: 

I noticed when I look at a lot of kids their priorities are total 
different.. .kids are coming knowing stuff that to me they really don't need 
to know. They don't really care about education. They don't care if they 
get "Fs".... (II lines 37-40) 

The participants felt that middle-class African American parents have a large influence 

on their children's perceptions of education which probably stemmed from their personal 

beliefs. 

Carl expressed his disdain for Black parents not encouraging their children to 

place education at the top of their agendas. Parents, according to Carl, did not spend 

"quality" time with their children and education was suffering. Instead, parents seemed to 

be more consumed with ensuring that their children had material possessions. Carl 

believed that middle-class Black parents should spend more time with the children in 

order for them to be successful as children and adults. Carl stated: 

...parents are not investing enough time in our children...it's good for 
students to play sports and... their extracurricular activities but most 
important a child wants is time and a lot of parents don't understand that. 
They think if I give my children the shoes, give my children the clothes, 
take them out, let them hang out with their friends, buy them a cell 
phone.. .1 don't see why fifth graders have cell phones. (II lines 265-271) 
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Middle-class parents are unaware that they need to prioritize when it comes to their 

child(ren). It is just as important for middle-class Black parents to provide their child(ren) 

with educational assistance and to spend quality time with them as it is to provide them 

with tangible items and the permission to participate in extracurricular activities. 

An issue of concern for the educators at Neal Elementary is the message that 

students were receiving when parents implied that extracurricular or sporting events and 

material possessions were more important than learning in school. This was obvious to 

the educators interviewed when parents failed to enforce that daily class work and 

homework should be completed and consequences would result if this did not occur. 

When the teachers learned that extracurricular events had a higher priority over school, 

they believed that middle-class Blacks (students and parents) did not value education. 

Although the participants identified apathy in middle-class Black students as a deterrent 

to learning, they saw distinct differences in the attitudes of Black males and females 

towards education. 

Gender Differences 

Another discrepancy in the academic achievement between middle-class Black 

and White students related to gender. Four of the participants felt that gender was the 

cause of the academic disparities at Neal Elementary. Specifically, the educators felt that 

the middle-class African American boys at Neal Elementary lagged behind academically 

because of the failure of both the school culture and educators realizing the urgency to 

address their needs individually. Both Stacy and Fiona mentioned the academic struggles 



that they noticed in black males. Stacy named academic issues that are specific to African 

American males regardless of their families' socioeconomic background: 

The biggest thing I've found with struggling students.. .1 found is that I 
used to have a group of boys [Black]...it's usually boys.. .I've asked them 
over the years what it is, why do you think that you're failing and their 
comment to me was we [the educational system] move to fast....(II lines 
284-289) 

Fiona commented on observable differences in the academic behaviors of middle-class 

girls and boys at Neal Elementary and how educators' treatment of them hinders their 

academic success: 

.. .well your black boys have a tendency to be a lot more lazier I hate to 
say that word because that's not a good word but... (II lines 234-236) 

Yes, we coddle them [Black boys] a little bit too much and that to me is a 
problem.. .1 don't think that's just middle-class... girls have a tendency to 
be a little bit more outspoken... I just feel like for the males they seem to 
be a lot more (pause) babied.... (II lines 243-256) 

The differences that are evident among the girls and boys effect student achievement. 

Overall, the girls are more outspoken socially, but are quieter in class and afraid to ask 

questions whereas the boys are unmotivated and "babied". The idea of being baby is that 

they are not forced to succeed academically. The participants' believed that educators 

need to motivate both the middle-class girls and boys equally so that both sexes can be 

successful. 

Refusing Success 

Another reason the educators at Neal Elementary gave for the achievement gap at 

their school was that the middle-class African American students made a deliberate 

choice not to be academically successful. Often peer pressure assisted them in making a 
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conscious choice to underperform academically out of fear of not being accepted. Often 

Black students who are doing quite well will change their academic performance if peers 

do not accept them. Stacy commented: 

Because my friends didn't have the vocabulary I had.. .couldn't talk to 
them...1 was ostracized a little bit because my vocabulary was so big.. .so 
I changed [because of my peers' influence]... students get teased for being 
academically sound and so I assimilated. (II lines 28-32) 

The personal choice not to academically perform is an intrinsic characteristic that 

provides a reason for the low performance prevalent among some of the middle-class 

African American students at Neal Elementary. Some of the students made a personal 

choice not to perform because of fears of not being accepted by peers. 

Educators reported another cause of the achievement gap at Neal Elementary was 

middle-class Black families were apathetic about school. The participants in this study 

explained that when parents were notified about students not completing assignments, 

very little assistance was given. Initially, when the parents were contacted the students 

would temporarily change their behavior, but quickly reverted back to old habits. Both 

Carl and Melisa addressed these behaviors of the inconstancies of parental involvement 

and the attitudes of the families in the focus group interview. Melisa stated: 

Some of them [the middle-class Black students] seem like they don't even 
care about the school work.. .School work and homework 'cause I have a 
couple of kids in my class they don't do homework, don't do class work, 
are reading below [grade] level.... from what I see it's just like they don't 
care about school and getting a good education and getting good grades.... 
(FG lines 234-246) 
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The apathetic attitudes of the students are manifested in the lack of effort that students 

exert in class work and homework. The frustration is intensified when teachers do not 

receive any support from parents. 

The educators believed that the achievement gap at Neal Elementary was not 

solely based on the apathy of the families. Sometimes the poor academic performance of 

middle-class African American students was a result of parents not being knowledgeable 

of school expectations. Educators may perceive parents' absence from school-sponsored 

events (i.e., parent-teacher conferences, PTA meetings, etc.) as the parents' lack of 

interest in and/or concern for their children and school community; however, but in some 

cases, the parents avoid coming to the school or talking to the teacher because they may 

not be comfortable with asking questions or know what to expect from teachers. Fiona 

commented: 

I've noticed.. .well I do see it when you have conferences.. .teachers react 
differently to a White parent then they do to a Black parent definitely 
when they're doing parent conferences. Sometimes they have a tendency 
to explain more to a White parent and they may not do that for a Black 
parent but then I notice a lot of times White parents ask more questions 
than Black parents.. .these parents would come with a list of questions that 
related to academics as it relates to their child and Black parents would 
just come in [and say], "Hey, how you doin'?" ...they don't ask as 
much.. .1 noticed that when Black parents do come to school - when they 
come it's a problem. Why aren't you in that classroom when there's not a 
problem? (II lines 210-217) 

Carl commented on the differences in how middle-class Black and middle-class White 

parent's help their children set goals for their lives. He described how Black and White 

families guide their children academically: 
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I think with the Caucasian students... it seems as it [school] is important 
to them ... [White students] graduate from high school then go off to 
college.. .most African American parents know what is good for their 
child; they seem like they don't push education in their students... It's the 
teachers' responsibility (Melisa agreed) to explain to the student... 
African American students do not know why they need to get an education 
.. .if you ask most Caucasian students they already know what they want 
to be. They already have it mapped out, but if you ask an African 
American student, more times than not they don't know. (FG lines 136-
144) 

The differences in the long-term goals of the middle-class African American and the 

middle-class European American students effect behaviors in the classroom. The 

participants' expressed that middle-class African American students lack the 

understanding of how education affects your success and is driven by attitudes and 

behaviors. 

Strategies that Positively Influence Academic Performance 

The third research question asked the participants to identify successful strategies 

for minimizing the achievement gap between the middle-class Black and White students 

at Neal Elementary. The list of strategies that the teacher-leaders provided included 

differentiated instruction, positive relationships, team collaboration, and exposure to 

experiences and activities outside the school and neighborhood activities. 

Differentiated Instruction 

During the focus group interview Fiona and Melisa stressed that all implemented 

strategies to improve academic achievement should be "data driven" (FG lines 217-218). 

Data driven instruction allows educators to develop a curriculum based on the 

instructional needs of the students and not the needs of the teachers. The educators 
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believed that differentiating instruction was successful in increasing the academic 

performance of middle-class Black students. Differentiated instruction relies on "teachers 

using a variety of curriculum approaches, instructional strategies, and adjustable 

assignments to meet the varying needs of the students represented in the classroom" 

(Gregory & Chapman, 2007, p.3). Teachers at Neal Elementary differentiate instruction 

by using curriculum adjustments by introducing students to skills at a slower pace then 

what the school district may require, tutorials, and small group instruction. Melisa felt 

that using differentiated instruction is crucial in a classroom because this instructional 

method requires "meeting students where they are [their developmental level]" (II lines 

219-220) and implementing instructional techniques that provide remediation to students 

that are struggling or need the material presented in various formats. Fiona mentioned the 

different techniques that she used to assist her students in learning in the classroom when 

she stated: 

I would bring things in, we would do group projects.. .we did a lot of 
modeling a lot of hands on. I like hands on.. .kids especially in the 
elementary setting they learn by touching and making those connections. 
When you use concrete objects their success level is increased... I just 
don't use just one thing all the time. If I noticed that a child was very 
musically inclined even though I'm not musically inclined, we [both the 
teacher and the student] would find lessons and things that would relate to 
them [referring to the musically inclined student]... You know most of 
them [students], definitely your boys are bodily kinesthetic. So I would 
always have lessons that required them [the students] to move around 
because I noticed they learned more when they [the students] are 
manipulating things...that's why technology does work really well for 
me.... (II lines 344-361) 

Overall, the teachers felt that "all products are not paper pencil" (Fiona II line 427), and 

that the use of various strategies assisted with student achievement. 
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According to Melisa, the "differentiated instruction (FG line 219) strategies that 

Neal Elementary uses in the classroom to assist with student achievement are changes in 

the curriculum pace by slowing down the presentation of the curriculum by "being two to 

three weeks behind" (Stacy II line 335); "offering tutoring" (Beth II lines 213-214); 

"individualized instruction" (Fiona II line 350); and "small group instruction" (Carl II 

line 232). 

When asked to name differentiated strategies that proved to be instrumental in 

assisting with the academic achievement of middle-class African Americans, Stacy stated 

that one reason why African American boys have academic difficulties is because of the 

fast pace of the curriculum. In her individual interview Stacy expressed that her 

experiences have shown her that middle-class African American students are more 

successful when the curriculum moves at a slower pace that considers the learning styles 

of the students. She stated: 

We [educators] move too fast and so in remediation.. .you can move them 
[students] slower.. .to they actual excel at what they're doing. And that 
gives them confidence to attack these other things.. .the way we teach of 
where we are just going to touch it and move on is not working for 
them...they {African American students] feel it... they feel it because that 
was their [students] comment. (II lines 291-297) 

Stacy believed that the success of her African American students is a direct result of her 

deviation from the curriculum pacing scale and allowing the students to dictate the pace 

to a certain extent. This strategy was apparent when the researcher observed her class 

because they [both the teacher and the students] were a couple of lessons behind the other 

classes on the same grade level (CO & SO). Fiona also attested to the effectiveness of 



this method. Using the lesson plan, in her opinion, is not always in the best interest of 

students. Fiona believed that lesson plans should not be shared on grade level and should 

be individualized by teacher according to the needs of the students when she stated: 

I don't like common lesson plans... I don't like it [common lesson plans] 
because you have oranges and I have apples and we both may not have the 
same thing. So that means the lesson that may be beautiful for your class 
may not work in my class. (II lines 473-477) 

Fiona believed that lesson plans are more effective when they are individualized. 

Furthermore, variations of the activities included in the lesson plan and the delivery of 

the lesson makes a world of difference in how the students understand the concepts. 

Fiona stated, ".. .I'm good for changing a lesson plan... if they're [the students] not 

getting it. I will change in a hot second.... I have flipped [referring to changing a written 

lesson plan in the middle of presenting it to the students if there was any indication that 

they were not comprehending the material as presented]" (II lines 452-460). Fiona 

expressed that it was necessary to allow students to drive a lesson because their level of 

understanding was important. 

Differentiated instruction occurred during the school day as well as during 

extended day programs (which included after-school tutorial). Differentiated instruction 

provided additional assistance and remediation for students in content areas that proved 

to be challenging for individual students. The various types of tutorials that teachers 

provided at Neal Elementary were small group, one-on-one, and peer tutoring. The 

different forms of tutorial were incorporated during daily instruction. Beth discussed the 

tutorials and differentiated instruction that occurred in her classroom: 
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.. .1 do a lot of small group and I... teach according to data... I'm giving 
formal and informal assessments. I use a lot of checklists that I use to 
help...them [middle-class Black students] to achieve academically... we 
offer tutoring... We do a lot of peer tutoring in my class. I have a student 
who works with my lower kids.. .we kind of pair them sometimes I pair a 
high with a low (II lines 211-214; 221- 224). 

Stacy expressed that small groups were beneficial in assisting middle-class African 

American students to achieve in her classroom. She sent extra work home to assistance 

students who needed additional practice: 

...I have done small groups. I have...I pull them [students] aside one-on-
one sometimes (pause) I might find additional work for them to do at 
home. I talk to them a lot. I tell them what to do. I talk to families and say 
you need to do this more.. .You need to practice this... I do SRA 
[instructional materials used for reading intervention for students who are 
struggling with decoding and comprehension skills]. I'm a firm believer in 
SRA because it moves them at their own rate. (II lines 263-268) 

Carl also identified small grouping as a method for assisting his students who were 

struggling academically in reading and math. This was evident when the researcher 

observed Carl's classroom. The students were divided into groups of four and worked on 

a reading comprehension activity. Carl circulated around the room and offered students 

additional assistance (CO). In addition, Carl offered his students an opportunity to remain 

after school for tutorial, "I even started having some students.. .stay after school with me 

so I can see exactly what they don't understand" (II lines 240-242). Carl's belief that this 

individualized instruction would improve the student achievement in his class. 

Conversations that occurred during the focus group interview revealed that 

differentiating instruction is beneficial in improving the academic achievement of 

struggling middle-class African American students. The differentiated instruction 



strategies that were addressed in the individual interview were similar in nature with the 

strategies discussed in the focus group interview. The differentiated instruction strategies 

that the educators discussed were small group instruction, one-on-one instruction, subject 

specific conferencing, and peer tutoring (FG lines 13-15). Small group instruction 

involved having no more than four students working together on a specific skill either 

with peers or with the teacher. One-on-one instruction required students to work 

individually with the teacher. Subject specific conferencing involved conferences that 

would occur during readers or writers workshop where the teacher discussed areas of 

weakness with the student and how assignments can be improved. Finally, peer tutoring 

involved individuals being group by twos based on ability and providing instructional 

assistance to peers. 

The educators at Neal Elementary expressed that differentiated instruction proved 

to be an effective resource when promoting student achievement. When differentiated 

instruction strategies were evident there was the belief that students understood the 

material presented. 

Forming Positive Relationships 

Another effective strategy that teacher-leaders implemented to assist middle-class 

Blacks with academic achievement is relationship building. One of the most important 

relationships that deemed to be successful in promoting academic achievement is the 

relationship that occurs between teachers and students. When teachers build relationships 

with their students, teachers are more aware of what motivates the students and 
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encourages them to perform academically. Fiona explained her passion for building 

student teacher relationships: 

.. .if you don't have a relationship with them [students] you don't know 
[what makes them successful]... [educators need to] find what ticks 
[strategies that are effective in assisting students to succeed academically] 
with that child because everyone tick tick tock [learning style] whatever 
you want to say clock is different.. .the biggest thing that I do at the 
beginning of the year is getting to know one another.. .you have to get 
know that child and build some type of relationship. The child has to trust 
you and they have to know that you care and once you know that [the 
child's learning style] I feel that you can reach them any kind of way. (II 
lines 322-330) 

The relationship-building component is important because it assists with raising student 

achievement. Relationships between student and educator can be developed when 

students are cognizant that their teacher behaves in a manner that shows they care about 

students' well-being. 

Relationships between student and teacher are established when two-way 

communication occurs between students and teachers. Communication mostly consists of 

verbal conversations; however, students and teachers who may be non-verbal or timid 

can use other forms of communication such as writing to express thoughts and ideas. 

When educators are empathetic, students understand that not only is their academic 

aptitude a priority, but their welfare and overall well-being are considered as well. Open 

communication between teachers and students may lead to honest conversations in which 

students share intimate details of their lives at home and at school. Fiona explained her 

passion for building student-teacher relationships: 

.. .if you don't have a relationship with them you don't know.. .find what 
ticks with that child cause everyone tick tick tock whatever you want to 
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say clock is different.. .the biggest thing that I do at the beginning of the 
year is getting to know one another.. .you have to get know that child and 
build some type of relationship. The child has to trust you and they have to 
know that you care and once you know that I feel that you can reach them 
any kind of way. (II lines 322-330) 

Carl ensures that his students understand that he cares about them by teaching lessons 

that are appropriate for the classroom and life. He relates to his students by posing real 

life scenarios and emphasizing with their home situations (FN). Carl demonstrated this 

practice by explaining a conversation that he had with one of his students: 

You have to figure something that you can identify with them.. .today I 
talked to ...one of my students... he's one brother with four sisters in that 
house with a momma. So I explained to him that... "Cause I was the oldest 
when my mother divorced...." I said, "You are like the man in the house 
even though you aren't a man.. .you are suppose to be doing something to 
make your mother proud of you. You're supposed to be setting an 
example for your sisters...." You try to find things that you can identify 
with them.... (FG lines 290-299) 

Melisa agreed with Carl's statement because she believes it is acceptable (and necessary) 

to have personal conversations with students. When these conversations occur, students 

realize that teachers care and will take more risks in their learning. Melisa felt that 

teachers should reveal a compassionate side, "show them [students] that you are 

human...laugh" (FG lines 306-307). When teachers are perceived as caring individuals, 

students will have high efficacy, which may lead to increased efforts to complete 

academic tasks. Teachers who instruct students who believe in themselves as learners are 

more likely to possess high efficacy themselves and are usually more likely to have a 

good rapport with their colleagues. 



Collaboration 

Another strategy the participants stated assists middle-class African Americans at 

Neal Elementary with attaining academic success was shared resources and team 

collaboration. Team collaboration involves teachers sharing successful techniques with 

colleagues either laterally (homogeneous grouping by grade level) or vertically 

(heterogeneous grouping across different grade levels). Sometimes collaboration occurs 

at the request of a colleague seeking assistance to help their struggling students when 

they have exhausted all of their strategies. These requests often come as a result of 

witnessing or hearing about the pedagogical success of one of their colleagues. Carl has 

been a model teacher for fellow co-workers who needed additional strategies in math: 

.. .1 would model it [a successful math strategy] for the teacher and work 
with the students to make sure they understand.. .1 found some short cuts 
in math when I went to the workshops... come show my students what 
you learned in that math workshop [this was a request made by Carl's 
colleague because she knew he had learned some math techniques that 
could assist struggling students] .. .you [students] need to teach her [the 
colleague] what I just taught you [Carl wanted the students to teach the 
technique to their teacher so she could understand the effectiveness of the 
strategy].... (II lines 339-350) 

Educational materials are very expensive and teachers often cut down on expenses by 

sharing resources with colleagues. Additionally, conferences are relatively expensive and 

on some occasions school systems or individual schools cannot afford to send teachers 

off-campus to conferences (FN). Often expenses are spared when one representative from 

the faculty is allowed to attend conferences and there is the expectation that the 

individual will return and redeliver the material that was presented. Educators are still 



made aware of current strategies and techniques, but it does not cost the school system or 

the individual school funds that may not be available. 

In order for effective teacher collaboration to occur, the educators in this study 

suggested that they would like to see more consistency in the curriculum across grade 

levels in addition to more opportunities for vertical team planning. At the time of the 

study, teachers at Neal Elementary School used different reading and math programs in 

the individual classrooms (SO). This was a school wide concern which is why the school 

is in the process of choosing a reading and math series that can be utilized at Neal 

Elementary to help with the constancy of the material being taught to the students. The 

participants felt that African American students would show greater academic gains if 

consistency was present in the curriculum. Melisa noticed the gaps in the curriculum: 

.. .1 don't see a lot of across the grade level planning or 
collaboration.. .here I may be doing XYZ phonics and in here I may be 
doing some type of other phonics. It's [the same curriculum resources] not 
across the board; it should be, but here everybody is not.... (FG lines 200-
204) 

Neal Elementary recognizes this weakness and the principal is in the process of 

addressing this concern. During a visit to Neal Elementary, the researcher noticed a 

display in the library where the teachers were to vote on their preference for a reading 

series (SO). The implementation of the new series was to occur the following school 

year. 

Sharing resources is another strategy that has proven to yield positive academic 

student outcomes at Neal Elementary. The participants in the study described in the focus 

group interview having to locate and purchase educational resources on their own in 
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order to improve learning for their students. Most often these resources are shared 

amongst colleagues. Stacy explained this practice: 

I have a ton of books on every subject you want to find... So, I'm the 
resource person and people know if you want to find something go ask 
[Stacy] she might have it. And normally I do. ..(II lines 278-281) 

Educators often consulted Stacy's plethora of information in her classroom to find 

resources that they could use in their classrooms. The sharing of resources help educators 

have information available to them that will assist with increased student achievement. 

Exposure and Experiences 

A final theme addressed in the study regarding strategies implemented to assist 

middle-class Black students at Neal Elementary to be successful academically is 

exposure to experiences that extent beyond the school and the home environment. Often 

educators assume that all students share similar real-life, worldly, and cultural 

experiences that will assist them in the classroom. However, students are unique and 

exposure to experiences outside the home depends upon the priorities of the family. Fiona 

believed the need for schools to offer real-life experiences both inside and outside of the 

classroom because of the limited opportunities that may be available to them at home 

when she states: 

We always did things that related to our families. We always did a lot of 
real life experiences. I like to do real life experiences. I like to relate things 
to what they see at home...Often I have had to bring in materials from 
home [referring to the students inability to make connections in the 
classroom because of the lack of prior knowledge] because some 
experiences they hadn't had...so it's a matter [a requirement of the school 
and the teachers to expose students to experiences] of bringing these kind 
of experiences into the classroom so they [students] are able to actually 



relate to what you are teaching., a lot of times I would do a lot of real life 
things...or we would go on field trips. (II lines 334-343) 

The life experiences of students may be limited, hindering the ability to make 

connections in the classroom. Educators have to be cognizant of this occurrence so that 

the lessons taught in the classroom will be structured to meet the needs of the student. 

Strategies used by the participants that proved to be successful in helping middle-

class Black students enrolled in Neal Elementary were differentiated instruction, 

development of positive relationships, team collaboration, and exposure and experiences 

that were not limited to the classroom. When teachers individualize instruction to match 

the strengths and weaknesses of the students, the achievement gap can be minimized. 

Relationship between School Administrators and Student Achievement 

The fourth research question of the study addressed the role of the school leader 

and the impact of school leaders on student achievement. The participants felt that 

effective leaders set high expectations, build relationships, create professional learning 

opportunities for their staff, and promote teaching and learning through their roles as 

instructional leaders. In the individual and the focus group interviews, the participants 

stated that good leadership was crucial and had to be present in a successful school. 

"When a school has good leaders, the academic performance of all the students increases 

and you have a successful school" (Carl II line 281). There was the strong opinion of the 

participants that school leaders had to be effective in management, supervision, and 

discipline to be effective in ensuring the academic success of the students. 



High Expectations 

Creating a positive academic environment for middle-class Black students 

involves school leaders having high expectations that are the same for all of the 

stakeholders. When expectations are high for all of the stakeholders in the school the 

quality of education increases and the achievement gap is minimized because the 

stakeholders' efforts increase student achievement (RJ). In Carl's individual interview his 

belief was that "the principal sets the tone of the school" (II lines 278-281). Teachers and 

the students are successful when the expectations are high and clearly established. When 

expectations are verbalized the chances of misunderstandings are reduced. The 

expectations for the school are easy to adhere to when the administrators set a good 

example and when there are clear expectations, both the teachers and the students know 

what is expected of them (FN). The participants felt that the principal should lead by 

example and their behaviors should be a model that other individuals will want to follow. 

All of the participants agreed with Carl when he said that administrators should 

have high expectations for the parents, teachers, and students before the students can be 

successful. Beth elaborated, "...if your [administrator's] requirements are steep for your 

school, then you are going to have some high performance..." (II lines 169-170). 

Administrators should have high standards for its stakeholders and there are the 

expectations that hard work is expected of everyone to produce successful students. 

Building Relationships 

Success for all students occurs when the school leader builds relationships and 

plays an active role in the building. Academic achievement increases when the school 



leaders are visible instead of remaining inside their offices. Principals are seen as being 

personable when they interact with their stakeholders. Relationships are established with 

these interactions. This cannot occur if a principle is recluse and remains cutoff from 

individuals outside of his/her office. During one of the visits to Neal Elementary, the 

researcher was not immediately able to meet with the principal because the researcher 

was informed that he was walking the school building and greeting the teachers and the 

students which was a daily practice for him (FN). Carl felt that school leaders can build 

relationships by being visible to the students, teachers, and parents in the classrooms, 

hallways, and cafeteria (SO). Carl believed school leaders show their investment in the 

school when they visit classrooms, and their presence helps to "alleviate a lot of behavior 

problems" (II line 607). Carl believed that administrators could assist in minimizing 

classroom disruptions if they visited frequently. Time on task is protected when there are 

fewer classroom interruptions because of misbehaving students (CO). 

Fiona believed that the school leader should be visible and build relationships 

with all of the stakeholders as well. Fiona described an effective active principal as 

someone who the students know and respond to when they pass him/her in the building. 

Furthermore, Fiona believes that a school was ineffective and had a negative school 

environment when the school leader was not visible. This was evident when she stated, 

"...one school [referring to another school that she visits frequently], the teacher, the 

students didn't really know the principal. " You know they say the AP [Assistant 

Principal- referencing that the faculty and the students seek the assistance and recognize 

the assistant principal more than the principal] more and that is a problem" (II lines 399-



401). The participants expressed that student achievement is increased when the principal 

is visible and accessible to the faculty and the staff (SO). 

Creating Professional Learning Opportunities 

Creating opportunities for effective professional development is another role of 

the building principal that the participants identified that is instrumental in increasing 

student achievement. According to the participants, "staff [professional] development 

needs to be timely" (Fiona II lines 566-567). Fiona discusses the need for educators to 

participate in professional development and the timeliness of the courses when she stated: 

... if differentiation ... is one of their [county] initiatives why are we j ust 
hearing about it in the wind [the importance is not stressed]. This 5 or 10 
minutes [discussion] about differentiation , they should have had a full
blown course at each school.. .on what differentiation is, what it looks 
like, and how they want it to be implemented in their classroom. You 
know another thing staff development has to be timely. I feel like I learned 
about differentiation in [named county] over 8 years ago. Why are we just 
now talking about differentiation. You're actually having them trying to 
implement a strategy [referencing differentiated instruction] .. .like it's 
something that just came out yesterday. Its [differentiated instruction] has 
been out awhile... staff development.. .needs to be timely. It [staff 
development] needs to be... what's current what's going on now. And 
they need to keep the teacher's abreast of what's new and out here 
[referring to the current location where she teaches and the study was 
conducted]... I don't think that's happening and I think that when it 
doesn't happen ... it really effects .. .the quality of education (II lines 561-
567) 

The achievement gap between the middle-class Black and White students at Neal 

Elementary could be narrowed if professional development focused on helping teachers 

to develop practical strategies that could be implemented in the classroom that would 

increase student success. 
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The teachers expressed that currently they are provided with "professional 

development" (Beth II line 247), but in some instances the teacher training was received 

after the curriculum has been taught and implemented. Additionally, the training lacks 

quality. The participants were concerned that often, training and implementation occurred 

simultaneously. Additionally, the participants felt that the training received should be 

applicable to the needs of the school instead being told, "This is what you are going to 

have to do; here is your packet" (Becky II lines 273-274). The participants would like for 

professional development to occur in "a timely fashion" or receive training in enough 

time before strategies or techniques are implemented in the classroom. 

Instructional Leadership 

The final contribution that school leaders can make to aid in the academic success 

of middle-class Black students is to be instructional leaders. The participants mentioned 

the importance of school administrators having an instructional background during the 

focus group and individual interviews. The educators unanimously believed that student 

achievement is greatly affected if the leader is not knowledgeable of the best instructional 

practices for students. The participants took this stance because they felt that they could 

neither be properly evaluated on their job performance nor could they receive assistance 

with teaching and learning if the leader in the building is not knowledgeable in 

instruction. Fiona talked about this in greater detail: 

.. .principals have to be the instructional leader and I find that.. .if your 
principal doesn't know anything [about instruction] you best bet the 
faculty is not goin' to know anything and all that affects the students. 
...the learning environment for the students [suffers]... it just doesn't work. 
(II lines 379-385) 



Furthermore, Fiona stated, "If you don't know what differentiated instruction looks like 

how can you go and observe me and tell me that I'm doing differentiated instruction" (II 

lines 396-398). Both teachers and administrators need to participant in similar 

professional development classes so that there will be similar understandings to the 

current implementation and evaluation of educational strategies and techniques. 

The educators at Neal Elementary believed that the behaviors and knowledge of 

the leader of a school has a direct impact on the achievement of students. Lisa expressed 

how the behavior of the school leader can affect student achievement when she stated: 

The leaders should leave the autonomy of governing student achievement 
to the teacher. They [administrators] provide data for evaluation for each 
teacher, so teachers can identify the strengths and the weaknesses of a 
student.. .administrators should leave the burden to the teachers. Their 
[administrators] expectations are that we reach each child based on the 
standards mandated by the state. (II lines 101-109) 

The behaviors and expectations of the administrator set the tone for the school. Lisa 

expressed an effective leader governs the school environment by ensuring: 

... we [educators and school leaders] should all start with the end in mind. 
We [educators and school leaders] tend to do this with our [educators] 
lessons that we create, but we [educators and school leaders] need to also 
envision where we want our students to be at the end of the year. Then as 
a school, we [educators and school leaders] can assist each child to meet 
and exceed the standards...(II lines 270-275) 

There are specific expectations that need to be in place to assist with minimizing the 

achievement gap between middle-class African American and middle-class European 

American students. Different expectations result in varying levels of achievement with 

students. Effective leaders of a school have high expectations of all stakeholders; create 



professional development opportunities for their staff that are relevant to the needs of the 

school; build relationships with their students and teachers; and has an instructional 

background. 

Strategies to Close the Achievement Gap 

The last question of this research study addressed the strategies that leaders could 

employ to minimize the achievement gap between middle-class Black and White 

students. The participants mentioned the following strategies: making all stakeholders 

accountable, keeping all stakeholders informed, and ensuring that he/she was sensitive to 

the needs of students in the school whose cultures differ from his/her own. 

Accountability 

One strategy that educational leaders can employ to increase the student 

achievement of middle-class African Americans is accountability. The participants felt 

that it was essential that all of the stakeholders in the building be made accountable for 

student performance. When "teacher accountability" exists (Beth II lines 288), a greater 

effort will be made to ensure that all of the students are learning in the classroom and that 

"helps with the achievement gap" (Melisa II line 292). Beth believed that if more 

accountability for learning was placed on students, the achievement gap between middle-

class Black and White students would be narrowed. 

Teacher accountability was another strategy that the participants expressed as a 

method for increasing student achievement. During the focus group interview, Melisa and 

Beth expressed the need to use the data to drive instruction and hold teachers accountable 

when they stated: 



Beth: .. .you are getting this data and.. .looking at it to determine what are the 
strengths and weaknesses of your building. 

Melisa: I think that.. .it should be data driven. (FG lines 294-300) 

The principal of Neal Elementary understood the importance of maintaining the data of 

the students because he housed a notebook in his office that contained testing and 

benchmark data for every grade and teacher in the building (FN). The notebook listed the 

goals and expectations of teachers and each grade level for the current year. The principal 

made the teachers aware of the requirements and met with them frequently to discuss the 

progress made towards meeting the benchmark goals. The successes from the previous 

meeting were celebrated and the goals not met were reevaluated and additional strategies 

were developed to assist students in those areas. Accountability of both the students and 

the teachers would assist in increasing student achievement because both the teachers and 

the students are knowledgeable about the strengths and weaknesses and provisions are 

made to assist in minimizing the achievement gap. 

Communication 

This study generated another strategy for school leaders that would assist with 

closing the achievement gap. Another strategy is ensuring that staff members are kept 

abreast of best practices in education and school events. The participants suggested that 

the staff of Neal Elementary should be involved in meetings where individuals could 

collaborate and the leaders could share research related to instruction with his or her staff 

(Melisa and Carl FG lines 22-24). These staff meetings could occur in the form of whole 

group staff meetings, vertical team meetings, or grade level meetings. 



The educators also felt that professional development is an effective strategy in 

making staff members aware of the correct implementation of educational strategies and 

techniques. Fiona explained: 

.. .staff development, staff development, staff development, staff 
development ...you [administrators] are sending the teachers out do this 
[instructional strategy] and you are not providing them any staff 
development. They don't know what it looks like - you are just giving 
them an overall broad topic and you are expecting them to fully implement 
it in the classroom. It's not fair to the teachers and it's not fair to the 
students.. .you can't expect teachers to implement something.. .if you [the 
county] have not trained them and they are not comfortable... if you don't 
understand how can you come and expect teachers to do it.. .you gotta 
train teachers and it's not fair to them and you dog them out [mistreat the 
teachers and give them negative evaluations for not properly 
implementing the curriculum] because they don't know, but you gotta 
train them and I'm not talking about a two hour training and let's go 
home. I'm talking about some ongoing training on how [to properly 
implement the curriculum].. .with some follow up. .. .when they [school 
districts] haven't fully equipped them [teachers], they're [school districts] 
setting them [teachers] up for failure.. .they really are and it's not the 
teachers fault. (II lines 514-558) 

The staff training that is received is crucial to educators being able to correctly implement 

the curriculum and teaching students the skills that will assist with future academic 

success. 

Grade level and faculty meetings are two vehicles that school leaders can use to 

communicate with their staff about student achievement. Often collaboration is helpful in 

the field of education because ideas can be shared. However, it is the administrators' 

responsibility that this occurs. At Neal Elementary, the teachers felt that team 

collaboration was helpful in developing strategies that could be useful: "We have grade 

level meetings... [a teacher may express] students don't understand [a specific skill or 



concept]...[colleagues will ask] well have you tried this?... I.. .learned this [strategy] in a 

workshop or I've seen this in this book .. .what is actually going on in education [proven 

to be a successful instructional strategy to increasing academic success]" (Carl II lines 

303-312). The participants expressed teachers depending on each other to share 

successful teaching techniques. 

Another form of collaboration that leaders in a building can mandate is to 

implement vertical team meetings. The principal of Neal Elementary suggested that he is 

in the process of developing a staff summit so teachers can address the needs of the 

students across grade levels. The summit will serve as a forum where teachers review the 

year-end testing data to identify areas of weaknesses as indicated by assessment data. The 

identifiable weaknesses of the grade level will be used for curriculum planning for the 

following year. The teachers will then be expected to address and reteach those areas of 

weakness in the classroom. 

Cultural Awareness 

The last topic generated from this study regarding the role of the school leader on 

the achievement of middle-class African American students is that the school leader had 

to be culturally aware of the diverse cultures other than his/her own represented in 

building. When a school leader recognizes the culturally diversity within the school, 

he/she implements programs and creates an environment that addresses the diverse needs 

of the student populations (SO). 

The principal of Neal Elementary outlined cultural awareness programs in the 

school's Consolidated School Improvement Plan (CSIP) and these programs were 
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mentioned several times throughout the participants' individual interviews (FN). The 

principal ensures that the school hosts monthly heritage celebrations, holds a fall 

multicultural festival, and dedicates selected faculty meetings to discuss the cultural 

differences in the school (FN). In Melisa's individual interview she supported the 

principal's efforts in addressing the diversity needs at Neal Elementary. She stated, "We 

see cultural gaps... we see this kind of performance gap... so we need to get professional 

development to train us" (II lines 262-265). The need for professional development was 

to provide training to the teachers regarding the culture and the beliefs of both the 

families and the students that differ from the school norms so that student achievement 

can be increased. 

The responses given during this study suggested several strategies that 

educational leaders can employ to minimize the achievement gap between middle-class 

Black and White students. The participants believed that administrators and educational 

leaders need to ensure that the school environment has accountability measures for all of 

the stakeholders, the stakeholders are informed, and that cultures are respected and 

celebrated. When these characteristics are present, the achievement gap between middle-

class Black and White students at Neal Elementary can be minimized. 

Summary 

This chapter revealed the thoughts of the participants who believed that several 

factors contributed to the achievement gap that exists between middle-class Black 

students and their middle-class White counterparts. The participants also identified 

characteristics that promoted the academic success as well. Some of the causes of the 
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achievement gap were circumstances beyond the educators' control. Those circumstances 

involved the behaviors and beliefs of the parents and the students. However, some of the 

circumstances that were within the teachers' locus of control were the expectations that 

the teachers had for students; cultural awareness; implementation of the curriculum; and 

positive relationships among administrations, teachers, students, and parents. Carl 

believed that the achievement gap at any school cannot be addressed unless the following 

occurred, "You have to ... identify the gap... what problems do the African-American 

students have and you have to try to meet them where they are and try to bring them up... 

bring them up as far as you can" (FG lines 632-634). Melisa concurred with Carl's 

statement, but also added: 

.. .there are a lot of factors that affect the achievement gap and once you 
figure out what those factors are with the African-American students with 
the white students then you can develop strategies that can overcome those 
factors, those negative factors that affect the achievement gap. (FG lines 
635-638) 

The participants acknowledge that there are differences between middle-class African 

Americans and middle-class European Americans and sometimes those differences effect 

student achievement. Before the achievement gap can be minimized, the differences that 

effect student achievement must be identified so attempts can be made to address the 

individual needs of middle-class African American students. 

The answers to the research questions which sought to explain why the 

achievement gap exists between middle-class Black and White students along with 

strategies that teachers and leaders could employ were presented in this chapter. The 

responses of the participants were synthesized from individual interviews, school and 
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classroom observations, and a focus group interview. Chapter 5 will present a discussion 

of the results, conclusions drawn from the results, implications for educators, and 

recommendations for the educational community. 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

In a well-integrated school system, one where every school has a majority 
middle-class population and no school is overwhelmed by poverty, parents 
of all races would not have to worry so much about the quality of education 
their child is receiving. In an economically integrated system, white parents 
would have much less fear about risks of public schools. (Cashin, 2004, pp. 
234-235) 

Introduction 

According to research conducted by Payne (1996) and Rothstein (2004a), middle-

class Black students theoretically are not expected to perform at the same rate as 

African Americans from a low socioeconomic status. However, according to Cashin 

(2004), Hale's (2001), and Ogbu's (2003) work, middle-class Black students lag 

behind middle-class White students academically even when similar financial 

resources are available. The purpose of the study was to interview and observe six 

teacher-leaders in order to identify reasons for the low performance of middle-class 

African Americans and propose solutions that will aid the educational community in 

addressing this problem. 

The culture (which includes stakeholders' attitudes and actions) of Neal 

Elementary School was recorded through personal observations and interviews with 

the participants to determine those aspects of the school that contribute to the 

achievement gap's existence. The reasons why the achievement gap existed at Neal 

Elementary mirrored those reported in previous studies (Fordham & Ogbu, 
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1986; Lynch, 2006; Thompson, 2005) in addition to revealing other factors not present in 

those studies. 

Middle-class African American students face similar academic challenges as their 

African-American peers who are considered low-income. Before middle-class African 

American students are able to perform at academic levels that are commensurate with 

their middle-class European American counterparts, changes need to occur in the 

structure of the educational system. According to Coner-Edwards and Spurlock (1988), 

middle-class African American children should be educated in a system where there is 

mutual trust; parents feel comfortable challenging practices that hinder academic success; 

and school personnel encourage positive behavior of the students. The academic success 

of a middle-class student is negatively affected when one or more of these characteristics 

are missing in the education system for this population of students. 

Chapter 4 presented the findings from the data which described the culture and 

the behaviors at Neal Elementary that contributed to and prevented low performance of 

middle-class African American students. The low performance of middle-class African 

American students created an achievement gap between Black and White students with 

similar socioeconomic backgrounds. This ethnographic case study revealed answers to 

the following research questions: 

1. What are the characteristics of a school culture that 

(a) contribute to the achievement gap between middle-class African American 

students and middle-class European American students and 
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(b) encourage middle-class African Americans to academically achieve at the 

same rate as their middle-class European American peers? 

2. What characteristics prevent middle-class African American students from 

attaining academic success? 

3. According to teachers and teacher-leaders, what strategies influence the academic 

performance of middle-class African American students? 

4. What is the relationship between school administrators and student achievement? 

5. What strategies can educational leaders employ to minimize the achievement gap 

between middle-class African American and middle-class European American 

students? 

Allowing teachers and teacher-leaders to answer these questions were paramount in my 

attempt to provide a rationale for the existence of the achievement gap and offer plausible 

solutions in order to correct attitudes, behaviors, and pedagogy for this group of students. 

Chapter 5 discusses the study's findings and links this research to others on this 

topic. This chapter also explores additional themes that were generated from the data 

sources. Furthermore, this chapter outlines implications for further research that 

addresses the underperformance of middle-class African American students and makes 

recommendations to all educators who are responsible for teaching and learning. 

Summary of the Study 

In order to document the perceptions of this ethnographical case study, several 

data sources were used to triangulate the data. Observations, field notes, a participant 
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demographic form, researcher's journal, and individual and focus group interviews 

provided the responses to the research questions. Sixteen clock hours were dedicated to 

completing school observations. Observations allowed the researcher to document 

interactions among teachers and students, administrators and students, and students with 

other students. (All observations were recorded using field notes.) The participant 

demographic questionnaire provided background and personal information for each 

participant. The researcher's journal was used to record the researcher's feelings and 

thoughts throughout the research period. Two types of interviews were employed for this 

study - individual interviews and one focus group interview. The individual and focus 

group interviews contained ten open-ended questions. Each individual interview lasted 

between forty-five to sixty minutes, and the focus group lasted seventy-five minutes. All 

interviews were audiotaped to encourage the conversations to take place with minimal 

interruptions. Taping the interviews also allowed the researcher to make notes as 

necessary. Transcripts of each interview were completed within five days of the 

interview. 

The individual and focus group interviews recorded the perceptions of teachers 

and teacher-leaders regarding the academic issues of middle-class African American 

students and the challenges that allow the achievement gap to exist at Neal Elementary. 

The interviews proved to be invaluable because educators are not often solicited for their 

opinions regarding successful strategies and teaching techniques for children. The 

researcher found the educators were anxious to provide information regarding the 
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disparities in the academic performance of the middle-class African American and 

middle-class European American students when the perceptions of the educators were 

solicited. The participants believed that the school perpetuates the achievement gap when 

teachers have low expectations of students; professional development is irrelevant to 

teacher and student needs; parents are not active participants in the instructional program; 

and school leaders who are not perceived as instructional leaders. 

The Purpose 

Very few studies have been conducted to explain the academic performance of 

middle-class Blacks. Hence, the purpose of this research was to examine educational 

factors that may offer plausible reasons for the low performance of middle-class African 

American students and to propose solutions to the educational community in minimizing 

the obstacles that affect teaching and learning. 

The research design chosen for this study assisted with answering five research 

questions of an educational phenomenon. The enthusiasm to conduct this type of study 

was birthed from the researcher's desire to discover the causes of the achievement gap 

between middle-class African American and European American students and strategies 

that could be implemented to assist struggling middle-class African American students. 

The researcher believed there was a need for this study because previous research on the 

academic achievement of middle-class Black and White students suggests that finances 

equates to successful academic achievement (Payne, 1996; Rothstein, 2004a). 

Additionally, the profile of a struggling student is defined as an urban student having 
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limited financial resources (Payne, 1996; Rothstein, 2004a); however, the personal 

experiences of the researcher and the results of this study dispute this research. 

The experiences and the successes of African American students are dependent 

upon school culture and all of the stakeholders who are involved in that child's 

educational experiences. The researcher's classification as a middle-class African 

American student helps in understanding some of the challenges that students may face 

when the school environment is not conducive to meeting the needs of the student. 

Unlike Neal Elementary, the researcher's elementary, middle, and high school had low 

enrollments of middle-class African American students. Only 10% of the population was 

African American while 85% of the population was middle-class European American. 

The academic success rate of the African American students was not addressed because 

of the limited number of students that were prevalent in the area. Often the low 

performance of the African American students was the assumption that they lacked 

ability. The researcher felt it quite difficult to be successful in this environment because 

of the minority label and the negative stigmas attached to minority students. 

In this case, the researcher was not supposed to work towards having a "terminal" 

degree. Growing up in a predominately-European American environment, as a middle-

class African American student, the researcher was faced with social, academic, and 

emotional challenges. Moreover, the researcher witnessed Black students being labeled 

inappropriately and placed into alternative learning environments or having to endure 

pedagogy that was not relevant to our history. The positive thoughts of achieving 
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academically were often clouded with the social and emotional pressures that were placed 

on Black students. 

One challenge that the researcher faced was fitting in with peers of all ethnic 

groups, including ones that shared a similar background. If the researcher excelled in the 

classroom or used Standard English, the researcher was told the behavior exhibited was 

"acting white" because the researcher seemed intelligent and wanted to learn. The term 

"Oreo" was a negative reference that was often directed towards the researcher because 

school was enjoyed and there was the desire to get good grades. "Oreos" are students 

whose composition resembles the Nabisco cookie - black on the outside, but white on the 

inside. The researcher's desire to be smart could have resulted in the behavior of refusing 

success, but there was the understanding that education was the key to a better future. 

The researcher's middle-class upbringing promoted that ideology of the right and 

all the privileges to learn. Both of the researcher's parents hold undergraduate degrees 

and their friends and associates held similar beliefs which were internalized. The 

researcher believed the entitlement to a quality education, was expected to do well 

academically, and should seize every opportunity to grow as a young woman. A question 

that was echoed throughout the researcher's childhood was not if, but where was the 

researcher going to attend college? It was already established that the researcher was 

expected to follow in both parents' footsteps, attend college, and surpass their success. 

Several years later, the researcher entered into the teaching profession and the first 

teaching assignment was in a school that had a 99% minority population. It was not at all 
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what the researcher expected. The researcher was teaching children that were similar on 

the outside; however, their individual values, beliefs, and family structure were different. 

There was a lack of parental support, the students came to school unprepared, the 

children had various discipline problems, and there was very little outside support. The 

researcher could not believe that these middle-class students did not bring supplies 

(pencils, pencils, etc.) to school and this became a source of the researcher's frustration 

as a first year teacher. The majority of these students had the financial resources, but for 

reasons unknown to the researcher, they chose to underperform academically. 

There were some recognizable disparities between the researcher's past and 

present educational experiences. The researcher's past educational experiences provided 

the understanding that stereotypes and expectations either hindered or drove the 

achievement of middle-class African American students. The researcher often wondered 

if the obstacles that affected the academic achievement of middle-class African 

Americans students included peer pressure and low expectations. The researcher had 

accessible role models and mentors who helped guide decisions concerning academics. 

Unfortunately, the researcher's friends did not have the same support. The researcher's 

present educational experiences have taught the ideology that personal choices and 

expectations affect the academic success of middle-class African American students. 

Ultimately, the researcher continued to ask whether or not African Americans are failing 

the educational system or is the present educational system failing African American 

students. 
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Historically, the educational trials and tribulations that African Americans have 

endured have been documented over time (Cashin, 2004). An area in which African 

Americans have had to fight profusely is for educational equality (Hale, 2001). As a 

result, Black children traditionally have been encouraged to perform better in the 

classroom than their White peers in order to get the same opportunities as adults. 

Unfortunately, the efforts of equality and equitable educational opportunities are 

not occurring between middle-class Black and White students (Cashin, 2004). Currently, 

there exists an unequal level of academic achievement between these groups of students. 

The extremities of the achievement gap vary. For the purposes of this study, the 

achievement gap was defined as the varying levels of achievement that exist between 

middle-class African American and middle-class European American students at Neal 

Elementary as measured on a state high-stakes test. This study examined and identified 

the causes for the disparities in the academic performance between these populations of 

students. Moreover, strategies were identified that assisted both the educators and the 

school leaders so that the achievement gap could be minimized. 

Theoretical Framework Revisited 

According to Payne (1996) and Rothstein (2004b), financially stable families 

produce students that academically perform. However, high-stakes test scores, this 

concept did not manifest itself at Neal Elementary. There was a document achievement 

gap between the middle-class African American and European American students at Neal 

Elementary. The findings of this study suggest that finances do not necessary produce 
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high-achieving students; however, other factors such as the school culture; parental 

involvement; teacher expectations; and leadership behaviors affect the performance level 

of the middle-class African American students. In order to support this research, critical 

race theory, oppositional theory, and stereotype threat was used to frame the study. 

Critical race theory (CRT) is often used to explain the inequalities that exist for 

people of color (English, 2008). Scholars have a tendency to avoid admitting the role that 

race plays regarding unequal educational opportunities. The evidence of CRT in this 

study was awareness of the diversity and cultural differences that may be evident in the 

school. Awareness recognizes that inequalities exist in education and educators and 

school leaders need to be knowledgeable of this existence in order to promote change. 

However, educators need to make a conscious effort to recognize the cultural and ethnic 

differences in students because an individual's culture and ethnicity influences attitudes 

when teaching students that do not resemble you culturally (Irvine, 2003). 

The second theory used as a foundation for this research was oppositional theory. 

Oppositional theory proposes that the behaviors of African Americans contradict the 

dominant culture. Black children's culture is different and is often misunderstood or 

ignored (Irvine, 1990). This occurs because Blacks feel the need to suppress their own 

identity to be successful. This translates to Black students experiencing "cultural 

discontinuity" in schools (1990, p.xix). This theory suggests that perceptions of others 

drive an individual's behavior. These perceptions often allow middle-class African 

American students to make personal choices not to academically succeed because of the 
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belief that society does not recognize their ability to perform. Often this attitude results in 

students not performing because success will not happen even if they try. Evidence of 

oppositional theory in this study was revealed when the participants stated that their 

middle-class African Americans refused success. At Neal Elementary, middle-class 

African American students made a conscious choice not to complete assignments. This 

practice was not because they did not know how to complete the assignments, but a result 

of personal choice. 

The final theory used in this study was stereotype threat. Stereotype threat 

explains that society has negative stereotypes associated with specific races and genders 

and those perceptions are detrimental because it may hinder academic success. Stereotype 

threat was evident in the negative perceptions of teachers. Though not explicitly stated, 

educators gave the impression that students lacked the ability to perform because they 

falsely assigned grades. Inflating grades hindered student academic process because the 

grades given were not a true reflection of the students' academic ability. Teachers often 

had to wait for the results of the yearly high-stakes test to prove that the students 

mastered or did not master the curriculum. 

The premises of the theories had commonalities (see Figure 2). Favoritism was a 

commonality of CRT and stereotype theory. Favoritism was evident at Neal Elementary 

because society has a dominate culture that is guided by perceptions. This ideology 

implies that both educators and school leaders need to be careful in their treatment and 

curriculum implications with middle-class African American students. Oppositional 
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theory and stereotype theory shared perceptions of others. Teacher perceptions of student 

performance had the potential to positively or negatively influence student achievement. 

Finally, CRT and oppositional theory examine cultural biases. Cultural biases suggest 

that since schools are designed based on white middle-class values, African American 

students will experience difficulties performing unless measures are taken to inform 

educators and school leaders concerning this issue. 
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•African-American Males 

Stereotype Threat ,: 

Negative Perceptions 
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Figure 2. Common themes and findings related to the theoretical frameworks 

The Achievement Gap 

Before educators can address the existence of the achievement gap, it was 

necessary to have a clear understanding of the definition of achievement gap and the 

implications for students. During this study, the researcher sought clarification from the 

participants regarding their perceptions of the students affected by the achievement gap. 

Very few of the participants provided a concrete definition. Often the participants defined 
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"struggling students" as those who were considered low-income from other school 

settings. When the researcher asked whether or not they noticed any similarities of 

struggling students to those who attend Neal Elementary, they saw numerous similarities. 

The participant did not associate struggling students with middle-class students, and did 

not realize that middle-class students could be struggling students as well. 

The causes of the achievement gap between middle-class Black and White 

students at Neal Elementary School were a result of either the school culture or individual 

choices. The participants noted that there was a difference in the performance level 

between the Black and the White students. The participants believed that the middle-class 

European American students performed better academically than the middle-class 

African American students. 

In the interviews that were conducted, very few of the participants provided a 

concrete definition for the achievement gap, but were able to explain how it could be 

addressed or why it occurs. The participants at Neal EJementary frequently provided 

evidence of the achievement gap using particular verbiage. One of the reasons that the 

participants provided for why the achievement gap exists is a result of family 

circumstances. Parents can hinder student success when they do not properly prepare 

students prior to entering kindergarten. If students enter Kindergarten without prior 

knowledge, they will spend their entire school career playing catch-up. 

Stacy's belief of the existence of the achievement gap is that parents are not 

actively involved in the education of their child(ren). She believed that parents left the 



167 

entire education process up to the school system. Parents are given too much power to 

voice the occurrences in the school building. Furthermore, she believed that teachers 

were not doing their part in educating children properly because low expectations are 

often the norm because of the demands of the parents and their nonchalant attitudes. 

Another reason the participants reported the existence of the achievement gap is 

teachers do not take the time to get to know their students especially if the educators do 

not share a similar background or culture. Effective teachers and administrators build 

relationships with their students hence; alleviating the issue of students being 

unsuccessful in school. This relationship cannot be established if educators do not take 

the time to recognize and understand the evident family and cultural differences. If a 

school is successful then all of the students are learning, therefore the opportunity to 

close the achievement gap between the various populations of students is possible. This 

was addressed in Fiona's individual interview: 

I feel that teachers need to get to know their students and one of the 
biggest problems that I notice is when teachers don't get to know their 
students you can't close that achievement gap.... (II lines 319-322) 

When teachers take the time to get to know their students, students recognize this gesture 

as teachers caring for their welfare and the desire to perform increases. 

Fiona was not alone in thinking that personal relationships assist with student 

achievement. The educators in this study expressed that the relationship between the 

adults and the students affect the academic performance of the students. Teachers and 

school leaders should care about students. Noddings (2006) discussed the importance of 
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educators having the ability to discern the needs of their students and acting on those 

needs. This ideology is referred to as "the ethics of care". Ethics of care involves ethical 

decisions made based on caring emotions. Individuals express the need to be cared for 

and often that behavior is reciprocated. Moreover, there needs to be a differentiation 

between the expressed and inferred needs of individuals. When an individual expresses a 

"need", the request is done either through behaviors or through words. Inferential needs 

come from someone other than the person expressing the need. This concept supports that 

students will not learn and be successful in school unless all of their needs are satisfied 

(2006). 

Noddings (2006) also believes that the institution of education should serve as the 

center for individual development and as a place to establish the necessary skills for 

specific patterns of behavior. There is a greater emphasis placed on the family 

environment as the primary source of educating an individual. However, there should be 

a partnership formed between the family and the school for child development, but there 

should be a greater responsibility placed on the family. 

Children flourish in an environment with a caring educator (Noddings, 2005). 

There is the assumption that individuals enter the teaching profession because they are 

caring individuals. Unfortunately, this is not the case in all situations. There are some 

unkind and hardhearted educators (2005). In these circumstances, the educators may want 

their students to accomplish certain academics goals; however, the emotional component 

is missing. If the desire to help students meet their individual academic goals is present, 
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academic demands and the structure of a classroom may limit the opportunities to foster 

those relationships. 

One of the major findings of this study involved relationships. The participants 

overwhelmingly thought that positive relationships affected the academic achievement of 

the students. In some instances, the relationships between the students, teachers, and 

school administrators were nurturing. However, this was not apparent throughout the 

entire school. Academic achievement increases when educators relay the message that 

they care about their student's welfare. The participants' responses to the research 

questions that sought to address the achievement gap between middle-class African 

American students and their middle-class White peers are listed in the following sections. 

Characteristics of School Culture that Contribute to the Achievement Gap 

Data analysis revealed that parental involvement, grade inflation, stakeholders' 

expectations, and lack of resources all were contributing characteristics to the 

achievement gap between the middle-class African Americans and middle-class 

European American students at Neal Elementary. Many middle-class African American 

parents neither played an active role in their child(ren)'s education nor did they spend a 

lot of time at school supporting teachers. The middle-class African American parents 

appeared to be apathetic when they did not attend conferences and were not visible in the 

school. Low parental involvement allowed the existence of the achievement gap between 

the middle-class African Americans and the middle-class European Americans to remain 

constant. 
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The participants reported an overwhelming occurrence of grade inflation and 

neglecting to grade students based on their true ability because of parents and 

administrators' expectations. This practice hinders students from receiving any additional 

support and services that will help them meet grade level expectations for academic 

performance. At Neal Elementary, the educators reported a high occurrence of middle-

class Black parents requesting or anticipating their child(ren) receiving "As" and "Bs" 

despite the child(ren) actually have legitimately earned the grade(s). Teachers often find 

themselves making compromises to satisfy the administration. Often this lesson falsely 

misleads students to believe that if they complain enough they will eventually get what 

they want. The inaccuracy of student performance is then evident during testing when 

students receive scores that are not comparable to the grades received in school. Grade 

inflation also leaves students that may need additional academic assistance missing out 

on valuable instruction. 

When conflicts arise between administrators and teachers regarding grade 

discrepancies, educators are often left with the choice of leaving the school because they 

do not want to compromise their own beliefs and values. Stacy addressed this concern 

when she explained one of the reasons why she transferred to a new school because she 

did not buy into the school culture of giving students unearned "As" and "Bs": 

.. .when I came on [hired at a new school] that [students could not earn less 
than a C and they preferred a high number of students on the honor roll] 
wasn't told to me. I guessed they assumed we did it [grade inflation] the same 
way but we didn't and so I'd have to talk to my students [after her students did 
not make the honor roll that year because she refused to give them "As" and 
"Bs"] and tell them, "Don't worry - when you get to the next grade level 



171 

you'll be the ones getting the real 'As' and 'Bs.'" And that pacified them and 
they knew they worked very hard and we did a lot of fun things but we 
worked very hard. And they all passed and I was happy to see them go 
because it was like I'm out of here because if this is the way you are running 
things I don't want to work here. Then I came here and I said that to my 
principal when she hired me "I don't know if you want to hire me because I 
don't believe in parading kids across the stage [during honor roll assemblies] 
and they can't write a sentence". (II lines 130-140) 

The moral beliefs of the educators assigning grades based on students' true academic 

ability is important and should be considered in deciding what is in the best interest of the 

students regardless of preferences of the parents and/or administrators. 

The educators in this study expressed concern about administrators, parents, and 

some of their colleagues who have low expectations for African American students at 

Neal Elementary. In this case, low expectations equaled low academic performance, and 

hindered students from working to their true academic ability. Additionally, this practice 

cheats students from understanding the purpose of working hard and the positive rewards 

of hard work. This practice ultimately sets middle-class African American students up for 

failure. The expectations of teachers from middle-class African American students are 

lowered because parents put pressure on the school and district to make sure the 

child(ren) do well. The expectations are lowered because often students are not pushed to 

academically perform and they are awarded "As" and "Bs" regardless of their classroom 

performance. 

Lack of resources was also named as a characteristic of the school culture that 

prevented African American students from performing at Neal Elementary. Four of the 

educators that had been at Neal Elementary for an extended period and have witnessed 
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the demographics of the school change from majority European American to majority 

African American. The participants believed that the change in demographics also 

changed the resources available. Specifically, the participants named that they have 

noticed a decline in technology, highly qualified teachers, and curriculum materials over 

the past few years. Obviously, all of these elements have a direct effect on student 

achievement. 

Characteristics of School Culture that Encourage the Achievement 

of Middle-Class African Americans 

Data analysis also showed that parental involvement, effective leadership, and the 

relationships between teacher and student had a positive effect on the achievement of 

middle-class African American students at Neal Elementary. When parents are actively 

involved in their child's education, student achievement increases. In this study, the 

participants expressed that there were varying levels of parental involvement among the 

middle-class Black students. In cases where the parents were actively involved (i.e., 

attending parent conferences, volunteering in the school and classroom, and 

communicating effectively with the teacher, etc.), the achievement gap between the 

middle-class African-American and middle-class European American students was 

minimized. 

Effective leadership also increases student achievement. There was the belief at 

Neal Elementary that effective leadership involved the principal being knowledgeable 
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about the curriculum (referred to as being an instructional leader), was visible in building 

and made decisions that did not only please the parents. 

A final characteristic of the school culture that had an effect on the academic 

achievement of the middle-class African American students at Neal Elementary is 

evidence of positive relationships between the teachers and the students. The participants 

cared about their students' welfare and their comments during the interviews were 

validated during the observations of classroom instruction. 

Examining the school's culture was an important aspect of comparing the 

academic achievement of the middle-class African American and middle-class European 

American students at Neal Elementary. According to Mortimore and Sammons (1987), 

evidence of a successful school culture include (a) a principal who is purposeful when 

leading the staff and students; (b) a principal who understands the needs of students and 

plays an active role in ensuring that there is manageable control of the staff; (c) teachers 

actively participating in curriculum planning; (d) constancy of expectations throughout 

the faculty, (e) a structured work environment, (f) stimulations and challenges presented 

to all students, (g) emphasis on instruction and student learning, (h) high communication 

levels among all stakeholders is high; (i) a high level of parental involvement; and (j) a 

positive culture both inside and outside the building. Ironically, the historical 

implications of an effective school are also similar to those characteristics that the 

participants named as positive characteristics of a school culture that effect the academic 

achievement of middle-class African American students at Neal Elementary. 
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Characteristics that Prevent Success of Middle-Class African American Students 

The data sources for this study revealed several factors that contributed to the low 

achievement of middle-class African American students at Neal Elementary. The reasons 

for the underperformance for the middle-class African American students at Neal 

Elementary are educational values, gender differences, and refusing success. The teachers 

believed that the students and families did not value education. They felt that parents and 

students placed more value on extracurricular activities than on school and class work. 

There was also the perception that success in school is not earned, but given. When the 

middle-class African Americans chose outside experiences as a priority and made the 

personal choice not to perform the achievement gap between the middle- class African 

American and middle-class European American students widen. Furthermore, both 

parents and students placed a greater priority in extracurricular activities then completing 

class work and homework. Both students and parents must recognize how they are 

hindering students' academic progress before changes can occur that will minimize the 

achievement gap at Neal Elementary. The obstacles can be addressed after there is an 

awareness of how these decisions affect student achievement. 

The second cause of poor performance of the middle-class African American 

students at Neal Elementary is gender differences. Overall, the girls are more outspoken 

socially, but are quieter in class and afraid to ask questions, whereas the boys are 

unmotivated and "babied". Fiona and Stacy stated that students are "babied" because they 

are not forced to succeed academically. These students do not have consequences when 
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homework is not returned, are not forced to clean up behind themselves, and cry 

hysterically when they are chastised. There was also the belief that boys demonstrated a 

greater difficulty when presented with the curriculum. Educators noted that the gender 

differences between the middle-class African American students prevent educational 

success which causes a decrease in performance. 

A last reason attributed to the low performance of middle-class African American 

students was that students made a personal choice not to perform because of their fear of 

being ostracized by peers for demonstrating a degree of intelligence. In some instances, 

the personal choice not to perform academically occurred because students more readily 

accepted classmates who were the "class clown" or sought negative attention from the 

teacher because it was easier than completing schoolwork. Emphasis needs to be placed 

on making middle-class students aware of their choices and strategies need to be 

provided to these students to alleviate some of the educational concerns that were 

occurring because of these habits and/or patterns. 

There were several obstacles that the participants identified that prevented 

middle-class Black students from being academically successful. Obstacles such as 

apathetic attitudes, poor values, and misplaced priorities were named, and the participants 

felt that these inhibitors to student success were beyond their control. Evidence of the 

apathetic attitudes was addressed in Fiona's interview when she expressed middle-class 

Black parents' not attending conferences. The poor values of middle-class students were 

evident because students did not understand the value of education and did not set long-
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term goals that involved education and parents felt "it's [educating the students and 

making them responsible citizens] the teacher's responsibility" (Beth FG line 140). The 

participants also believed that the parents relied on teachers to instill values and 

responsibility in students instead of assuming this role themselves. 

Strategies that Positively Influence Academic Performance 

The strategies that the educators at Neal Elementary provided to assist with 

achievement were differentiated instruction, building positive relationships, participating 

in team collaboration, and exposing the students to and providing the students with 

different experiences in the classroom. Differentiated instruction involves using multiple 

techniques to tailor the students' instruction to their developmental level to increase 

learning. Differentiated instruction used by the participants included small group 

instruction, peer tutoring, one-on-one instruction, and slowing the pace of the curriculum. 

One reason that all teachers did not use differentiated instruction or the reason why this 

method was absent in some classrooms was that teachers were not knowledgeable of how 

to implement this strategy in the classroom. The participants requested professional 

development on this subject to improve their efforts to teach middle-class African 

American students. 

The participants felt that establishing positive student-teacher relationships 

increases the student achievement of middle-class Blacks. Relationships should be 

established to build a rapport with students where teachers and students can engage in 

personal conversations that may result in bonds of trust between the two. 



Team collaboration was also mentioned as a positive factor and can be 

accomplished in a variety of ways that include, but are not limited to vertical planning, 

team planning, and shared resources. Neal Elementary educators mentioned the 

requirement to attend grade level and staff meetings. When the educators at Neal 

Elementary met during grade level team meetings or vertical team planning, the purpose 

was to discuss successful strategies and print resources that could be shared among 

colleagues. This collaboration helped teachers be more successful in their classroom. 

A final strategy that teachers found to be successful in the academic performance 

of middle-class African Americans was exposure and experiences beyond the child's 

home and school environment. There is the assumption that middle-class African 

American students are exposed to different cultural and academic experiences outside of 

school (i.e., attending concerts and museums, eating in a fine dining atmosphere, etc.); 

however, that is not always the case. The educators in this study felt it necessary to bring 

that exposure and those experiences to the classroom. 

Relationship between School Administrators and Student Achievement 

The relationship between school administrators and student achievement at Neal 

Elementary is important to the overall school program. Principals are responsible for 

promoting high expectations for all stakeholders, ensuring that relationships are 

established, plans effective professional development, and leads the charge for quality 

instruction. School administrators should have high expectations for all stakeholders, 

including parents, teachers, and students. High expectations of a school leader includes 
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being firm in his/her commitment to taking action that is in the best interest of students 

even if this means disappointing parents, students, and/or faculty and staff members. 

The educators at Neal Elementary believed that it is important for the 

administrator to build relationships with everyone in the building. Relationships can be 

established by the principal interacting with everyone in the building and by visiting 

classrooms. 

The data also supported that student achievement can be positively impacted 

when the principal offers effective professional development for the staff. The 

participants stated that the school and district often implements a new curriculum without 

proper training. When systematic training is offered, the possibilities of the curriculum 

being implemented incorrectly decreases. Not only should the educators participate in 

professional development, but the participants believed this should be an expectation of 

the principal. 

Furthermore, the educators believed that the principal should be the expert on 

curriculum and best practices for students. When this occurs, the principal becomes the 

instructional leader in the building. Overall, the participants and the researcher agreed 

that educators need to be actively involved in professional development. The purpose of 

professional development is to grow as an educator and to become aware of best teaching 

practices for students. Student achievement is effected when educators are not adequately 

trained and not sensitive to the academic needs of the students. 
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The educators at Neal Elementary believed that the principal of the building 

should be the instructional leader. Their view of an instructional leader included the 

premise that school leaders have knowledge about the curriculum and was able to share 

best practices with the faculty. However, this was not true at Neal Elementary. The 

educators in this study made it abundantly clear that the current principal was not the 

instructional leader and this role was designated to the assistant principal. Most of the 

educators questioned the appointment of the principal, which led to additional 

conversations regarding the policies that most counties have in place when assigning 

leaders to schools. Additionally, the educators suggested that candidates for the 

principalship should undergo an extensive and thorough application process that allows 

him/her to demonstrate that he/she understands teaching and learning. The participants 

also mentioned that mentoring and professional development opportunities should be 

offered to school leaders as well. 

Strategies for Leaders to Close the Achievement Gap 

The findings suggested that school leaders could implement strategies such as 

accountability, communication, and cultural awareness to increase the student 

achievement of middle-class African American students at Neal Elementary. At Neal 

Elementary, the participants expressed the need for teachers to be held accountable for 

the academic progress of students. Student data should be shared with the faculty in order 

to plan instruction effectively with the knowledge of the students' strengths and 

weaknesses. According to the participants, teachers should participate in analyzing 
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student performance data because collaborative planning encourages everyone to 

participate in reaching the school's academic goals. 

Another suggestion for the school leader is that there are open lines of 

communication regarding the issues (other than instruction) occurring in the building and 

community. Communication can occur in the forms of conferences, e-mails, newsletters, 

and staff meetings. 

The participants believed that the achievement gap could be narrowed if leaders 

are aware and acknowledge the diversity that exists in the building. Acknowledging 

diversity and making plans to provide programs and information to the staff will assist in 

increasing student achievement. Student achievement is increased when school leaders 

make their staff aware of the issues and teaching styles that will meet the cultural needs 

of all students. Incorporating cultural diversity and cultural awareness training into the 

school environment helps those students who have difficulty assimilating to schools 

whose structure is based on White middle-class values (Payne, 1996). This school's 

culture design is more compatible to the culture of a White middle-class student based on 

a description by Irvine (2003). All teachers should participate in cultural diversity 

training even if the students' ethnicity mirrors his/her own. The majority of teachers at 

Neal Elementary share the same ethnicity as the students under investigation; however, 

some teachers are not meeting the academic needs of the students because their personal 

cultural and personal characteristics influence the manner in which they teach. This 

includes their "beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, ethnicity, gender, and social class" (2003, 
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p.7). Although the study was based on five specific questions, additional findings 

emerged from the data. 

Additional Findings 

The majority of the participants' responses to the interview questions coincided 

with existing (yet limited) research on why an achievement gap exists between middle-

class Black and White students (Kunjufu, 2005a; Ogbu, 2003; Thompson, 2005); 

however, conversations during the individual interviews and focus group revealed three 

topics that continued to emerge. The topics - generational gap, the fourth grade slump, 

and African American boys - when examined closely, are significant to this study and 

contribute to the achievement gap between middle-class African American and middle-

class European Americans. The importance of these topics to the study warrant further 

explanation here. 

Generational Gap 

One topic that emerged from the data was the evidence of the generational gap. A 

generational gap occurs when there are differences between people of a younger 

generation and their elders specifically with maturity and cultural changes (Costa & 

McCrae, 1982). When a generational gap exists, differences in the values and the 

attitudes between one generation and another emerge, especially between young people 

and their parents. Furthermore, the effects of the generational gap can result in a change 

in economic differences and child rearing patterns. These patterns are often repeated 

instead of terminating in one generation, and each generation has negative stereotypes 
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and behaviors (1982). In this study, the negative behavior that was evident in this 

generation of the middle-class Blacks who attended Neal Elementary was the preference 

not to work hard academically. 

The educators in this study expressed that the middle-class students desired to 

have nice things and be successful; however; they did not want to put forth the effort. The 

need to have immediate gratification was another characteristic that sets this generation 

apart from older African Americans. Melissa spoke of this in the focus group interview 

when she explained that "...the [current] generation wants quick, fast, and now [referring 

to the students not having and patience and not wanting to wait on anything]..." (II lines 

56-57). Some middle-class African American students who attended Neal Elementary 

School lacked patience when a skill was not easily understood. Their frustration with 

critical thinking caused them to give up without trying in many cases; therefore, the 

learning process ceased. 

The generational gap can be explained as the differences between one generation 

and another. The differences noted in the current generation and previous generations of 

African Americans were the lack of desire to perform academically. Additionally, the 

parents of the students did not push their child(ren) to perform in school as was expected 

in previous generations. Unless this generational curse is broken, all African American 

students will continue to underperform in the classroom. 
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Fourth Grade Slump 

In this study, the Neal Elementary educators discussed a serious academic 

concern that centered on fourth grade students at their school. Not surprisingly, the issue 

of what is known in the educational community as the "fourth grade slump" (Samuels, 

2007, p. 2) is not specific to Neal Elementary, but is a national education concern. The 

formative years of a child's educational career emphasize repetition and there are 

numerous resources available to assist struggling students. However, once a child enters 

into the fourth grade the same resources that were once available diminish, and there is a 

significant drop in academic achievement for some students (2007). Kunjufu (2002) 

addresses the issue with this comment, "natural ability may sustain students in the 

primary grades, but fourth grade on, only hard work, and discipline will lead to high 

honors" (p. 4). A decrease in student performance occurs because the fourth grade-

reading curriculum changes from basic decoding and recognizing words to developing 

frequency and comprehension of text. In essence, this practice transitions from learning 

to read to reading to learn (Sanacore & Palumbo, 2009). 

One reason that the participants believed that middle-class African American 

students did poorly in fourth grade was due to a poorly constructed and implemented 

curriculum. Another reason for the difficulties of fourth graders was due to the low levels 

of comprehension and critical thinking skills. Recognizing that the fourth grade slump 

has a negative impact on the performance of middle-class fourth grade students, 
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administrators and teachers need to collaborate on effective methods that will help with 

this pervasive problem. 

African American Boys 

The participants expressed a sincere concern for the noticeable lack of 

achievement of African American boys at Neal Elementary during the individual 

interviews and focus group. During my classroom and school observations, the researcher 

also noticed the difference in the participation in academic activities between the boys 

and the girls. In one particular classroom, the girls appeared to be working diligently on 

an assignment given by the teacher, whereas, the boys were off-task. Furthermore, the 

African American boys were disciplined more frequently and had to be redirected more 

often than the African American girls and European American students. 

The fate of the African American boys was also a concern for the participants. 

Stacy described that the majority of the struggling students that she taught in Early 

Intervention Program (EIP) were African-American males. A purpose of EIP is to 

remediate students that show signs of academic difficulties at an early age so that they 

can perform on grade level by the time they reach the upper elementary grades. 

Stacy was surprised at her students' honesty to express that they felt that the curriculum 

moved to fast and the reason why they feel that they cannot succeed. After, the 

conversation with her male students she made an effort to restructure her teaching style to 

meet their academic needs. 
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Fiona also expressed in her individual interview some of the concerns that she had 

with the differences that she noticed in the academic achievement of the African 

American boys. She expressed the apparent lack of interest in the African American boys 

and their desire to not complete assignments. She felt that her African American male 

students were not working to their fullest potential and could perform better if they 

applied themselves. 

Kunjufu (2005a) and Livingston and Nahimana (2006) discuss the academic woes 

of African American boys in their work and provide alarming statistics about their plight 

in school. One statistic reveals that there are a higher percentage of Black males labeled 

as hyperactive and dyslexic. Black males tend to be placed in either remedial classes or 

special education classes at a higher percentage than any other ethnic group or gender 

Kunjufu (1985) also reports that Black males have a 45% high school dropout rate and 

one out of four Black males are expelled each school year. The frightening statistics, 

according to Kunjufu, can be attributed to a non-stimulating educational environment. 

Furthermore, Kunjufu (2005a) states that America's classrooms are more conducive to 

females than males. 

Kunjufu (1985) proposes other factors that contribute to the poor academic 

achievement among African American boys. Those reasons include the following: (a) the 

lack of parental involvement; (b) an increase in peer pressure for this gender; (c) a 

decline in parents properly rearing children; (d) a decline in teacher expectations; (e) a 
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lack of understanding in learning styles that are conducive to their needs, and (f) a lack of 

role models. 

Livingston and Nahimana (2006) propose solutions to address the problems that 

young African American males face in the classroom. Those strategies are continuous 

professional development for educators that focus specifically on how to be successful 

with young Black males; identification and recruitment of more male, especially African-

American teachers; creation of opportunities where males are exposed to a career early; 

placing African American male mentors in the schools starting as early as elementary 

school; developing more research centers so that there can be a greater focus of 

developing interventions and solutions for the challenges that face young Black men; and 

developing partnership with those in the community that can assist in the development of 

these individuals. Ironically, some of the same solutions that Livingston and Nahimana 

(2006) propose to increase the academic achievement of middle-class African American 

males are similar to the strategies that the participants of this study presented to increase 

the achievement of middle-class African American students. Some of these strategies 

included was the desire to participant in professional development to understand the 

needs of the students and a greater recruitment of male role models. Currently, Neal 

Elementary has two African American male administrators and at least one male teacher 

on every grade level starting in second grade. 

It is necessary for educators to develop a multi-faceted plan so that success can be 

achieved to combat the academic challenges faced by Black males (Livingston & 
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Nahimana, 2006). The plan needs to include understanding the effects of culture, 

institutions, philosophies, legislations, and instructional policies and procedures that 

impact African American families. Ultimately, the success of a Black male comes from 

understanding the behaviors and dynamics of his heritage. Furthermore, African 

American boys have a knack for analyzing others perceptions of them, thus negative 

views can be detrimental to their development. Often these views lead to the devaluing of 

education and the school institution and the development of a hard exterior to cope and 

define themselves (2006). Apparent in this study were how the behaviors and perceptions 

of teachers toward the middle-class African American boys shaped their desires and 

willingness to succeed academically. Before the achievement gap can be minimized 

between the middle-class African American and European American students, 

perceptions need to be changed and interventions need to be implemented that will assist 

with African American male academic performance. 

Implications 

Prior to conducting this study, there was limited research dedicated to recognizing 

and explaining the achievement gap that exists between middle-class African American 

and middle-class European American students. At the completion of the study, the data 

collected revealed implications for educators, school leaders, parents, and school district 

personnel who are responsible for educating middle-class African American students. 

One implication of the study concerns professional development. Professional 

development should be continuous and on going for teachers, administrators, and teacher-
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leaders. The professional development opportunities should bring awareness of the 

phenomenon that middle-class African American students suffer from low academic 

performance. The participants felt that that their school as well as the school district was 

not doing an adequate job with teacher training and providing cultural awareness training. 

They wanted to participate in learning activities that were related to the academic and 

discipline concerns at Neal Elementary. 

Another implication of the study is the need to re-evaluate principal appointments 

which includes the criteria used for principal placement. The participants had strong 

beliefs regarding school leaders' appointments and they suggested that consideration 

should be given to candidates' former teaching and administrative experience and 

professional knowledge. The participants unanimously felt that the principal should be 

knowledgeable about instruction: 

He [referring to their current principal] doesn't know a lot about 
curriculum... because he was a music teacher. And then he was in middle 
school and then they made him an elementary school principal. So he does 
not know a lot about curriculum he bones up [referring to his desire to 
understand curriculum].. .but others feel that he doesn't know what he is 
doing. (Stacy II lines 228-241) 

Despite his efforts to become knowledgeable, his staff still lacks the confidence in his 

ability to positively influence student instruction. Participants were concerned that the 

principal's experience as a music teacher and a middle school administrator affected his 

ability to effectively supervise and be an instructional leader. To assist newly appointed 

principals, support from the district should be in place when they have been assigned to a 
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school. This support system needs to include networking and mentoring programs that 

will facilitate proper leadership. 

The data collected during this study uncovered that parents should become more 

involved in their children's academic activities in school. Parents should be aware of 

school practices that affect student achievement. Parents need to be notified of reasons 

why the achievement gap exist and provided with practical strategies to assist their 

child(ren). Parents may lack the skills needed to help their child(ren); therefore, the 

school becomes responsible for informing parents and establishing a partnership with 

them to promote academic achievement of the middle-class African American students. 

The final implication of this study involves expectations for learning. These 

expectations include ensuring that the grades given to students are those that students 

earned as well as teachers having high expectations for all students. Conversations need 

to occur within school district offices regarding grading policies and procedures. In 

addition, educators should be more accountable and grade students based on performance 

instead of yielding under the pressure from parents and administrators. Educators should 

be encouraged and required to have high expectations for their students and parents. 

The implications of this study would be very beneficial to the educational 

community because if schools are the vehicle used to prepare our students to be 

contributing and democratic members of society, we must all play an active role in 

ensuring that we provide the best learning environment for our students. We must also 
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recognize that student achievement is not a school-related issue, student achievement 

affects everyone at the district, and state levels as well. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The achievement gap between middle-class African American students and their 

middle-class European American counterparts is a topic that has not been thoroughly 

examined in the literature. Since this phenomenon is important to the educational 

community, additional research should be conducted on the topic. The researcher 

proposes three recommendations for researchers who are interested in analyzing the 

achievement gap of middle-class African American students based on the observations 

and data analysis for this study. 

Additional studies should address the academic performance of middle-class 

African Americans. These studies will add to the body of literature and relieve some of 

the disbelief of educators when they learn that middle-class African Americans are 

academically performing (on average) at the same level as members of their ethnic group 

who are considered poor. Research that can provide additional reasons and confirms 

findings of this study concerning the achievement gap between middle-class African 

American and middle-class European American students would bring more attention to 

the topic. Additional studies could suggest additional strategies and bring awareness to 

students who are not traditionally the focus of research on the achievement gap. 

Despite the diversity of the faculty of Neal Elementary, only six teachers and/or 

teacher-leaders who were all African American volunteered for this study. All certified 
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teachers received an invitation to participate. Since the racial make-up of the participants 

for this study was homogeneous, additional research may include participants who are 

heterogeneous by race and gender to gain a variety of perceptions of the existence of the 

achievement gap. Furthermore, recording the perceptions of educators where the student 

enrollment either has an equal number of middle-class Black and middle-class White 

students or where middle-class Black students are a minority may yield additional 

findings that would add to the current body of knowledge. The study could also include 

the perceptions of parents and students in order for their thoughts and beliefs to be 

analyzed as well. 

A final recommendation is to examine the achievement gap from the perceptions 

of elementary, middle, and high school teachers and teacher-leaders. The interviews 

could gather the educators' perceptions and document the similarities and differences of 

their views on the achievement of middle-class African Americans students. Often as 

students get older, the achievement gap among students with low socioeconomic status 

widens; however, it would be beneficial to the field of education to know if (or to what 

degree) an achievement gap exists as middle-class African American students matriculate 

through middle and high school. 

Summary 

Chapter 5 presented a discussion of the results, conclusions drawn from the 

results, implications for educators, and recommendations for the educational community. 

The discussion and the conclusions drawn from the results explain the behaviors of 
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middle-class African American students and the effect on their academic performance. 

The discussion and the conclusions drawn from the results also explain the strategies 

implemented by educators and the behaviors of school administrators that positively 

impact the academic achievement of middle-class African American students. The 

discussion generated from the responses to the five research questions addressed the 

reasons for the existence of the achievement gap and proposes solutions to minimize the 

achievement gap between middle-class African American and middle-class European 

American students 

Conclusions 

People assume that students from financially stable families will perform well 

academically; however, this is not always the case with middle-class African American 

students. School districts need to make a conscious effort of ensuring that school and 

district personnel understand that middle-class African Americans may be 

underperforming in classrooms which is going unnoticed. Hale (1982) suggests 

Black children grow up in a distinct culture. Black children therefore need 
an educational system that recognizes their strengths, their abilities, and 
their culture and that incorporates them into the learning process, (p. 4) 

Some of the findings suggested a similar environment in which the academic 

achievement of middle-class African American can be increased. 

The participants in this study had very strong beliefs regarding the current state of 

education and the fate of middle-class African American students. There was the belief 

that the academic success of the middle-class African American students was contingent 
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upon exposure to a strong and productive school environment. According to Lynch 

(2006), the achievement gap exists because of several factors such as poverty, race, lack 

of resources, teacher quality, and student relationships. All of these factors affected the 

achievement of middle-class African American students at Neal Elementary with the 

exception of socioeconomic status (poverty). Socioeconomic status should be considered 

in analyzing student achievement; however it should not necessarily be used as an 

indicator of predicting the academic success of a child. 

The participants also felt that the school's administrative team should possess 

certain characteristics if achievement for middle-class African American students is to be 

realized. They believed that the principal should be a strong, instructional leader who 

should be actively involved in the instructional program. If students enrolled in the school 

represent various ethnicities, the principal should ensure that instruction includes 

sensitivity to the needs of diverse students. Educators should be aware that students may 

arrive at school with a different background from their own. It is not just necessarily the 

difference in race, because a teacher and a student could share the same race but the 

family values and beliefs could differ creating conflict and/or misunderstandings in the 

classroom. 

Often educators do not recognize the importance of building a culture within the 

classroom and its affect on student achievement. Positive classroom culture is an 

environment where there is a mutual understanding between educator and teacher that 

consists of respecting everyone's values, beliefs, and attitudes in the classroom and 
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teaching with this awareness in mind. This can be referred to as a "culturally proficient 

classroom". In the case of this study, the educators at Neal Elementary would be able to 

recognize the culture of the middle-class Black students and acknowledge and provide 

strategies that are best suited so that these students could meet their maximum potential. 

Educators should be provided with valuable professional development in 

addressing the needs of middle-class African American students. Teachers must spend 

time engaged in practical learning activities that would assist them in implementing 

instruction in the classroom. The professional development provided to educators should 

be relevant and on going. 

The research of Cashin (2004), Horvat and O'Conner (2006), Lacy (2007) Ogbu 

(2003), and Thernstrom & Thernstrom (2003), state that middle-class African American 

students perform at levels that are comparable to low-income students. Analyzing school 

culture and the perceptions of the educators at Neal Elementary revealed that the poor 

performance of middle-class African American students had little to do with their 

socioeconomic status, but was the result of race, assumptions, and low expectations. 

District personnel, administrators, and teachers need to work collaboratively with parents 

to understand why this population of students is experiencing low levels of academic 

achievement and begin to establish policies and procedures that will meet the needs of 

these students. 



APPENDIX A 

PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS AT NEAL ELEMENTARY WHO 
DID NOT MEET THE STANDARDS (LEVEL 1) 

2007-2008 

195 



PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS AT NEAL ELEMENTARY WHO 
DID NOT MEET THE STANDARDS (LEVEL 1) 

2007-2008 

Percentage of Black Students 

1st grade 2,KI grade 3 r d grade 4tn grade 5m grade 
Number of 
Black 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

60 

3% 
6% 
10% 

68 

1% 
4% 
9% 

62 

0% 
2% 
13% 

64 

8% 
16% 
36% 

78 

9% 
13% 
13% 

Percentage of White Students 

1st grade 2nd grade 3 rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 
Number of 
White 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

14 

14% 
36% 
14% 

18 

0% 
0% 
6% 

20 

0% 
5% 
5% 

19 

16% 
16% 
32% 

17 

6% 
6% 
0% 
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PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS AT NEAL ELEMENTARY WHO 
DID NOT MEET THE STANDARDS (LEVEL 1) 

2006-2007 

Percentage of Black students 

Is* grade 2nd grade 3 rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 
Number of 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

60 

5% 
11% 
19% 

57 

2% 
9% 
7% 

62 

8% 
11% 
5% 

72 

14% 
19% 
26% 

77 

12% 
5% 
10% 

Percentage of White students 

1st grade 2nd grade 3 rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 
Number of 
White 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

24 

8% 
21% 
21% 

20 

0% 
5% 
5% 

21 

10% 
0% 
0% 

19 

0% 
0% 
5% 

23 

9% 
13% 
9% 
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CHANGES IN POPULATIONS AND LEVEL 1 PERFORMANCE 
2006-2008 

Differences in the Black Students 

Ist grade 
'06-'07 
."ll grade 
'07-'08 

2"u grade ' 
06-'07 

3rd grade 
'07-'08 

3rd grade 
'06-'07 

4,h grade 
'07-'08 

4th grade 
'06-'07 

5th grade 
'07-'08 

Number of 
Black Students 
Tested 
•Reading 
*ELA 
•Math 

+6 

-4% 
-7% 

-10% 

+5 

-2% 
-7% 
+6% 

+2 

0% 
+5% 

+31% 

+6 

-5% 
-6% 

-13% 

Differences in the White Students 

lsl grade 
'06-'07 

2nd grade 
'07-'08 

2nd grade 
'06-'07 

3rd grade 
'07-'08 

> grade 
'06-'07 

4th grade 
'07-'08 

4 grade 
'06-'07 

5th grade 
'07-'08 

Number of 
White Students 
Tested 
•Reading 
•ELA 

•Math 

-6 

-8% 
-21% 

-15% 

0 

N/A 
N/A (5%-remain 

the same) 
N/A (5%-remain 

the same)% 

-2 

+6% 
+ 16% 

+32% 

-2 

+6% 
+6% 

+5% 

*(+) The percentage of students that saw an increase in the number of students who did 
not meet the standards from the previous year. 
*(-) The percentage of students that saw a decrease in the number of students who did not 
meet the standards and test scores improved over the year. 
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PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS AT NEAL ELEMENTARY WHO 
EXCEEDED THE STANDARDS (LEVEL 3) 

2007-2008 

Percentage of Black Students 

1st grade 2nd grade 3 rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 
Number of 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

60 

35% 
15% 
22% 

68 

56% 
19% 
13% 

62 

32% 
23% 
27% 

64 

33% 
33% 
8% 

78 

6% 
18% 
10% 

Percentage of White Students 

1st grade 2nd grade 3 rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 
Number of 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

14 

36% 
14% 
43% 

18 

50% 
39% 
44% 

20 

55% 
45% 
50% 

19 

37% 
26% 
16% 

17 

24% 
12% 
12% 
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PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS AT NEAL ELEMENTARY WHO 
EXCEEDED THE STANDARDS (LEVEL 3) 

2006-2007 

Percentage of Black students 

1st grade 2nd grade 3 rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 
Number of 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

62 

31% 
18% 
0% 

57 

63% 
25% 
23% 

62 

32% 
23% 
27% 

72 

19% 
19% 
14% 

77 

16% 
17% 
14% 

Percentage of White students 

1st grade 2nd grade 3 rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 
Number of 
White 
Students 
Tested 
Reading 
ELA 
Math 

24 

42% 
17% 
21% 

20 

70% 
30% 
40% 

21 

52% 
33% 
38% 

19 

42% 
47% 
26% 

23 

17% 
22% 
35% 
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CHANGES IN POPULATIONS AND LEVEL 3 PERFORMANCES 
2006-2008 

Percentage of Black Students 

Is' grade 
'06-'07 

2nd grade 
'07-'08 

2nd grade 
'06-'07 

3rd grade 
'07-'08 

3 rd grade 
'06-'07 

4th grade 
'07-'08 

Percentage of White Students 

I grade 
'06-'07 

2nd grade 
'07-'08 

>. grade 
'06-'07 

3rd grade 
'07-'08 

3 r grade 
'06-'07 

4th grade 
'07-'08 

4th grade 
'06-'07 

5th grade 
'07-'08 

Number of 
Students 
Tested 
*Reading 
*ELA 
*Math 

+6 

-25% 
- 1 % 

-13% 

+5 

+19% 
-22% 
-14% 

+2 

- 1 % 
-10% 
+19% 

+6 

+13% 
+1% 
+4% 

4th grade 
'06-'07 

'07-'08 
Number of 
White 
Students 
Tested 
*Reading 
*ELA 
*Math 

-6 

-8% 
-22% 
-23% 

0 

+ 15% 
-15% 
-10% 

-2 

+15% 
+7% 

+22% 

-2 

+18% 
+35% 
+14% 

*(+) The percentage of students that saw an increase in the number of students who 
exceeded the standards. 
*(-) The percentage of students that saw a decrease in the number of students who 
exceeded the standards. 
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INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY 

You Are Invited to Participate!! 

An Analysis of the Achievement of 
Middle-class African-American Students 

Spring 2009 

You are invited to participate in a study related to the documented achievement gap 
between black and white middle-class students. Specifically, the study will address the 
following issues: 

• What are some specific characteristics that contribute to the achievement 
gap? 

• What are some successful strategies that discourage the achievement gap? 
• What are some of the characteristics of a positive school climate? 
• How do race and social class effect achievement? 

Your participation is important to the success of this study. An organizational meeting 
will take place (date and day) from (time) at (location). I hope you will agree to 
participate in this research. If you choose to participate, a minimum of two interviews 
will be required, one individual and one group interview. Participation of this study is on 
a voluntarily basis. 

If you are interested in participating or have any further questions, please feel free to 
contact me at dlchaka@yahoo.com or 404-934-9791. 

Thank you, 

Donica L. Cuspard-Hightower 

mailto:dlchaka@yahoo.com
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PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

Name: 

Age: 

Birthplace (city and state): 

Race: Marital Status Gender: 

Education: 
Degrees earned: BA or BS College/University: 

MA or MS College/University: 
Ed.S. College/University: 
Ph.D. or Ed.D. College/University: 

Certification Field(s): 

Numbers of years teaching: 

Grade Level(s)/Subject(s) Taught: 

School Committees and Role on the Committee (i.e., chairperson, co-chairperson, etc) 

Professional Organizations: 

Social/Community Organizations: 
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INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Talk about your family and your childhood especially as it relates to education. 
You may talk about your brothers and sisters or anyone else who has influenced 
your life academically. 

2. What social class would best describe your family? Do you feel that you teach 
students who resemble your socioeconomic background? How do you relate to 
these students who may be similar/dissimilar from yourself? 

3. What do you think is the connection between social class and society's 
educational expectations of students? 

4. Describe some of the differences (if any) that you have observed in academic 
performances of black and white students who are considered middle-class? 

5. How would you define achievement gap? How has the achievement gap impacted 
your daily instruction? 

6. Describe how the leadership of school administrators impacts student 
achievement. 

7. In your professional opinion, what are some effective strategies that you have 
implemented or observed to assist struggling students? 

8. How do you share techniques and strategies that have proven to be successful 
with struggling students with your colleagues? 

9. What support would you offer teachers for implementing a curriculum to assist 
struggling students? 

10. Do you have any concluding thoughts or comments? 
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FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Do differences exist in the academic aptitude of middle-class black students and their 
middle-class white peers at (school name)? If so, what have you noticed? If not, why do 
you think that they perform in a similar manner? How does this impact your classroom 
instruction? Talk about any differences in the academic experiences that you notice 
between the students? Do you think this impacts what is taught? 
2. In your opinion, who is responsible for the academic achievement of students? 
3. What similarities and differences exist in the values of attitudes of middle-class black 
students and their white peers? 
4. Describe the family structure of your middle-class black students. Describe the family 
structure of your middle-class white students. In your opinion, how are families similar? 
What differences (if any) exist? 
5. Describe the differences (if any) that you see between middle-class black and white 
students at (school name) that relate to the educational process, classroom and homework 
expectations, and the role of parent(s) in their child's education. 
6. What are some observable influences that affect a student's academic performance? 
7. When I observed the school, I saw (I will describe activities observed during the 
research period). What effect does this have on student achievement? 
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MERCER 
X V JLU N I V E R S I T Y 

Tift College of Education 

PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT 

Title: An Analysis of the Achievement Gap of 
Middle Class African-American Students 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many questions as 
necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 
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Investigators 

Student Investieator: Donic-a L. Cuspard-Hightowcr 
2170 Wellington Circle 
Lithonia, Georgia 30058 
404-934-9791 " 
PI c haka@yah oo .com 

Faculty Chair: Dr, Olivia Boggs, Department of Educational Leadership 
Mercer University 
3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta. GA 30341-4155 
678-547-6631 
Boaes OM@Mercer.edu 

Purpose of the Research 
This research study is designed to identify' reasons for the achievement gap associated with 
middle class African-American students and to propose solutions to the educational community 
that will be instrumental in correcting the problem that affects teaching and learning in 
America's schools. 

The data from this research will be used to raise the educational community's awareness of a 
population of students who have been ignored in educational research. It is also the purpose of 
this research to report the "voices" of the practitioners who interact with and observe the 
academic behaviors of middle class African-American students daily. The final goal of this 
research is to develop and implement practical strategies through professional learning activities 
for teachers, teacher-leaders, and building administrators that can be used when educating them 
about this population of students. 

The purpose of this research is to fulfill the research and dissertation requirement 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Educational Leadership. 

Finally, it is the purpose of this research to analyze and compare the characteristics of the 
students that attend the schools selected for this research. The comparison of the students" 
academic habits, various levels of achievement and value of education will be interpreted by the 
educators that witness their daily academic performances and behavior. 
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Procedures 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a Participant 
Information Questionnaire, participate in one individual interview and participate in a group 
discussion. A second individual interview may be required if there is some information that 
needs clarification from the first individual interview. Ail individual and focus group interviews 
will be audio taped and the focus group session will be videotaped. The purpose for the audio 
and video recordings is to allow the researcher to collect accurate data for the information, that 
you the participant will be providing that will be vital to this study. 

A commitment of two 10 three hours is needed from each participant. One hour will be 
allotted for each individual interview and another hour for the focus group interview. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

In this study, there are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. You will not have any 
more risks than you would in a normal day of life. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 

Participation in this study may benefit you personally by engaging in discussions with other 
colleagues that identifies reasons for the existence of the achievement gap amongst a specific 
population of students (middle class African-American students) where there has been little 
research conducted. It is also the hopes of this research to identify strategies that are being 
used to diminish the achievement gap. These conversations will hopefully promote awareness 
and develop strategies that will be beneficial for all students academically. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

The researcher will keep the information gathered during the interview process confidential. 1 
will use pseudonyms for the participants and the locations that the research will be conducted. 
The focus group interviews will limit the confidentially of your answers; however, the guidelines 
concerning the focus group that state that you agree to keep the comments of other participants 
confidential will apply to interviews as well. I will be the only person who will have access to 
the information you provide. Raw data (i.e., questionnaires, transcriptions, video and audio tapes, 
etc.) will be stored in a locked cabinet and all transcriptions, reports, and other data will be 
typed/entered on firewall-protected computers. The code sheet(s) that list(s) your actual name 
and participant number will be stored in a separate locked cabinet from the data in order to 
protect your privacy. Your name and other facts that might point to you will not appear when 1 
present this study or publish its results. The findings will be summarized and reported in-group 
form. You will not be identified personally. Please be aware that all video, audiotapes, and the 
code sheet(s) will be destroyed three years from the completion of the study. 
Participation and Withdrawal 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. A decision whether or not to participate in 
the research will not affect your relationship with (Insert name of school), your relation with 
other teachers, or your employment standing. As a participant you may refuse to participate at 
any time. If you decide to participate, you may drop out of the study at any time and for any 
reason. Additionally, observations of students will be done in a way that does not interfere with 
the normal, everyday classroom and school routine. 
To withdraw from the study please contact the student investigator at the above listed address or 
phone number. 
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Also, if you prefer not to a participant in the video recordings, one of the two options will be 218 
made available: 1. you can elect not to participate in the focus group or 2, you can sit behind the 
camera to prevent your identity from being revealed. 

Questions about the Research 

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Ms. Donica L. Cuspard^ 
Hightower. If you have questions later, you may also contact Ms. Donica L. Cuspard-Hightower, 

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's IRB. If you believe there is 
any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the Chair of the Mercer 
University Institutional Research Review Board Mercer University at 1400 Coleman Avenue 
Macon, Georgia 31207: (478) 301-4101. 

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to my 
satisfaction. My signature below indicates my voluntary agreement to participate in this research 
study. 

Please return one copy of this consent form and keep one copy for your records. 
If you agree to be videotaped during this study, please initial here: 
If you agree to be audiotape during this study, please initial here: 
If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign below. 

Signature of Research Participant Date 

Participant Name (Please Print) Date 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent (optional) Date 

APPROVAL DATE P^X^.SS. 

INFORMED CONSENT FORi 

EXPIRATION D A T E - K ^ V ^ 
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