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ABSTRACT 

ROZLYN T. LINDER 
DESCRIPTION OF FACTORS RELATED TO THE GRADE LEVEL RETENTION 
RATES OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS 
Under the direction of DR. SAMMY L. FELTON 

In the state of Georgia, African Americans represent 38% of the student 

population, yet they account for more than half of the grade level retentions each year 

(The Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009). 

The purpose of this study was to determine if relationships exist between the 

disproportionate retention rate of African American elementary school students and six 

variables: (a) teacher race, (b) administrator race, (c) student body racial composition, 

(d) teacher experience, (e) teacher certification level, and (f) teacher to student ratio. 

Utilizing a sample of 480 Georgia public elementary schools, the researcher 

calculated the relative risk of retention for African American students at each school. 

Pearson correlations were computed to assess relationships among variables. The 

researcher found that teacher, administrator, and student race had a statistically 

significant correlation to the disproportionate retention of African American students. 

Class size, teacher degree level, and average years of teaching experience did not. These 

findings suggest that schools may want to actively recruit minority teachers and create 

universal retention standards. 

XI 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Background 

There is a well documented pattern of racial disproportionality within schools 

(Barton, 2003; Chubbuck, 2004; Flapan, 2001). Disproportionality for African American 

students, in particular, has been well documented using multiple performance measures. 

Some of the most common educational measures of racial disproportionality include 

dropout rates (Allensworth, 2005; Obgu, 2003), standardized test scores (Oates, 2003), 

and special education placement (Bollmer, Bethel, Garrison-Mogren, & Brauen, 2007). 

This study focuses on grade level retention. Grade level retention is the practice of 

requiring a student who has completed one year in a grade level to repeat the same grade 

level during the subsequent year (Eide & Goldhaber, 2005; Guevremont, Roos, & 

Brownell, 2007; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002). 

Significance of Grade Level Retention 

The consensus of research reviews and meta analyses indicate that being retained 

in the same grade level has negative long term consequences for retained students 

(Allensworth, 2005; Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Bui, 2005; Frederick & 

Hauser, 2008; Larsen, 2002; Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005; Stearns, Moller, Blau, & 

1 
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Potochnick, 2007). Achievement gains, if realized are limited and short term 

(Anagnostopoulos, 2006; Grissom & Shepard, 1989; Holmes, 1989; Shepard & Smith, 

1990). 

Jackson's (1975) seminal meta-analysis on the effects of grade level retention 

concluded that there are no benefits of retention compared to promotion. Holmes and 

Matthews (1984) conducted a meta-analysis on the effects of grade level retention that 

focused on achievement and socioeconomic outcomes. Based on studies conducted from 

1929 to 1981, findings indicated that retained students had poorer school attendance rates 

and performed lower on achievement tests. In a follow up meta-analysis, also conducted 

by Holmes (1989), he found similar student results for retained students compared to 

their peers of similar IQs, socioeconomic status, and achievement scores. Almost a 

decade later, Jimerson (2001) conducted a meta-analysis on the impact of grade level 

retention based on studies published from 1990-1999. These findings corroborated that 

there were multiple negative outcomes for retention. A small number of the studies 

reviewed did indicate moderate achievement gains for the retained students. These 

achievement gains, however, disappeared or reversed in later years. Numerous studies 

have also confirmed these findings (Bergin, Osburn & Cryan, 1996; Mantzicopoulos & 

Morrison, 1992). 

Since Jimerson's meta analysis, there have been additional studies that have also 

indicated that grade retention is strongly correlated to the increased likelihood of 

eventually dropping out of high school (Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002; Sterns, 

Moller, Blau, & Potochnick, 2007). Grissom and Shepard (1989) found that grade level 
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retention resulted in a 20-30% increase in the likelihood of dropping out of high school. 

Retention also has adverse impacts on future achievement, emotional and social 

development, educational attainment levels, and dropout rates (Allensworth, 2005; Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003; Jacob & 

Lefgren, 2004; Larsen, 2002). 

Retention Decision Making Process 

Elementary retention decisions are distinctly different than other achievement 

measures (Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003). Elementary retention decisions are the 

result of multilevel influences; specifically teacher and administrator discretion (Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005), report card grades (Obgu, 2003), teacher 

perceptions of maturity (Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003), parental 

recommendations, and district policy (Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005) rather 

than a single performance measure (Allensworth, 2005). 

Statement of the Problem 

This study investigated the disproportionate retention of African American 

elementary school students in contrast to their peers of other ethnic groups (Allensworth, 

2005; Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003; 

Larsen, 2002). In the state of Georgia, this racial disproportionality is particularly 

exacerbated and constant only for African Americans (The Governor's Office of Student 

Achievement, 2009). The next largest minority group, Hispanics, represent 12% of the 

state population yet only make up approximately 12% of the students retained. They are 

not disproportionately retained within the state of Georgia (The Governor's Office of 
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Student Achievement, 2009). This problem is distinct to the African American student 

population. 

African Americans represent 38% of the student population, yet they account for 

more than half of the grade level retentions each year (The Governor's Office of Student 

Achievement, 2009). This number has been consistent since 2001, with no statistically 

significant variance. African American students are 170% more likely to be retained than 

students of all other ethnicities (The Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009). 

This is a significant problem because it perpetuates systemic inequalities. As adults, these 

students may be undereducated, therefore unable to access the labor market (Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 2007). 

In stark juxtaposition to the race of the student population, the teaching and 

administrator racial population is and has remained homogenously white (Flores & 

Smith, 2008; The Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009). The racial 

composition of teachers and administrators in Georgia is inversely disproportionate to the 

student population. During the 2007-2008 school year, just over 75% of the teaching staff 

in Georgia classified themselves ethnically as white. This is in contrast to 54% of the 

student population being classified as minority race students, 38% of whom are African 

American (The Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009). Data indicates that 

the student population is persistently shifting and will continue to become more 

dominated by current minority groups (Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006; Talbert-

Johnson, 2006). 
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Elementary retention decisions are the result of multilevel influences, specifically 

teacher and administrator discretion (Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005), report 

card grades (Obgu, 2003), teacher perceptions of maturity (Alexander, Entwistle, & 

Dauber, 2003), parental recommendations, and district policy (Bali, Anagnostopoulous, 

& Roberts, 2005). This subjective nature of retention decisions shows a dependency on 

teachers and administrators as critical decision makers (Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & 

Roberts, 2005). The majority of studies on retention have analyzed correlates of 

retention, and frequency of retention, rather than an analysis of teachers and 

administrators as the decision makers (Allensworth, 2005; Anagnostopoulos, 2006; Eide 

& Goldhaber, 2005; Rodney, Crafter, Rodney, & Muper, 1999). This study fills that gap 

by examining organizational and personnel correlates to elementary retention rates. Much 

of the research on the racial congruence of teachers and students has indicated that 

teachers may be a substantive factor in the achievement of students and the perpetuation 

of the academic achievement gap between African American and white students (Harry, 

2005; Haymes, 1995; Stanford, 2009). Because elementary school retention decisions 

rely on teacher and administrator judgment, there is value in the investigation of factors 

that correlate to grade level retention independent of just student factors. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between the 

disproportionate grade level retention rate of African American elementary school 

students and six selected variables: (a) teacher race, (b) administrator race, (c) student 
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body racial composition, (d) teacher experience, (e) teacher certification level, and (f) 

teacher to student ratio. 

In elementary school, the retention decision making process is markedly different 

from grade level retention decisions in both middle and high schools (Randolph, Rose, 

Fraser, & Orthner, 2004). In elementary school the teacher is specifically tasked with 

making judgments about student maturation, behavior, and an overall determination of 

potential success in the subsequent grade level. (Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003; 

Randolph, Rose, Fraser, & Orthner). 

Research studies have indicated that there is wide variance in the retention 

making process between grade levels, districts, and local schools (Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Stone & Engel, 2007). Teacher evaluation of 

student potential (Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005), report card grades (Obgu, 

2003), teacher perceptions of maturity (Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003), and 

teacher and administrator assessment of student behavioral competencies (Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Mantzicopolos, 2003) are the key criteria for 

determining elementary retention decisions. 

Theoretical Framework 

A wide variety of theories posit different reasons for racial disproportionality 

among educational outcomes. These theories suggest that disproportionality between 

African American and white students is either the function of socioeconomic status 

(Carter, 2000; Rothstein, 2004), cultural opposition to achievement (Kretovis & Nussel, 
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1994; McWhorter, 2001; Obgu, 2003), or innate intelligence differences (Herrnstein & 

Murray, 1994; Lewis, James, Hancock & Hill-Jackson, 2008; McKee, 1993). 

While each of these types of theories have both substantial support and 

contradictory opposition, there are two key pitfalls regarding applicability to theorize the 

racial disproportionality of retention rates. The predominant focus of the research on 

racial disproportionality is on test scores as outcomes (Brown-Jeffy, 2006; Obgu, 2003; 

Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002). The retention decision making process contrasts sharply 

with standardized test scores, a single quantitative performance measure (Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Manticopolous, 2003). Acknowledging the distinct 

differences between these two performance measures, it follows that the causes and 

predictors may be distinctly different as well. Additionally, these theories rely on models 

that focus solely on student deficits. This study investigates variables that contribute to 

disproportionate grade level retention rates beyond just the student characteristics. 

Disproportionality Hypotheses 

The design of this study draws on the work of Coutinho and Oswald (1998, 2000) 

who identified two predominate hypotheses for disproportionality. The first hypothesis is 

that certain ethnic groups may have varying demographic, environmental or health 

factors that correlate to disproportionality. This hypothesis has already been thoroughly 

investigated in the literature (Anyon, 1997; Barton, 2003; Feagin, 2006; Mickelson, 

2003; Ogbu, 2003; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). 

The second hypothesis posited by Coutinho and Oswald (1998, 2000) is that 

educational decisions rely on the educators' decision making process. Assessments of 
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student behavior, ability, and achievement may be skewed based on racial or ethnic 

biases. This hypothesis further suggests that this effect may be exacerbated when students 

are minorities. From this perspective, the role of the educator is critical to 

disproportionality. 

Critical Race Theory 

The second theoretical framework that supports this study is critical race theory 

(CRT). Drawing from a broad literature base (Bell, 2004; Ladson-Billings G., 1999b; 

Harris, 1993; Tate, 1997), CRT is characterized by four major systems of belief 

(Duncan, 2002; Tate, 1997). The first is that racism affects all areas of society. As a 

determinate of the power structure, societal institutions of racism are far reaching 

(Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; Duncan, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1999a; Lopez, 2003). 

Secondly, critical race theory legitimizes the narrative stories that minorities have 

to share. Critical race theory indicates that providing worth to these ideas is valuable 

(Ladson-Billings, 1999a). The third tenet of this theory is a critique on liberalism (Bell, 

2004). CRT suggests that social change cannot occur within the confines of our current 

social structures (Duncan, 2002). CRT dispels the myth that schools are race neutral 

(Lewis, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1999a). This theory encourages scholarly research on the 

school as a social structure and the confines and restrictions associated with race. 

Examining the intersections of race and performance is a direct offshoot of this tenet. 

Cross Cultural Leadership Theory 

In addition to critical race theory and Coutinho and Oswald's hypothesis of 

disproportionality, this study also relies on a leadership framework. Cross cultural 
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leadership theory indicates that local, school, and district leaders are responsible for 

leadership decisions that must take into context multiple classes, cultures, and race. Cross 

cultural leadership is a sound theory of leadership that can inform leaders when making 

decisions where race may be a factor or have implications for the decisions made. This 

leadership theory acknowledges that diverse organizations are the norm, rather than the 

exception in most working environments. There are numerous forms of diversity (English 

& Anderson , 2005). It may be an organization with diverse economics, races, or simply 

gender. There are numerous forms of diversity. Cross cultural leadership is designed to 

reflect a form of leadership that takes context into account. This means that there is value 

to the life and experiences of all groups, not just the majority groups. Fostering groups 

understanding and interactivity is a viable part of this theoretical approach (English & 

Anderson, 2005). 

Often applied in a business leadership context, the theory of cross cultural 

leadership is built upon the concept that leaders are charged with the responsibility of 

successfully navigating multiple classes, cultures, and race. Cross cultural leadership is 

designed to reflect a form of leadership that takes this context into account. This means 

that there is value to the life and experiences of all groups, not just the majority groups. 

Fostering groups understanding and interactivity is a viable part of this theoretical 

approach (English & Anderson, 2005; Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003; Wilson, 

2005). 
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Variables 

The six independent variables investigated in this study include: (a) percentage of 

African American teachers, (b) percentage of African American administrators, (c) 

percentage of African American students, (d) average years of teacher experience, (e) 

percentages of teachers with graduate degrees, and (f) teacher to student ratio. The 

dependent variable is the relative risk of retention for African American elementary 

students. 

Teacher Race 

A wide body of literature indicates that teacher race and background influence 

how teachers view African American students' ability to succeed in the subsequent grade 

level (Ladson-Billings, 1999a; Lopez, 2003; Noguera, 2009; Oakes, 2005). Teacher 

perceptions guide their decision making process. This includes instructional decisions, 

such as the decision to retain (Dee, 2005; Ouazad, 2008). Teacher race has a correlation 

to evaluation of student behavior (Beady & Hansell, 1989; Honora, 2003; Kelly, 

Bullock, & Dykes, 1977; Zimmerman, Khoury, Vega, Gil, & Warheit, 1995), ability 

assessments (Enrenberg, Goldhaber, & Brewer, 1995; Ouazad, 2008), and teacher-student 

interaction (Dee, 2005; Rusch, 2004). 

Administrator Race 

Race may have a relationship to the decision making process, not just for 

teachers, but for administrators as well (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Hogg, 2001). Research 

shows that white administrators often make presuppositions regarding the behavior and 

achievement capabilities or abilities of African American students. Typically, 
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assumptions include a belief that students have diminished intelligence or achievement 

capabilities. Additionally, minority administrators may demonstrate a higher level of 

cultural awareness or sensitivity to the issues of discrimination or unfair practices that 

negatively impact minority students. 

Student Body Racial Composition 

Studies indicate that when the researcher controlled for the socioeconomic status 

of the students and school size, the racial composition of schools has a direct relationship 

to achievement for African American students (Caldas & Banks, 1998; Coleman, et al., 

1966; Entwistle & Alexander, 1992; Brown-Jeffy, 2006). 

Additionally, African American students tend to attend school in high poverty, 

urban areas (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2000; Kozol, 2005). These areas are often 

characterized by overcrowded facilities (Bell, 2004; Frankenberg, Lee, & Orfield, 2003), 

underfunded initiatives, and high levels of teacher turnover (Kozol, 2005). Milner (2006) 

also describes the climate of such schools as being one where teachers, regardless of race, 

have come to expect very little of students academically. Expectations, academic rigor, 

and quality of instruction are all reduced in schools with high minority concentrations 

(Barton, 2003; Kozol, 2005). Evidence does indicate that strong correlations exist linking 

high minority population schools and a wide variety of negative expectations and 

consequences for students (Anyon, 1997; Clotfelter, 2004; Feagin, 2006; Lewis & 

Moore, 2008). 
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Teacher Experience 

Several studies have indicated that the quality of the teacher impacts student 

growth trajectories, particularly in urban, high minority populated schools (Hanushek , 

1992; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). Literature confirms that teacher quality is 

important. There is little consensus, however, regarding accurately defining the 

parameters that determine teacher quality (Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). 

A frequent measure of teacher quality is level of experience. Research findings 

indicate that there is little consensus on the correlation between teacher quality and 

teacher experience. Research also finds that there is a direct positive correlation between 

the experience of the teacher and student performance on achievement tests (Buddin & 

Zamarro, 2009; Hanushek & Welch, 2006). Conversely, other studies have found that 

teacher experience levels have no effect on student outcomes (Croninger, Rice, Rathbun, 

& Nishio, 2007). 

Teacher Certification Level/ Graduate Degrees 

In addition to teacher experience, certification is also a commonly utilized proxy 

for quality. Numerous studies hypothesize a correlation between teacher quality and 

achievement (Hanushek, 1992; Heck, 2007; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005; Ladson-

Billings, 1999b). Mixed findings have been reported regarding whether or not 

certification level impacts educational outcomes. A majority of studies have supported 

the notion that teachers with more education are better classroom teachers (Heck, 2007; 

Ladson-Billings, 1999b).These conclusions have not been applied to other aspects of 

teaching such as decision making trends. 
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Class Size 

In Georgia, the average elementary class size in 2005-2006 was 17.8. National 

data indicates that class size was smaller than every other state in the country with the 

exception of Maine and North Dakota (National Center for Educational Statistics and 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement, 2009). According to the most recent 

school year data, the teacher to student ratio for the 2008-2009 year in Georgia was 14:1 

(Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009). 

Several studies have found that small class sizes result in positive educational 

outcomes. This has been particularly noted as significant for African American students 

(Finn & Achilles, 1999; Edlefson, 2006; Glass, Cahen, Smith, & Filby, 1982). Early 

studies on class size include what is commonly referred to as the Tennessee Studies. This 

multiphase study examined the impact that small class size had on elementary school 

students' achievement. Scores on achievement tests were higher for students in small 

classes than the traditional larger classes. These statistically significant differences were 

found to be persistent over multiple years. In addition to showing gains for all students, 

African American student showed even larger gains in achievement. Recently, the state 

of Wisconsin replicated portions of the Tennessee study in their state. Findings confirmed 

that student achievement was higher when they were a part of a smaller class cohort 

(Edlefson, 2006). 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to determine the relationship between teacher and 

school based characteristics and the relative risk of retention for African American 
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students. There are six research questions that were addressed in this study. These include 

the following: 

1. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

African American teachers and the relative risk of retention for African 

American elementary school students? 

2. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

African American administrators and the relative risk of retention for African 

American elementary school students? 

3. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

African American students and the relative risk of retention for African 

American elementary school students? 

4. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

teachers with graduate degrees and the relative risk of retention for African 

American elementary school students? 

5. Is there a statistically significant relationship between teacher experience and 

the relative risk of retention for African American elementary school 

students? 

6. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the student/ teacher 

ratio and the relative risk of retention for African American elementary school 

students? 

In an effort to determine the correlation between these independent variables and 

the relative risk of retention of African American students, the null hypothesis of no 
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relationship between the independent variables and the retention rates of African 

American students is considered. 

Procedures 

This study utilized a quantitative non-experimental, correlational research design. 

The researcher used correlational data analysis to determine if there was a relationship 

between variables. Pearson correlations were computed to assess the relationships among 

variables for each of the research questions. The results were analyzed to determine if the 

correlations are statistically significant at the < .01 level by the two-tailed test. 

Data for this study were collected from the Georgia Governor's Office of Student 

Achievement web page. These databases are publicly available through www.gaosa.org. 

All public elementary schools (N=1079) in the state of Georgia were the target 

population, as determined from data representing the 2008-2009 school year. Sample 

schools included in the study included at least grades kindergarten through fifth grade. 

Sample schools also had a reportable population of African American and white students. 

After obtaining these data, the relative risk of retention for African American 

students were calculated. Relative risk compares the risk index of two groups. Relative 

risk ratios are typically used in special education disproportionality research (Coutinho & 

Oswald, 1998; Hosp & Reschly, 2002; Skiba et al., 2008; Westat, 2003) as well as 

epidemiological research (Lui, 2004). 

After establishing the relative risk of retention for African Americans students at 

each elementary school, Pearson correlations were computed to assess the relationship 

between relative risk of retention and each of the six research variables. To determine if 

http://www.gaosa.org
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there were any statistically significant relationships that existed, the researcher calculated 

Pearson r correlations for hypothesis testing. The level of statistical significance was set 

at the p < .01 level. If a statistically significant finding is present (p < .01), the null 

hypothesis was rejected. If a statistically significant finding was not present (p > .01), the 

researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis. A separate statistical analysis was 

conducted for each of the six research questions. The Pearson correlations index the 

magnitude of the relationship whether significant or not. 

Delimitations 

One of the delimitations of this study is that it solely examines school and teacher 

independent variables. No external, non-school related factors such as family and 

parental, community type variables were considered. Within the school, only teacher and 

administrator characteristics are evaluated, using the school as a unit of analysis. The 

support staff and other school personnel member characteristics were not considered in 

this study. The data set for this study is derived from statistics collected from elementary 

schools only. This classification omits schools that extend beyond the fifth grade or do 

not include the kindergarten. Additionally, magnet and charter schools are excluded from 

this study. The data are limited to the state of Georgia. While it can be generalized for 

application to other states, the data are drawn from only one state population of students. 

Limitations 

Limitations are parameters that are not within the researcher's control. There are 

several limitations that were unavoidable in this study. One limitation is that the 

researcher makes the assumption that district reported information to the Governor's 
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Office of Student Achievement is accurate. The second limitation is that teachers and 

students are not individually matched with one another. Due to the rights outlined in the 

Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), access to each individual student's 

demographic data was not accessible for this study. The school data, disaggregated by 

demographics was available. This limitation means that conclusions regarding teacher 

and student congruence are only based on the school statistics. The researcher makes no 

judgments regarding the independent retention decisions of any teachers. Data is drawn 

from school wide data. This limitation is important to acknowledge when interpreting the 

results. These results reflect on the school as a unit of analysis. The findings of this study 

do not indicate conclusions about individual teachers. The data is viewed in the collective 

and reflects only on school wide trends and practices. 

Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following terms are specific to the research 

questions are defined in this section. 

1. African American: Racial classification of persons from African descent, non-

Hispanic origins. This classification is based on the state reported ethnic 

categories archived by the state on an annual basis (The Governor's Office of 

Student Achievement, 2009). 

2. Cultural Consonance: A similarity among attributes that often "shape 

attitudes toward others (e.g., race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and 

gender)" (Rosenberg, 1979, p.99) 
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3. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy: Instruction that actively facilitates and 

supports the achievement of all students. The emphasis is on learner centered 

instruction that revolves around students' personal and cultural contributions 

and strengths (Richards, Brown & Forde, 2004). 

4. Cultural Values: Values held universally by a certain group (Brown, 2002). 

5. Culture: The learned and shared beliefs that tend to accompany a particular 

group and influence behaviors (Black, Gregersen, Mendenhall, & Stroh, 

1999). 

6. Disproportionality: The differences between the percentages of students 

receiving a service or in a program compared to their total representation in 

the overall pppulation within a larger community or group (Coutinho & 

Oswald, 2000). 

7. Grade Level Retention: The process of a student repeating the same grade 

more than once (Guevremont, Roos, & Brownell, 2007; Jackson, 1975; 

Jimerson, 2001; Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002). 

8. Racial Congruence: The matching ethnic/ race of teaching staff and students 

(Oates, 2003). 

9. Relative Risk: The ratio of the probability of an event occurring in one group 

versus another group (Jewell, 2003; Lui, 2004). 

10. Social Economic Status (SES): An index that is a composite of both mother's 

and father's education, family income, and household wealth. School SES 

status was determined by the percentage of students that qualify for free or 
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reduced lunch based on this index (The Governor's Office of Student 

Achievement, 2009). 

11. Student Teacher Ratio: The student enrollment/all teachers ratio is established 

by the state of Georgia. This number represents the number of students 

enrolled in a school for every one teacher position. 

12. White: Racial category designated for persons of European descent, with non-

Hispanic origins. This classification is based on the state reported ethnic 

categories archived by the state on an annual basis (The Governor's Office of 

Student Achievement, 2009). 

Significance 

This study has significance for teacher preparation programs and P-12 school 

districts. Findings may be helpful to school districts who are struggling with high levels 

of racial disproportionality among retention rates. The findings of this study may also 

serve as a precursor to additional and/ or related studies at the district level. 

Summary 

Research has indicated that there are a myriad of negative correlates to grade level 

retention (Allensworth, 2005; Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Bui, 2005; 

Frederick & Hauser, 2008; Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002; Larsen, 2002; 

Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005; Sterns, Moller, Blau, & Potochnick, 2007). Evidence has 

also accumulated that indicates that African American students, at all grade levels, are 

retained at disproportionately high levels compared to students of other ethnicities 

(Allensworth, 2005; Anagnostopoulos, 2006 ; Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; 
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Frederick & Hauser, 2008; The Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009; 

Rodney, Crafter, Rodney, & Muper, 1999). 

Multiple studies have focused on the protracted effects of retention (Jimerson, 

Anderson, & Whipple, 2002; Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005). Studies have been conducted 

that confirm the racial disproportionality of retention decisions (Rodney, Crafter, 

Rodney, & Muper, 1999), but the data on why this disproportionality is prevalent is scant. 

A significant exclusion from the research on grade level retention rates is the context of 

the decision making process and the teacher as a variable in this process. Significant to 

elementary school decisions, the interaction of teacher race, school culture and racial 

identification has been virtually absent in this field. The reasons for this possible 

omission may likely lie with the failure to adhere to a clearly articulated theoretical 

framework that acknowledges the part that race and racism play within school structures 

in this context. Often race is treated solely as a descriptor variable in quantitative studies 

to categorize groups (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1999a). Race, may in 

fact be a preceptor to many of the disparities in the decision making process involving 

African American students (Allen, 2005; Harris, 1993; Hyland, 2005). Critical race 

theory (CRT) provides a theoretical framework to address the disproportionate retention 

of African American elementary school grade retention rates. CRT is utilized in this 

dissertation to theorize race as one of the predominant factors in teachers' decision 

making processes. Additionally, Countinho and Oswald's theory of disproportionality 

establish possible explanations for the salience of race in teacher's decision making 

process. As a final framework for this study, cross cultural leadership theory provides a 
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rationale for leaders accounting for racial diversity when making decisions and setting 

policies for their organizations. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Overview 

This chapter, a review of literature, is organized into four sections. The first 

section outlines the historical context of racial inequalities and the limited nature of 

educational access for African American students. The second section details the practice 

and consequences associated with grade level retention. The third section provides an 

overview of conventional explanatory theories for racial disproportionality followed by 

the theoretical underpinnings of critical race theory, Coutinho and Oswald's (1998) 

hypothesis of disproportionality and the tenets of cross cultural leadership theory. The 

final section presents research on each of the six variables relative to the retention 

decision making process. Research on each variable is evaluated independently in 

separate sections with the acknowledgement that subsidiary reciprocal relationships may 

exist between variables. 

Historical Overview of Racial Inequalities in United States Public Schools 

Although the U.S. Constitution guarantees equal rights for all Americans, it is an 

overpowering contradiction that this right has been elusive and withheld from African 

Americans for centuries (Darling-Hammond, 2007). In fact, some of the most inhumane 

and cruel human rights violations have positioned African Americans as forcible victims 
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under the hands of legally sanctioned violence and maltreatment (Davis, 2006; Paquette 

& Ferleger, 2000; Ransom, 1989). 

Slavery is an essential component in the economic and racial history of America 

(Ford, 2009; Rothman, 2007). The enslavement of millions of Africans was legitimized 

to augment the fiscal expansion of America (Davis, 2006; Paquette & Ferleger, 2000; 

Ransom, 1989.) This well organized system emerged through the growing and exporting 

of cash crops (Rothman, 2007; Wirz, 2004). This system was contingent solely on free 

labor. Africans, brought to America by force, were the epicenter of this structure of 

economic exploitation (Davis, 2006; Ford, 2009; Ransom, 1989). 

The commonly understood practice of slavery in America is often described in 

vague, dismissive terms (Ford, 2009). Historical scholars, however, describe the slave 

plantations as the first educational institutions for slaves (Ransom, 1989). Socialized to 

conform to a role of inferiority (Davis, 2006; Ransom, 1989; Rothman, 2007), slaves 

were stripped of all rights (Wirz, 2004). Failure to assimilate into this new culture 

resulted in myriad cruelties (Blassingame, 1979; Paquette & Ferleger, 2000). An 

inferiority pattern maintained through forcible means was quickly relied upon to 

marginalize and compartmentalize Africans as property (Davis, 2006; Paquette & 

Ferleger, 2000; Wirz, 2004). Access to basic needs was limited. Education was illegal for 

all slaves. This response may have been largely economic in nature, but relied on extreme 

racism to continue the system of free labor. 

The legal system, as it does now, played a critical role in establishing the social 

norms and regulating the levels of acceptability (Paquette & Ferleger, 2000; Wirz, 2004). 
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State laws established codes to regulate slaves' behavior, mobility, education, and 

sexuality. Multiple scholars of this century suggested that African Americans and whites 

were perhaps alternate species (Sarat, 1997; Tucker, 2007). These institutionalized 

practices extended to unspeakable acts or cruelty, violence, rape, and slaughter for many 

Africans (Blassingame, 1979; Paquette & Ferleger, 2000). These depictions and 

normative standards were legally sanctioned and reflected American life for the large part 

of 200 years (Wirz). 

In 1863, the Emancipation Proclamation decreed that all Africans in states not 

occupied by Union troops were free. In 1865, the Thirteenth Amendment officially 

abolished slavery in the United States. The legacy of slavery and the inferiority of racism, 

however, continued beyond the Thirteenth Amendment. From this initial history, the 

sociopolitical order was normalized and maintained (Wirz, 2004). 

Further codifying the social structure was the legal decision in Plessy v. Ferguson. 

This 1896 ruling deemed "separate but equal" facilities permissible under the Fourteenth 

Amendment. This landmark decision made segregation legal. This case originated in 

Louisiana. Plessy, an African American purchased a first class ticket in the white section 

of a railway car. He was convicted of violating state law and fined. Upon appeal, Plessy 

contended that he was a free man and protected under the equal protection of the law. By 

an overwhelming 7-1 vote, the Court ruled against Plessy and upheld the lower courts 

judgment that separate facilities based on race were permissible {Plessy v. Ferguson, 

1896J. 



By the end of the nineteen century, Jim Crow laws had gained immense 

popularity in the South. These laws became synonymous with the codification of edicts 

that provided for the maintenance of the subordinate position of African Americans in 

society (Kamali, 2009; Morris, 2004; Packard, 2003). Generally, Jim Crow provisions 

were comprised of legal steps that aimed to prevent African American men from voting 

and separate the races in public places (Ford, 2004). 

The public schooling system was not and is not insulated from the historic racism 

and at times inhumane treatment synonymous with being African American in America 

(Anderson, 1988). Multiple scholars have documented the racial bigotry that has been 

codified in the nation's public schooling system (Beals, 1995; Kamali, 2009; Kozol, 

2005; Oakes, 2005; Packard, 2003). Over fifty years after its ruling, the Plessy doctrine of 

separate but equal maintained that African American students could not be educated in 

the same facilities as whites (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896,). This resulted in dilapidated, 

overcrowded, and often unfunded schools for African American students (Beals, 1995; 

Packard, 2003). White schools received eight times the funding as schools attended by 

African American students (Telgren, 2005). 

Historically, race has been a determining factor in what schools students could 

legally attend (Anderson, 1988). In American, African American students have only 

legally been granted the right to attend the same schools as white students for the past 

fifty years. Brown v. Board of Education (1954) is often recognized as one of the major 

legal shifts in education. The notion that this decision changed schools from segregated to 

integrated is erroneous (Cose, 2004; Telgren, 2005). Brown, often referred to as one case, 
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is actually a series of five cases. Argued before the Supreme Court, by then council for 

the NAACP, Thurgood Marshall, the case was a collective attempt to overturn Plessy. 

While an enormous legal victory, the Brown decision did not actually require 

schools to end school segregation (Kluger, 1977; Patterson, 2001; Ogletree, 2004). No 

actual mandates or judicial directives required school districts to dismantle the segregated 

systems of schooling. This judgment simply described segregated schools as "inherently 

unequal". Research shows that there was a distinct trend in how school districts 

proceeded after the ruling (Clotfelter, 2004; Cose, 2004; Ogletree). Many of the northern 

schools began voluntarily dismantling their segregated school systems. Southern districts 

challenged the ruling as having no set deadline and resisted integration (Rothstein, 2004). 

The result was the maintenance of a segregated system throughout most Southern states, 

including Georgia. 

Two years after the initial Brown ruling, a judgment stemming from the case 

known as Brown II, mandated that racially segregated schools were to dismantle 

segregative practices (Kluger, 1977; Patterson, 2001; Ogletree, 2004). Again, judges did 

not set a timeline, adhering to the now famous phrase of dismantling segregated schools 

"with all deliberate speed" (Bell, 2004). This phrase became synonymous as a joke to 

proceed with no speed at all (Moran, 2004). 

One of the fiercest oppositions to racial segregation in schools is documented in 

Little Rock, Arkansas. Central High School was initially integrated by admitting nine 

African American students. Known as the Little Rock Nine, these students attempted to 

attend school multiple times within the first week, but were driven out or stayed home on 
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multiple occasions (Beals, 1995). It was only under the escort and protection of the 

Arkansas National Guard that the students finally entered the school. Assaulted by verbal 

and physical harassment throughout the year, the Little Rock Nine have become known 

as a symbol for integration (Beals, 1995). Ironically, only two of the nine actually 

completed their studies and graduated from Central High School. One was expelled, 

while the others transferred or moved to other schools (Telgren, 2005). 

Despite the public face of desegregation, very little changed for students living in 

the South (Clotfelter, 2004). By 1963, almost a decade later over 98% of African 

American students in the South still remained in segregated schools. Coleman (1966) 

found that even by 1965, virtually all students attended segregated schools. African 

American students in the South attended schools that were over virtually populated by all 

African American students. Despite the Brown decision, findings refuted that schools 

were not only still separate, but unequal in resources. Coleman (1966) identified limited 

access to adequate facilities, appropriate curriculum, sanitary cafeterias, extracurricular 

activities and regional accreditation as defining the African American populated schools. 

Legal challenges to sustained segregation resulted in several critical cases being 

brought before the Supreme Court. One of the most notable cases includes Green v. 

County School Board of New Kent County. The findings from this decision (1968) were 

the first to define what desegregation meant. The Supreme Court described desegregation 

as the elimination of all traces of a school system's prior segregative practices. This 

included segregation among the staff, faculty, students, facilities, and transportation 

systems. The year 1971 marked another key Supreme Court case. The Court ruled in 
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Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education that busing could be used to 

achieve desegregation. It rejected that notion of assigning students to schools based on 

segregated residential patterns. In 1972, a shift in the approach to end segregation 

occurred. The Magnet School Assistance Program was created to eliminate, reduce, and 

provide funding to prevent minority isolation in schools. Numerous districts began 

adopting the model of school choice after this funding measure (Purnell, 2005). This 

resulted in magnet schools being placed in urban areas where the residential community 

was predominately African American. This effort did attract white students to these 

schools. The result was often the creation of a white school within a larger African 

American school. The white students attended the magnet or accelerated program, while 

the African American students attended the lower track classes. One of the most 

notorious examples of this type of faux segregation is found in Little Rock's Central High 

school. Famous for being one of the most widely publicized schools to integrate under 

Marshall Law, Central High School is currently one of the most diverse schools in the 

nation. A closer look at the school indicates that the majority of African American 

students attend the lower track and general education classes compared to the majority of 

white students attending the magnet classes (Purnell). 

More than 50 years after Brown v. Board of Education (1954), African American 

and white students are more segregated than any other time outside of legalized 

segregation. Segregation, while not legally sanctioned, permeates most American 

schools. The majority of white students attend schools that are populated by at least 80% 

white students (Frankenberg, Lee, & Orfield, 2003). The majority of African American 



29 

students attend schools in urban centers that tend to have constricted access to optimal 

educational resources (Anyon, 1997; Talbert-Johnson, 2006). 

Grade Level Retention 

While African American students had no access to schools in the 1800s, and 

limited access in the centuries that followed, white males did. In fact, prior to 1860, these 

students moved through different classrooms based on merit. This notion means that 

students did not progress through schools based on age or with a specific cohort or 

students. They were moved to different levels and classes based on content mastery 

(Steiner, 1986). After 1860, there began a shift for age appropriate curriculum 

development. This resulted in graded schools and instructional levels for students. 

As a result of graded schools, students were expected to be promoted to 

subsequent grade levels based on their age. Some students did not achieve as expected or 

keep up with the same level of content mastery as their peers. This lack of mastery 

brought the advent of grade level retention. Grade level retention, as a practice, is the 

process of requiring a student who has completed one year in a grade level to repeat the 

same grade level during the subsequent year (Eide & Goldhaber, 2005; Guevremont, 

Roos, & Brownell, 2007; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Jimerson, Anderson, & 

Whipple, 2002). Students viewed as unprepared for promotion remained in the same 

grade level for an additional school year or left school altogether. Since this time, a wide 

variety of negative consequences have been associated with grade level retention. 
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Dropping out of School 

In 1909, the first extensive study on retention was completed. Ayres (1909) 

conducted a study that evaluated how many students completed elementary school and 

what causes were associated with students dropping out of school. Ayres found that the 

biggest link to dropping out of school was repeated retention. 

Grissom and Sheppard (1989) estimated that a student retained in the same grade 

is 20-30% more likely to eventually drop out of high school. Entwistle (2004) found that 

87% of permanent high school drop outs had been retained. Allenworth (2005) conducted 

a study of Chicago students that indicated a direct link between high dropout rates and 

grade level retention. In 2007, Stearns, et al conducted a study among eighth grade 

students. The purpose of the study was to determine if retention was a correlate to the 

likelihood to drop out of high school. Study findings indicated that there was a positive 

relationship between retention rates and dropout rates. These findings were also 

disagregated by race. The correlational findings were consistent among African 

American and white retained students. Additional studies have also confirmed that grade 

retention is strongly correlated to a student eventually dropping out of high school (Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002). 

Limited or No Achievement Gains 

The seminal meta-analysis on the effects of grade level retention was conducted 

in 1975. Jackson (1975) concluded that there are no tangible benefits of grade level 

retention compared to promotion. Holmes and Matthews (1984) conducted a meta

analysis almost a decade later on the effects of grade level retention. Focusing on 



31 

achievement and socioeconomic outcomes, this analysis reviewed studies conducted from 

1929 to 1981. Findings indicated that retained students demonstrated lower self concepts, 

achievement scores, and attendance rates. Holmes (1989) conducted a follow up meta

analysis five years later. This review matched students based on their socioeconomic 

status, IQ scores, and past achievement scores. Fifty-four of the studies showed that 

retained students had substantive negative effects. Nine studies found that some academic 

gains were realized for retained students, but that they were not sustainable beyond a 

year. 

Niklason (1984) reported that there were no benefits to grade retention. He 

purported that the students who were retained not only failed to achieve more than their 

promoted counterparts, but showed less growth. Studies evaluated the impact that grade 

level retention has on kindergarten students. These studies have been consistent in their 

findings that there are few if any long term achievement gains compared to similarly 

matched students who are promoted to the first grade (Bergin, Osburn & Cryan, 1996; 

Mantzicopoulos & Morrison, 1992) 

Jimerson (2001) conducted a meta-analysis that reviewed studies published from 

1990-1999. The majority of studies indicated that there were negative outcomes for 

retention. The studies that did find positive results found that these initial gains 

disappeared or reversed in later years. Jacob and Lefgren (2004) examined students 

within the Chicago Public School system. Students in the study, particularly younger 

elementary students, actually showed a decrease in achievement on math and reading test 

scores. In addition to performance on achievement tests, studies have determined that 
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retention also has an adverse impact on future achievement, emotional and social 

development, educational attainment levels, and dropout rates (Allensworth, 2005; Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003; Larsen, 

2002). 

Self Concept 

In a study of elementary students, Pouliot (1999) found that retention had 

extremely negative social and emotional consequences for students. Research indicates 

that students described being retained as a punishment for not getting good grades 

(Byrnes, 1989; Trombly, 2004). Students described the process of repeating the same 

grade as being shameful and resulting in teasing (Byrnes, 1989). Pouloit (1999) describes 

retention as a strong catalyst for low self confidence. 

Theoretical Perspectives of Racial Disproportionality 

Since the integration of schools, multiple forms of educational disproportionality 

between African Americans and students of other ethnicities have been well documented 

(Anyon, 1997; Brown-Jeffy, 2006; Cose, 2004; Howsen & Trawick, 2007; Lopez, 2003; 

Noguera, 2009; Oakes, 2005; Swartz, 2009). These differences have been theorized, 

documented, and defined by numerous studies. The majority of the research in this field 

has focused on test scores (Entwisle & Alexander, 1988; Ogbu, 2003), disciplinary 

decisions, and educational attainment (Allensworth, 2005). A gap in the literature exists, 

however, when examining why African American students are retained in the same grade 

level at such higher rates compared to students of other ethnicities. 
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Deficit Theoretical Models 

The predominant theories posited to explain why racial disproportionality exists 

are deficit models (Lewis, James, Hancock & Hill-Jackson, 2008). Deficit models are 

theoretical frameworks that seek to frame students, their families, or cultural background 

as devoid of worth (Lewis, James, Hancock & Hill-Jackson, 2008) and are the primary 

cause of disproportionate educational outcomes (Valencia, 1997). This section reviews 

these predominant deficit theories that are frequently applied to racially 

disproportionality for their historic and pervasive nature within the canon of literature. 

Genetic Deficit Theory 

Early nineteen century theories posited that African Americans were simply 

intellectually inferior to whites (McKee, 1993). As a longstanding continuation of this 

type of inferiority paradigm, researchers have continually argued that innate differences 

in intelligence are the culprits behind disproportionality among the groups (Lewis, James, 

Hancock, & Hill-Jackson, 2008). The most contemporary study of this type was The Bell 

Curve. This bestseller in the United States presented evidence that claimed African 

Americans are genetically inferior to whites and Asians (Hernstein & Murray, 1994). 

Hernstein and Murray posit that the system of meritocracy in the United States will 

eventually result in a caste like system with African Americans being marginalized 

because of their low intellectual acumen. Criticized as flawed and definitively racist, 

much of this has been debunked by serious scholars (Lewis, James, Hancock, & Hill-

Jackson; McKee, 1993; Tucker, 2007). 
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Social Class Deficit Theories 

Another predominant deficit theory is that the multi-collinearity of poverty and 

race result in racial disproportionality. Rothstein (2004) theorized that because race and 

poverty are so carefully aligned, race is often not the variable that determines low 

performance, but rather is a function of poverty and poverty related variables. Rothstein 

published the most recent study on the salience of social class and its correlation to 

educational outcomes. Rothstein opines that students from lower social classes have 

limited access to preparation and resources that other students may have from higher 

social classes may have. These resources, Rothstein explains, are financial and social in 

nature. They include differences in socialization, experiences outside of school, housing, 

health status, wealth and learning outside of schools. Practices associated with class 

include reading to students, behavioral norms and future orientations. The combination of 

these differences perpetuates disproportionate outcomes among lower and middle class 

students (Rothstein). 

Cultural Deficit Theories 

Racial disproportionality literature is dominated by culturally based 

rationalizations for the racial disparities between African Americans and whites (Kretovis 

& Nussel, 1994; McWhorter, 2001). Commonly termed cultural deficit models, these 

models rely on stereotypes of African Americans as simply lacking the cultural aptitude 

and support for success. This anti-intellectual culture of poverty is a reaffirming 

framework that reproduces itself. Cultural deficit theorists purport that African American 

culture does not support the notion of success in school (McWhorter, Ogbu, 2003). As a 
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result, students continue to demonstrate behaviors that are inferior and likely to result in 

poor educational outcomes. The result of adherence to cultural deficit models helped 

support the establishment of federal reforms such as the Elementary and Secondary 

education compensary act and the Head Start early intervention program (Valencia, 

1997). 

One of the most well known variations of the cultural deficit model was posited 

by educational anthropologist, Ogbu (2003). This model, coined the cultural ecological 

theory (CET), classifies minorities into distinctly different categories: nonvoluntary and 

voluntary (Obgu). These groups are designed to reflect the groups' process of entry into 

the country. Nonvoluntary minorities include groups who were incorporated into 

America through subordinate means. These means include slavery, conquest, and 

colonization. Typically, African Americans, Native Americans, and Mexicans are 

classified into this particular grouping. The second group includes minorities who 

consciously volunteered to enter the country. Voluntary minority groups include 

immigrants who sought out American citizenship as a choice. Asians are often included 

in this group (Ogbu). 

The variance among the methods of integration into American society exacerbates 

tangibly different modes of behavior and perceptions. Involuntary minorities readily 

embrace a negative view or authority and structure (Ogbu, 2003). In contrast, the 

voluntary minority group students do not. Involuntary minorities support what Ogbu 

suggests is an oppositional culture to traditional definitions and norms that define 

authority. Involuntary minorities avoid behaviors that are overtly associated with white 
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students. These groups identify behaviors associated with school, traditional definitions 

of good behavior, and school efforts as behaviors reserved for white students (Ogbu). 

Adopting these behaviors may be viewed as dismissal of their ethnic and cultural ties. 

Ogbu describes this as "the interconnection between the collective identity and cultural 

frame of reference among subordinate peoples" (Ogbu, p. 9). Consequently these 

minority groups appear to have a clear opposition to normative successful behaviors and 

high achievement (Ogbu). 

Ogbu's findings purported that African American students develop unique 

symbolic devices to safeguard their cultural identity or perception of this cultural identity. 

Maintaining lucid borders between their peer group and more traditional symbols of 

authority provides conformation of their collective identities. An absence of adherence to 

cultural or social norms is indicative of abandonment of the collective identity. Inability 

or refusal to adhere to these cultural norms is routinely viewed as a negative trait among 

the African American peer group (Ogbu, 2003). 

Ogbu's (2003) work has had a wide range of criticism. There are researchers who 

critically rebuke his failure to address the impact of racism and discrimination (Lee, 

2002). Others challenge his failure to explicate the vast variability within ethnic groups 

(Cook & Ludwig, 1998; Cousins, 2008). An additional critique of Ogbu's theory is that 

his findings ignore the role that racial identity may have in positive educational outcomes 

(Akom, 2008). 
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Applicability of Deficit Models 

Student deficit theories rely on the student, their socialization, and their innate 

ability as the predominant catalysts for racial disproportionality (McWhorter, 2001; 

Obgu, 2003). This "blame the learner" mentality (Lewis & Moore, 2008) is inappropriate 

when exploring elementary grade level retention decisions, due to the heavy reliance on 

teachers, administrators, and school structures (Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 

2005). 

Non-Deficit Theoretical Frameworks 

The aforementioned theories have been utilized in research as explanatory 

theories for racial disproportionality. More appropriate to the study of disproportionate 

retention rates is Coutinho and Oswald's (1998) hypothesis of disproportionality and 

critical race theory. This section outlines the ideas posited by this hypothesis and theory. 

Coutinho and Oswald's Disproportionality Hypotheses 

Coutinho and Oswald (1998, 2000) offered a conceptual framework regarding 

disproportionality. This framework offers two hypotheses. The first hypothesis is that 

different ethnic groups tend to have myriad environmental, demographic, health, 

economic, and educational factors that may influence their performance and educational 

experiences. Access to appropriate instruction and resources may tend to vary based on 

race. Many of these paradigms are closely aligned to deficit theories. 

The second part of Coutinho and Oswald's (1998) conceptual framework is that 

educators' interpretations of student ability, behavior, and referral for services are 

distinctively different across ethnic groups. As a product of these influences, the decision 
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making process may actually function differently for students of different racial groups. 

This hypothesis purports that the role of the regular classroom teacher in the decision 

making process is critical. Inherent biases may have profound consequences (Coutinho & 

Oswald, 1998). 

Coutinho and Oswald (1998) stressed the need to examine the process that 

teachers use to measure and interpret the ability, behaviors, and achievement of minority 

students. The gap in the literature that they recognized was the teacher as the decision 

maker. They espoused the need for studies that recognized that "disproportionate 

representation may be influenced by a type of observer bias that occurs during classroom 

interactions...in some manner the decision-making process or assessment instruments 

may be working differently across ethnic groups" (Coutinho & Oswald, 1998, p. 70). 

Countinho and Oswald (1998) indicated a need for research on the relationship between 

racial membership, attitudes, and other teacher characteristics and the decision making 

process. Such research could help clarify how the attitudes and teacher decisions are 

related. 

Critical Race Theory 

A significant exclusion from the body of research on grade level retention rates is 

the context of the decision making process and the teacher as a variable in this process. 

Specific to elementary school retention decisions, the dynamics between teacher race, 

school structure, and racial composition has been virtually absent in this field. Research 

suggests that race is a salient, contributing factor to perpetual disproportionality for 

African American students (Allen, 2005; Beady & Hansell, 1981; Kozol, 2005; Rey, 
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Smith, Yoon, Somers, & Barnett, 2007). Variables such as the school racial composition, 

teacher race, experience, and own educational level may interact in ways that precipitate 

disparities between African American students and their non-African American 

counterparts. 

Critical race theory (CRT) has emerged as a theoretical base that acknowledges 

that race plays an integral part in educational decisions and policy. As a theoretical 

framework, critical race theory provides an avenue to expand the examination of racial 

disproportionality beyond cultural deficits models (Iverson, 2007). This theoretical 

framework is applicable to racialized outcomes such as the disproportionality of African 

American elementary school grade retention rates. CRT is utilized to theorize race as one 

of the predominant factors in teachers' decision making processes and systemic policies 

and structures. In this section, the tenets of critical race theory (CRT) are explored and 

the relevance to the study of disproportionality is enumerated. 

Originated in the 1970s, CRT is built upon the work of legal scholar, Harris. 

Harris (1993) established the concept of "whiteness as property." Whiteness is defined as 

the collective amalgamation of the experiences and discourse shared by whites. This 

collectivity is the basis for the establishment of a normative standard that allows whites to 

maintain a system of dominance and power (Marx, 2006). Analogous to property rights, 

Harris first introduced the concept of simply being white as a form of rank and status. 

This context of hierarchy, maintained through the legal and social system of the United 

States, ensures the social subordination of African Americans. (Chubbuck, 2004; Harris, 

1993; Marx, 2006). 
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Ladson-Billings (1999a) asserted that race is a noteworthy aspect of American 

society that has been undertheorized within scholarly inquiry Early CRT writings focused 

on exposing the different forms of racial inequality in educational policy (Dixson & 

Rousseau, 2005). Critical of a stance of racial neutrality, CRT challenges the assumption 

of a color blind ideology and approach to education. Since this 1995 publication, 

numerous scholars in social science and educational fields have contributed to the field 

(Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; Duncan, 2002; Lopez, 2003). 

Theoretical Tenets of Critical Race Theory 

The five theoretical tenets of critical race theory (CRT) include (1) the endemic 

construct and the reproductive functions of racism, (2) challenges to the dominant 

ideology, (3) interest convergence, (4) centrality of experiential knowledge, and (5) 

historical and interdisciplinary perspectives. 

Racism's Endemic Nature 

Instead of subscribing to the notion that racism is an individual construct, critical 

race theorists begin with the premise that the role of racism in the structuring of schools 

and educational practices is endemic and widespread (Delgado, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 

1999a; Ladson-Billings, 1999b; Lopez, 2003). The acknowledgement that racism is part 

of the social fabric of society (Feagin, 2006), schools (Hyland, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 

1999a; Lopez, 2003), and the legal system (Bell, 2004; Harris, 1993; Kozol, 2005) is the 

framework from which this tenet of critical race theory is derived. The core endemic 

nature of racism extends to the notion of educator's views and systemic systems of racial 

hierarchies (Bell, 2004; Harris, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1999a/1999b; Tate, 1997). 
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Challenges to Dominant Ideology 

The second tenet of critical race theory includes challenges to the dominant 

ideology (Bell, 1992). Drawing heavily from Harris' (1993) notion of whiteness as 

property, this tenet advocates defining norms beyond the traditional white, male 

normative standard. Intrinsic to this tenet is a rebuttal of the premise that objectivity, 

meritocracy, and color blindness define educational institutions. Critical race theorists 

argue that these types of claims mask the self interest of dominant groups, in turn 

marginalizing the opportunities of minorities (Allen, 2005; Bell, 1992; Dixson & 

Rousseau, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1999a). In an effort to secure dominant cultural norms, 

practices and policies are enacted within schools that result in perpetual, systemic 

marginalization of minority groups (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). 

Interest Convergence 

Bell, a predominant critical race theorist, describes interest-convergence as the 

practice of whites promoting opportunities for African Americans only when they 

converge with the interests of whites (Bell, 1992). Researchers point to Civil Rights 

legislation and affirmative action policies that are regularly lauded as policies designed 

for African American as being overwhelming beneficial to whites. Data shows that white 

women showed much more substantial gains after the adoption of affirmative action 

policies in the labor market, and in higher education acceptance policies. Conversely, the 

majority of challenges to these legal policies have been based on race, not gender; further 

marginalizing African Americans and serving to nullify actual educational and 

employment opportunities (Bell, 1992). Interest convergence acknowledges that no 
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policies are readily promoted or adopted by majority white policymakers that do not yield 

benefits to whites (Bell, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 1999b). 

Centrality of Experiential Knowledge 

Centrality of experiential knowledge is often referred to as the narrative of people 

of color or storytelling. The premise behind this tenet is that the dominant culture's 

positioning of history and reality does not offer minorities a stake in how their reality is 

defined (Bell, 1992; Delgado, 2000). Acknowledging that there is value in the 

experiences and narratives of marginalized people is a key element to critical race theory 

(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). This tenet is centered on validity and confirmation that a 

narrative outside of the traditional, white normative narrative exists (Allen, 2005). 

Described by Ladson-Billings (1999a) as counter knowledge, this tenet embraces the 

assumption that there is value and insight to gain from marginalized people (Allen, 2005; 

Bell, 1992; Delgado, 2000). 

Historical and Interdisciplinary Perspectives 

One of the major tenets of critical race theory is a reliance on an interdisciplinary 

approach. The theoretical underpinnings are derived from multiple fields of study. 

Similarly, the application is designed to cross disciplines in an effort to analyze racialized 

contexts (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). This intersection of disciplines extends not just to 

multiple fields, but also to historical perspectives (Ladson-Billings, 1999a). Incorporating 

the lessons from historical and contemporary contexts is reflective of the goals defined 

for critical race theorists. 
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Cross-Cultural Leadership Theory 

In addition to critical race theory and the theory of disproportionality, this study 

also relies on a leadership framework. Cross cultural leadership is the leadership theory 

that informs many of the decisions that leaders make. The framework of cross cultural 

leadership is often applied outside of the educational field. In fact, very little research 

indicates a reliance on this type of leadership, despite constantly shifting demographics 

within the public school systems. 

The concept of Cross Cultural leadership is built upon the concept that leaders are 

specifically charged with the responsibility of successfully navigating multiple classes, 

cultures, ethnicities, and races. Cross cultural leadership is designed to reflect a form of 

leadership that takes context into account. This means that there is value to the life and 

experiences of all groups, not just the majority groups. Fostering groups understanding 

and interactivity is a viable part of this theoretical approach (English, 2005). 

One of the most recent proponents of cross cultural leadership is the Global 

Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness Research Project (GLOBE). From 

1991-1993 GLOBE conducted a wide range of research projects to investigate the 

interrelationships between culture and leadership (Wilson, 2005). This research was 

subsequently expanded into multiple phases. This mixed method, longitudinal research 

examined the relationship between leadership views toward culture and diversity and 

their actions (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). Over 17,000 managers 

were interviewed globally for this study. Their findings indicated that the perception of 

behavior and appropriate attributes is directly linked to culture. Their findings confirm 
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that the endorsement of specific behaviors and policy is correlated to cultural 

identification (Hoppe & Bhagat, 2007). 

Cross cultural leadership relies on intercultural sensitivity (Olson & Kroeger, 

2001). Leaders levels of intercultural sensitivity can influence not just the individual, but 

the larger corporation or company. In order for cultural differences to be acknowledged 

and treated as assets, not liabilities, there must be an institutional culture that promotes 

and rewards intercultural competency (Olson & Kroeger, 2001). The leader is tasked with 

creating this type of environment. The benefits of this leadership theory include a 

harmonious and culturally open atmosphere. The greater the leader's capacity and 

understanding of culture, the increased likelihood for cultural equity within that particular 

organization (Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003). 

Variables Related to the Decision to Retain 

This section outlines factors that may have a relationship to the decision to retain 

a student in the same grade level. Research on each of these variables is presented in the 

subsequent section. 

Teacher Race 

Elementary school retention decisions differ from the processes that are 

frequently utilized in middle or high school (Randolph, Rose, Fraser, & Orthner, 2004). 

A specific characteristic of elementary school grade level retention decision making 

process is the influence of teachers' assessments of students. The elementary school 

teacher is responsible for determining whether their students have mutually apposite 

behavioral and academic competencies associated with promotion to the subsequent 
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grade level (Dee, 2005; Randolph, Rose, Fraser, & Orthner, 2004). This determination is 

largely based on subjective evaluations of the student's behavior, maturity, potential for 

success, and intelligence (Allensworth, 2005). 

Shortage of African American Teachers 

During the 2007-2008 school year, just over 75% of the teaching staff in Georgia 

racially classified themselves as white. This is in contrast to 54% of the student 

population being classified as minority race students (The Governor's Office of Student 

Achievement, 2009). Before 1964 the racial composition of the teaching staff was quite 

different from the current statistics. Before the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the majority of 

African American college graduates were teachers (Hudson & Holmes, 1994). After the 

passage of the Civil Rights Act, almost half of those teachers lost their jobs (Hudson & 

Holmes, 1994). The majority of African American teachers and principals were demoted 

or fired. While school systems were required to integrate the student body, no provisions 

were in place to integrate the staff (Abney, 1974). When African American teachers were 

offered employment in newly integrated schools, they often faced schools that were 

internally resegregated or simply assigned roles that were considered more appropriate 

for African Americans. In a qualitative study of the narrative experiences of African 

American teachers, a retired African American male described how he was immediately 

assigned as a coach within his school once integration began. He explains that all of the 

African American males were similarly assigned as baseball, basketball, and football 

coaches, despite having no personal or professional experiences with the sports (Foster, 

1994). 
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In addition to historical difficulties employing African American teachers in 

meaningful roles, national data suggests that African American teachers are currently 

even less likely in the elementary school setting. The placement of African American 

teachers is much less likely to be in early elementary classrooms. This increases the 

likelihood that the elementary teaching staff is comprised almost entirely of white women 

(Ouazad, 2008). 

Research indicates that teacher background and race impacts how teachers view 

African American students' ability to succeed in the subsequent grade level. Their 

perceptions guide the decision making process when making instructional decisions, such 

as the decision to retain (Dee, 2005; Ouazad, 2008). Teacher race is correlated to 

behavior evaluations (Honora, 2003; Zimmerman, et al., 1995), ability assessments 

(Ouazad, 2008), and teacher-student interaction (Dee, 2005; Rusch, 2004). Each of these 

variables has been established as critical factors in the decision to retain students in the 

same grade level (Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003). 

Perceptions of Behavior 

Teacher judgments and perceptions about student behavior are often the key 

indicators that influence the decision making process for retention decisions (Gay, 2000; 

Saft & Pianta, 2001). Poor student behavior is cited as a one of the customary rationale 

for consideration of grade level retention (Bali, Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; 

Dee, 2005; Rodney, et al., 1999). Researchers offer evidence that teacher race is a 

correlate to negative views of African American student behavior as well (Dee, 2005; 

Fowler, et al., 2008; Ouazad, 2008; Zimmerman, Khoury, Vega, Gil, & Warheit, 1995). 
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Research on early integration efforts indicate that even professional development 

for white teachers on successfully working with African American students was based on 

negative and poor perceptions of students. Foster (1994) conducted a qualitative study 

with sixty-five African American teacher participants that were employed during the 

decade immediately after the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In a series of open ended 

interviews, the teachers recounted experiences where teachers of all races were instructed 

on what to expect from African American children. Foster (1994) describes one teacher's 

description of the workshop: 

In 1970 we had a workshop, a three day workshop. They paid us to go to this 
workshop, black and white teachers; we were integrating the school. So the first 
day, they came in and they had these experts who knew everything. They told 
these white teachers, now this is what you can expect from black kids. Whatever 
it was, don't expect them to come in and say, yes, mam' and no mam' to you; 
they gonna say yes and no and so you're going to have to accept that even though 
you're not used to it. I mean this is basic. They're not going to bring all their 
homework in everyday even though that's what you're kind of accustomed to 
from these white kids, which is a lie by the way.. .don't tell me that because he's 
black that he's automatically going to be a problem and that white child because 
he's white he's not going to be a problem, (p. 193) 

A wide range of early evidence accumulated in the decades following the Brown 

v. Board decision indicate that white teachers perceive African American student 

behavior differently than the behaviors of white students (Kelly, Bullock, & Dykes, 1977; 

Ramirez & Price-Williams, 1974; Rist, 1970; Touliatos, Lindholm & Rich, 1977). 

These early findings have since been confirmed and expanded upon by 

subsequent studies. Studies of teacher race and the correlation to behavior assessments 

indicate that when teacher and student race is matched, the teacher's reporting of 

disruptive behavior is significantly less, resulting in less behavior referrals as well 
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(Flapan, 2001; Saft & Pianta, 2001). Enwistle and Alexander (1988) found that white and 

high socioeconomic status teachers were more likely to hold negative perceptions of both 

African American and low income students' behavior. 

Farkas, Grobe, Sheehan, and Shuan (1990) conducted a study comparing the 

behavior and academic performance of African American students taught by white 

teachers and by African American teachers. The study participants were seventh and 

eighth grades located within an urban school district. This study did not find that racial 

congruence resulted in higher achievement for African American students. The study did 

reveal that there were significantly lower levels of absenteeism among students taught by 

African American teachers. Additionally, the teachers reported perceiving students as 

having better work habits, and being significantly less disruptive. 

Evidence has also accumulated that African American students are disciplined 

differently and more severely by white teachers than African American teachers. 

Alexander et al.(2003) found that white first grade students who demonstrated the same 

behavior infractions as their African American peers were often issued warnings of mild 

consequences, while the African American students were routinely assigned more severe 

consequences (Alexander, Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003). Zimmerman (1995) also detailed 

how the same behavior resulted in different consequences, depending on the student's 

ethnicity. This differential treatment, he describes, effects students' perception of their 

own abilities, behavior, and motivation. 

In addition to negative behaviors, white teachers are often less likely to associate 

positive behaviors with African American students (Fowler, Banks, Anhalt, Der, & Kalis, 



2008). This 2008 study evaluated both positive and negative behavior ratings among 

teachers. Data were obtained from a high poverty, low performing Midwest school. 

Elementary teachers assigned quality ratings to student behaviors. Researchers classified 

behaviors as either externalizing or pro-social occurrences. Externalizing behaviors 

include hyperactivity, aggression, or delinquency. Pro-social behaviors were defined as 

positive actions such as being kind, helpful, or considerate (Fowler, Banks, Anhalt, Der, 

& Kalis). 

Teachers rated students similarly in terms of externalizing behaviors, regardless 

of teacher race. The disparities, however, became evident in the ratings of prosocial 

behaviors. African American teachers rated African American children as possessing 

high prosocial behaviors. One reason for the disparate views of African American student 

behavior may lie with mismatched cultural norms. Researchers indicated that different 

cultural norms held by white teachers and African American students, impact possible 

negative perceptions of African American student behavior (Fowler, Banks, Anhalt, Der, 

& Kalis, 2008). In Honora's (2003) qualitative study of sixteen low income African 

American students, she found that even African American students themselves were able 

to identify and describe the negative attitudes and perceptions that their teacher had 

towards them. African American males in particular felt that their teachers focused solely 

on their behaviors rather than their academic achievement or potential to succeed. 

Perceptions of Academic Ability 

The decision to retain is based on numerous factors (Anagnostopoulos, 2006). 

One of the most cited reasons for grade level retention is the teacher's assessment of 
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student ability to succeed in school. Over four decades of research has indicated that 

white teachers disproportionately view African American students as innately less 

intelligent and have lower expectations for them within the classroom (Hill, 2009; 

Nelson, et al., 2004; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007), and assume a lower level of potential 

career trajectory. 

Beady and Hansell (1981) published one of the seminal studies on the correlation 

between teacher race and student educational outcomes. Researchers found that African 

American and white elementary school teachers' perceptions of students' academic 

abilities varied. While perceptions of white students were virtually the same among both 

groups, the perceptions of African American students varied significantly. White teachers 

reported much lower academic expectations for the African American students. The study 

controlled for the gender, teaching experience, education, and socioeconomic status. 

Teacher interview responses indicated that race was a mitigating factor in teacher 

expectations and perceptions of African American student ability. White teachers rated 

the potential of African American students to succeed in school at significantly lower 

levels than African American teachers rated these same students (Beady & Hansell, 

1981). Nelson (2003) found that white teachers desired to teacher white students, viewed 

them as smarter, and demonstrated more outward support towards the white students and 

their efforts to achieve in school. 

Ehrenberg, Goldhaber, and Brewer (1995) conducted a longitudinal study on the 

relationship between teacher ethnic identification and student academic performance. 

This study analyzed the standardized test scores of students in eighth and tenth grade. 



51 

The scores were disaggregated by the race, gender, and ethnicity of both the teachers and 

students. Teachers were also surveyed regarding their perceptions of their students. The 

study concluded that there was no relationship between the achievement and the racial 

congruence of teachers and students. The study indicated that there was a significant 

relationship between the teacher's race and the subjective evaluation of the students. 

White teachers tended to have lower views of African American students' abilities and 

future goals (Ehrenberg, Goldhaber, and Brewer, 1995). 

Dee (2001) examined data from Project STAR in Tennessee. This statewide study 

examined the relationship between class size and student achievement. Dee used this data 

to evaluate if there was also a correlation between the race of the teacher and the 

achievement of the students. His analysis included data on African American and white 

students. The students were divided into groups based on the size of the class in which 

they were a cohort. After a four year period, he compared the achievement of each group. 

His analysis indicated that achievement gains were larger for each group when they were 

paired with a teacher of the same race. The findings were consistent, regardless of class 

size. This conclusion was consistent each year and increased in effect size each year. Dee 

was careful not to conclude that congruent teacher and student race were the only 

variables that impacted the achievement gains. The results, as he stated, indicate that 

active and passive teacher effects offer an indication that racial interactions may be an 

important part of the student teacher dynamic and influence instructional outcomes. 

Oates (2003) described teacher and student racial mismatch as being either a 

relationship of cultural dissonance or consonance. His study utilized data from the 
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National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) of 1988. This nationally representative 

survey includes feedback from parents, students, teachers, counselors, and principals. For 

his study, Oates relied on 836 African-American and 7,249 white students in grades ten 

through twelve. The opinions of teachers of all races are included in the sample. The 

primary goal of the study was to determine if teachers' perceptions of African-American 

and white students correlated to the teacher-student racial combinations. The findings 

revealed "evidence of anti-black bias among white teachers, and race neutrality among 

African-American teachers" (p. 516). Oates described the white teachers' perceptions as 

being more consequential to the performance of African-American students. He 

concludes that "teacher perceptions altogether foster perpetuation of the black-white 

scholastic performance gap" (p. 516). 

Classroom Interaction 

In addition to differential perceptions of behavior and academic ability, research 

shows that teacher perceptions can impact class interaction and instructional choices 

(Gay, 2000). This suggests that students can have different classroom experiences as a 

function of teacher and student race (Hill, 2009). 

Evidence has accumulated that shows that race is a correlate to the types of 

treatment in class experienced by similar students of different races. This translates into 

students within the same classroom having entirely different learning experiences (Hill, 

2009). These differential experiences result in lower test scores and lower levels of 

engagement, for African American students. 
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Merton (1948) describes teacher expectations of students as a form of self 

fulfilling prophecy. Often erroneous low expectations of students result in student 

performance at those levels, regardless of intelligence or past performance. Rosenthal and 

Jacobson's landmark Pygmalion in the Classroom study (1992) was based on a nonverbal 

intelligence test administered to an entire elementary school population, grades 

kindergarten through fifth. The teachers were not informed that this was an intelligence 

test. Instead, they were told that this test would identify students who would show a rapid 

intellectual gain over the school year. These students were identified as "bloomers". The 

teachers were also given a list of the students who were expected to perform at low levels 

throughout the school year. These students were classified as "late bloomers." In 

actuality, students were selected at random, with no regard given to their actual 

performance on the intelligence test. 

The test was administered again one year later and two years later. The bloomers, 

students who had been identified as smarter and more likely to grow academically, 

experienced statistically significantly higher gains than the students identified as late 

bloomers. The only systemic difference between the two groups was the teachers' 

understanding of their ability. A key finding in this study also found that teachers seemed 

actively hostile towards the students identified as late bloomers when they showed large 

gains in achievement. Based on this theory, low teacher expectations may impact the 

views that teachers have, the decisions that they make, and student performance 

(Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992). 
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There is literature support that exists for these findings (Spitz, 1999). The 

Pygmalion Theory, however, is not without criticism. The majority of criticism relates to 

the methodology and data measurement. Critics objected to the use of IQ tests to 

determine ability, along with the statistical calculations used by the researchers (Elashoff 

& Snow, 1971). 

A detailed meta-analysis indicated that the concepts of negative teacher 

expectations and the self fulfilling prophecy of low performance are often misinterpreted 

(Jussim & Harper, 2005). Beginning with a historical review of pivotal studies such as 

the Rosenthal study, this analysis chronicled the varying findings of studies on teacher 

expectations and the link to student performance. The analysis found that interpretations 

of the Pygmalion findings ranged from over exaggeration to unconditional acceptance. 

Researchers remain conflicted on the meaning of the study and the authentic connection 

between teacher expectations and student outcomes (Jussim & Harper, 2005). 

Teacher Preparation 

Data indicate that the majority of white students attend schools with homogenous, 

white populations. Teachers, who tend to be educated in lower middle to middle class 

homes, match the demographic of white public school students who have been educated 

in homogenous, white school environments. "To compound the problem, most of these 

teachers come from white neighborhoods and attend predominantly white colleges of 

teacher education, where they are taught by white teacher educators" (Weinstein, 

Tomlinson-Clarke, & Curran, 2004, p. 26).This reflects a high probability of limited level 

of interaction with minorities in their own schooling. 
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Additionally, research indicates that teacher preparation programs also tend to 

prepare students to teach in white, homogenous populations, despite the inverse reality of 

the nation's shifting demographics among the student population (Ladson-Billings, 

1999a). This indicates that white teachers may continue to have limited interaction and 

familiarity with any minority culture (Rusch, 2004), much less a firm understanding of 

the cultural and pedagogical differences that may exist. 

Research shows that teacher race may indeed have a correlation to the types of 

decisions that teachers make. African American students are often viewed in lower regard 

compared to their peers. Ferguson (1998) cautions that simply matching teachers and 

students based on race is an oversimplification of both the cause and solution. 

Understanding that correlations exist between teacher race and student educational 

outcomes are simply a first step to establishing equitable achievement outcomes for all 

students. 

Administrator Race 

The race of the school administration team is also a variable in this study. Similar 

to teacher race, studies have shown that the ethnic identification of school administrators 

is linked to the decisions that they make (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Hogg, 2001), the school 

climate (Eley, 2009), policy adoption (Bloom, 2003; Loder, 2005), cultural awareness 

(Hill, 2009; Lomotey, 1993; Tillman, 2004) sensitivity (Chubbuck, 2004; Frankenberg, 

2001), and student achievement (Gentilucci & Muto, 2007). 

Research indicates that minority administrators are much more likely to adopt 

policies that are more equitable to minority students (Bloom, 2003; Loder, 2005). This 
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may result in policies and decisions that impact disproportionality in multiple areas, 

including retention decisions. Research indicates that white educators often assume that 

African American students are inferior to other races (Chubbuck, 2004; Frankenberg, 

2001). Chubbuck describes this as a catalyst for reproducing discriminatory practices and 

institutional policies against African American students. This may include setting policies 

that discriminate or penalize minorities for actions that often are viewed as against the 

normative cultural code of the school. 

Another way that African American administrators may impact the retention rate 

of African American students is through the culture of the school and teacher 

expectations. Research defines minority administrators as governing schools that are 

much more welcoming and accepting of not just African American students, but diverse 

populations in general (Hill, 2009; Lomotey, 1993; Tillman, 2004). Conversely, evidence 

has documented white administrators as creating an unwelcoming environment for 

African American students, particularly when they are entering a predominantly white 

environment (Hill, 2009). Researchers describe ethnic identification as difficult to isolate 

from work or academic experiences (Yanow, 2003). This clear understanding and 

identification with African American students may be inherent for leaders (Dillard, 

1995). 

Minority administrators also tend to support instructional practices that tend to 

serve minority student needs (Lomotey, 1993). This includes the adoption of culturally 

responsive pedagogy. As minorities themselves, administrators are much more cognizant 

of the differential instructional needs that correlate with higher levels of minority support. 
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There is research that counters these potential positive effects of minority race 

administrators. A small, but substantive number of studies, find that African American 

administrators may not promote policies that favor minority student outcomes. Primarily 

research on the leadership styles of African Americans, this data indicates that African 

American leaders can be viewed as illegitimate due to their own race (Hogg, 2001; Hogg 

& Terry, 2000). As a result, they take greater efforts to appear racially neutral or against 

policies that may be seen as benefiting minorities (Hogg & Terry, 2000). 

Student Body Racial Composition 

A great deal of research has documented that schools who serve large proportions 

of African American students are significantly different from schools attended by a 

predominantly white student body (Brown-Jeffy, 2006; Farkas, 2003; Hanushek, Kain, & 

Rivkin, 2000). Present day schools often reflect the racial composition of the 

neighborhoods where they live. The intensely segregated residential patterns often yield 

schools with the same degree of racial isolation (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2000). 

While most school desegregation orders have been lifted, African Americans and white 

students attend schools that are much more segregated than they have been since Brown 

v. Board. 

Commonly known as the Coleman Report, the Equality of Educational 

Opportunity Study (EEOS) was published in 1966. This study was commissioned by the 

United States Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. Coleman and his team of 

researchers were under the directive to examine the access and availability of educational 

opportunities to students, regardless of race or religion. 
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Coleman (1966) found that the greatest indicator of a student's achievement was 

the background of the peers. A more recent study indicated that after controlling for 

socioeconomic status, the racial composition of the school was the most important 

correlate to student achievement (Entwistle & Alexander, 1992). Caldas and Bankston 

(1998) conducted a study among high school students. The study evaluated the 

achievement scores of students on the state graduation exit examination, disaggregated by 

race. Controlling for socioeconomic status, researchers reported that school racial 

composition was a direct correlate to student scores. Authors concluded that school racial 

composition, more so than income, correlated to student ability to perform well in school. 

In her multilevel study among high school students, Brown-Jeffy (2006), found 

that when controlling for socioeconomic status and school size, the racial composition of 

the school had a direct relationship to achievement for African American students. 

Schools with less than 10% minority populations showed large differences in 

achievement between the African American and white students. Schools with over 55% 

African American students showed that minority achievement, on average, was 

significantly lower than the state average. Schools with the smallest achievement 

difference were diverse schools that had significant numbers of African American, 

Hispanic, and white students (Brown-Jeffy, 2006). 

African American students tend to attend school in high poverty, urban areas 

(Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2000). These areas are often characterized by overcrowded 

facilities, underfunded initiatives, high levels of teacher turnover (Kozol, 2005; Ladson-

Billings, 2000). Milner (2006) also describes the climate of such schools as being one 
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where teachers, regardless of race have come to expect very little of students 

academically. Expectations, academic rigor, and quality of instruction are all reduced in 

schools with high minority concentrations (Kozol, 2005). Evidence does indicate that 

there is a strong correlation between high minority population schools and a wide variety 

of negative expectations and consequences for students (Anyon, 1997; Clotfelter, 2004; 

Feagin, 2006; Lewis & Moore, 2008). 

Teacher Experience 

One correlate to the disproportionate retention of African American students may 

be not just with the racial preferences of the decision makers, but in the qualities of the 

educational experiences that African American students have (Thompson, 2004). 

Research evidence consistently points to the quality of the teacher as the biggest indicator 

of student success (Ferguson, 1998; Goldhaber, 2002; Goldhaber, Brewer, & Anderson 

1999; Wright, Horn, & Sanders 1997). Several studies have indicated that the quality of 

the teacher impacts student growth trajectories, particularly in urban, high minority 

populated schools (Goldhaber, 2002; Hanushek, 1992). Rivkin et al. (2005) conducted a 

study that analyzed student achievement gains in reading and math. Utilizing a sample of 

over 200,000 students in 3,000 elementary schools, Rivkin et al. concluded that 

achievement gains were directly related to school and teacher characteristics. A 

consensus of research indicates that good teachers matter, but there is a debate regarding 

what characteristics actually define teacher quality (Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). 

One of the most common characteristics used to measure teacher quality is 

teacher experience. Findings on teacher experience vary. Some studies find that there is a 
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direct positive correlation between teacher experience and student outcomes (Buddin & 

Zamarro, 2009; Hanushek & Welch, 2006). Other studies have found that teacher 

experience has no effect on student outcomes (Croninger, Rice, Rathbun, & Nishio, 

2007). 

Teacher Certification Level/Graduate Degrees 

In addition to teacher experience, certification is also a common proxy for teacher 

quality utilized in multiple studies (Croninger, Rice, Rathbun, & Nishio, 2007; Darling-

Hammond, 2001; Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006;). Numerous studies posit a 

relationship between teacher quality and student performance (Heck, 2007). The notion 

of teacher quality has changed substantially over the past three decades, along with the 

components of teacher preparation and education (Wayne & Youngs, 2003). 

There are clear trends in educational attainment for teachers. In 1971, only 28% 

of teachers held masters degrees of higher. In 1993, approximately 44.7% of teachers 

held master's degrees. In 2004, 98.7 percent of all public school teachers held a 

bachelor's degree. Of those teachers, 46.9% hold master's degrees or higher (National 

Center for Educational Statistics and Office of Educational Research and Improvement, 

2007). Data from The Governor's Office of Student Achievement (2009) indicated that in 

Georgia, 61% of teachers hold master's degrees or higher. 

Teacher educational attainment levels also vary by grade level taught. Studies 

have shown that elementary school teachers are much less likely to hold higher level 

degrees in comparison to their middle and high school education peers. Additionally, 

degree obtainment is correlated to school environment. Data indicates that teachers in 
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high poverty schools are less likely to possess graduate degrees compared to teachers in 

low poverty schools (Buddin & Zamarro, 2009). Some research supports the claim that 

these types of teachers are routinely assigned to schools with high concentrations of 

minority and poor students (Peske & Haycock, 2006). 

Contradictory finding exist regarding the link between teachers' advanced degrees 

and teacher quality. Some studies have supported the notion that teachers with more 

education are better classroom teachers (Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006). These 

conclusions have not been applied to other aspects of teaching, outside of classroom 

instruction. Conversely, other studies have argued that teacher certification levels and 

advanced degrees have no relationship to classroom instruction or decision making 

abilities (Buddin & Zamarro, 2009). Studies have not been conclusive about whether or 

not the type of certificate impacts student achievement (Wayne & Youngs, 2003). 

Class Size 

Class size, as an independent variable, is significant in a number of ways. In 

Georgia, the average elementary class size in 2005-2006 was 17.8. This class size was 

smaller than every other state in the country with the exception of Maine and North 

Dakota (National Center for Educational Statistics and Office of Educational Research 

and Improvement, 2009). 

There is a wide variety of extensive research on the benefits that small class sizes 

have for African American students. Several studies posit that small classes yield 

significant gains in learning for African American students (Edlefson, 2006; Finn & 

Achilles, 1999; Glass, Cahen, Smith, & Filby, 1982). There are several widely read 
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literature reviews on the findings of empirical studies on class size. One of the earliest 

reviews was the Glass-Smith analysis (1982). For this review, a meta-analysis was 

conducted to determine the relationship between class size and student achievement. A 

large group of researchers, led by Gene Glass and Mary Lee Smith, utilized data from 

over 80 studies on class size (Glass, Cahen, Smith, & Filby). Their research determined 

that student achievement was significantly improved for classes with less than fifteen 

students. At the time of this study, the statistical use of a met-analysis was not widely 

used in research at that time. This resulted in mixed views of the Glass-Smith study. The 

discordant view of the Glass-Smith study resulted in controversy and a series of studies 

that refuted his findings. 

Some of the most widely known class size studies have been city and statewide 

initiatives that have performed experimental studies within their own schools districts. 

The most notable large scale studies were conducted in Tennessee, Wisconsin, and 

Texas. The Tennessee study set the precedent as the first state funded experimental study 

on class size. 

The Tennessee Studies 

In response to the high cost of maintaining smaller class sizes, the Tennessee 

legislature sought to study the correlation between a variety of student outcomes and 

small class sizes. In 1985, the Tennessee legislature authorized a three phase study on the 

relationship between small class sizes and short and long term outcomes. The first phase 

of this project, Student-Teacher Achievement Ratio, is referred to as Project STAR. Over 

6,000 students were included in this study. This phase of the study became widely cited 
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as the most dominant and accurate research findings on class size (Finn & Achilles, 

1999). These findings showed that students in the small class settings outperformed their 

peers in the larger, traditional size classes. 

The second phase of the project began in 1989. Under the name, Lasting Benefits 

Study, the purpose was to indentify if the initial benefits persisted when the students who 

were in the small classes returned to regular size classes. By this time students were in 

fourth grade and returned to the regular class size. The researchers continued to follow 

their progress. Scores on the achievement tests continued to show a statistically 

significant difference between the students who were initially in small class settings and 

those in larger settings (Finn & Achilles, 1999). Despite students finally being served in 

larger classes, the students who spent earlier years in the reduced size class yielded 

higher scores. These finding confirmed that the benefits of small class sizes were 

persistent (Finn & Achilles). 

The Tennessee study yielded several results that have guided much of the research 

and policy decisions since (Finn & Achilles, 1999). One of the significant findings of the 

Tennessee studies is that smaller class sizes significantly reduced the number of 

elementary school students retained. An additional finding was that smaller class sizes 

resulted in higher achievement on standardized tests by African American students. 

While all racial groups showed gains compared to the students in the larger class size, the 

effect size was substantially larger among African American students. This achievement, 

as measured by the Tennessee criterion referenced test, resulted in a substantial decrease 

in the achievement gap from 14.3% to 4.1% between African American and white first 
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graders who took the reading test. Similar results, while not as large, were realized for all 

grade levels (Finn & Achilles). 

Wisconsin Study 

In 1996, the state of Wisconsin adopted a class reduction policy for students in 

kindergarten through third grade (Zahorik, 1999). Wisconsin's program focuses on 

primary students attending low income schools. Students grouped in classes of fifteen or 

less were classified as attending small classes. Students in classes with more than fifteen 

students were classified in regular size classes. Evaluations of the class reduction 

program have indicated that it has been successful in raising student performance on 

standardized tests by 25% compared to the cohort of students in larger classes (Zahorik, 

1999). 

Summary 

Racism has been a fact of the sociopolitical culture of America for centuries. 

Inequitable access to educational opportunities has plagued African American children. 

Through legal challenges, the segregation of schools has been declared unconstitutional. 

Despite these changes over the past fifty years, educational disproportionality, by 

multiple measures, still exists. One such measure is in the promotion or grade level 

retention of students. African American students are retained in the same grade level at 

disproportionately higher rates than other ethnic groups. This trend is consistent both in 

the state of Georgia and nationally. 

Studies indicate that retention has far reaching long term consequences. Findings 

also indicate that grade retention is a strong correlate to a student eventually dropping out 
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of high school, poor emotional and social development, and low educational attainment 

levels. Current studies suggest that the decision to retain a student varies greatly between 

grade levels, between districts, and even local schools. The elementary school retention 

decision making process relies on the teacher's assessment of that student. The teacher is 

tasked with determining if the student is equipped with the appropriate behavioral and 

academic competencies for adequate success in the next grade level. 

Using a critical race theory lens, literature suggests that teacher' and 

administrators' racial identification may correlate to the type of decisions that they make. 

Additionally, teacher advanced degree levels and experiences may influence their 

decision making process. Beyond personnel characteristics, school structures such as 

teacher to student ratio (class size) and racial composition of the school environment may 

have a relationship to the racial disproportionality of grade level retention rates for 

African American elementary school students. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides an overview of the research design and methodology used 

in this study. This chapter begins with the purpose of this study and research questions. 

This is followed by a description of the study design, target population, target sample, 

data collection, data analysis, and a summary. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between the 

disproportionate grade level retention rate of African American elementary school 

students and six selected variables: (a) percentage of African American teachers, (b) 

percentage of African American administrators, (c) student body racial composition, (d) 

percentages of teachers with graduate degrees, (e) teacher certification level, and (f) 

teacher to student ratio (class size). 

Research Questions 

1. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

African American teachers and the relative risk for African American student 

retention? 

2. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

African American administrators and the relative risk for African American 

student retention? 
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3. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

African American students and the relative risk for African American student 

retention? 

4. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the percentage of 

teacher's with graduate degrees and the relative risk for African American 

student retention? 

5. Is there a statistically significant relationship between teacher experience and 

the relative risk for African American student retention? 

6. Is there a statistically significant relationship between the student/ teacher 

ratio and the relative risk for African American student retention? 

Design of the Study 

This study relied on a quantitative non-experimental, correlational research 

design. The researcher used correlational data analysis to determine the degree of 

relationship between two or more variables. Correlational research is useful to measure 

the strength of the relationship between variables: how two or more variables go together 

or how two or more variables change together. The subsequent section describes the 

specific population and sample utilized in this correlational study. 

Population 

The population for this study includes all public Georgia elementary schools in 

Georgia. Population numbers used in this research are based on March 2009, district 

reported enrollment numbers to the Georgia Department of Education. These population 

numbers are tabulated by the Full Time Equivalent (FTE) data collection system utilized 
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by the Georgia Department of Education Office of Technology. This information is 

archived and accessible through the Georgia Department of Education web site for the 

2008-2009 school year. 

Sample 

The sample utilized in this study consisted of public elementary schools in 

Georgia. Any elementary schools that did not include kindergarten, first, second, third, 

fourth, and fifth grade were eliminated from the sample. Schools that include sixth grade 

or higher were eliminated from the sample as well. Based on 2008-2009 school 

enrollment data from the Georgia Department of Education, there are 1,048 public 

elementary schools in Georgia that meet this criteria. The sample size was further 

reduced by eliminating all schools with less than 200 students enrolled in grades 

kindergarten through fifth. Schools in the sample also had at least 5% African American 

and white students enrolled during the school year and students that were retained of each 

ethnicity. Without minority representation within a school, data cannot be extracted from 

the sample. The rationale for this elimination is that the data would be limited to such a 

small number of students that inferential data may not be accurate when basing it on such 

small numbers of students. Additionally, charter and magnet schools were excluded from 

the study sample. These schools are able to hire and promote practices that other public 

schools are normally unable to achieve. For this reason, they were excluded from the 

study. 
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Data Source 

The data utilized in this study were obtained from the Georgia Governor's Office 

of Student Achievement. As a data source, information is publicly available through 

www.gaosa.org. Each year this office compiles demographic and achievement data 

disaggregated by race and ethnicity for all public schools in the state of Georgia. These 

data are available for each variable in this study. 

These demographics include the number of teachers employed at each local 

school. Displayed graphically in tables, the information displays the number of teachers 

and administrators in each school building, the ethnicity of each personnel member in the 

school, the average number of years teaching experience, certification levels, and average 

age. Also accessible is student body demographic information. This includes the average 

teacher to student ratio for each school, school size, and the percentage of 

socioeconomically disadvantaged students in attendance at the school. Additionally, the 

Governor's Office of Student Achievement provides the race and number of students 

retained each year. The researcher examined data from the 2008-2009 school year. 

Relative Risk Ratio as a Measure of Disproportionality 

Early statistical analysis of disproportionality consisted of estimations (Dunn, 

1968). One of the earliest methods used to calculate disproportionality are composition 

indices. Composition indices compare the percentage of students in a population to the 

percentage of students in a given category. The benefit of this type of measurement is that 

it is easy to interpret (Skiba, et al, 2005). Some researchers state that composition indices 

fail to account for the fluctuations and variations among populations (Coutinho & 

http://www.gaosa.org
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Oswald, 2000; Hosp & Reschly, 2002). One group could simply have a higher 

representation in the general population. 

Another method for measuring disproportionality is risk indices. The risk index is 

essentially a probability index. Researchers use this term, risk index, to indicate the 

probability of an event occurring for a particular group (Bollmer, Bethel, Garrison-

Mogren, Brauen, 2007). Risk indices are calculated by dividing the number of student in 

a category by their total representation in the population (Bollmer, et al., 2007). 

Data Analysis 

This study calculated disproportionality using relative risk calculations. Relative 

risk calculations are often called the relative risk or relative risk ratios (Hosp & Reschly, 

2003). Relative risk calculations compare a group's risk of being in a certain category to 

the risk of a comparison group being in that same category. Relative risk calculations 

have multiple advantages over some of the more common disproportionality measures. 

One of the most common and relevant advantages for this study include ease of 

calculation independently. Relative risk calculations are easy to interpret when used alone 

(Westat, 2003). They take into account the demographics of the larger population 

(Coutinho & Oswald, 2000). Relative risk ratios are typically used in epidemiological 

research (Rigby, 1999) as well as racial and ethnic disproportionality research (Coutinho 

& Oswald, 2000; Hosp & Reschly, 2004; Skiba et al., 2008). A relative risk calculation 

of 1.00 is interpreted as a measure of perfect proportionality or indicative of no evident 

disproportionality. Relative risk calculations that are greater than 1.00 indicate 

disproportionality (Skiba, 2005). 
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Relative risk ratios were calculated to determine the likelihood of retention by 

ethnicity. This simple calculation was done by utilizing the formula below. 

Risk index = # retained each school year from the ethnic group 

Total enrollment for the ethnic group 

Relative Risk ratio = Risk index of the African American students 

Risk index of white students 

Pearson correlations were then computed to assess the relationship between 

relative risk of retention and each of the six variables. The results, were analyzed to 

determine if the correlations were statistically significant at the p < .01 level by the two-

tailed test. A separate statistical analysis was conducted for each of the six research 

questions. The Pearson correlations index the magnitude of the relationship whether 

significant or not. In this study, the relative risk was used to determine levels of 

disproportionality. Relative risk compares the risk indices of the two groups. 

The effect size of was determined based on the guidelines established by the U.S. 

Department of Education. Based on recommendations from Valentine and Cooper 

(2003), the established guidelines for statistical significance are set at 0.1 for small 

significance, 0.3 for moderate significance, and 0.5 for high levels of significance. These 

guidelines we adopted for congruence with the U.S. Department of Education, a large 

provider of educational research. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between the 

disproportionate grade level retention rate of African American elementary school 

students and six selected variables. This chapter described the quantitative non-

experimental, correlational research design utilized in this study. The researcher used 

correlational data analysis to determine if a relationship existed between the six variables 

and the relative risk of retention. The sample utilized in this study consisted of 

elementary schools that include a kindergarten through fifth grade and were not classified 

as magnet or charter schools. The numerical data utilized in the study were obtained from 

the Georgia Governor's Office of Student Achievement publicly available web site. 

Pearson correlations were computed to assess the relationship between relative risk of 

retention and each of the six variables. To examine if a statistically significant 

relationship exists, Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated at the p <.01 level. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF DATA AND DATA ANALYSIS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between the relative 

risk of retention for African American students in Georgia public elementary schools and 

six variables. The unit of analysis was the elementary school, not the individual teachers 

or students. The six independent variables investigated in this study include: (a) 

percentage of African American teachers, (b) percentage of African American 

administrators, (c) percentage of African American students, (d) average years of teacher 

experience, (e) percentages of teachers with graduate degrees, and (f) teacher to student 

ratio. The dependent variable is the relative risk of retention for African American 

elementary students. In this chapter, data analysis results are organized by research 

setting, demographic characteristics of the sample, data analysis, results and a summary. 

Research Setting 

The state of Georgia has a large representation of both African American and 

white students. Georgia schools report a population of 38% African American students 

and 46% white students (The Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009). In 

addition, Georgia retention rates are disproportionate for African American students, 

while remaining constant for other minority groups. As a result, Georgia was selected as 

the research setting. The schools in this study were all public, non-charter elementary 

schools located in the state of Georgia. 2008 - 2009 archival data indicated that the state 

of Georgia is comprised of 1048 elementary schools in 180 county and city school 

districts. 
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Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

All elementary schools in operation during the 2008-2009 school year were the 

population (n=1048). From that population, schools that were classified as charter or 

magnet schools were omitted from the sample. Schools that included grade levels beyond 

the fifth grade were also omitted along with schools that did not include kindergarten, 

first, second, third, fourth, and fifth grades. These guidelines were used to keep the 

definition of elementary schools consistent between the sample schools. Additional 

criteria for inclusion included having at least 5% African American and white 

populations of students and a school population size of at least 200 students and students 

that were retained of each ethnicity. This was included to provide enough of a 

representation from each group to appropriately conduct statistical analysis. Research 

indicates that the absence of one group from a relative risk calculation results in skewed 

findings. Without minority and majority representation within a school, data cannot be 

extracted from the sample. The final sample size was 480 elementary schools. 

Data Analysis 

This study utilized archival data from the Georgia Governor's Office of Student 

Achievement. Data were publicly accessible online through this department. SPSS was 

used to calculate the relative risk of retention for African American students at each 

elementary school included in this sample. SPSS was then used to compute Pearson 

correlations between each variable and the relative risk of retention for each school. 

Correlation data analysis was conducted to measure the strength of the relationship 

between variables. At the level of statistical significance of .01, Pearson product of the 
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moment correlation coefficients were calculated. The null hypotheses were tested and 

analyzed to determine whether the correlations were statistically significant. 

Null Hypothesis 1: There is no statistically significant relationship between the 

percentage of African American teachers and the relative risk for African American 

student retention. 

An analysis using Pearson correlation coefficient shows, r (480) = -.259, p < .01 

at .000. This correlational analysis established small, statistically significant negative 

relationships between the percentage of African American teachers and the relative risk 

of retention for African American elementary school students. The researcher rejected the 

null hypothesis. Table 1 displays the data collected from the sample schools regarding the 

percentage of African American teachers and the correlation to the relative risk of 

retention for African American students. 

Table 1 

Percentage of African American Teachers 

Variable 

Percentages 

of African 
American 
teachers 

Minimum 

0% 

Maximum 

92.727% 

Mean 

15.774 

Standard 
Deviation 

16.155 

Pearson 
Correlation 

-.259 

Effect 
Size 

6.708% 

Null Hypothesis 2: There is no statistically significant relationship between the 

percentage of African American administrators and the relative risk for African American 

student retention. 
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An analysis using Pearson correlation coefficient shows, r (480) = -.158, p < .01 

at .001. This result led the researcher to conclude that there is a small, statistically 

significant, negative relationship between the percentage of African American teachers 

and the relative risk of retention for African American elementary school students. The 

researcher rejected the null hypothesis. 

Table 2 displays the data collected from the sample schools regarding the 

percentage of African American administrators and the correlation to the relative risk of 

retention for African American students. 

Table 2 

Percentage of African American Administrators 

Variable 

Percentage of 

African 
American 

administrators 

Minimum 

0% 

Maximum 

100% 

Mean 

25.478% 

Standard 
Deviation 

30.369 

Pearson 
Correlation 

-.158 

Effect 
Size 

2.496% 

Null Hypothesis 3: There is no statistically significant relationship between the 

percentage of African American students enrolled in an elementary school and the 

relative risk for African American student retention. 

An analysis using Pearson correlation coefficient shows, r (480) = -.285, p < .01 

at .000. This result led the researcher to conclude that there is a small, statistically 

significant, negative relationship between the percentage of African American 

administrators and the relative risk of retention for African American elementary school 
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students. The researcher rejected the null hypothesis. Table 3 displays the data collected 

from the sample schools regarding the percentage of African American students and the 

correlation to the relative risk of retention for African American students. 

Table 3 

Percentage of African American Students 

Variable 

Percentage of 

African 
American 
students 

Minimum 

5% 

Maximum 

90% 

Mean 

35.74% 

Standard 
Deviation 

21.206 

Pearson 
Correlation 

-.285 

Effect 
Size 

8.123% 

Null Hypothesis 4: There is no statistically significant relationship between the 

percentage of teacher's with graduate degrees and the relative risk for African American 

student retention. 

An analysis using Pearson correlation coefficient shows, r (480) = -.078, p= .090. 

This result led the researcher to conclude that there is not a statistically significant 

relationship between the percentage of teachers with graduate degrees and the relative 

risk of retention for African American elementary school students. The researcher failed 

to reject the null hypothesis. 

Table 4 displays the data collected from the sample schools regarding the 

percentage of teachers with graduate degrees and the correlation to the relative risk of 

retention for African American students. 
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Table 4 

Percentage of Teachers with Graduate Degrees 

Variable 

Percentage of 
teachers with 

graduate 
degrees 

Minimum 

17.307% 

Maximum 

90% 

Mean 

58.404% 

Standard 
Deviation 

11.351 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.078 

Effect 
Size 

.608% 

Null Hypothesis 5: There is no statistically significant relationship between the average 

years of teaching experience and the relative risk for African American student retention. 

An analysis using Pearson correlation coefficient shows, r (480) = .051, p = .266. 

This result led the researcher to conclude that there is not a statistically significant 

relationship between average years of teacher experience and the relative risk of retention 

for African American elementary school students. The researcher failed to reject the null 

hypothesis. Table 5 displays the data collected from the sample schools regarding the 

average years of experience and the correlation to the relative risk of retention for African 

American students. 

Table 5 

Average Years of Teacher Experience 

Variable 

Average Years 
of teacher 
experience 

Minimum 

5.93 

Maximum 

25.0 

Mean 

12.935 

Standard 
Deviation 

1.521 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.051 

Effect 
Size 

.260% 
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Null Hypothesis 6: There is no statistically significant relationship between the 

student/teacher ratio and the relative risk for African American student retention. 

An analysis using Pearson correlation coefficient shows, r (480) = .032, p = .489. 

This result led the researcher to conclude that there is not a statistically significant 

relationship between the student/ teacher ratio and the relative risk for African American 

student retention. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis. Table 6 displays the 

data collected from the sample schools regarding the student/ teacher ratio and the 

correlation to the relative risk of retention for African American students. 

Table 6 

Students per Teacher 

Variable 

Students 
per teacher 

Minimum 

8 

Maximum 

18 

Mean 

12.94 

Standard 
Deviation 

1.521 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.032 

Effect 
Size 

.102% 

There were six hypotheses tested in the study. Table 7 provides a summary of the 

hypothesis testing which indicates the relationship between the relative risk of retention 

and the six variables. 
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Table 7 

Summary of Findings 

Variable Pearson 
Correlation 

Effect Size Conclusion 

Percentages of African 
American teachers 

Administrator race 

Student race 

Teachers with graduate 
degrees 

Teacher Experience 

Student/ teacher ratio 

-.259** 

-.158" 

-.285" 

.078 

.051 

.032 

6.70% 

2.49% 

8.123% 

.608% 

.260% 

.102% 

Reject the null 
hypothesis 

Reject the null 
hypothesis 

Reject the null 
hypothesis 

Fail to reject the null 
hypothesis 

Fail to reject the null 
hypothesis 

Fail to reject the null 
hypothesis 

**p<M. 

Summary 

The results of this correlational study reveal that three of the variables have a 

small, statistically significant, negative relationship to the relative risk of retention for 

African American students. The researcher concluded that there is a statistically 

significant relationship between the percentage of African American teachers, the 

percentage of African American administrators, and the percentage of African American 

students enrolled in an elementary school and the relative risk of retention among African 

American elementary school students. Therefore, the researcher rejected the null 
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hypothesis for each of these variables. Conversely, the percentage of teachers with 

graduate degrees, student/ teacher ratios, and average years of teaching experience did 

not have a statistically significant relationship to the relative risk of retention for African 

American students. Therefore, the researcher failed to reject the null hypotheses for each 

of these variables. 

Each of these findings reflects that there is obvious variance among the factors 

that correlate to the relative risk of retention among African American students. There are 

three statistically significant correlations that exist between the relative risk of grade level 

retention and the selected variables. Conversely, there are factors that have no statistically 

significant relationship to the risk of retention for African American students. The 

following chapter examines the implications of these findings not only for schools, but 

for local, state, and higher education leaders. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter is organized to include an overview of the study, discussion of major 

findings organized by variable, limitations, conclusions, implications, leadership 

recommendations, and research recommendations. A summary concludes the chapter. 

Overview of the Study 

An extensive body of research indicates that grade level retention has negative 

long term consequences for retained students (Allensworth, 2005; Bali, 

Anagnostopoulous, & Roberts, 2005; Bui, 2005; Frederick & Hauser, 2008; Larsen, 

2002; Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005; Stearns, Moller, Blau, & Potochnick, 2007). There 

are some studies that found small achievement gains among retained students. These 

gains, however, have been shown to be limited and short term (Anagnostopoulos, 2006; 

Grissom & Shepard, 1989; Holmes, 1989; Shepard & Smith, 1990). 

Nationally and within the state of Georgia, African American students have been 

and continue to be at a high risk for grade level retention. In Georgia this risk is specific 

to African American students only. The purpose of this study was to explore the 

relationship between the relative risk of grade level retention rate of African American 

elementary school students and six selected variables: The six independent variables 

investigated in this correlational study include: (a) percentage of African American 

teachers, (b) percentage of African American administrators, (c) percentage of African 

American students, (d) average years of teacher experience, (e) percentages of teachers 
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with graduate degrees, and (f) teacher to student ratio. The dependent variable is the 

relative risk of retention for African American elementary students. 

Discussion of Research Findings 

This correlational study indicated that the percentage of African American 

teachers, administrators, and students has a correlation to the relative risk of retention for 

African American students. The percentage of teachers with graduate degrees, student 

teacher ratios, and teaching experience did not have a relationship to the relative risk of 

retention for African American students. The findings of this study verified that the race 

of the subjects has a statistically significant correlation to disproportionality as measured 

by retention rates in the state of Georgia. This section discusses these findings and how 

they intersect or contradict with the current body of literature. 

Percentage of African American Teachers 

Research indicates that the diversity of the student body is not mirrored in the 

teaching force. The presence of African American teachers is limited nationally (Ouazad, 

2008) and in Georgia (The Governor's Office of Student Achievement, 2009) when 

juxtaposed against the large percentage of African American students. The first research 

question considered the relationship between the percentage of African American 

teachers in a school and the relative risk of retention for African American students. The 

correlational analysis established significant relationships between these two variables. 

The findings concur with those documented by the reviewed studies (Beady & Hansell, 

1981; Bullock, & Dykes, 1977; Dee, 2005; Fowler, Banks, Anhalt, Der, & Kalis, 2008; 

Honora, 2003; Ouazad, 2008; Rusch, 2004; Zimmerman, Khoury, Vega, Gil, & Warheit, 
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1995; Rist, 1970; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992; Touliatos, Lindholm & Rich, 1977) that 

noted a correlation between teacher race and perceptions of students. Entwistle and 

Alexander (1988) noted that white teachers were much more likely to view African 

American students in a negative light. The findings of this study imply that the absence of 

African American teachers did result in disproportionately higher numbers of African 

American students being retained. The findings of Dee (2005) established that African 

American students were often viewed negatively by white teachers as well. A wide range 

of the literature reviewed confirmed that low perceptions of African American students 

impacted decisions made about those students by white teachers (Gay, 2000; Saft & 

Pianta, 2001). Particularly linked to the findings of this study are early studies in the post 

Brown v Board era. Many of these studies purported a correlation between having a white 

teacher and negative academic consequences for African American students. While this 

present study does not address perceptions, findings do support a statistically significant 

relationship between high percentages of white teachers within a school and 

disproportionate grade level retention rates for African American students. 

Percentage of African American Administrators 

The second research question in this study considered the relationship between 

the percentage of African American administrators in a school and the relative risk of 

retention for African American students. The correlational analysis established a small, 

statistically significant relationships these two variables. This corroborates the findings of 

« Bloom (2003) and Loder (2005). Both studies indicated that the policy adoption and 

practices of leaders is related to racial identification of those leaders. These studies found 
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that minority leaders in organizations establish cultures that promote more equitable 

outcomes for African Americans. This study shows that the mere presence of a larger 

percentage of African American administrators correlated to more equitable retention 

decisions. Hill (2009) indicated that leaders tend to have an elevated sense of cultural 

awareness when they themselves are minorities, resulting in more culturally responsive 

environments and through the promotion of positive and mutually fair environments, 

regardless of race. The finding that schools with larger percentages of African American 

students had less disproportionate retention outcomes supports findings of this nature. 

Chubbuck (2004) and Frankenberg (2001) found white leaders often assume that African 

American students are inferior and that their behaviors may reflect this belief. This study 

indicates that a greater prevalence of disproportionate retention decisions are made in 

environments where higher percentages of white administrators are. Each of these 

findings imply that there is a substantive correlation between the race of the school 

leaders and outcomes in the school. 

Percentage of African American Students 

The third research question considered the relationship between the percentage of 

African American students in a school and the relative risk of retention for African 

American students. The correlational analysis established significant relationships these 

two variables. Results indicate that the less African American students in a school, the 

higher the likelihood of disproportionate retention. The findings concur with those 

documented by the reviewed studies that indicated that, after controlling for 

socioeconomic status, the racial composition of the school was the most important 
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correlate to student educational outcomes (Caldas & Bankston, 1998; Entwistle & 

Alexander, 1992; Brown-Jeffy, 2006). Conversely, some of the reviewed literature 

indicates a strong correlation between high minority population schools and a wide 

variety of negative expectations and consequences for students (Anyon, 1997; Clotfelter, 

2004; Feagin, 2006; Lewis & Moore, 2008). These findings actually indicated that the 

higher the populations of African American students, the more proportionate retention 

decisions were. In this instance, the findings of this study fail to support this element of 

the literature. One reason for this disparity may be the covariates that exist in highly 

populated minority schools. Data indicated that schools with high populations of African 

American students are also predominantly staffed by African American teachers. This 

covariation among factors may account for the discrepancy. 

Percentage of Teachers with Graduate Degrees 

The fourth research question considered a relationship between the percentage of 

teachers with graduate degrees and the relative risk of retention of African American 

students. While the literature revealed contradictory findings regarding the link between 

teachers with advanced degrees and teacher quality, this study found that there is not a 

connection between advance degree attainment and relative risk of retention. This 

supports the studies that have found little or no relationship between teacher degree levels 

and what actually happens with students (Buddin & Zamarro, 2009; Wayne & Youngs, 

2003). These findings conflict with data that indicates that teachers with more education 

are better classroom teachers (Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006). This study indicated 

no relationship at all between grade level retention decisions and the average number of 
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teachers with graduate degrees. The findings of the current study do not refute these 

findings; it simply fails to extend their findings specifically to retention decisions. 

Additionally, data may only provide a broad snapshot of the prevalence of 

graduate degrees resulting in differing findings from literature that established a link 

between increased levels of education and African American outcomes. Another 

possibility for the difference is that the earlier studies tended to look at educational 

outcomes in terms of outcomes for all students. This study focused on the 

disproportionality of those outcomes between African American and white students, not 

just the outcomes themselves. This could create a difference among findings as well. 

Another possibility for these findings could be the method of measurement. In 

this study the percentage of graduate degrees was the specific variable measured in the 

correlational analysis. Degree types were not disaggregated in any form. This did not 

allow for a comparison of graduate degrees and their relationship to the relative risk of 

retention for African American students. There is no data that differentiates between the 

different types of graduate degrees. 

Average Years of Teacher Experience 

The fifth research question considered the relationship between the years of 

experience of the teaching staff in elementary school and the relative risk of retention for 

African American students. The correlational analysis established no significant 

relationships between these two variables. These findings support the findings of 

Cronigher, Rice, Rathbun and Nischio (2007). Their study indicated that teacher 

experience had no correlation to students' outcomes. Conversely, these findings refute 
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the work of Hanushek and Welch (2006) who maintained that the level of teacher 

experience had a positive correlation to improved student outcomes. One reason for this 

disparity may lie in the difference of variables. This study specifically looked at retention 

decisions, while the aforementioned research looked at student achievement measures 

alone. The two concepts may be more disparate than earlier assumptions indicated. 

Another important consideration in the lack of any statistically significant finding 

could be the unit of measurement. One reason for this finding may be that this study 

evaluated the school as a unit. The number of years experience was based on a school 

average. Variance among elementary schools may skew the average years of experience 

based to outliers or the standard deviation among years of experience. 

Class Size 

The final variable in this study is the average student to teacher ratio (class size). 

The null hypothesis was that there is not relationship between the class size and the 

relative risk of retention of African American students. The researcher accepted the null 

hypothesis because the data indicated that a statistically significant relationship did not 

exist between these two variables. 

There is a large body of research on the benefits that class size has on 

achievement (Edlefson, 2006; Finn & Achilles, 1999; Glass, Cahen, Smith & Filby, 

1982). The most well-known study is the Tennessee STAR experiment. This multiple 

phase study established that smaller class sizes resulted in high achievement for African 

American students. This study indicated that small class size was particularly effective 

for African American students when compared to students of other ethnicities. The 



89 

present study did not support the notion that African American students fared better in 

smaller class sizes. This conflict is one that the researcher notes is a flaw of many studies 

that seek to find relationships between variables and educational outcomes for African 

American students. Results are rarely, if ever, measured in terms of proportionality. If 

African American students show a gain in achievement or a decrease in a negative 

behavior (absences, disciplinary infractions) researchers regularly categorize the variable 

as being significant. The missing element is evaluating the relationship between the 

variable in relationship to other groups. The proportionality of the gain is either not 

measured or measured inappropriately. The integration of the relative risk ratio in the 

current study allows for relationships between variables to be examined in the context of 

multiple size school populations. This difference may be the reason for differences in 

findings among this variable and a variety of other variables that are often purported to 

relate to educational outcomes for African American students. 

Conclusions 

While additional study is needed to examine the specific caveats of decision 

making and instruction for African American students, it can be lucidly concluded that 

the race of teachers, administrators and students has a statistically significant correlation 

to the risk of retention among African American elementary school students in Georgia. 

It is important to refer back to the limitation of this study. These results reflect on the 

school as a unit of analysis. The findings of this study do not indicate conclusions about 

individual teachers. The researcher makes no judgments regarding the independent 

retention decisions of any teachers. The data is viewed in the collective and reflects only 
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on school wide trends and practices. While all other variables examined in this study 

showed no statistically significant correlation, the percentage of African American 

teachers, administrators and students did indicate a statistically significant correlation to 

the risk of retention for African American students. This was substantiated by a statistical 

significance level of p < .01. 

Leadership Recommendations 

These findings indicate that there is a connection between what decisions teachers 

make regarding retention and the race of the student body and personnel. The results of 

this study support multiple leadership recommendations that can and should take place to 

ensure that African American students are not further marginalized due to race or poor 

decisions that may correlation to perceptions of them based on their race. 

Leadership Recommendation One: African American Teacher Recruitment 

The findings of this study reveal that schools with low percentages of African 

American teachers and administrators have higher levels of disproportionality and 

relative risk of retention for African American students. Promotion and recruitment of 

African American teachers is a sound step to counteracting this phenomenon. While the 

mere presence of more African American teachers will not eradicate disproportionate 

educational outcomes, this study shows that a relationship does exist. The researcher 

recommends that African American teachers are recruited in a more comprehensive 

fashion. Recruitment efforts should be multifaceted to include multiple opportunities and 

settings for recruitment. 
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Early Recruitment Efforts 

Another aspect of successful recruitment of African American teachers should 

include an expansion of organizations such as Future Educators of America. While 

minority recruitment is a tenet of their beliefs, African American staff and alumni 

sponsorship needs to increase and include active engagement and the promotion of the 

mission and recruitment of African American students. Social media should be utilized to 

bring the recruitment efforts of these groups to the forefront, making their recruitment 

efforts more visible to African American high school students. Expansion of these types 

of organizations should also be extended to middle school. Utilizing Summer Bridge 

programs to help students understand the benefits of teaching and the steps necessary to 

successfully become a teacher should begin with this age group. Competition for other 

interests is strong as early as middle school. The absence of a strong presence puts 

teacher recruitment agencies at a disadvantage if they are only introduced in high school. 

Students may already have developed a sense of ambivalence to the teaching profession. 

College Recruitment 

One way to recruit more African American teacher candidates is to increase 

recruitment activities that extend beyond the traditional college fairs and visits. Year -

round recruitment efforts should extend to churches, community centers, youth groups, 

and nontraditional settings. Establishing a focus not just on prospective teacher 

candidates, but on the parents and teachers as well can increase the likelihood of 

successful recruitment. Taking this expanded, more comprehensive approach toward 
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recruitment could serve to encourage larger numbers of African American teachers to 

join the profession. 

Local School District Recruitment Efforts 

Each local school district should have a minority recruitment advisory board or 

council to help facilitate the districts' comprehensive recruitment of African American 

teachers. This council would be responsible for developing a leadership and financial 

base to support the recruitment of African American teachers to that district or group of 

districts. The council should provide year-round activities that target African American 

prospective teachers. These activities should reach beyond traditional recruitment and 

provide opportunities for African American college students to visit their districts while 

they are still in the undergraduate program. The development of activities could be broad 

and varied to meet the needs of the district. 

Collaborative Efforts 

While many institutions have utilized some of these steps, few have developed a 

comprehensive model that engages students and recruiters on multiple levels meeting 

each of the above requirements. Although a singular organization may have difficulty 

carrying out all of the aforementioned facets of comprehensive recruitment, multiple 

organizations should link and connect their efforts to successfully integrate and 

collaborate on this recruitment goal instead of disparate activities done in isolation. 

Leadership Recommendation Two: Universal Retention Standards 

While many of the aforementioned leadership recommendations help increase the 

presence of African American teachers and advance the comprehensive understanding of 
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cultural pedagogy and disproportionality, there is a key principle that must occur 

concurrently. Universal requirements and documentation for grade level retention 

decisions should be established. The elusive nature of state or even district consistency 

among grade level retention decisions is a weak foundation that offers numerous 

opportunities for perceptions to take the place of tangible data. As teachers prepare to 

make retention decisions each year, leaders need to regulate how those decisions are 

made. In elementary schools the subjective nature of the retention decision making 

process leaves a lot of flexibility and opportunities for subjective decision making. State 

leaders should develop universal guidelines that schools are required to adhere to when 

making elementary retention decisions. While the guidelines may not remove 

disproportionality, they can serve as the first step towards beginning a process of 

consistency. Without that consistency, additional and future improvements to the decision 

making process may be poorly measured or inappropriately diffused into local policy. 

Recommendations for Future Study 

The findings in this study may lead researchers to further investigate factors 

related to grade level retention rates of African American students. The following 

research recommendations delineate possible areas of expanded study. 

Research Recommendation One 

The conclusions in this study are based school level variables. A recommendation 

for further research is to evaluate the variables utilized in this study on the teacher level 

instead of the school level. Examination of a specific district's elementary schools on a 

class by class basis would allow for exact analysis of individual teacher characteristics 
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and their relationship to disproportionate grade level retention rates. This research would 

provide clarification on the relationships suggested within this study. 

Research Recommendation Two 

To fully understand the specific correlations that race may have on the retention 

decision making process, a case study should be conducted in two elementary schools. 

Elementary schools utilized should represent a school with high levels of risk of retention 

for African American students and one with low levels. A critical study of what factors 

differentiate the two may be useful in identifying tangible differences in school policy, 

operation, and culture. Additionally, this would allow researchers to evaluate the same 

variables examined in this study, but with individual classes as the unit of measurement 

instead of the school as the unit of measurement. This may result in different findings 

when the averages are no longer utilized and specific teachers are matched with specific 

grade level retention outcomes. This research is recommended to compare the two types 

of schools more specifically and determine parallels and differences, if any exist. 

Research Recommendation Three 

To further analyze the thought process behind teachers' decision making process, 

a qualitative study should be conducted that engages teachers in a targeted discussion 

regarding how and why students are retained. Structured interviews and focus groups 

would be beneficial to determining themes that result in disproportionate retention rates. 

This recommendation is suggested to provide a more substantive context for examination 

of themes and patterns that shape teachers' retention decisions. 



95 

Research Recommendation Four 

To establish additional factors that may correlate to high relative risks of retention 

for African American elementary students, a broader descriptive study should be 

conducted to examine additional school and nonschool related factors. These factors may 

include school achievement scores, socioeconomic status, and the setting of the school. In 

addition to determining correlations, this type of study would be useful in determining 

which variables have the strongest correlation to disproportionality. A multiple linear 

regression would be a useful statistical analysis for this type of data. This 

recommendation is suggested to examine a wider range of possible antecedent variables. 

Summary 

The six independent variables investigated in this study include: (a) percentage of 

African American teachers, (b) percentage of African American administrators, (c) 

percentage of African American students, (d) average years of teacher experience, (e) 

percentages of teachers with graduate degrees, and (f) teacher to student ratio. The 

dependent variable is the relative risk of retention for African American elementary 

students. Utilizing Pearson correlations, descriptive statistics were used to determine if 

relationships existed among the variables. Findings indicated that there were correlations 

between three variables (percentage of African American teachers, administrators, and 

students) and the relative risk of retention. Additionally, findings confirm that there is no 

relationship between the remaining three variables (teacher to student ratio, percentage of 

teachers with graduate degrees, and average years of experience) and the relative risk of 

retention for African American elementary school students. Leadership implications 



96 

include careful planning and implementation of culturally responsive teaching practices 

for in-field and pre-service teachers, comprehensive African American teacher 

recruitment and universal grade level retention standards and guidelines. The 

implications of these findings support the need for additional study on the influence that 

race may have on teachers' and administrators' retention decisions. The quest for 

equitable decision making extends beyond just the classroom. Local, state and higher 

education leaders have active roles to take in the promotion of a clear understanding of 

grade level retention and the recruitment of more African American educators. 
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