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ABSTRACT

LATESHIA MCCORD WARREN
TODAY’S DREAM KEEPERS: EXPLORING THE PERSONAL AND 
PROFESSIONAL BELIEFS OF TEACHERS WHO SUCCESSFULLY PROVIDE 
LITERACY INSTRUCTION TO AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES IN GRADES 3-5 
Under the Direction of DR. ROB CEGLIE, Ph.D.

The purpose of this study was to describe the personal and professional beliefs of 

teachers who were successful with providing literacy instruction to elementary school 

African American males in a Title I elementary school. This study examined the literacy 

practices of teachers and their beliefs about African American males. It also investigated 

their use of culturally relevant teaching practices. It was hypothesized that by exploring 

the beliefs and practices of successful teachers with African American males, this 

research could provide evidence of effective strategies which could be used to impact the 

literacy achievement of African American males.

A qualitative case study research design was used in this investigation to analyze 

intermediate grade school teachers whose literacy instructional practices and beliefs 

positively enabled economically disadvantaged African American males to become 

successful readers. Four teachers of grades 3-5 were purposefully chosen because of their 

demonstrated ability to support these males in reading success. Questionnaires,



interviews, classroom observations, and artifacts generated data that, when analyzed, 

showed that in regards to personal and professional beliefs, all four teachers made it a 

priority to create a positive learning atmosphere that enabled students to become 

academically successful. Each teacher was committed to learning about their African 

American students and utilizing their students’ interest to provide meaningful literacy 

instruction. Even though various literacy approaches were used, each teacher felt that 

working with their African American males in small groups provided them the 

opportunity to have a positive impact on individual student achievement. In regards to 

culturally relevant pedagogy, teachers in this study used these practices to improve 

student success by gaining knowledge of their students’ cultural backgrounds, and 

translating this knowledge into instruction practices.

It was recommended that pre-service teachers need the opportunity to observe 

experienced teachers engaging students in a culturally relevant manner. School 

administrators must ensure that their staff is properly trained and knowledgeable about 

how to best instruct African American males. Lastly, in-service teachers must make it a 

priority to enable students from diverse backgrounds to use literacy successfully in 

today’s social contexts, in addition to the context of their home and community.

xiv



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Background

The best teacher is the one who NEVER forgets 
what it is like to be a student.

The best administrator is the one who NEVER forgets 
what it is like to be a teacher. ”

-Neila A. Conners (2000)

The above quote truly reveals a great deal about me and why my path has led me 

to pursue this research. I sincerely believe that the best teacher is one who never forgets 

what it is like to be a student. I have and will always be an advocate for students, and 

aspire to be a voice for students expressing their hopes, goals, concerns and issues. With 

that in mind, it is my desire that this research will provide a path to help bridge the 

literacy achievement gap to help ensure that every student is provided with the best 

possible education. The purpose of this research is to explore the beliefs and practices of 

teachers who have a positive impact on African American males in the area of literacy.

For the past nine years, I have had the opportunity to work in several Title I 

schools. During this time, I have taught reading to 4th and 5th grade students. In the 

classroom, I often noticed that once students reach intermediate grades, they lose their 

enjoyment for reading. At the beginning of every school year, I take a poll on the 

students’ favorite subject(s), and am disappointed to find that reading is at the bottom of 

the list. As a child, and even now, I love to read. I would rather read than do anything

1
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else. Consequently, it was quite disappointing for me when I was given a class of 25 

students who disliked reading. I perceived that as a personal challenge, and developed 

creative ways to motivate my students into reading. I have become an advocate in 

promoting the love of literature.

At the time of this study, I served as a literacy coach in a Title I school, with a 

population of students that is 95% African American. This experience allowed me to go 

into the classrooms and provide assistance to teachers and students during their literacy 

block. Through the literacy coach’s lenses, I was able to see the weaknesses and strengths 

that the teacher holds. I was also able to examine how the children perform in relation to 

the school, county, and state benchmarks. Part of my role as a coach was to create 

formative and summative assessments that help track student performance in reading. 

With this information, I perceived that there was a strong need for teachers to obtain 

professional development in strategies to motivate and improve student performance in 

literacy. I was often asked to provide professional development because teachers wanted 

to find ways to provide material that relates to their African American males. They also 

wanted to find methods to keep their students interested in the area of literacy. 

Additionally, parents were asking teachers to help them find ways to help their children 

become more academically successful in the area of literacy. Gay (2003) writes that 

many ethnically diverse students do not find school exciting or inviting; they often feel 

unwelcome, insignificant, and alienated. Often times, too much of what is taught has no 

immediate value to this group of students. It does not represent who they are; however,



most educators will agree that learning is more appealing and easier to accomplish when 

it has personal meaning for the students.

The teachers I worked with wanted their students to perform well, and to enjoy 

reading; however they became frustrated when they discovered that they often could not 

reach their students. Through my experience in the schools, I saw how teachers worked 

hard every day to successfully educate every child. Unfortunately, achievement gaps are 

still painfully obvious between certain populations of students. Conscientious educators 

are concerned both that this gap exists, and how this gap can be closed. With the student 

achievement accountability measures of the Georgia Criterion-Referenced Competency 

Test (CRCT) and the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislations, there are added 

pressures for teachers and administrators to not just close the achievement gap, but to 

close it quickly (Rebell & Wolff, 2012). If educators knew why certain teachers are 

consistently successful with the free and reduced lunch student population, why certain 

teachers are successful with African American males, who these teachers are, and if these 

teachers have similar characteristics, personally and/or professionally that can be 

identified—they could add this information to their knowledge base on how to be 

successful with this large population of economically-disadvantaged African American 

males. This knowledge could lead to closing the achievement gap by improving their 

literacy academic performance.

Ladson-Billings (2001) writes that the current demographic shift in the public 

school student population (particularly in urban areas) have forced teachers to examine 

more closely the academic performance of students from a variety of cultural, ethnic, and
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linguistic backgrounds. With the exception of some students of Asian descent, students of 

color are not performing as well as their White counterparts on literacy measures, or 

other indicators of school success.

In her book, The Dreamkeepers, Ladson-Billings (1994) provides staggering 

statistics regarding African American children. She explains that poor education 

achievement for African American students relates to some of the social and economic 

realities they face. She explains that the infant mortality rate among African American 

children is quite high. African American children are five times more likely to be 

dependent on welfare, and to become pregnant as teens when compared to White 

children. In addition, they are four times as likely to live with neither parent, three times 

as likely to live in a female-headed household, and twice as likely to live in low income 

housing. There are more young African American men under the constraints o f the 

criminal justice system than in college. However, as if these facts are not revealing 

enough, she also adds that African American boys who were bom in California in 1988 

are three times more likely to be murdered than to be admitted to the University of 

California (Ladson-Billings, 1994).

The drastic contrast between the academic performance of students of color— 

African American students in particular—and White students has been highlighted in 

many studies on literacy, and has been the center of discussion in reading and writing 

research and practice (Ladson-Billings, 2001). Much of the recent studies have centered 

on cultural and ethnic conditions of children and the relationship between these 

conditions, and the structure of appropriate contexts for literacy learning. However, there



is less research on how teachers frame culturally relevant approaches to literacy teaching 

or how they, despite the dismal realities described in the previous paragraphs, dedicate 

their lives to teaching African American students (Ladson-Billings, 2001).

Conceptual Underpinnings for the Study

In the field of education, there are many studies documenting the poor 

achievement of African American males throughout their school years. National reading 

achievement data continues to show that, as a group, African American males—in 

particular, adolescents in middle and high school—are not performing well. In relation to 

literacy achievement, the gap remains stagnant. It is not getting any smaller, which 

indicates there is an urgent need for change. In 2009, the average reading score of Black 

fourth grade students was less than that of White fourth grade students by 26 points. This 

gap was not measurably different from the gap in 2007, but it was smaller than the gaps 

in all other assessment years prior to 2007 (National Center for Education Statistics,

2011). Tatum (2006) writes that there are several solutions that have been proposed over 

the last ten years that specifically address the literacy needs of African American 

adolescent males. Some suggestions include providing culturally responsive literacy 

instruction that relates classroom content to student experiences; developing character 

development programs, comprehensive literacy programs, and academically oriented 

remedial programs.

Rashid (2009) explains that the early elementary years play a vital role in 

transforming young African American boys from “brilliant babies” into “children placed 

at risk”. A preschool-to-prison pipeline now exists that is becoming increasingly



apparent. This preschool-to-prison pipeline runs from the preschool settings through the 

high schools, and young African American men continue to drop out in astounding 

numbers, and ultimately, into federal and state prisons (Wald & Losen, 2003). A number 

of critical issues affect the status of African American boys in early childhood education. 

They include quality of preschool settings, teacher beliefs, expectations, behavior, 

acquisition of early literacy, school readiness skills, curriculum quality, and relevance 

(Barbarin & Crawford, 2006). Educational environments that support early literacy and 

quality instruction are important for all children. Unfortunately, children from 

economically disadvantaged, primarily minority status groups, make up the larger 

percentage of those students placed at-risk for problems in the area of literacy success in 

today’s mainstream schools (Locasale-Crouch et al., 2007).

A major indicator o f acquisition of early literacy skills for young African 

Americans is their reading score on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP). NAEP reading scores for African American male fourth graders are the lowest 

of any of the tested subgroups. By the twelfth grade, African American males still have 

the lowest reading score of any of the tested subgroups (Lee, Grigg, & Donahue, 2007). 

The literacy level of young African American males has become a critical indicator of 

what is likely to happen in the future. There is proof that early elementary school literacy 

levels predict high school literacy (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997). Research also 

suggests that reading problems are related to certain types of emotional problems in low 

income school age children (Ackerman, Izard, Koback, Brown, & Smith, 2007). Gee 

(2001) suggests a sociocultural perspective on literacy acquisition that recommends
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placing the reading problems of young African American males within their unique 

social, cultural, and historical contexts. This kind of approach would require that the issue 

of literacy for young African American males be approached from broader political and 

economic perspectives. Young African American males are placed at-risk by the very 

nature of preschool, and early childhood settings that should promote their development.

Rashid (2009) explains that issues of teacher responsiveness, program quality, 

and developmental appropriateness must be examined specifically as they relate to 

outcomes for young African American males. Banks et al., (2001) believe that continued 

education about diversity is vitally important for educators because of the increasing 

cultural and ethnic gaps that exist between the nation’s teachers and students. They 

believe effective professional development programs could help educators to: (1) uncover 

and identify their personal attitudes toward racial, ethnic, language, and cultural groups; 

(2) gain an understanding about the histories and cultures of the diverse, racial, ethnic, 

cultural, and language groups within the nation, and within their schools; (3) become 

familiar with the diverse viewpoints that exist within different ethnic and cultural 

communities; (4) understand the ways in which institutionalized knowledge within 

schools, universities, and popular culture can disseminate stereotypes about racial and 

ethnic groups; and (5) gain the knowledge and skills needed to develop and implement an 

equity pedagogy, defined by Banks (1995) as instruction that offers all students with an 

equal opportunity to achieve academic and social success in school.

In the area of multicultural education, Gay (1992) points out that there is a 

tremendous gap between theory and practice in the field of education. In her opinion,



theory development has outpaced development in practice, and a wide gap exists between 

the two. A major goal of multicultural education is to reform the school and other 

educational institutions so that students from diverse racial, ethnic, and social-class 

groups will experience educational equality. Another vital goal of multicultural education 

is to provide male and female students an equal opportunity to experience educational 

success and growth (Banks, 1989).

Tatum (2001) states that literacy instruction should involve a combination of 

teaching techniques to empower African American students and it should be a vehicle to 

examine how cultural definitions of race and class are historically and socially 

constituted. Schools are a major part of a wider dominant culture that marginalizes the 

experiences of many African American students, stopping theme from drawing on these 

experiences to gain control of their lives. Tatum (2001) believes that teachers, who create 

opportunities for repeated, meaningful application of academic skills, provide 

opportunities for students to imagine themselves in new roles, and helps students to 

perceive the world, and understand the limits and possibilities that make up the larger 

society.

According to Polite and Davis (1999), there is a need to balance the literacy diet 

of black males. He continues that too often, they are labeled in schools and society 

through a myopic lens that fails to account for their diversity. Black males are often seen 

as responsible for their academic failures, while teachers and schools are absolved of 

accountability. The perception of the troubled black male permeates the subconscious of 

many teachers in U.S. classrooms.
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Polite and Davis (1999) explain that it is this myopic perception of Black males 

from their youth through adolescence that comes between them and their literacy 

development, and their disconnection becomes extremely pronounced. It leads, in many 

situations, to a reiterative pattern in which Black male literacies are limited by instruction 

that is inadequate or of poor quality. Black males are not being granted opportunities for 

quality instructional programs.

Gay (2000) explains that teachers play a vital role in determining the quality of 

opportunities, experiences, and outcomes that students receive in schools. A powerful 

variable in determining how teachers educate their students is how they were taught. 

Thus, modeling is a powerful tool in professional development. Gay believes these facts 

provide some instructive lessons for how issues related to ethnic and cultural diversity 

should be dealt with in teacher preparation programs. The following two positions have 

been consistently used in the past and need to be discontinued. One is the assumption that 

teachers can implement multicultural education effectively even if they haven’t received 

adequate exposure to cultural diversity in their professional preparation programs.

Second is the idea that incidental, fragmented, and inconsistent exposures to cultural 

diversity and multicultural education constitute sufficient preparation. Most educators, 

like most other U.S. citizens, are socialized within homogeneous communities, and have 

limited opportunities to interact with people from other racial, ethnic, language, and 

social-class groups. The formal curriculum in schools, colleges, and universities gives 

educators with inconsistent opportunities a chance to gain the knowledge and skills 

needed to work effectively in culturally diverse educational settings (Banks et al., 2001).



Although significant gains have been made since the 1960s and 1970s in incorporating 

ethnic and cultural content into the teacher education curriculum, many students complete 

their programs with limited knowledge about the cultural, racial, ethnic, and language 

diversity that characterize today’s classrooms and schools (Banks & Banks, 1995; 

Ladson-Billings, 2000).

Ladson-Billings (2009) believes that teachers who apply culturally relevant 

practices tend to have a better understanding of their own cultural identity. The 

understanding of one’s own cultural identity increases the teachers’ potential to recognize 

their own relationship to socioeconomic inequities that occur in society and within 

schools. She explains that successful teachers of culturally and economically diverse 

students are aware of the social construction of their identities and their students, and 

what these identities represent in the larger context of the world. Ladson-Billings (2009) 

believes the understanding of teacher identity and culture is important because schools 

are social institutions that are not impartial but, like all social systems, afford greater 

status to some, and offer different access to power to others. Classrooms can provide a 

culture that includes regularly convened communities of practices where people’s actions 

intertwine in patterned ways to shape outcomes of young people. In these communities 

teachers have a significant influence on the practices, and teacher identities become 

dynamic factors (Maye & Day, 2011). Gay (2000) explains that culturally responsive 

teachers acknowledge their own cultural identity. This self-acknowledgement creates a 

cultural awareness and builds cultural competencies that help teachers proactively form
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genuine relationships with students, purposely plan responsive instruction, and actively 

implement multiple ways of building knowledge.

Without a doubt, the literacy gap African-American males face is present. Davis 

(2003) states that this gap may have its beginnings even before the student enters grade 

school. In recognizing the presence of the gap, it is important to identify the practices that 

lead to positive results for this group of students. Davis (2003) suggests that actively 

incorporating what is familiar to the student as it relates to his unique culture and diverse 

background will help to reach the child in a manner that promotes lesson retention and 

understanding. With this, it is important to also note that educators who are familiar with 

the culture of these students may have even more success because of an understanding of 

the diversity. Essentially, a familiarity with the culture and the practices which seem to be 

productive will lead to an effective bond that may aid in closing the gap.

Conceptual Framework 

The following three components were relevant to the study of teachers in grades 

three through five who have been identified as being successful with having a positive 

impact on African American males in the area of literacy: (1) their literacy instructional 

practices, (2) their understanding and use of culturally relevant pedagogy, and (3) their 

understanding of the African American male population. Figure 1 displays these 

components.



Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Effective literacy instruction provides children with developmentally appropriate 

settings, materials, experiences, and social support that encourage early forms of reading 

and writing to flourish and develop into conventional literacy (Roskos, Christie, & 

Richgels, 2003). Gay (2000) believes the knowledge that educators must have about 

cultural diversity goes beyond just respect for, and general recognition of the fact that 

ethnic groups have different values or express similar values in various ways. Therefore 

teachers must develop a knowledge base for culturally responsive teaching while gaining 

detailed factual information about the cultural particularities of specific ethnic groups. 

This is needed to make school more interesting and stimulating for, representative of, and 

responsive to ethnically diverse students. Culturally responsive teaching uses 

multicultural instructional strategies while adding multicultural content to the curriculum.
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Although research on the schooling experiences of African Americans has a long 

history, recent discussions, in particular those shown by popular media about the unique 

plight of Black males and the racial achievement gap, have captured the interest of many. 

These discussions surround the educational status of Black males and the nature of their 

perilous educational position. They are infused with compelling descriptors such as 

worlds apart, epidemic of failure, and left behind. From this dialogue has come an 

urgency to address the education achievement problems of Black males. Given this sense 

of urgency, it seems ironic that little attention has been given to the educational 

experiences and perspectives of Black males in early schooling (Davis, 2003).

New research on the role teachers’ play in increasing the achievement levels of 

Black males is being called for. Teacher accountability is a dominant theme in school 

reform efforts across the United States. Most of this concern for accountability centers on 

student learning and achievement outcomes (Boykin, 1994). Teachers play a very 

important role in the school lives of students, because most of the school day is spent in 

classrooms under the supervision and guidance of teachers. The influence that teachers 

have on Black males should never be taken for granted. Although teachers are blamed for 

many problems Black males face, ironically, most of the proposed solutions aimed at 

fixing the educational plight of Black boys have excluded teachers. The rationale for this 

position is that teachers are blamed for students’ poor levels of academic performance 

and engagement (Holland, 1992). The teachers’ influence on Black males is too 

important to silence them, and lower their contribution to this national conversation. 

Black males, in general, share this desire for a more personal connection with teachers.



They often feel misunderstood and wrongly judged because of how they look and act. 

Teachers carry a disproportionate role in monitoring social relationships not only in their 

classrooms but also in other social settings at the school. Traditionally, teachers have felt 

that their student social networks and relationships were off-limits to them. As teachers 

are being held accountable for structuring their students’ learning opportunities, so must 

teachers take a more active role in understanding Black males and intervening when 

necessary with social lessons that cultivate an appreciation for the importance of school 

and achievement (Davis, 2003).

Statement of the Problem 

According to Tatum (2009), literacy can define a person’s path through life. This 

statement is particularly true for African American adolescent males, for whom “under

exposure to texts... contributes to a life in which they experience greater economic, 

judicial, and social strife and disappointment” (p. xii). For African American males, 

failure to become literate too often leads to a rapid downward path of poverty, 

incarceration, and drug abuse. According to the 2009 NAEP data, only 14% of African 

American eighth graders reached proficiency on national reading tests. Unfortunately, 

circumstances for these students do not improve in high school; studies show that fewer 

than half of African American males receive their high school diplomas (National 

Summary: Diplomas Count, 2008). Regardless of debates over the aims of literacy 

instruction, the greatest problem remains that far too many African American males 

struggle in the area of literacy. Although their struggles with reading are not unique, a 

higher percentage of African American males fail to perform at a proficient level when
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taking assessments, according to trend data. African American males as a group have 

scored low on the NAEP assessments, despite unprecedented research and 

experimentation to raise reading achievement throughout the nation (Beers, Probst, & 

Rief, 2007).

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe the personal and professional beliefs of 

teachers who are successful with providing literacy instruction to elementary school 

African American males in a Title I elementary school. This study examined the literacy 

practices of teachers and their beliefs about African American males. It also investigated 

their use of culturally relevant teaching practices. It was hypothesized that by exploring 

the beliefs and practices of successful teachers with African American males this research 

could provide evidence of effective strategies which can be used to impact the literacy 

achievement of African American males.

Research Questions

1. What are the personal and professional beliefs of teachers who have been 

successful with providing literacy instruction to African American males in 

grades 3-5?

2. What are the literacy instructional strategies of teachers who are consistently 

successful with African American males in grades 3-5?

Overview of Methodology 

The research design selected for this study was a series of four individual case 

studies, followed by a within-case analysis. A qualitative case study design involved the
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researcher in an in-depth exploration of a single or multiple cases (Mertens, 2010). In this 

study, the researcher observed four teachers active in their classrooms. The case study 

design was selected because it allowed the researcher to describe, analyze, and interpret 

the beliefs, practices and instructional strategies of teachers who had been identified as 

successfully impacting the literacy performance of African American males in the 

intermediate grades (3-5) (Merriam, 1998). Case study research, as stated by Yin (2003), 

enables the researcher to obtain in-depth and firsthand data from authentic settings to 

conduct observations, and to gather data sources. The classrooms in this study served as 

the real life authentic setting.

In order to obtain information to answer my research questions and learn from the 

teachers participating in the study about their literacy practices, possible implementation 

of culturally relevant teaching methods and their knowledge of the African American 

males in their classroom, this study used the following data sources: (a) an initial teacher 

interview and post-observation interview, (b) classroom observations during literacy 

instruction, (c) questionnaire, and (d) follow-up interviews. In order to minimize validity 

threats, this study used triangulation of the data sources and member checking.

Assumptions

Five assumptions, based on many years of personal experience as a teacher and a 

literacy coach in Title I Schools and a review of the research literature on African 

American males, best literacy practices, and culturally relevant teaching, arose in this 

research study. The following assumptions were based on experiences, 

interactions/collaborations, coach’s observations, and conversations with teachers, staff
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and parents within the school setting during the researcher’s nine-year experience as a 

teacher and coach. First, it was assumed that there were teachers who were successful 

with providing literacy instruction to African American males despite the environmental 

inequities these males encounter. Second, education was not the same empowering 

experience for all students. A third assumption was that there were teachers who 

incorporate strategies that were similar to culturally relevant teaching as defined by 

Ladson-Billings (1994). The fourth assumption was that teachers who took a proactive 

approach to African American males changed their way of thinking and practices, and 

therefore could become a more effective teacher for their diverse students. The final 

assumption was that schools should be an engaging environment where students achieve 

academic excellence with the support of all stakeholders.

Limitations

This research was limited to one year. A total of four teachers were selected for 

this study. All of the participants came from a Title I school in the Southeastern region of 

the United States. Studying the practices of this small number of teachers in this school 

district impeded the generalizability of the findings. However, studying the practices of 

these teachers revealed an assortment of practices and experiences which could lead to 

further research on literacy and culturally relevant pedagogy/teaching. These practices 

could lead to transferability, which will allow the readers of the research to make 

judgments based on similarities and differences when comparing the research situation to 

their own (Mertens, 2010).
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Definition of Key Terms

Attitude is an individual’s tendency towards a thing, an object, or a person that 

changes between positively or negatively towards things, people, places, events or ideas 

(Cayci, 2011).

Black students are defined by the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.) as 

“students having origins in any of the black racial groups of Africa as reported by their 

school.”

Culturally relevant teaching is the use of student culture in order to maintain it, 

and to transcend the negative effects of the dominant culture (Gay, 2000).

Culturally relevant teacher is a teacher who recognizes that he/she does not 

instruct culturally homogenized, generic students in generic school settings. He/she is a 

systemic reformer, member of caring communities, reflective practitioner and researcher, 

pedagogical content specialist, and anti-racist (Irvine, 2010).

Equity pedagogy is instruction that offers all students an equal opportunity to 

achieve academic and social success in school (Banks, 1995).

Literacy practices include a person’s cultural model of literacy events, social 

interactional aspects of literacy events, text production and interpretation, ideologies, 

discourses and institutions (Bartlett & Holland, 2002)

Self-efficacy is a human’s thoughts about their efficacy of controlling the events 

which affect their own lives. It is the individual’s organizing the necessary actions in 

order to manage probable situations, and his/her beliefs ab§ut the skill of realizing these 

actions (Bandura, 1977).



Teacher efficacy is a teacher’s belief that he/she can influence desired student 

outcomes even when teaching the most difficult students (Corkett, Hatt, & Benevides,

2011).

Transferability is the parallel concept that enables readers of the research to make 

judgments based on similarities and differences when comparing the research situation to 

their own (Mertens, 2010, p. 259).

Summary

It is the belief that teachers of African American males have to find a way to 

transform, and meet the needs of these students. They must be knowledgeable of the 

achievement gap that is affecting today’s Black males. They must also have an awareness 

of the many forms of education that could make a difference in the literacy instruction of 

these males, such as multicultural education and culturally responsive teaching. The 

assumption in this study was that teachers who take a proactive approach to African 

American males change their way of thinking and practices, and therefore become more 

effective teachers for these students. These teachers have the power to help provide 

strategies and resources that can help other teachers have a positive impact on African 

American males in the area of literacy.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Chapter 2 serves as a review of relevant literature and is presented in seven major 

sections: (1) race and achievement gap, (2) literacy instruction, (3) adolescent boys’ 

literacy, (4) teachers in today’s classroom, (5) teacher’s beliefs, (6) culturally relevant 

pedagogy, and (7) critical race theory. The first section provides an overview of the 

academic achievement gap for African American males. In particular, it provides data on 

the literacy gap, graduation rates, and judicial statistics. A discussion of the aspect of 

literacy is presented in sections two through four. It begins with literacy instruction and 

its function as the foundation for development in all other content areas. Next, the 

discussion moves to adolescent boys’ performance in the area of literacy and closes with 

a look at literacy teachers and the role they play in ensuring that students are successful 

readers. The final sections of Chapter 2 examine teacher efficacy, culturally relevant 

pedagogy, and critical race theory. The review of literature on culturally relevant 

pedagogy focuses primarily on the research of Ladson-Billings (1994, 2000) and Gay 

(2000).

African American Males and the Achievement Gap

The academic achievement of African American males in PreK-12 schools has

been the topic of a growing number of scholarly works over the past two and a half

decades (Brown & Davis, 2000; Davis, 2003; Franklin, 1991; Gibbs, 1988; Hopkins,

20
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1997; Polite, 1993; Polite & Davis, 1999). Much of this work has been focused on the 

identification of informative research, effective strategies, and critical concepts that look 

to address two concerns: (1) reasons that explain the persistent underachievement of 

African American males in U.S. schools and society, and (2) potential interventions that 

can help improve the educational goals and life chances of African American males. This 

research has provided the horrific state of many African American males in PreK-12 

schools. Statistics underscore the seriousness, and persistence of the academic 

underachievement of many African American males. The National Center for Education 

Statistics (2011) reports in the past decade a majority of African American males in the 

fourth, eighth, and twelfth grades did not reach grade level proficiency in key subject 

areas such as reading, mathematics, history, and science. In addition, less than one- 

quarter of African American males were at, or above grade level in these same subject 

matter areas. Furthermore, less than 3% of African American males performed at 

advanced levels in these areas, which would make them eligible for Gifted and Talented 

or Advanced Placement classes, which are important gatekeepers for post-secondary 

education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).

A report distributed by the Schott Foundation for Public Education (2006) 

provided some shocking statistics in a national report card titled Public Education and 

Black Male Students. According to this report, a national average of 55% of African 

American males did not receive their diplomas with their classmates during the 2003- 

2004 school year, four years after beginning high school. A number of states scored 

worse than the national average. For example, Florida and Nevada failed to graduate a
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third of their African American male students. Seven states (Delaware, Georgia, Illinois, 

Michigan, New York, South Carolina and Wisconsin) failed to graduate more than the 

national average for Black males. This study also found that Black males who dropped 

out of school were located in those cities, such as New York, Detroit, and Chicago, that 

failed to graduate between three quarters and two-thirds of their African American males 

(Howard, 2008).

The mounting evidence reveals that academic underachievement exists for many 

African American males in PreK-12 schools; however, challenges exist socially and 

emotionally for them as well. African American males make up approximately 7% of the 

nation’s PreK-12 student population, yet they make up a disproportionate percentage of 

students who are in special education, alternative schools, and remedial classrooms 

(Office of Civil Rights, 2000). This overrepresentation is found mainly in the 

classification of students with high-incidence disabilities; namely, mental retardation, 

learning disabilities, and serious emotional disturbances (Yates, 1998).

The school failures of African American males have implications for them in 

PreK-12 schools and higher education, but more disturbingly, the widespread failure has 

a direct correlation with the quality of life they face after an unsuccessful school 

experience. There is a high correlation between African American males who perform 

poorly in school, and later are incarcerated, as many will drop out and become entangled 

in the penal system. According to the 2005 Bureau of Justice statistics, African American 

males outnumber all other ethnic groups of the prison population, and have a rate of 

incarceration that is five times higher than the rate of White males. One in every eight
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African American men in their 20s and 30s was behind bars in 2003 (Eisner, 2004). The 

Department of Justice statisticians project that, based on current demographics, one in 

every three African American men can expect to spend time either incarcerated, on 

probation, or under some type of jurisdiction of the penal system during his lifetime.

Howard (2008) writes that longitudinal research completed by the U.S. Bureau of 

Justice and the Justice Policy Institute showed that in 1980,463,700 African American 

men were enrolled in higher education compared to 143,000 who were incarcerated. By 

2004, the study found that 758,000 African American men were enrolled in colleges 

across the U.S. compared to approximately 924,000 who were in the nation’s jails and 

prisons. The Justice Policy Institute estimates that over this twenty-four year period, for 

every one African American male who enrolled in a college or university, three entered 

jail or prison. In California, African American males are five times more likely to go to 

prison than enter one of the colleges in the state’s university system (Conover, 2000); in 

Illinois there were 10,000 more African American men in prison than in college. Even 

today, these staggering numbers paint a sobering reality which suggests that a young 

African American male who entered kindergarten in the fall of 2006 had a better chance 

of finding himself under the supervision of the penal system or being incarcerated than 

enrolling in a college or university twelve years later. Eisner (2004), who has done an 

extensive amount of work looking at the crisis in the United States Prison system, 

believes that for many young black men, prison is their college.
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Literacy Instruction

Literacy in its simplest form is defined as the ability to read and write. According 

to Gee (1989), literacy is control of the secondary use of language; therefore, there are 

many applications of the word “literacy”, as these are considered secondary discourses. 

Gee states that literacy can be defined in various ways which include dominant and 

powerful literacy. He refers to dominant literacy as the control of a secondary use of 

language used in what is also known as dominant discourse. Powerful literacy is control 

as a secondary use of language used in a secondary discourse that can serve as a meta

discourse to critique the primary discourse of other secondary discourses, including 

dominant discourses. Draper (2002) explains how the concept of literacy has evolved 

from the ability of an individual to read and/or write to include multiple activities 

(reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, symbolizing, etc.) with a variety of 

associated texts (print, digital, video, symbolic, images, diagrams, graphs, conversations, 

etc.). Definitions of literacy can range from reading and writing to engaging in any kind 

of dialogic enterprise. Narrow definitions of literacy, which refer to reading and writing 

traditional print material, have been rejected by many literacy educators as not honoring 

the role of listening, speaking, and experiencing in the comprehension and understanding 

of texts. Furthermore, this limited conception of literacy does not express the importance 

of the context of the reader/writer, and/or the text. However, some literacy researchers 

have argued that definitions of literacy that are too broad make it difficult for literacy 

educators to focus their attention on what it means to read and write traditional print 

material (Halladay, 1996).
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More recently, literacy theorists have endeavored to connect literacy practices to 

the discourses that situate them. Discourses are defined as systematically organized sets 

of statements which give expression to the meanings and value of an institution. In other 

words, discourses are institutionally defined as socially acceptable ways of thinking, 

doing, or saying. Gee (1996) believes that discourses are a way of being in the world; 

they are forms of life which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social 

identities along with gestures, glances, body positions, and clothing. Most discourses, 

primary or secondary, are mastered only through acquisition, not learning. Therefore, 

literacy requires exposure to models in natural, meaningful, and functional settings, and 

teaching is not liable to be very successful. It may even initially get in the way. Time 

spent on learning and not on acquisition is time not well spent if the goal is mastery in 

performance. Gee also explains that one cannot critique one discourse with another 

unless one has meta-level knowledge in both discourses. This meta-knowledge is best 

created through learning. As a result, powerful literacy, as defined above, almost always 

involves learning, and not just acquisition.

Acquisition and learning are means to very different goals, though in today’s 

culture the meaning of these two words are often confused, and therefore students do not 

always receive what is needed to help them achieve literacy. The process of learning that 

students are performing, provided it is being taught efficiently, is not providing them the 

literacy, but meta-level cognitive and linguistic skills that they can use to critique various 

discourses through life. Therefore, one of the goals of education is to make sure that 

students are always provided with good teaching. Gee (1989) explains that often children
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from non-mainstream homes do not get the opportunity to gain dominant secondary 

discourses. For example, students cannot put into practice what they have yet to learn, 

and they are exposed mostly to a process of learning, and not acquisition. He writes that 

one way to remedy this problem is to realize that no matter how good the schools 

become, non-mainstream children will always have more conflicts in using and mastering 

dominant secondary discourses because it clashes more with their primary discourse and 

their community-based secondary ones. This does not mean the school system should 

give up on these students. It means more research and intervention efforts are needed to 

facilitate the development of wider and more humane concepts of mastery and its 

connection to gatekeeping. Educators should remember that conflicts, while they can 

cause a distraction to full mastery, can also give rise to new sorts of mastery. Gee (1989) 

believes this is commonplace in the realm of art, and that educators must make it a 

commonplace in society at large.

The call for culturally sensitive literacy instructional strategies is partly a response 

to theorists who have suggested that the infusion of ethnic content alone in school 

curriculum is not enough to meet the academic needs of non-mainstream students 

(Cuban, 1972). Ladson-Billings (1994) originally used the phrase culturally relevant 

teaching to describe the pedagogy of successful teachers of African-American students. 

She describes their approach to teaching as one that uplifts students intellectually, 

socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural references to impart knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes. Ladson-Billing’s work builds on earlier work done by a number of 

researchers who have called for more culturally sensitive teaching practices. Mohatt and
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Erickson (1981) researched teachers who employed what they termed “culturally 

congruent” pedagogy as using various directives, monitoring, interactional styles, and 

participation structures within the classroom that were similar with the interaction and 

learning situations most likely found in the students’ homes. Their findings support those 

of Philips (1972), who conducted research on the Warm Springs Indian Reservation in 

Central Oregon. Philips found cultural incongruity in the interactional patterns and 

participation structures at home and school between Native American children and their 

teachers. These incongruences often result in conflict, discomfort, and school failure for 

many Native American children in traditional classroom environments. These studies 

described above are important contributions to the depth of research on transformative 

pedagogical practices for culturally diverse students, yet only a few of them examined 

how students perceive their learning environments.

There have been a number of other significant studies that have contributed to the 

concept of culturally sensitive pedagogy. Heath’s (1983) nine-year ethnographic research 

in a working-class African-American community she named “Trackton” sheds light on 

the family and community language socialization processes that African-American 

children experience. Heath found that questions were used in different ways in the home 

and at school, and varied in proportion to other types of dialogue. Au and Jordan (1981) 

conducted a case study of the Kamehameha Early Education Program (KEEP), a 

language arts development project, to examine how a team of teachers, psychologists, 

anthropologists, and linguists devised methods to teach native Hawaiian children to read. 

Au and Jordan found KEEP’s method of reading instruction to be successful because



28

greater importance was placed on comprehension than on sound-symbol relationships. 

They credited the majority of KEEP’s accomplishments to the similarities between how 

the reading lessons were conducted, and the linguistic patterns frequently found in native 

Hawaiian culture, namely, “talk story.” They found that KEEP reading lessons were 

successful partly because they share with talk story and story-telling the features of 

socially relevant, receptive adult, mutual participation and co-narration. Due to this, they 

labeled this type of instruction “culturally congruent.” Au and Jordan explain that this 

culturally congruent method of instruction proved effective because many Hawaiian 

children do not recognize ordinary reading lessons as situations which call for the 

application of a full range of cognitive and linguistic abilities, and view reading as more 

of a story-telling or social interaction.

The idea behind culturally relevant teaching is an attempt to create a schooling 

experience that enables students to reach academic excellence without leaving behind 

their cultural integrity. Therefore, the ways of communicating, conceptions of 

knowledge, methods of learning, and the overall context of the educative process are 

placed within a framework that is consistent with the students’ cultural background 

(Howard, 2001). In the article Culturally Responsive Literacy Instruction, Callins (2006) 

applies the ideas attributed to culturally relevant pedagogy to literacy instruction. Callins 

defines literacy as the ability and the willingness to use reading and writing to make 

meaning from printed text, in ways that meet the requirements of a particular social 

context. This definition can be interpreted to illustrate instructional implications in a 

multicultural setting. Callins’ definition addresses one’s willingness as well as one’s
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ability to use literacy. This is important for students of diverse backgrounds because they 

may have the ability to use literacy, but may be unwilling to do so (Au, 1993). Second, 

one of the implications for literacy instruction is that educators will want to provide equal 

emphasis to reading and writing and look at ways that instruction can reinforce the 

learning of the other. Teachers should encourage their students of diverse backgrounds to 

use their strengths in their home languages as the foundation for becoming experts in 

reading and writing in English. Third, reading and writing are used to build meaning 

through interactions among the reader, text, and the social text. This view of literacy 

highlights the importance of background knowledge that students bring to a lesson. A 

reader’s background knowledge can strongly influence variations of interpretations of 

text due to differences in the prior knowledge or cultural schemata that students bring to 

the reading lesson. Fourth, the definition of literacy described above refers to a student’s 

ability to work with the printed text, which distinguishes it from “cultural literacy” or 

“computer literacy.” A teacher reading aloud, or using collaborative writing, provides 

opportunities for literacy learning. Lastly, the social context of the home and community 

often prepare students of diverse backgrounds to learn in ways that are different from 

those expectations of the school. Students of diverse backgrounds often experience 

literacy in social contexts that are vastly different from those normally found in schools. 

Therefore the culturally responsive teacher’s goal is to enable students from diverse 

backgrounds to use literacy successfully in mainstream social contexts, as well as in the 

contexts of their homes and communities by adjusting the social context of instruction so 

that lessons can be more effective.
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Literacy instruction can provide the foundation for school development in all 

content area subjects, and successive learning experiences. Students who belong to 

historically marginalized groups (i.e., African American, Hispanic American, Asian 

American, and Native American) are hardly included in research paradigms that illustrate 

or assess the academic import, or reading instruction from a cultural perspective. 

However, the research field is persistent in documenting how these groups fall below 

their White peers, and it does little to assess the academic growth and development from 

a culturally contextualized perspective (Nichols, Rupley & Webb-Johnson, 2000).

Adolescent Boys’ Literacy

In the United States, adolescent reading performance lags behind much of the 

world. Two-thirds of eighth and twelfth grade students read below proficiency and lack 

the necessary skills for future success. As a result, universities and employers have to 

spend more time and money on remediation. The authors of the Carnegie Foundation 

report, A Time to Act: An Agenda for Advancing Adolescent Literacy fo r  College and 

Career Success (Carnegie Council on Advancing Adolescent Literacy, 2010), argue for 

the importance of connecting instructional practices to the increasing body of research on 

adolescent literacy (Bozack, 2011).

Boys’ literacy underachievement continues to gamer a substantial amount of 

attention and has been identified by journalists, educational policymakers, and 

researchers in the field as the cause for much concern. It has been demonstrated that boys 

perform lower than girls on literacy benchmarks or standardized tests. According to the 

National Assessment of Education Progress (2009), the average scale scores for eighth
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grade reading, as depicted in Figure 2 below, illustrate that girls consistently scored 

higher than boys in the areas of reading. This was also true in the area of writing. In 

2006, the largest gender gap was found in reading.
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Figure 2. Grade 8 Average National Reading Scores

Girls, on average, outperformed boys in this area in the entire Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries. Female students scored 

higher, on average, than male students on the combined reading literacy scale in all 65 

participating countries and other education systems. In the United States, the difference 

was smaller than the difference in the OECD countries, on average, and smaller than the
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differences in 24 OECD, countries and 21 non-OECD countries and other education 

systems. The 2011 National’s Reading Report Card reports that fourth grade female 

students scored seven points higher on average than fourth grade male students, which 

was not significantly different from the score gap in either 2009 or 1992. Neither group 

had a significant change in the average score from 2009 to 2011. Scores for both groups 

were higher in 2011 than in 1992 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).

Recent data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) found two 

significant reading achievement gaps between black boys and other student groups in 

fourth grade in 2009. Figure 3 shows that Black boys did not score as high as boys from 

all other racial/cultural backgrounds on national reading assessments.
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Figure 4 displays the NCES data depicting the gender gaps in reading achievement 

between black boys and girls from various racial/cultural backgrounds. This data not only 

points out a profound reading achievement gap between black boys in fourth grade and 

other groups of girls in the fourth grade, it also illustrates that black boys in fourth grade 

performed lower than all of the other groups of girls (Husband, 2012).
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Test scores and achievement gaps such as the ones mentioned here have been used to 

create a sense of “moral panic” in regards to boys’ literacy skills and engagement 

(Watson, Kehler, & Martino, 2010).

In the article Bridges to Literacy for  Boys, Brozo (2006) explains that the belief 

that girls read better than boys has become engrained in the popular consciousness. He 

writes that boys outnumber girls in corrective and remedial reading programs. Evidence 

of female reading superiority dates back to the 1930s. It became quite evident to the 

public in 1961 after a landmark study of the comprehension and vocabulary test results of 

13,000 elementary students. This long, thoroughly documented history of 

underachievement has helped contribute to a deep-rooted perception that many boys will 

not become thoughtful, accomplished readers. Brozo continues by stating that reversing 

this perception and addressing the complicated problems facing boys who have turned off 

to reading will challenge educators for years to come. He suggests that we can start by 

taking literary behavior and attitude of male students more seriously and creating 

language curricula that represent their unique imaginations. Boys have passions, hobbies, 

aspirations, and experiences with opportunities for unique curricular links. By exploring 

these links and ensuring that male students find connections between their life and 

school-based literacy may be the key to lowering achievement disparities between them 

and their female peers.

According to researcher Tatum (2009), literacy can define a person’s path through 

life. This can be particularly true for African American adolescent males who are 

underexposed to literacy texts. This can lead to a life in which they experience greater
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economic, judicial, social conflict, and disappointment (Prison Inmates at Midyear,

2009). For this population, failure to become literate regularly leads to a fast downward 

spiral of poverty, incarceration, and drug abuse. National data shows just how dreadful 

this situation is: according to the 2009 NAEP data, only 14% of African American eighth 

graders reached proficiency on national reading assessments (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2009). The 2011 NAEP data for fourth grade reading showed that 

among fourth-graders who scored above the 75th percentile (i.e., above a score of 246) in 

2011, 71% were White, 7% were Black, 11% were Hispanic, and 8% were Asian; 23% of 

these students were eligible for ffee/reduced-priced school lunch. There was also a 25- 

point score gap between fourth grade White and Black students in 2011 which was not 

significantly different from the gap in 2009. However, there were larger gains from 1992 

to 2011 for Black students than for White students which contributed to a smaller gap in 

2011 in comparison to the gap observed in the first assessment year (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2011).

Circumstances for these students do not improve in high school; research shows 

that less than half of African American males receive their high school diploma (National 

Summary: Diplomas Count, 2008). Since 2004, the Schott Foundation for Public 

Education’s biennial reports on Black males in public education have documented that of 

all racial/ethnic and gender groups, Black males have been the least likely to secure a 

regular diploma four years after beginning high school. Unfortunately, the data in this 

2010 publication, Yes, We Can: The 2010 Schott Foundation 50 State Report on Public 

Education o f  Black Males and Public Education, indicate that the same holds true
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currently. Schott’s analysis of the most recent state-reported graduation rate data (2009-

2010) indicates that in 38 of the 50 states and the District of Columbia, Black males have 

the lowest graduation rates among Black, Latino and White, non-Latino male and female 

students. Table 1 provides data on the states with the lowest thirteen graduation rates of 

Black males.

Table 1
Lowest Ranked States fo r  Graduation o f  Black Males: 2009-2010 (Schott Foundation, 
2010)

State Graduation Rates GAP

Black Latino W hite/ 

non- 

Latlno

Black/W hite Latino/W hlte

New York 37% 37% 78% 42% 41%

Dist of 
Columbia 38% 46% 88% 50% 42%

Iowa 41% * 90% 49% *

Nebraska 44% 80% 86% 43% 7%

Ohio 45% 54% 80% 35% 26%

South Carolina 46% 45% 62% 16% 18%

Delaware 47% 52% 68% 22% 16%

Florida 47% 58% 62% 15% 4%

Illinois 47% 59% 81% 34% 22%

Georgia 49% 52% 65% 17% 13%

Indiana 49% 70% 80% 31% 11%

Louisiana 49% 63% 63% 14% 0%

New Mexico 49% 57% 62% 13% 5%
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The Schott Foundation report (2010) shows that nationally only 52% of Black 

males and 58% of Latino males graduate from high school in four years, while 78% of 

White, non-Latino males graduate in four years. The past nine years revealed that there 

has been some progress in the national graduation rate for male students. The national 

graduation rate for Black males has increased by 10 percentage points, from 42% in 

2001-2002 to 52% in 2009-2010. 2012 is the first year that more than half of the nation’s 

Black males in Grade 9 graduated with regular diplomas. The Latino graduation rate 

increased by 12 percentage points from approximately 46% to 58% and the White, non- 

Latino graduation rate increased by seven percentage points, from 71% to 78%.

The progress over the past nine years toward closure of the Black male and 

White, male graduation gap has only achieved a three percentage point gain, from a 29 

percentage point gap to 26 percentage points. At the current pace of progress for both, it 

would take nearly 50 years for Black males to secure the same high school graduation 

rates as their White male peers. This emphasizes the urgency of speeding up reform 

efforts—neither the children, nor the nation can wait for half a century.

The education field is drenched with studies documenting the poor performance 

and achievement deficits of African American males throughout their school years. 

National reading data continues to show that as a group, African American males are not 

performing well. Tatum (2006) has examined several factors that may serve as obstacles 

to achievement for African American males. Some internal factors include self-concept 

and identity issues. African American male students often express various cultural- 

specific coping mechanisms, such as acting tough, failing to depart from violence,
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avoiding self-disclosure, and dissociating from school. These students are often subject to 

grade retentions and suspensions due to teachers and administrators misinterpreting these 

behaviors and finding them offensive. External factors include racism, community 

patterns, parents’ education completion, and socioeconomic status (Fashola, 2005). These 

students must also deal with negative stereotypes in and outside of school, a lack of 

positive role models, and lack of culturally competent instruction and direction. In 

addition, many of these students deal with problems associated with socioeconomic status 

and high-risk neighborhoods. Students in these neighborhoods are often too worried 

about mortality and safety to think seriously about either school, or their uncertain futures 

(Tatum, 2006).

Tatum (2006) explains that many adolescent African American males do not read 

texts available for them because many of the books are socially and culturally irrelevant 

and inauthentic. These texts fail to reflect black males’ social and cultural backgrounds. 

Boys and girls prefer reading different kinds of texts. Boys tend to want to read texts 

based on action, nonfiction, scary fairy tales, super heroes, video games, and humor.

Boys also prefer reading texts with positive male personalities starring as the main 

character in the text (Brozo, 2006). However, the majority of literature used in most early 

childhood and elementary classrooms do not seem to contain the themes and characters 

that correspond with boys’ preferences (Clarke, 2006). Therefore, boys are often less 

motivated to become involved with texts in the classroom than girls (Clarke, 2006).

Black boys are not reading as much at school as girls because they do not have access to 

texts that interest them. This is one factor contributing to the reading underachievement
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in black boys. Ultimately, this reading disengagement can be connected to reading 

underachievement, as there is a direct relationship between how often students engage in 

reading, and how well they achieve in reading (Husband, 2012).

Many states and schools have implemented standardized reading curriculum that 

unintentionally contribute to reading achievement disparities in Black males in two ways. 

First, the individuality of the Black males is not considered for the bases for curriculum 

design and development. Secondly, the curriculum does not offer socially and culturally 

relevant strategies for teachers to differentiate their instructional practices to better serve 

the needs and interests of Black males (Kirkland, 2011). These uniform standards 

encourage all teachers to teach Black males in the same way without considering the 

variety of needs and interests of Black males from year to year and context to context. 

This lack of pedagogical differentiation and consideration for cultural and academic 

interests may also have contributed to reading disparities in Black males (Husband,

2012).

Many researchers have pointed out that African American children benefit more 

from instructional activities that are highly thought-provoking, active, and arousing than 

from lectures and teacher-centered lessons where they function as a passive receptacle of 

information (Brozo, 2006). In Why Jamal Can’t Read, Husband (2012) explains that 

Black males, in particular, respond better in a classroom environment that provides more 

interaction, movement, and energy. However, many early childhood and elementary 

teachers do not take these specific socially and culturally situated learning styles of black 

boys into account. These teaching and learning inconsistencies can be connected to
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achievement disparities in black boys across various subject areas in general and reading 

in particular (Ladson-Billings, 2011).

Husband (2012) writes that due to prevalent societal stereotypes, teachers often 

have low expectations for African American males and their academic achievement. 

Haddix (2009) states that much of the public and research discourse surrounding Black 

males and literacy emphasize a “failure” perspective. Much of how educators think about 

and discuss Black males’ literacy development places Black males as poor or struggling 

readers. This deficit perspective affects teachers in two ways. First, Black males are 

assumed to be the only person responsible for the achievement disparities they 

experience, which means that teachers and schools are excused from being accountable 

for creating and intensifying reading achievement inequalities. Second, teachers who hold 

low expectations toward black males are likely to teach with low expectations. They are 

likely to rely more often on lower-level texts and instructional strategies than on higher- 

order instruction during their literacy block. Ultimately, access to or denial of rigorous 

learning opportunities will lead to reading achievement inequalities.

A final racial/cultural contributor to reading underachievement in Black males 

involves school disciplinary policies. African American males are suspended at 

inconsistent rates in most schools. This time spent out of school has a direct effect on 

academic achievement in general and reading achievement in particular (Mendez & 

Knoff, 2003). For example, Anderson, Howard, and Graham (2007) found a strong 

relationship between suspension rates and reading achievement in black males in one 

large urban school district. An analysis of four years of archived reading achievement and
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disciplinary data found that Black males who were suspended from school performed 

lower in reading than other students. This study implies that Black males removed from 

class or school on a constant basis as a disciplinary measure may not obtain the 

foundational reading skills necessary to become proficient readers.

Identifying factors that underlie African American males’ low reading 

achievement can direct educators to school and classroom changes that might come from 

the wave of underachievement during the early years of education. Husband (2012) 

suggests that first, teachers and schools should try to increase the number of culturally 

relevant reading texts available for Black males. Teachers and librarians should assess 

their classroom and school libraries to make sure that they have sufficient books that 

speak to the global and local interests, experiences, and backgrounds of Black boys. 

Second, teachers have to be willing to adopt culturally responsive literacy approaches 

that center on high expectations, use active teaching methods, and provide positive 

perceptions of students’ cultural backgrounds (Callins, 2006). Culturally responsive 

literacy instruction has a strong potential to yield outcomes in African American males, 

as it has produced significant achievement gains in literacy in and among other groups of 

students from culturally diverse backgrounds. Lastly, teachers and schools can examine 

their current discipline policies. African American males are disproportionately affected 

by the suspension and expulsion policies in most schools. Frequently, these discipline 

policies remove African American males from the classroom and school environment for 

extended periods of time. This results in these students not receiving foundational reading 

instruction or skills necessary for future reading success. To counteract these issues,
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teachers and schools should implement alternative and creative ways for disciplining 

Black males that respond to the undesirable behavior without sacrificing their educational 

opportunities (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).

The reading achievement of African American males is an issue that stems from 

multiple sources and multiple levels within the educational system. In order to address 

this issue in a vigorous manner that will lead to effective and sustainable results, teachers, 

administrators, and other school officials must be willing to work together collaboratively 

to create new strategies and new foundations for reversing, and eventually eliminating 

this bleak trend in reading underachievement. Unless educators are willing to create and 

implement new ways of addressing this issue, Black males will continue to perform far 

behind other students for many years to come (Husband, 2012).

Teachers in Today’s Classroom 

The percentage of children living in poverty rose from 16.2% in 1979 to 18.7% in 

1998 (Terry, 2000). In 2005, 37 million people were in poverty, not statistically different 

from 2004. Poverty rates remained statistically unchanged for Blacks at 24.9% and 

21.8% for Hispanics between 2004 and 2005. The poverty rate decreased for non- 

Hispanic Whites 8.3%, down from 8.7% in 2004. The poverty rate in 2005 for children 

under 18 was 17.6%, which remained higher than that of 18 to 64 year olds which was 

11.1%, and that of people 65 and older 10.1% (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, & Lee, 2006). 

The gap among rich and poor children is also increasing. Gay (2000) writes that the 

increase in diversity within the nation and its schools poses serious challenges as well as 

opportunities. An important goal of the schools should be to build a common nation and
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destiny from the various ethnic, cultural, and language diversity. In order to accomplish 

this, educators must respect and build upon student’s cultural strengths that they bring 

into the school. At the same time, educators must help all students gain the knowledge, 

skills, and values needed to become participating citizens of this society (Banks et al., 

2001).

Additionally, while the student population is becoming more diverse, the teaching 

field remains predominantly White, middle-class, and female. In 1996,90.7% of the 

nation’s teachers were White, and almost three-quarters (74.4%) were female. These 

white females are middle-class, highly educated, middle age, monolingual, Protestant, 

and Eurocentric. The declining number of teachers of color (from about 12% in the 1970s 

to approximately 6% in the 1990s) means that whatever positive effect their ethnic 

presence may have had as “significant others” for culturally diversifying the learning 

environment is diminished (National Education Association, 1997). Zimpher and 

Ashbum (1992) describe the average pre-service teacher as typically a female from a 

small town or suburban community who enrolls in a college less than one hundred miles 

away from home, and has the intention of returning to small town America to teach 

middle-income children of average intelligence in traditionally organized schools. More 

specifically, 76% of these education students are female, and 91% are White; nearly half 

speak no language other than English. Less than 7% are people of color, or of 

international descent and over 75% want to return back to their suburban or rural towns 

to teach.
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As a result, there is a wide cultural, racial, and economic gap that exists between 

teachers, and a large percentage of the nation’s students. If teachers are to increase 

learning opportunities for all students, they must be knowledgeable about the social and 

cultural contexts of teaching and learning. Even though students are not entirely products 

of their culture and change to the degree in which they identify with them, there are some 

distinctive cultural behaviors that are associated with ethnic groups. Teachers must be 

knowledgeable about the distinctive cultural backgrounds of their students. They also 

need to gain the skills needed to translate that knowledge into effective instruction and an 

enriched curriculum. Teaching should be culturally responsive to students from diverse 

racial, ethnic, cultural, and language groups (Gay, 2000).

Hooks (1994) writes about education as a practice of freedom. She believes the 

role of a teacher is as important in education as a practice of freedom, and just as 

important in domination. The teacher should make the classroom exciting, and it is vital 

for both teachers and students to be active participants, and not just passive learners. It is 

important to foster a community of learners in the classroom so that there is an 

environment of openness, and intelligent rigor can be created. Teachers have to be aware 

that their teaching styles may need to change for the betterment of the students. When 

teachers are active participants, it can help ensure education as a practice o f freedom. 

Literacy Teacher

The role of the teacher is crucial in ensuring that students are successful readers. 

However, for some children, reading acquisition will be easy while others will find it 

difficult. Regardless, all children have a right to well-prepared teachers who provide
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reading instruction that meets their individual need (Johnson, 2010). The ability to teach 

students what they need to know requires that literacy teachers continue to use a 

combination of formal and informal measures to identify students’ strengths and 

weaknesses while they interact with text (Barrentine, 1999). With a teacher’s pervasive 

concern for knowing and responding to students’ needs, reading instruction can be 

irrelevant and mindless work for all concerned. This pervasive concern about assessment 

can be related to the fundamental concept of effective teaching. Effective teachers should 

provide instruction that reflects the students’ level of reading development. External 

assessment of reading, such as standardized tests and state-mandated benchmark tests, 

tend to focus on students’ basic skills in reading and writing. Today’s effective teachers 

of reading rely on a variety of assessment tools that include: informal tests, interviews, 

observations, samples of student work, portfolio, and student self-assessment. These 

assessment procedures combined with a teacher’s reflection can provide teachers with a 

much more complete picture about their students’ reading and help them make informed 

instructional decisions to maximize their teaching effectiveness (Blair, Rupley, & 

Nichols, 2007).

The use of continuous progress monitoring and thoughtful reflection is an integral 

part of effective instruction, and involves several provisions. First, effective reading 

teachers need to use formal, ongoing assessment procedures rather than relying on single 

assessment data such as that gained from standardized tests. Second, their assessment 

procedures aim to determine appropriate instructional practices rather than simply 

identify a student’s level of performance in comparison to a set of standards. Third,
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effective teachers use ongoing assessments to measure student outcomes regularly in 

relation to actual classroom reading instruction (Blair, Rupley, & Nichols, 2007). The 

fact that effective teachers assess students’ reading more frequently using a variety of 

procedures than do less effective teachers should be analyzed carefully; assessment alone 

has no beneficial effects. Therefore, teachers cannot expect a child’s reading achievement 

to improve by just increasing the frequency of assessment. However, effective teachers of 

reading spend a significant amount of effort in developing and using ongoing assessment. 

It is how teachers incorporate this information into their instruction that is important to a 

child’s reading success. The knowledge gained from assessment is more critical to a 

learner’s reading development than the assessment instrument itself. Furthermore, 

effective teachers use assessment to select instructional strategies that are appropriate to 

the students’ learning outcomes in relation to the students’ existing reading capabilities. 

Instructional assignments that are too difficult for students limit their chances of 

successful learning. Teachers who pace their instruction by progressing in small closely- 

related steps to maximize students’ success in literacy activities increase students’ 

chances of success. Ongoing assessment that focuses on students’ literacy strengths and 

weaknesses enables teachers to identify instructional procedures that increase success 

(Blair, Rupley, & Nichols, 2007).

Research on effective teaching has clearly shown that effective teachers explicitly 

teach students what they need to know (Rosenshine, 1995; Taylor, Peterson, Pearson, & 

Rodriquez, 2002). Although it seems simplistic and obvious, teachers of reading “teach”; 

that is, students do not become independent learners through maturation alone. Explicit
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instruction means imparting new information to students through meaningful teacher 

student interactions, and teacher guidance of student learning. The key to explicit 

instruction is the active communication and interaction between teacher and student. The 

type of learning to be accomplished determines the degree of directness or structure. The 

majority of students’ learning objectives, benchmarks, or outcomes in reading can be 

classified as either skills or strategies for comprehension. Both types of learning are 

important for success in reading; however, they require different teacher lesson- 

presentation methods (Blair, Rupley, & Nichols, 2007).

The most inescapable conclusion of school and teacher effectiveness studies is 

that reading teachers profoundly influence how much students learn. This influence stems 

from both their classroom actions and belief systems. Effective reading programs have 

teachers who believe in themselves and expect their students to succeed in learning 

(Johnson, Livingston, Schwartz, & Slate, 2000). Simply put, students learn more if high 

but reasonable academic expectations are created for them. Having different expectations 

for different students is natural as long as the expectations reflect diagnostic data (such as 

achievement scores, specific strengths and weaknesses in comprehension, and 

motivational concerns) rather than socioeconomic status, gender, race, or ethnic 

background.

Teachers must use a variety of classroom teaching strategies, because no single 

method can train all readers successfully. Today’s teachers struggle more than ever with 

how to meet the individual needs of students without lowering their expectations for 

learner outcomes. Many times, administrators insist that teachers follow the curriculum-
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pacing guides, and standards of learning established for each grade level in order to 

ensure that all students receive the same instruction, disregarding the diverse 

backgrounds of the individual learner. The effective teacher of reading must navigate 

these political waters, and yet still be flexible enough to meet the individual needs o f their 

learners. Effective teachers of reading toil hard for their success, and know how to utilize 

their time and effort (Blair, Rupley & Nichols, 2007).

According to the International Reading Association (2007), a synthesis of 

research on teacher preparation for reading instruction, newly graduated classroom 

teachers entering the field should have the following content knowledge: conceptual 

understandings about the foundations of language development; proficiency with formal 

and informal assessment tools to determine readers’ reading strengths and weaknesses, 

and expertise with instruction strategies and materials for readers of all backgrounds and 

abilities. This report illustrated that teacher preparation programs that provide this content 

knowledge will create teachers who are better prepared to teach reading well. However a 

degree in education and a vast base of content knowledge does not necessarily equate to a 

highly effective literacy teacher; the same as having the necessary knowledge and skills 

to perform a task does not ensure that the task will be performed successfully. Most 

often, what is overlooked is the interaction between teachers’ skills and knowledge and 

their beliefs. A teachers’ sense of efficacy may often determine how much motivation, 

effort, and persistence they put into this process (Johnson, 2010).
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Teacher’s Beliefs

Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy has been defined by Bandura (1997) as “beliefs in one’s capabilities 

to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments” (p. 

3). Self-efficacy is context-specific, meaning the level of perceived ability changes for 

each person depending upon the situation or task. Therefore, professional development or 

further education that impacts a teacher’s understanding of their craft can affect the 

teacher’s perceived ability level, and therefore self-efficacy (Swackhamer, Koellner, 

Basile, & Kimbrough, 2009).

Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy contains two expectancies; self-efficacy 

and outcome efficacy. Self-efficacy expectations gives individuals an avenue to decide 

whether they have the ability to perform the required task at the desired level of 

competency, while outcome expectancy provides individuals a way to decide if they have 

accomplished a task at a desired level. Self-efficacy evolves from self-concept, and 

consists of one’s beliefs and judgment regarding the planning and arranging o f the 

required actions when encountered with a probable situation, and how well one manages 

and realizes these. An important characteristic of these beliefs is that they can be 

improved with experiences. Self-efficacy is based on the Social Learning Theory of 

Bandura (1977) also known as Social Cognitive Theory.

Self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s ability, in regards to both teachers and 

students is thought to be directly related to teacher and student success. There have been 

few studies that have compared teacher efficacy, student efficacy, and student ability in
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concert. According to Corket, Hatt, and Benevides (2011), students’ literacy can be 

influenced not only by their mental ability, but also by nonintellectual variables such as 

the student’s belief that he/she is capable of successfully completing a task. The self- 

efficacy that students have in their ability to complete a task determines how much effort 

they apply and to what extent they persevere when faced with an obstacle. Teachers can 

play a vital role in the building of student self-efficacy and achievement by effectively 

building positive environments which promote high quality learning experiences. While 

self-efficacy on the part of teachers and students is thought to be related directly to 

teacher and student success, the comparison of teacher efficacy, student efficacy, and 

student ability in the area of literacy has been fairly unexplored.

Swackhamer, Koellner, Basile, and Kimbrough (2009) write that an educator’s 

sense of self-efficacy has been consistently recognized as an important trait of effective 

teaching and has been positively interconnected to teacher and student outcomes. A 

number of studies show the impact of teachers with high levels of efficacy. Students with 

these teachers have outperformed students who had teachers with lower levels of efficacy 

on the mathematics portion of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. There was also greater 

achievement found in rural, urban, majority Black, and majority White schools for 

students who had teachers with high levels of self-efficacy. In addition, other studies 

have shown that teachers with high levels of efficacy have shown different characteristics 

in relation to work ethics and pedagogical practices than teachers with low levels of self- 

efficacy. For example, studies have shown that teachers with high self-efficacy work 

longer with students that struggle, are aware of student mistakes, and try new
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instructional methods that support students. Czemaik (1990) found that highly efficacious 

teachers were more likely to use “reform-based” teaching methods, such as inquiry-based 

and student-centered methods, while teachers with low levels o f self-efficacy use more 

teacher-directed methods, such as lecturing and textbook reading.

Teacher Efficacy

Researchers have used Bandura’s (1977) theory in the field of education in order 

to look at teacher self-efficacy. Two dimensions of teacher efficacy have consistently 

been found to be independent measures: personal teaching efficacy and general teaching 

efficacy, which is sometimes referred to as outcome efficacy. Personal teacher efficacy is 

defined as a teacher’s belief in his or her skills and abilities to positively impact student 

achievement, while general teaching efficacy has been described as a teacher’s belief that 

the educational system can work for all students, regardless of outside influences such as 

socio-economic status and parental influence (Swackhamer, Koellner, Basile, & 

Kimbrough, 2009).

Teacher efficacy is an educator’s belief that he/she can affect desired student 

outcomes even when teaching the most difficult students. Guskey and Passaro (1994) 

define teacher efficacy as the belief of educators trusting themselves on the subject of 

training the students effectively. Studies on teacher self-efficacy have found that teacher 

self-efficacy is correlated to variables such as student success, student motivation, self

management, building a productive school environment, students’ self-efficacy belief, 

teachers’ classroom management strategies, and student misbehaviors (Cayci, 2011).
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In the center of teacher efficacy lays the belief of providing students a more 

qualified and effective education or not. For example, teachers who assess themselves as 

self-confident and self-sufficient are more effectively organized. Teachers who assess 

themselves as self-sufficient are more willing to find innovative approaches, methods, 

and techniques in order to meet their students’ needs. Teachers who assess themselves as 

self-sufficient have a positive attitude towards correcting a child’s mistake, and teachers 

who have enough perception about efficacy use effective approaches in classroom 

management, and in suppressing negative behaviors (Cayci, 2011).

Corkett, Hatt, and Benevides (2011) write that it is possible for teachers with a 

high self-efficacy to work harder and persist longer when teaching difficult students, 

because of their belief in their teaching abilities, and their belief in their students’ 

abilities. Support for this hypothesis can be found by the fact that teachers with low self- 

efficacy are more critical of students who make mistakes, work less with students who 

are struggling, and are more likely to refer a child that is hard to manage for special 

education services. In addition, teachers with high self-efficacy can influence student 

achievement because they are more likely to learn and incorporate new teaching 

strategies, use positive classroom management strategies, provide help to low performing 

students, increase student academic self-efficacy, set achievable goals for their students, 

and persevere when faced with student failure. There also seems to be a relationship 

between teacher self-efficacy and student achievement in the areas o f reading and writing 

where teachers with high self-efficacy take on the responsibility of teaching all children, 

while those with low self-efficacy tend to blame the problem on the students.
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In addition to holding high, realistic expectations for students and communicating 

them, effective teachers have a strong sense of efficacy, or the expectation that their 

efforts will result in valued outcomes (Fuller, Wood, Rapoport, & Dombush, 1982). In 

essence, teachers with a high sense of efficacy say, “I know I can teach these students!” 

These teachers believe in themselves, and believe that investing extensive effort in their 

work will result in all students learning, and they believe that failure is not an option. 

Without the ability to read and write, students are placed at a disadvantage in almost 

every educational and “real world” setting. In order to better understand how to meet the 

individual needs of young learners, it is important to understand what constitutes an 

effective teacher of reading. Effective teachers of reading will not only enhance students’ 

reading development, but they will also guide learners to a lifelong love of literacy. 

Reading is an interactive process which consists of multiple interactions between 

variables such as the reader’s background, the classroom context, reading materials, 

developmental levels, teachers’ instructional style, and learning goals.

Teacher self-efficacy is not always stable; it is context-specific and can change 

with the subject that they are teaching, the students they are teaching and the environment 

in which they are teaching. Moreover, a teacher’s age and years of teaching experience 

have been related with changes in teacher self-efficacy. With this in mind, assessing 

teacher self-efficacy requires considering the teaching assignment and its context 

(Corkett, Hatt & Benevides, 2011).
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

As early as the 1970s, the education field developed and extended research on 

multicultural education, and the importance of culture in learning, literacy, curriculum, 

and instruction as reflected in works by scholars such as James Banks, Sonia Nieto, Carl 

Grant, and Christine Sleeter and more recently, by researchers such as Thandeka 

Chapman and H. Rich Milner IV. Since the introduction of culturally relevant pedagogy 

by Ladson-Billings in 1992, culturally responsive pedagogy by Gay in 2000, and 

antiracist pedagogy and education in 1995 by Cochran-Smith, scholars o f educational 

leadership have considered and applied these theories in their work but usually with the 

large umbrella o f transformative leadership, and leadership for social justice (Cochran- 

Smith, 1995).

Multicultural education is a school reform movement that came out o f the civil 

rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s. When, implemented in a thoughtful, creative 

and effective way, it has the potential to transform schools and other educational 

institutions in ways that will allow them to prepare students to live and function 

effectively in the future (Banks, 1995). Banks suggest that there are five dimensions of 

multicultural education. They include (1) content integration, (2) the knowledge 

construction process, (3) prejudice reduction, (4) equity pedagogy, and 5) an empowering 

school culture and social structure.

Content integration describes the ways in which teachers use examples and 

content from a variety of cultures and groups to describe key concepts, principles, 

generalizations, and theories in their subject area or discipline. The knowledge
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construction process entails the methods, activities, and questions used by teachers to 

help students understand, investigate, and determine how implicit cultural assumptions, 

frames of reference, perspectives, and biases within a discipline influence the ways in 

which knowledge is constructed. When the knowledge construction process is applied, 

teachers help students to comprehend how knowledge is created, and how it is influenced 

by the racial, ethnic, and social-class positions of individuals and groups (Banks, 1995).

The prejudice reduction dimension of multicultural education is similar to the 

characteristics of students’ racial attitudes, and strategies that teachers use to help them 

create more democratic values and attitudes. This dimension suggests that teachers in all 

subject areas need to take action to help students create more democratic racial attitudes 

and values. It also suggests that interventions work best when children are young. As they 

grow, it becomes more difficult to alter their racial attitudes and beliefs (Banks, 1995).

Equity pedagogy exists when teachers modify their teaching style in ways that 

will facilitate the academic achievement of students from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, 

and gender groups (Banks, 1995). Several researchers (Au, 1993; Boykin, 1982; Delpit, 

2005; Kleinfeld, 1975; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Shade & New, 1993) have explained 

culturally sensitive teaching strategies whose purpose is to enhance the academic 

achievement of students form diverse cultural and ethnic groups and the characteristics of 

effective teachers of these students.

This research shows that the academic achievement of students of color and low- 

income students can be increased when teaching strategies and activities build upon the 

cultural and linguistic strengths of students, and when teachers have cultural competency
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in the cultures of their students. For example, Kleinfeld (1975) found that teachers who 

were “warm demanders” were the most effective teachers of Indian and Eskimo youths. 

Other researchers state that teachers also need to have high academic expectations for 

these students, to explicitly teach them the rules of power governing classroom 

interactions, and to create equal-status situations in the classroom (Cohen & Lotan,

1995).

An empowering school culture and social structure conceptualizes the school as a 

complex social system, where the other dimensions deal with particular aspects of a 

school or educational setting. This dimension intellectualizes the school as a social 

system that is larger than any of its established parts such as the curriculum, teaching 

materials, teacher attitudes, and perceptions (Banks, 1995).

Ladson-Billings (1994) defines culturally relevant pedagogy as a pedagogy that 

empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural 

referents to impart knowledge, skills and attitudes. Culturally relevant pedagogy also 

referred to as culturally relevant teaching and culturally relevant instruction, looks to 

support students in the area of academics while sustaining their cultural identity. Ladson- 

Billings explains that culturally relevant teaching is not a series of steps that educators 

can follow or a recipe for being effective with African-American students, but it is a way 

of thinking where teachers can value the experiences, cultures, and values of their 

students. As a result, culturally relevant teaching will not modify the content that is 

presented but rather enhance how that content is delivered.
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History of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

Before Ladson-Billings coined the term culturally relevant pedagogy, several 

authors had discussed the concept. Au and Jordan (1981) wrote that knowing the 

difference between school learning and informal learning is important in facilitating 

academic success for students. In relation to culturally relevant pedagogy, they state that 

the context of school learning is often different from that of informal learning, and often 

not related to the child’s culture. Providing the relevance of the text to the child’s own 

experience can help the child make sense of the world. This illustrates the importance of 

the teacher as a bridge between home-community and school cultures.

Mohatt and Erickson (1981) studied native Indians in Odawa, Canada. They 

observed teacher-student interactions and participation structures; they found that 

teachers who used language interaction patterns which approximated the students’ home 

cultural patterns were more successful in improving student academic performance. 

Improved student achievement was apparent among teachers who used what they termed, 

“mixed forms”, which is a combination of Native American and Anglo language 

interaction patterns. They termed this instruction, “culturally congruent”. They 

established that (a) student and teacher behaviors need to be taken into account because 

they are culturally patterned behaviors, and (b) research needs to concentrate on 

understanding the effect of teachers' behaviors upon students. The authors listed several 

issues that teachers must contemplate when dealing with the culture of Canadian Indian 

students, in particular, behaviors that teachers should interpret based not upon the 

teachers' cultures but in the context of the students' cultures.
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Cazden and Legget (1981) noted that teachers need to know the differences in 

interactional style (preference for learning style, and demonstrating what was learned) as 

well as differences in cognitive style (cognitive information processing). They stressed 

that the teacher should be actively involved in discovering the learning styles of his or her 

students. In 1982, Erickson and Mohatt studied the cultural organization of social 

classrooms where the teacher was of either a similar or different race/ethnicity from the 

students. They found that the learning environment in the class where the teacher and 

students were of the same culture was more beneficial for the students, as the teacher 

created adaptive ways of instructing.

Cazden and Legget (1981) and Erickson and Mohatt (1982) used the term 

“culturally responsive” to describe similar language interactions of teachers with 

linguistically diverse and Native American students, respectively. Later, Jordan (1985) 

and Vogt, Jordan, and Tharp (1987) began using the word “culturally compatible” in 

order to explain the success of classroom teachers with Hawaiian children. By looking at 

the students in their home/community environment, teachers were able to include aspects 

of the students’ cultural environment in the organization and instruction of the classroom.

Macias (1987), in her work with the Papago Indian tribe's early learning 

environment, found that when the home culture is drastically different from that of the 

mainstream culture, there is a way to introduce the mainstream that does not overtake the 

child's gratitude of his or her own culture. Though beneficial when the ethnicity, race, or 

culture of the teacher matches that of the students, culturally competent teachers, 

regardless of race, can learn enough of the child's home-community cultural context to be
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able to properly interpret behavior, and structure curriculum to be an effective facilitator 

of the student's learning.

Jordan's 1985 work showed that the Kamehameha Elementary Education 

Program (KEEP) was a feature of cultural continuity because it integrated an educational 

environment compatible with the culture of the native Hawaiian children. Jordan found 

that continuities or discontinuities between the home-community and school cultures 

could affect the quality of learning that took place. Discontinuity has often been viewed 

as a deficit of the racial/ethnic minority children or as cultural deprivation (Jensen, 1969). 

Jordan, however, maintained that to deal with cultured difference, teachers need to get a 

feel for the students' cultures, and then make adjustments in teaching. Such adjustments 

would lead to the creation of a culturally compatible program. Vogt, Jordan, and Tharp 

(1987) further noted that cultural incompatibility is one explanation for school failure.

It is important to point out that these earlier works were with populations where 

cultural differences were easier to see and accept because the White middle class teachers 

were immersed in different (new) cultures that were foreign to them. Because there were 

no White middle class students in these classes, the teachers needed to do something to 

ensure that their culturally homogenous students achieved. Therefore, the focus had to be 

on teaching the culturally "different" (i.e., non-White, middle class) student. Too, these 

earlier works focused on the broader concept of culture versus the more defined concept 

of race. Never the less, it is important to include race and race consciousness in the 

multicultural classroom, especially in environments where race and culture could be 

dismissed as student deficiency (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).
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In contrast to previous works, Irvine (1990) focused on the racial aspect of 

culture. Irvine investigated the lack of cultural synchronization between teachers and 

students. Cultural synchronization is an anthropological and historical concept that 

recognizes that Black Americans have a distinct culture founded on identifiable norms, 

language, behaviors, and attitudes from Africa. Manifestations o f this culture can be seen 

most in lower-income Black communities where racial isolation persists and assimilation 

in the majority culture is minimal. Irvine writes that the distinct culture is incongruous 

and contradictory to European American culture. This results in cultural 

misunderstandings, and cultural aversions with teachers, administrators, students, and 

parents within our nation’s classrooms. While culture and race can have some 

similarities, Irvine proposes that by focusing solely on culture negates the reality of race 

and racism in American society.

Irvine’s work with African American students and school failures consider both 

micro- and macro-analyses, including: teacher-student interpersonal contexts, teacher and 

student expectations, institutional contexts, and the societal context. This work is an 

important element within the cultural deficit, or cultural disadvantage explanations which 

led to compensatory educational interventions. However, the next step for creating an 

effective pedagogical practice is a theoretical model that not only addresses student 

achievement, but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while 

developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools and other 

institutions perpetuate Ladson-Billings terms this as culturally relevant pedagogy.
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Critical Race Theory 

Race has to be considered in how culturally relevant pedagogy is enacted. 

Culturally relevant pedagogy includes the acknowledgement of who children are, how 

they see themselves, and how the world receives them. Therefore, the complexities of the 

social construction of race in the United States must be explored. One of the main reasons 

for the development of culturally relevant pedagogy is to respond to school settings 

where students experience alienation and hostility (Ladson-Billings, 2001). Some of the 

alienation stems from historical racism with certain groups being labeled as biologically, 

culturally, and academically competent or inferior. A continuing and important factor in 

explanations of academic and sociocultural deficiency, racism exists in being “endemic 

and deeply ingrained in American life” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 55).

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued for a critical theory of race in education 

that was related to the one created in legal scholarship; thus, emerged the concept of 

critical race theory (CRT) in education. Critical race theory in education is used to 

analyze social inequity that is covertly demonstrated through racist practices within 

academic institutions. According to Soldrzano and Yosso (2000), critical race theory in 

education is defined as a framework or set of basic perspectives, methods, and pedagogy 

that looks to identify, analyze and transform those structural, cultural, and interpersonal 

aspects of education that maintain the marginal position, and subordination of Black and 

Latino students. Critical race theory asks such questions as: What roles do schools, 

school processes, and school structures play in the maintenance of racial, ethnic, and 

gender subordination.
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Critical race theory brings awareness directly to the effects of racism, and 

challenges the hegemonic practices of White supremacy that is covered by a carefully 

(re)produced system of meritocracy. Critical race theory is built on the five components 

of (1) racialized power; (2) the permanence or centrality of race; (3) counter storytelling 

as a legitimate critique of the master narrative; (4) interest convergence; and (5) critique 

of liberalism. These critical race theory components, and the themes that emerge from 

them, challenge the existing ways of knowing and doing. Using the analytical lens of 

critical race theory in education could certainly lead to reviewing the ways that, for 

instance, curriculum is created, the method of instruction that is used, how classes are 

composed or grouped, the way assessment is determined and processed, school funding 

allocation, and how the redistricting lines are drawn (Ladson-Billings, 1998).

While the social construction of race is a complicated factor that infuses the 

American lived experiences, culturally relevant pedagogy does not explicitly 

problematize race. However, the theory and praxis of culturally relevant pedagogy 

should include a critical analysis of race and racism. Culturally relevant pedagogy, like 

critical race theory, identifies the value of lived experience by groups that are 

marginalized by understanding and making meaning of the world. Culturally relevant 

pedagogy does not question, or critically examine, the structures that go into the cultural 

incongruence perspective. This is where critical race theory updates the culturally 

relevant pedagogy framework. The broadness of race can be seen in the way that it 

centers specifically on how privilege has been given in American society, something 

culture does not do. The history of the United States has informed us on how race is very
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central to how people observe and relate to the world. While critical race theory offers a 

framework, and for some a tool of analysis, for examining educational practices and 

structures that continue to subordinate groups of people, culturally relevant pedagogy 

provides a model of theory to practice and an example of how such instruction can be 

delivered to students. When critical race theory is related to culturally relevant pedagogy, 

the centrality of race to American culture is acknowledged (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 

2011).

Ladson-Billings (1995) suggests that culturally relevant pedagogy rests on three 

criteria or propositions: a) students must experience academic success; b) students must 

develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and c) students must develop a critical 

consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order. In 

her work on successful teachers for African American students, Ladson-Billings, began 

looking for common beliefs and practices among such teachers. What she discovered 

were the above three propositional notions about how they conceive of their practice that 

form the basis of what she termed “culturally relevant pedagogy”.

Academic Success

Despite the current social inequalities and unfriendly classroom environments, 

students must be able to develop their academic skills. The way that these skills are 

developed may vary, but all students require literacy, numeracy, technological, social, 

and political skills in order to be involved participants in a democratic society. During the 

1960s, African Americans were fighting for civil rights; one of the main battlefronts was 

in the classroom. Despite the federal government’s failed attempts at adult literacy in the
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South, civil rights workers such as Septima Clark and Esau Jenkins (Brown, 1990) were 

able to teach successfully those same adults by ensuring that the students learned that 

which was most meaningful to them. This approach is similar to the one advocated by 

critical pedagogue, Paulo Freire (1970).

In Ladson-Billings book The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teaching for African- 

Americans (1994), she describes how all eight teachers who were studied sent a clear 

message that students must demonstrate academic competence. All o f the teachers in the 

study demanded, reinforced, and produced academic excellence in their students. 

Therefore, culturally relevant teaching requires that teachers attend to their student’s 

academic needs, and not just make them “feel good.” The idea behind culturally relevant 

teaching is to get students to desire academic excellence.

Ladson-Billings (1994) found that students in the eight classrooms she observed 

did achieve. Despite the low ranking of the school district, the teachers were able to help 

students perform at higher levels than their district counterparts. In general, compared to 

students in middle-class communities, the students still lagged behind. However, more 

students in these classrooms were at or above grade level on standardized achievement 

tests. Fortunately, academic achievement in these classrooms was not limited to 

standardized assessments. The classroom observations showed a variety o f demonstrated 

student achievement too numerous to list. Briefly, students showed the ability to read, 

write, speak, compute, pose and solve problems at sophisticated levels; that is, students 

could form their own questions about the nature of teacher or text-posed problems and
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engage in peer review of problem solutions. Each of the teachers felt that helping the 

students become academically successful was one of their primary responsibilities. 

Cultural Competence

Culturally relevant teaching requires that students maintain some cultural integrity 

as well as academic excellence. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) point out the phenomenon 

called “acting White,” where African American students fear being ostracized by their 

peers for showing interest in and succeeding in academic, and other school-related tasks. 

African American students also feel that school is a very hostile place. This hostility can 

manifest in the styling and posturing that the school rejects. This can also lead to an 

African American student rebelliously wearing a hat in class or baggy pants and being 

sanctioned for clothing choices, rather than a specific behavior. School is thought of as a 

place where African American students cannot be themselves.

Culturally relevant teachers use a child’s culture as a drive for learning. An 

example of this is seen by another teacher, Patricia Hillard, whom Ladson-Billings 

studied. Her love for poetry was shared with her students through their love for rap 

music. Hillard is an African American woman who had taught in various schools, both 

public and private for a total of 12 years. She decided that instead of fighting against the 

supposed evils of rap music, to allow her second grade students to bring in samples of 

lyrics from what both she and the students determined to be non-offensive rap songs. She 

encouraged her students to perform the songs. She would go over them in class so they 

could discuss the literal and figurative meanings, as well as the technical aspects of 

poetry such as rhyme scheme, alliteration, and onomatopoeia. While the students were
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comfortable using their music, the teacher brought it into play as an opportunity to 

connect school learning. Their understanding of poetry far exceeded what either the State 

Department of Education or the local school district required. Hillard’s teaching is an 

example of how academic achievement and cultural competence can be merged (Ladson- 

Billings, 1994).

Critical Consciousness

Culturally relevant teaching does not imply that it is enough for students to 

choose academic excellence and remain culturally rooted if those skills and abilities 

represent only an individual achievement. Beyond those individual characteristics of 

academic achievement and cultural ability, students must develop a wider sociopolitical 

consciousness that allows them to evaluate the cultural norms, values, customs, and 

institutions that produce and maintain social inequities. If school is about preparing 

students for active citizenship, this is a great tool to help them critically analyze the 

society. Freire (1970) introduced the idea of “conscientization” which is the process that 

invites learners to engage the world and others critically. However, Freire’s work in 

Brazil was not drastically different from work that was being done in the southern United 

States to educate and empower African Americans who were disenfranchised (Ladson- 

Billings, 1994).

In a classroom that uses culturally relevant teaching, students are expected to 

engage the world and others critically. Rather than complain about the fact that some of 

the textbooks were out of date, several o f the teachers in Ladson-Billings study, along 

with their students, critiqued the knowledge represented in the textbooks, and the system
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of inequitable funding that allowed middle-class students to have newer texts. They wrote 

letters to the editor of the local newspaper to make them aware of the situation. The 

teachers also brought in articles and papers that represented counter knowledge to help 

the students develop multiple perspectives on a variety of social and historical 

phenomena (Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Ladson-Billings (1995) explains that research on culturally relevant pedagogy 

needs to be replicated. She states that others need to know much more about the practice 

of successful teachers for African American and other students who have been poorly 

served by today’s schools. There needs to be an opportunity to explore alternate research 

paradigms that include the voices of parents and communities in non-exploitive ways.

Similar to Ladson-Billings (1995), Irvine (2010) writes that culturally relevant 

pedagogy is a term that describes effective teaching in culturally diverse classrooms. 

Culturally relevant pedagogy can be a hard idea to comprehend and implement. Yet, 

people tend to appreciate culturally relevant pedagogy when they observe it. However, 

many teachers tend to assume that culturally relevant pedagogy means simply 

acknowledging ethnic holidays, including popular culture in the curriculum or adopting 

colloquial speech. There are many myths that go along with this pedagogy which include: 

1) only teachers of color can be culturally relevant, 2) culturally relevant pedagogy is not 

appropriate for white students, 3) nurturing teachers of diverse students have no 

classroom management skills, 4) the purpose of culturally relevant pedagogy is to help 

diverse students “feel good” about themselves, 5) culturally relevant teachers attend to 

learning styles by addressing African American male students’ need for kinesthetic
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activities, or by allowing Asian American students to work alone. These myths and 

misconceptions often lead to uncomfortable classroom moments, ineffective instructional 

practices, and counterproductive teacher-student and teacher-parent relationships.

Culturally relevant pedagogy builds on the foundation that learning may be 

different across cultures, and teachers can enhance student success by gaining knowledge 

of their students’ cultural backgrounds, and translating this knowledge into instructional 

practices. This pedagogy has its roots in the idea that learning is a socially mediated 

process, and is directly related to students’ cultural experiences. Culturally relevant 

teaching requires educators to have a thorough knowledge of the content and employ 

multiple representations of knowledge that will use a child’s lived experiences to connect 

new knowledge to their home, community and global setting. Teachers will have to be 

willing to find valuable examples in a child’s experience in order to compare and contrast 

new concepts with concepts students already know. Teachers need to be able to bridge 

the gap between the known (students’ personal cultural knowledge) and the unknown 

(materials and concepts to be mastered) (Irvine, 2010).

Culturally relevant teaching provides strong supports by approaching effective 

instruction through a cultural lens. In helping learners make sense of new concepts and 

ideas, culturally relevant teachers create learning opportunities in which students voices 

emerge and knowledge and meaning are constructed from the students’ perspectives. 

Culturally relevant teachers realize that they do not educate culturally homogenized, 

generic students in generic school settings. They are systemic change agents, members of 

caring communities, reflective practitioners, researchers, pedagogical content specialist
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and anti-racist. Ultimately, culturally relevant teachers must help students in changing the 

society in which they live. When teachers promote justice they directly confront 

inequities such as racism, sexism and classism (Irvine, 2010).

The idea of multicultural education has been used in several arenas, not just with 

African-Americans. The premise is that the distinct culture and language of the students 

calls for an equally distinct teaching strategy or approach. This style of teaching has no 

formula to follow, but does require an active effort to associate teaching material to the 

students’ natural surroundings. Though there have been studies suggesting positive 

results, other studies and opinions fear that this type of teaching style would give a false 

sense of racial equality and ignore that presence of race in a community. Essentially, this 

audience would not be familiar with the world around them, nor be able to effectively 

associate with individuals outside of their own culture.

Summary

Outlined in the above literature review is a synopsis of research in regards to 

literacy instruction, adolescent boys’ literacy, literacy teachers, and culturally relevant 

pedagogy. The beginning of the literature review discussed what literacy instruction is in 

reference to the classroom. Next, adolescent boys’ literacy, in particular the performance 

of African American males, was addressed. The literature review concluded with an 

assessment of literature in two additional areas; literacy teachers and the implementation 

of literacy practices, and an overview of culturally relevant pedagogy along with 

examples of what it looks like in the classroom. The research described bodies of 

knowledge and practices that can potentially impact the achievement of the African
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American males involved in this research study. The conceptual framework created for 

this study centers on teachers’ understanding of: 1) African American males, 2) literacy 

instructional best practices, and 3) culturally relevant pedagogy. This study proposed that 

teachers who have a positive impact on the literacy achievement of African American 

males in grades 3-5 utilize a combination of these three areas.

Chapter 3 provides an explanation of the qualitative interpretive research 

paradigm selected for this study, which made use of a case study as the methodology. It 

also includes a detailed explanation of participant selection procedures, data sources, data 

collection and data analysis procedures, and issues of validity and reliability involved in 

this research study.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction

A qualitative case study research design was used in this investigation to analyze 

intermediate grade school teachers whose literacy instructional practices and beliefs 

positively enabled economically disadvantaged African American males to become 

successful readers. Four teachers were purposefully chosen because of their demonstrated 

ability to support these males in reading success. Success was defined as having 85% of 

their students meet or exceed on the Criterion Referenced Competency Test (CRCT) 

Reading Assessment. This chapter discusses the design of the study, the process used to 

select participants, context of the study, data collection process, data collection 

instruments, and data analysis procedure. This section also addresses issues of validity, 

reliability, researcher bias, and study limitations.

Research Design

Because the purpose of this research was to understand how teachers impact the 

literacy progress of African American males, the researcher selected a qualitative case 

study design. This design was selected as a way to study the in-depth beliefs and literacy 

practices of successful teachers of African American males (Merriam, 1998).

71
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Assumptions and Rationale 

Qualitative research starts with assumptions, a world view, the possible use of a 

theoretical lens, and the study of research problems examining the meaning of individuals 

or groups attributed to a social or human problem. An assumption of this study is that 

teachers who are successful with African American males are those who develop a 

sincere relationship. They are teachers who not only want academic success for their 

students, but are also concerned with preparing well-rounded African American males 

who can give back to their community. To help accomplish this, these teachers go beyond 

just the normal school hours to meet the needs of these African American males. These 

assumptions are based on the research found throughout the literature review. This study 

was designed to investigate the beliefs and literacy practices of teachers who positively 

influenced the literacy development of African American males in the intermediate 

grades in a Title I elementary school and determine how and why these teachers were 

successful in preparing these males.

Qualitative research methodology was selected because it is appropriate for 

examining topics where there is a problem, and a detailed understanding of a central 

phenomenon is desired. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000) research should be 

conducted in the natural setting while making an attempt to make sense of, or to 

understand, a phenomenon in regards to the meaning people bring to them, which was 

another reason for choosing qualitative research methods for this study. This choice 

allowed an in-depth investigation into the literacy practices of the teacher participants,
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and gained an understanding of the teachers’ literacy instructional practices in the 

field/natural setting.

Even though qualitative research has the inability to make any generalizations, 

choosing this research paradigm allowed the researcher to collect a wealth of detail data 

from four participants in grades 3-5 using questionnaires, interviews, classroom 

observations, and artifacts. In qualitative research, the research places importance on the 

total context in which the research takes place to help readers to make decisions as to the 

transferability of the study’s results to their own situations. The use of multiple sources 

of data was an additional strength of the qualitative paradigm, in that it offered the 

opportunity for triangulation and increased reliability or validity (Mertens, 2010).

Creswell (2007) describes qualitative research as a positioned activity that places 

the observer in the world. It involves a set of interpretive, material practices that will 

make the world visible. These practices have a way of transforming the world, turning the 

world into a series of representations including field notes, interviews, conversations, 

photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. Creswell explains that qualitative 

researchers recognize the need to: a) listen to the views of participants in their studies; b) 

ask general, open questions and collect data in places where the people live and work; 

and c) understand that research has a role in advocating for change, and bettering the 

lives of individuals. In this study, the researcher was a participant observer where 

teachers were watched carefully in their natural environment, while attempting to make 

sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to them.
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This means that the qualitative researcher had the ability to study the literacy 

practices and possible implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy used by successful 

teachers of African American males using the thoughts of the teacher participants who 

were selected using purposeful sampling; more specifically homogenous sampling 

(Patton, 1990). Creswell (2004) writes that to best understand a problem the researcher 

purposefully or intentionally chooses the study participants or site. Purposeful sampling 

allows the researcher to select information-rich cases for in-depth study (Patton, 1990). 

Homogeneous sampling was appropriate for this study because the intent was to study 

teachers of African American males in an environment where these males were mainly 

represented. In addition, conducting research from the participants’ view provided each 

participant with a voice, but was also important when establishing validity in qualitative 

research. It was extremely important to observe the teachers in their natural environment 

in order to capture the participants’ various learning styles, gestures, body language, as 

well as look at how the participants interact and select lesson materials and activities. In 

particular, the researcher observed how teachers modified their lessons in order to meet 

the needs of their African American males. Observing and interviewing teachers provided 

a glimpse into their practices and an interpretation of their actions for others, which was 

not a characteristic of a quantitative paradigm. All of these factors indicated a qualitative 

case study method was an appropriate approach to gather data from the four teacher 

participants during this study.
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Case Study Design

The study of literacy and culturally relevant practices was explored using a single 

case study utilizing within-case analyses. A qualitative case study design is an empirical 

in-depth study that allows the researcher to investigate contemporary phenomena within a 

real-life setting (Merriam, 1998). In this study, the researcher observed classroom 

teachers during their literacy instruction block within their classrooms. A case study 

design was chosen because it allowed the researcher to describe, analyze and interpret 

(Stake, 2005) the philosophies/beliefs, literacy practices and instructional strategies of 

teachers who positively impacted the literacy achievement of African American males in 

the intermediate grades 3-5.

Yin (2003) defines case study in terms of the research process. He writes that a 

case study is an empirical inquiry that looks at a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not clearly apparent. Stake (1995), however, focuses on trying to pinpoint the unit of 

study—the case. He defines case study in terms of its end product: a qualitative case 

study is a thorough, holistic portrayal and analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, or 

social unit.

However, Merriam (1998), Yin (2003), and Stake (1995) all agree that a case 

study can provide a detailed examination of a setting, single subject, single set of 

artifacts, or a particular event. Stake (1995) refers to this as a bounded system. The 

bounded system in this study included four individual case studies of classroom teachers
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who planned and incorporated literacy instruction for their students that resulted in 

academic success for African American males in their classes.

Problem/Purpose Overview 

According to Tatum (2009), literacy can define a person’s path through life. This 

statement is particularly true for African American adolescent males, for whom “under

exposure to texts... contributes to a life in which they experience greater economic, 

judicial, and social strife and disappointment” (p. xii). For African American males, 

failure to become literate too often leads to a rapid downward path of poverty, 

incarceration, and drug abuse. According to the 2009 NAEP data, only 14% of African 

American eighth graders reached proficiency on national reading tests. Unfortunately, 

circumstances for these students do not improve in high school; studies show that fewer 

than half of African American males receive their high school diplomas (National 

Summary: Diplomas Count, 2008). Regardless of debates over the aims of literacy 

instruction, the greatest problem remains that far too many African American males 

struggle in the area of literacy. Although their struggles with reading are not unique, a 

higher percentage of African American males fail to perform at a proficient level when 

taking assessments, according to trend data. African American males as a group have 

scored low on the NAEP assessments, despite unprecedented research and 

experimentation to raise reading achievement throughout the nation (Beers, Probst, & 

Rief, 2007).

The purpose of this study was to describe the personal and professional beliefs of 

teachers who successfully provided literacy instruction to elementary school African
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American males in a Title I elementary school. This study examined the literacy practices 

of teachers and their beliefs about African American males. It also investigated their use 

of culturally relevant teaching practices. It was hypothesized that by exploring the beliefs 

and practices of successful teachers with African American males, this research would 

provide evidence of effective strategies which could be used to impact the literacy 

achievement of African American males.

Research Questions

1. What are the personal and professional beliefs of teachers who have been 

successful with providing literacy instruction to African American males in 

grades 3-5?

2. What are the literacy instructional strategies of teachers who are consistently 

successful with African American males in grades 3-5?

Unit of Analysis

Miles and Huberman (1994) define a case as “a phenomenon of some sort 

occurring in a bounded context. The case is, ‘in effect, your unit of analysis’” (p. 25). In 

this research study, the beliefs and instructional literacy practices of four teacher 

participants represented the cases for this research served as the single units of analysis.

Participants

Much thought was given to selecting participants for this study. The goal was to 

study select teachers and the instructional practices they used to help African American 

males become successful in their literacy efforts. After deciding that a definition of 

successful African American males included males who met or exceeded on the Criterion
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Referenced Competency Test (CRCT) Reading Assessment, two problems persisted: a) 

which school to use and b) which teachers to choose. Convenience sampling was used in 

order to choose the school to conduct research. Patton (2002) writes that convenience 

sampling means that the persons participating in the study were chosen because they 

were readily available. The research was conducted in a Title I school in which the 

researcher was currently employed. ABC Elementary was a Title I elementary school in 

central Georgia. There were four teachers purposefully chosen based on their 2011-2012 

CRCT scores and principal recommendation. Creswell (2007) explains that the researcher 

must consider whether to study a single case or multiple cases. The study of more than 

one case can dilute the overall analysis; the more cases an individual studies, the less the 

depth in any single case. Although there are not a set number of cases, Creswell (2007) 

suggests that researchers choose no more than four or five cases.

ABC Elementary School was established in 1929, when several schools in the 

area merged to form one school. The school was the oldest, continuously operated public 

school in X County, Georgia. The original ABC Elementary School had three rooms, 

which branched off from a round auditorium in the middle. ABC Elementary had been 

recognized as a Georgia Distinguished Title I school since it became a Title I targeted 

assistance school in 2003-2004. At the time of this study, the school employed two Title I 

teachers and a Title I Math and Literacy Instructional Lead Teacher. A parent 

involvement paraprofessional led parental involvement activities. There was a full-time 

and part-time counselor and one full-time media specialist on staff. ABC Elementary also 

shared Student Support Specialist. In addition, the school had a principal and a full-time
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assistant principal. Table 2, Table 3, and Figure 5 display the demographics of ABC 

Elementary School.

Table 2
ABC Elementary School Profile

African American 541 81%

American Indian 0 0%

Asian 9 1.3%

Hispanic 49 7.3%

Pacific Islander 0 0%

Two or more races 22 3.3%

White 47 7%

Fulltime teachers 44.7

Student/Teacher Ratio 14:9

Eligible for discounted/free lunch 64.8%

Table 3
ABC Elementary Demographics 2007-2011

2007-2008 766 56.1% 7.0% 0.0% Yes

2008-2009 747 48.0% 8.0% 6.0% Yes

2009-2010 700 65.7% 9.0% 5.0% Yes

2010-2011 666 65.2% 6.9% 1.0% Yes
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Figure 5. ABC Elementary Students Eligible for Free or Reduced Lunch

Theoretical Framework 

Critical Race Theory and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

Race has to be considered in how culturally relevant pedagogy is enacted. 

Culturally relevant pedagogy includes the acknowledgement of who children are, how 

they see themselves, and how the world receives them. Therefore, the complexities of the 

social construction of race in the United States must be explored. One o f the main reasons 

for the development of culturally relevant pedagogy is to respond to school settings 

where students experience alienation and hostility (Ladson-Billings, 2001). Some of the 

alienation stems from historical racism with certain groups being labeled as biologically, 

culturally, and academically competent or inferior. A continuing and important factor in
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explanations of academic and sociocultural deficiency, racism exists in being “endemic 

and deeply ingrained in American life” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 55).

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued for a critical theory of race in education 

that was related to the one created in legal scholarship; thus emerged the concept of 

critical race theory (CRT) in education. Critical race theory in education is used to 

analyze social inequity that is covertly demonstrated through racist practices within 

academic institutions. According to Solorzano and Yosso (2000), critical race theory in 

education is defined as a framework or set of basic perspectives, methods, and pedagogy 

that looks to identify, analyze and transform those structural, cultural, and interpersonal 

aspects of education that maintain the marginal position and subordination of Black and 

Latino students. Critical race theory asks such questions as: What roles do schools, 

school processes, and school structures play in the maintenance of racial, ethnic, and 

gender subordination.

Critical race theory brings awareness right to the effects of racism and challenges 

the practices of White supremacy that is covered by a carefully (re)produced system of 

meritocracy. Critical race theory is built on the five components of: (1) racialized power; 

(2) the solidity or centrality of race; (3) counter story-telling as a legitimate critique of the 

master narrative; (4) interest convergence; and (5) critique of liberalism. These critical 

race theory mechanisms, and the themes that stem from them, challenge the current ways 

of knowing and doing. Using the analytical lens of critical race theory in education could 

certainly lead to reviewing the ways that, for instance, curriculum is developed, the 

method of instruction that is used, how classes are created or grouped, the way
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assessment is determined and processed, school funding allocation, and how the 

redistricting lines are drawn (Ladson-Billings, 1998).

While the social construction of race is a complicated factor that infuses the 

American lived experiences, culturally relevant pedagogy does not explicitly 

problematize race. However, the theory and praxis of culturally relevant pedagogy 

should include a critical analysis of race and racism. Culturally relevant pedagogy, like 

critical race theory, identifies the value of lived experience by groups that are 

marginalized by understanding, and making meaning of the world. Culturally relevant 

pedagogy does not question or critically examine the structures that go into the cultural 

incongruence perspective. This is where critical race theory updates the culturally 

relevant pedagogy framework. The broadness of race can be seen in the way that it 

centers specifically on how privilege has been given in American society, something 

culture does not do. The history of the United States has informed us on how race is very 

central to how people observe and relate to the world. While critical race theory offers a 

framework, and for some a tool, o f analysis for examining educational practices and 

structures that continue to subordinate groups of people, culturally relevant pedagogy 

provides a model of theory to practice, and examples of how such instruction can be 

delivered to students. When critical race theory is related to culturally relevant pedagogy, 

the centrality of race to American culture is acknowledged (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 

2011).

Ladson-Billings (1995) suggests that culturally relevant pedagogy rests on three 

criteria or propositions: 1) students must experience academic success; 2) students must
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develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and 3) students must develop a critical 

consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order. In 

her work on successful teachers for African American students (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 

she began looking for common beliefs and practices among such teachers. What she 

discovered were the above three propositional notions about how they conceive of their 

practice that form the basis of what she termed “culturally relevant pedagogy”.

Data Sources

To gather information to answer my research questions and gain knowledge from 

teacher participants about their literacy practices, possible implementation of culturally 

relevant teaching, and their knowledge of the African American males in their classroom, 

this research study used the following data sources: a) questionnaire, b) an initial teacher 

interview and post observation teacher interviews following each classroom observation, 

c) classroom observation of literacy instruction, and d) follow-up interviews.

Data Collection Instrumentation

Five data collection instruments were used to collect the point of view of the 

teacher participants. A description of each instrument follows.

Questionnaire

Teachers were provided a questionnaire adapted from The Progress in 

International Reading Literacy Study Teacher Questionnaire (Mullis, Martin, Foy, & 

Drucker, 2012). A copy of this questionnaire is in Appendix A. This questionnaire was 

designed to gather information about classroom contexts for developing reading literacy. 

It asked teachers to describe their classroom in general, which included the categories of
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class size, reading levels and language abilities of the students. Many of the questions in 

the questionnaire focused on elements related to reading instruction, such as instructional 

time, materials, grouping of students for instruction, activities to teach reading, and 

promoting the development of a child’s reading literacy. The questionnaire also solicited 

information regarding teacher resources, assessment practices, and efforts to maintain 

home-school connections. It asked teachers about their view on providing cooperation 

and collaboration with other teachers, professional development, and information about 

themselves and their education and training. This questionnaire required approximately 

30 minutes of the teacher’s time (Mullis, Martin, Foy, & Drucker, 2012).

Teacher Interviews

Kvale (1996) writes that qualitative research interviews strive to understand 

something from the participant’s point of view while uncovering the meaning of their 

experiences. These interviews allow people to convey to others a situation from their 

perspective in their own words. Research interviews are based on conversations of 

everyday life. They are conversations that include structure and purpose that is defined 

and controlled by the researcher. It allows the researcher to capture many of the 

participant’s views on a particular subject.

An initial interview was used to explain the purpose of the study and provide an 

opportunity to get acquainted with the teacher participants. The initial teacher interview 

protocol consisted of questions related to their reading philosophy, literacy assessments, 

literacy instruction, and their student’s personal development. The initial interviews took 

30-60 minutes, and each post-observation interview ranged from 15-30 minutes. This
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information is an important data source that can be used to create a biographical narrative 

for each teacher participant.

There was also a post-observation interview session that was conducted after 

classroom observations in order to discuss literacy matters related to the previous lesson. 

These questions were designed to allow the participants a chance to elaborate and further 

reflect on the taught lesson. Follow-up interviews were conducted with the participants as 

needed in order to gain a better understanding of data collected from observations, 

interviews, and questionnaires. The initial interview protocol is in Appendix B; post 

interview questions are located in Appendix C. Permission to conduct this study was 

obtained from the Mercer Internal Review Board (IRB). In addition, each participant was 

provided an informed consent document prior to the interviews. A copy of these 

documents is located in appendices Q and R respectively.

Classroom Observations

Merriam (1998) writes that observations take place in the natural field 

environment, and observational data provide a firsthand encounter with the phenomenon 

of interest rather than a secondhand account of the world gained in an interview. During 

two weeks of instruction, observations took place in each teacher’s classroom during 

their scheduled literacy block, which lasted from one to two hours. Appendix D displays 

the observation protocol used as a template for recording field notes about the physical 

setting, events, activities, and my reactions during each lesson/observation session 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). I assumed the role of participant observer because I wanted to 

be viewed as an insider (Creswell, 1998). During the observation period, this researcher
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looked for three elements described by Ladson-Billings (1995): 1) students experiencing 

academic success, 2) students maintaining and developing cultural competence, and 3) 

students developing a critical consciousness.

Document Analysis

Merriam (1998) explains that the documents area is a wide range of written, 

visual, and physical material relevant to the study at hand. The information that was 

collected for a qualitative document analysis in this study included: lesson plans, student 

assignments, objects in the classroom, official grade reports, progress reports, and teacher 

evaluations.

Data Collection Procedures 

The first stage of data collection was the administration of the modified Progress 

in International Reading Literacy Study Teacher Questionnaire (PIRLS) (Mullis, Martin, 

Foy, & Drucker, 2012). The second stage of data collection involved engaging the 

participants in an initial interview. An IRB consent form was obtained from all 

participants prior to the initial interview. A copy of this form is located in Appendix Q. 

The interviews allowed the participants to share some of their beliefs, instructional 

literacy practices, and knowledge of African American males. The third stage of the data 

collection was classroom observations. Each of the four teachers was observed a 

minimum of eight times over a period of two weeks. These observations took place 

during the second semester of school during each teacher’s scheduled literacy block in 

winter 2012. Literacy instruction blocks lasted from one to two hours. An observation 

protocol was used as the method for recording field notes about the physical setting,
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events, activities and my reactions. In the fourth stage, interviews were conducted with 

each participant. The fifth stage of data collection involved conducting follow-up 

interviews with each teacher participant as needed in order to receive a clearer 

understanding of data collected from observations, interviews, artifacts and 

questionnaires.

Data Analysis Procedure

The analysis of this case study consisted of a detailed description of the case and 

its setting. Multiple interviews, a questionnaire, and observations were used as data 

sources. Stake (2005) states that a case study involves a detailed description of the setting 

or individuals which is followed by an analysis of the data for themes or issues. In order 

to accomplish this task, a within-case analysis was used.

Data collection and analysis is an ongoing process that can extend indefinitely. 

Simultaneous data collection and analysis happen in and out of the field. Analysis can be 

done during the process of collecting data, as well as between data collection activities 

(Merriam, 1998). In order to analyze the data, the following procedure outlined below 

was used:

To begin the more intensive phase of data analysis, all the information collected 

was brought together—interview logs or transcripts, field notes, reports, records, the 

investigator’s own documents, and reflective memos. All these materials were organized 

in a way that data were easily retrievable. Yin (2003) calls this organized material the 

case study data base, which he differentiates from the case study report. Interviews were 

transcribed for all teachers. All data were handled properly and stored in order to create a
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chain of evidence by placing all documents related to each teacher in a notebook and in 

their own folders.

The first state of data analysis started with an examination of the questionnaire 

completed by the teacher participants. A chart was created for each subheading, and all 

teacher responses were placed in the chart accordingly. The data placed in this chart 

helped provide a brief overview of all the teachers, their classroom, and their literacy 

practices. The next step in the analysis involved open coding of all the initial interviews 

one at a time. In order to ensure consistency with coding, I used the left side of each 

transcript for the coding of units or themes, and the right side for recording my ideas that 

developed while interpreting the data.

After coding the interviews, I recorded the codes of units into a chart in order to 

look for emerging themes. Stake (1995) explains that through data collection, a detailed 

description of the case emerges in which the researcher details aspects such as the history 

of the case, chronology of events, or a day-by-day break down of activities of the case. In 

this research, each case had a detailed description of each case and themes within the 

case, called a within-case analysis (Creswell, 2007). Pattern codes were used to identify 

an emergent theme, configuration or explanation, which allowed grouping of material 

into more meaningful units of analysis. The next step was coding the observation field 

notes and any data collected while observing teachers during their literacy instruction 

block. According to Merriam (1998), the researcher needs to keep track of thoughts, 

musings, speculations and hunches while engaging in analyses. This information might 

be interwoven with raw data taken from field notes. The coding units were also placed in
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a chart utilizing the same format as that coded from interviews. Miles and Huberman 

(1994) explain that codes should relate to one another in coherent, study-important ways; 

they should be part of a governing structure.

When the writings of each of the within-case narratives occur, it is important that 

the data be organized by each individual participant. Therefore, I created a chart titled 

Within Case that included data from the questionnaire, interviews, and observations 

related to each participant. The chart displayed any themes that emerge similar to 

Ladson-Billings’ (1995) categories of culturally relevant pedagogy, literacy instructional 

strategies, and personal and professional beliefs in regards to providing literacy 

instruction to African American males. Member checking was conducted after each 

written case narrative. Creswell (2009) explains that the use of member checking helps 

determine the accuracy of the qualitative findings by taking the final report or specific 

descriptions or themes back to the participants and determine if they believe that they are 

accurate. After the member checks, Within Case charts were created based on the 

individual case narratives written for each participant in order to complete the within-case 

analysis. This involved the process of separating the data, and putting it back together in 

a meaningful way. The researcher established patterns, and look for a correspondence 

between two or more categories. This correspondence took place in the form of a table, 

showing the relationship between the categories. Yin (2003) advances the cross-case 

synthesis as an analytic technique when the researcher studies two or more cases. He 

suggests that a word table can be created to display the data from individual cases 

according to some uniform framework. In order to complete the analysis, I used the



90

framework of Ladson-Billings (1995), which contains three characteristics of a culturally 

relevant pedagogy, to determine if any of the participants used or shared the 

characteristics present by Ladson-Billings. Data were analyzed for relevant practices for 

each category, followed by a written narrative of the results found for each teacher 

participant. The researcher developed naturalistic generalizations from analyzing the 

data, for example, generalizations that people can learn from the case either for 

themselves or to apply to a population of cases (Creswell, 2007).

Validity and Reliability 

Establishing validity (credibility) and reliability (trustworthiness) of a study has to 

do with an examination of component parts of the research (Merriam, 1998). Qualitative 

validity means that the researcher checks for the accuracy of the findings by 

implementing certain actions, while qualitative reliability shows that the researcher’s 

approach is consistent across different researchers and different projects (Creswell,

2009). Yin (2003) suggests that qualitative researchers should document the procedures 

of their case studies, and to document as many steps as possible. He also recommends 

setting up a detailed case study protocol and database.

Validity can be created by using multiple data sources. The following data 

sources were used throughout this research: questionnaires, classroom observations, and 

teacher interviews. These data sources helped verify or triangulate the response of each of 

the teacher participants. Validity was also established by the use of member checking; 

case summaries were returned to the participants for their review and approval.
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Internal validity deals with the question of how research findings match reality. 

Internal validity in all research hangs on the meaning of reality. Reality, according to 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), is a “multiple set of mental constructions... made by humans; 

their constructions are on their minds, and they are, in the main, accessible to the humans 

who make them” (p. 295). Since humans are the main instrument of data collection and 

analysis in this qualitative research, interpretations of reality are accessed directly 

through observations and interviews (Merriam, 1998). Internal validity, according to Yin 

(2003), has issues of whether empirical data provides information about the theoretical 

concepts, which is achieved from using pattern matching to known theories of culturally 

relevant pedagogy, and best instructional literacy practices.

Cresswell (2007) writes that the goal of reliability is to minimize the errors and 

biases in a research study. In this study, protocols were used for the questionnaire, 

observations, and follow-up interviews to minimize documentation errors and create 

consistency in the collection of data. These protocols were followed with all four 

participants in the study.

Limitations

Due to the personal bias as a participant observer and former classroom teacher, 

this study was limited to one year. A total of four teachers were selected for this study. 

All of the participants came from a Title I school in the Southeastern region of the U.S. 

Studying the practices of this small number of teachers in this school district impeded the 

generalizability of the findings. However, studying the practices of these teachers
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revealed an assortment of practices and experiences, which can lead to further research 

on literacy and culturally relevant pedagogy/teaching.

Summary

This chapter focused on the methodology for this case study. The purpose of this 

case study was to focus on the impact that teacher’s beliefs and their classroom practices 

can have on the reading performance of African American males in the area of literacy. 

This study described the current reading performance of African American male students 

in grades three through five through an analysis of state, district, and school documents at 

each grade level. This study also depicted teacher perceptions in regards to the current 

reading standards for their grade level in reference to meeting the needs of African 

American males in their classroom. The study also portrayed teacher perceptions 

regarding the instructional strategies that are currently being used in their classroom, 

along with strategies that are needed to improve the reading performance of African 

American male students at their grade level. Multiple sources of evidence were used to 

ensure the quality of data including: teacher interviews, observations of literacy 

instruction, and related documents. Participants in this study included third through fifth 

grade teachers at a Title I elementary school.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

This chapter presents a review of the data collected from the four elementary 

classroom teachers selected for their instrumental role in assisting African American 

males from year to year in becoming successful in the literacy process. Data collection 

began at the beginning of the second semester of the 2012-2013 school year. Teachers 

were selected from a Title I elementary school in Georgia. This research study was 

conducted to examine the beliefs and literacy practices of teachers in the intermediate 

grades who have been successful in their efforts to teach African American males. The 

findings in this chapter are the results of a questionnaire, classroom observations, teacher 

interviews, and artifact analysis that answered the following research questions:

1. What are the personal and professional beliefs of teachers who have been 

successful with providing literacy instruction to African American males in 

grades 3-5?

2. What are the literacy instructional strategies of teachers who are consistently 

successful with African American males in grades 3-5?

One third grade teacher and three fifth grade teachers served as participants for this study. 

The results presented next involve within-case analysis of these four teachers, and are 

presented in no specific order.

93
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April: Third-Grade Teacher 

April (a pseudonym) was a married, African American female who was in her 

thirteenth year of teaching. She received her Bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education 

from a local private university and her master’s degree in Reading and Literacy 

Education from a private university located in Minnesota. She was currently working on 

her Specialist degree in Curriculum and Instruction. She had taught in an elementary 

school setting for thirteen years and had worked at ABC Elementary for the past six 

years. At the time of this study, she served as the third grade collaborative classroom 

teacher. In this environment, she had the opportunity to co-teach with a special education 

teacher to provide instruction to regular and special needs students. April explained that 

she entered the educational field through an indirect route because she originally wanted 

to be a family and marriage therapist, since her passion lies with helping families. During 

her first two years of college, she took classes to become a therapist but decided to take 

electives in education since the two majors were so closely aligned. She expressed that 

she never actually wanted to work with children and did not have prior experience with 

young children. However, after she started taking the education courses, she noticed that 

helping the youth was closely linked to helping the family. April also added that she was 

lured by the schedule and hours after working a year-round job for many years. This 

profession allowed her the opportunity to help the children of the future, and also spend 

quality time with her family. Through her thirteen years of teaching, she had come to the 

conclusion that she had the spirit of a giver, encourager, motivator, and supporter; so this 

profession suits her perfectly.
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April’s Classroom Design

Student desks were placed in small groups all facing the board, and were enclosed 

around a desk in the middle of the room that was often used when April conducted mini 

lessons. There were twenty-two desks and twenty students in her classroom. The small 

group arrangement allowed students to work together with their peers, which was evident 

through classroom observation. The walls and bulletin boards in April’s classroom were 

used for displaying student work, data, standards and instructional materials that assist 

with student learning. The data on the wall included reading groups, math groups and 

center rotation. The data wall was student-centered and provided student progress on 

Reading and Math Common Formative Assessments (CFA), Accelerated Reader goals, 

Star Reading Level, and a class compliment.

Upon arriving to April’s class early for one of her observations, the students were 

completing their reading common formative assessment. She shared that, “Assessments 

play a vital role in the literacy development of the students. CFAs help me understand 

what skills I need to address so that students can improve.” There were also many anchor 

charts, such as the example located in Appendix E, placed around the classroom that 

covered many different skills. April shared the following about the many anchor charts 

that hang from her walls:

The anchor charts often help students remember information that was previously 

taught. Often times, students use the anchor charts as their first resource instead of 

constantly asking me. The anchor charts also help me remember what skills I may 

need to refer back to in my lessons.
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In addition to their student desks, the students had several places to work in the 

room. The classroom included two small group tables that were used during guided 

reading and guided writing, a reading carpet, and listening stations. The classroom board 

always contained a weekly daily review, essential questions, content standards, and 

weekly homework assignments. In order to help students remain organized and on task 

during their daily routine, the rules and student jobs were visible for students or guests 

that may enter the classroom. The rules were posted and the students were very aware of 

them. This was evidenced when students were observed transitioning into their guided 

reading groups as they did not need to be redirected by April, and in a few cases students 

were observed reminding each other of the classroom rules. The classroom rules 

included: no shouting out, don’t talk when the teacher is talking, keep feet and hands to 

yourself, respect materials, classroom and the teacher, and no pouting. The group rules 

included: do not disturb the teacher, be a problem solver, use your inside voice, stay with 

your group, stay on task, and compromise. These rules help support the school-wide 

respect pledge that students recite every morning. The respect pledge read:

Respect is the appreciation for the beliefs, rights and value of all people. Because 

I am intelligent, special and valuable, I will respect my peers, adults, school and 

myself. I accept only my best in all that I do, I am proud to be me!

April’s classroom left the impression that students were accountable for their own 

learning. The students were aware of the rules and how to conduct themselves.

April had three literacy libraries in her classroom. All three libraries were located 

in the far right comer o f the room, and were accessible to students. The first library
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contained a variety of reference materials. The second library included appropriate age 

books placed in baskets that were labeled by genre. The genres included: biographies, 

animals, author study books, nonfiction, chapter books, and popular series such as Junie 

B. Jones. The last library contained books that were simply stored on bookshelves in a 

traditional manner (spine first). These books included leveled readers and magazines that 

relate to math, social studies and science. This organization helped create a literacy 

friendly environment where students have all the necessary materials in order to learn. 

Teacher Beliefs: Expect Success

During the initial interview, April discussed some of her beliefs about how 

students learn to read. In particular, she explained her beliefs on how African American 

males learn to read. April expressed that any teacher working with a child has to first take 

interest in a child’s learning. She believed that one of her best attributes as a teacher is 

that she takes interest in her students’ learning. This was demonstrated from the 

beginning of the school year, and continued throughout with the use of interest 

inventories and student conferencing. April stated that at the beginning of the year she 

created her own interest inventories that she provided to all the students. Using these 

interest inventories, she explained that she was better able to design instruction which 

catered toward their personal interests. She also believed that another important way to 

learn about her students was through conversation. During her interview, she stated that 

her students often revealed about themselves through everyday conversation. They told 

her about activities they especially enjoyed, and she attempted to collect reading 

materials and conduct lessons around these activities and topics. During observations, she
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used a variety of learning strategies, and utilized instructional approaches which 

addressed a variety of learning styles. During one example, students were studying the 

novel Frindle and leveled readers to work on the comprehension strategy of making 

connections. The novel Frindle was ranked on a fourth grade reading level, however, 

April had to ensure that she used differentiated instruction because all of her students did 

not read nor could comprehend on a fourth grade reading level. In order to expose the 

entire class to this particular novel, she had some students read in groups or partner read; 

she also read the novel aloud to the students who had a difficult time reading the text on 

their own. Through differentiation, she revealed her desire for all of her students to 

achieve success.

In addition to the novel, April used a variety of reading instructional materials and 

strategies. She used guided reading books, books on tape, novels and scholastic kits. 

While utilizing these materials, it was clear that she was strengthening her students’ 

comprehension skills. The strategies of visualizing, asking questions, summarizing, and 

making connections were observed during this research.

When prompted to discuss her work with African American males, she expressed 

that she believed that African American males do not enter third grade with an internal 

push to perform well in literacy, as they do not seem motivated. As a result of her 

experiences with these students, she has tried to motivate her students by helping them 

reach goals. One example that she provided was that students set Accelerated Reader 

goals which were individualized and based on that student’s level. Once she and the 

students agreed upon a goal, the students worked towards their individual goal. If they
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met it, they earned a star. When they reached a larger goal as a whole class, the students 

earned a party. She also stated that she provide tutoring for some of her most reluctant 

readers and their peers. She explained that they often enjoyed studying together with their 

peers because they did not enjoy reading alone, and the tutoring provided these students 

with the encouragement that they need to persist.

One aspect of the discussion centered on April’s perception of race as a potential 

factor in teaching and learning. She expressed how much she loves teaching African 

American students because she felt that she could relate to their lives, and they could 

relate to her. She believed that she could relate to things that her African American 

students go through and experience on a daily basis. She expressed during the interview 

how race plays a factor in today’s classroom:

I know slavery is over, but I know that slavery had a lasting impression on our 

people. Sometimes when you teach around white kids, their parents don't 

understand that it wasn’t just 400 years ago. It put us behind as a people. I believe 

our black kids need more than just the curriculum. They need to feel that their 

views and ways of thinking are acceptable. I’ve taught black kids at white schools 

and they would talk how they tried to make a connection to something personal in 

their life like a black movie they watched. Teachers have crushed their spirit by 

telling them that the movie they watch was not a movie or that they were not 

allowed to relate their life to that material; they will need to make a connection in 

some other way. Often times these teachers didn't understand the black 

perspective. Black students need to know that their feelings and views on things
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are valid and not overlooked because it doesn't fit into the norm, or what others 

perceive as the norm or what society perceives as the norm.

April discussed how she was well aware of the importance of the connection 

between positive student-teacher relationships and increased academic achievement. One 

of her personal goals was to create a positive environment starting from the first day of 

school. She discussed how students need rules and consistency; consistency allows for 

more teaching time. This was reflected in the rules posted in her classroom, as well as the 

structure she used in her classroom. She believed that when routines were carefully 

provided, a large amount of teaching time it could be saved during the school year. When 

students knew exactly what was expected of them in any situation, the time saved could 

be spent teaching, rather than organizing or disciplining. This was observed during her 

literacy block. It was extremely organized, and the students were able to run the 

classroom without any directions from the teacher. At the start of her literacy block, April 

used a countdown to get the students’ attention. Students immediately know that they 

should clean up what they are working on and get prepared for their literacy block.

During the classroom observations, April also made sure the children were aware of 

designated materials needed for the lesson. As she introduced the standard along with the 

essential question, she always stated the classroom expectations for the mini-lesson and 

the guided reading lesson.

Teacher Practices: Above and Beyond the Call of Duty

April used a balanced literacy approach as her main method for literacy 

instruction during the two weeks of observation. The elements of balanced literacy
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included read-alouds, independent reading at school and home, guided reading, strategic 

read-alouds, word study, and daily writing. The balanced literacy structure was blended 

together so that the elements of literacy instruction could maximize success, and meet the 

needs of all of her students. Below are the elements that were observed during balanced 

literacy that demonstrated how April laid a successful foundation.

Read-Alouds. Read-alouds (oral reading o f a piece of literature to students) were 

incorporated on a weekly basis as reported by April. Her rationale for this strategy was to 

expose her students to a variety of reading material that may not be on their level. She 

believed in this strategy, and it helped promote a love of literacy. She chose to read 

Frindle by Andrew Clements during the class observations in this study. Frindle was a 

third grade novel that helped students with a variety of comprehension strategies. April 

was observed using the book to provide instruction and student practice on the strategy of 

making connections. During one mini-lesson, she led an introductory session discussing 

the cover of the book. Students used sticky notes to make predictions on what they 

thought the book would be about. Students were then given ten minutes to partner read 

the first chapter and take notes on the main character.

Guided Reading Instruction. Guided reading instruction also took place daily in 

April’s classroom. The beginning of her literacy block started with a whole class mini

lesson that discussed the lesson/standard for the week. Once the mini-lesson was 

complete, students took out reading workshop folders and transitioned into their small 

group center stations. An example of this rotation schedule is located in Appendix F. If 

there were any materials needed for guided reading, the class helpers prepared the
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materials. Students were grouped based on data collected from a variety of assessments. 

Common Formative Assessments and the Fountas and Pinnell Assessment Benchmark 

were used during observations as a means to group students. The different groups were 

labeled as colors, and they rotated on a daily basis. The center rotations included: mystery 

word, versa tiles, listening station, memory match, read and respond, or working with the 

teacher. April explained during a follow-up interview that each center focused on a 

particular third grade reading skill. These skills include phonics, fluency, multiple 

meaning words, and summarizing. She explained that the center activities changed every 

month. While students were working in their center, April worked with a small group at 

her guided reading table. During each observation, she read with them and worked with 

students on specific reading skills. In one instance, she was observed showing the 

students how to use their fingers to follow the words as she read aloud, in order to model 

fluent reading.

April’s Culturally Relevant Pedagogy Analysis

Academic Success

When asked about her beliefs in regards to how African American males learn to 

read, April stated, “My number one goal is to ensure that my students achieve and feel 

academic success. I want to help African American males become problem solvers by 

setting goals that will help them achieve academic success on their own.” Her hope was 

that she would provide her students with the skills required to help them be successful in 

the future. One way that she measured her student’s academic progress was through 

assessments. She believed that assessments, in particular the Fountas and Pinnell
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Benchmark Assessment, play an important role in literacy development. She shared a 

student copy of a Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment, which can be found in 

Appendix G. The assessment allowed her to examine how this particular child performed 

in the area of reading fluency, reading accuracy, and reading comprehension. It helped 

her to know where to begin teaching her students, and reminded her that there should be 

constant assessments so that she could directly address the areas that needed 

improvement. She placed the majority of her emphasis on district assessments, classroom 

assessments, and professional judgment. She placed some emphasis on diagnostic reading 

testing and little to no emphasis on national or regional achievement test data.

Cultural Competence

April utilized her knowledge of her students to gain success in the learning 

process. The time spent interviewing April helped to provide insight on her views about 

teaching African American males. She explained that there are a lot of things that she did 

in the classroom that have become everyday habits; techniques she used with her own 

children as well. However, she believed that one thing she prided herself on not doing is 

becoming confrontational. She described that black males do not like confrontation, and 

that as a sign of respect to them she tried hard not to confront her students in the 

classroom. During her interview, April shared that she was not quick to blame, if her 

students got caught in a situation:

I don't instantly blame them. I will give them a chance to say what happened. 

Instead of punishing I try to help them make a better choice. My goal is to help 

them look at different ways to handle the situation instead of being so quick to
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punish them. Instead of punishing them I talk to them about how they are kids and 

that they may make bad choices but I am here to help them make better choices. 

So if they do make a bad choice I want them to discuss it and next time, use a 

strategy that is discussed.

April had created a rapport with her students which made them comfortable 

enough to communicate with her about any problems they may have. Instead of acting 

out, they were learning to use their words in order to solve problems. This was observed 

when students helped their peers by reminding them of the rules. It was not often that 

students came to April and told on their classmates. Another example occurred when a 

student provided the wrong answer, and another student politely jumped in to help. This 

student said, “Good try, but may I help you out with the answer.” This did not appear to 

leave the other student feeling ashamed or embarrassed.

April: Summary

April implemented a balanced reading model known as reader’s workshop which 

she found beneficial to her African American males. Reader’s workshop allowed her to 

differentiate instruction based on individual students’ needs. It allowed her to work one- 

on-one with her students while providing constant assessment, which proved valuable to 

student growth. In addition to the balanced reading model, she ensured that students were 

interested by using various instructional materials that included activities appealing to 

African American males.
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May: Fifth-Grade Teacher 

May (a pseudonym) was a married, African American female fifth grade teacher 

who was in her eighth year of teaching. This was her third year at ABC Elementary 

School. She taught second grade for three years and fifth grade for five years. She 

received her Bachelor’s degree from a local public university and her Master’s degree 

from a public university in Arizona in Curriculum Instruction. She was currently 

completing her Specialist degree in Curriculum and Instruction. May was quite a busy 

woman around ABC Elementary; she served in many leadership roles. She was the grade 

level chairperson, Social Studies Chairperson, Black History Committee Leader, 

International Day Committee Leader, Beta Club and Safety Patrol Sponsor. From a 

young age, May had felt that teaching was her calling. During her initial interview, she 

shared that when she was young, she would line her dolls up against the wall and pretend 

that she was teaching. She wanted to be in a field that helped and worked with children. 

She originally started off as a nursing major in her undergraduate program, but realized 

that she was very emotional and it was too easy for her to become attached to people, 

especially those who might be close to death. Recognizing this, she decided to enter the 

field of education as a way to form bonds with children, because she wanted to have a 

positive effect on young people. She chose elementary school education because she felt 

that younger students were really impressionable, and she believed that she could leave a 

lasting impression on them. She understood that elementary school was the foundation 

for learning, and she wanted to help build a strong foundation. May expressed,
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I became a teacher in elementary school to be the smile that a child sees 

Monday through Friday, and to be the person to say a kind word or give a 

hug because there are some children that never get that at home.

May’s Classroom Design

The student desks in May’s classroom were placed in rows of 28. During 

instruction, she divided the class into groups with each row representing a group. These 

were the groups for which students were observed to be working together for cooperative 

learning. She shared that placing the students in groups of rows helped them be 

accountable for their actions, and for their peers within the group. The students received 

rewards and consequences as a group, and there were many times during the observations 

when May reminded the students of the importance of working as a group and getting 

along with all 27 of their peers. The front white board contained the content standards 

that were being taught that day, the essential questions, and the daily homework 

assignments. The walls were covered with anchor charts addressing each subject. The 

different comers of the room were divided by subject and included vocabulary words, 

key terms, posters, references, and student work. The back bulletin boards were divided 

into three sections that included student data, performance tasks, and response to 

literature. May was observed referencing the student data when discussing goal setting 

and student academic performance.

The performance tasks included group work that was created by the students. It is 

important to note that the work also included a great deal of teacher commentary related 

to the standard. The student data wall contained class averages for Reading, Math and
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English Language Arts Common Formative Assessments. The averages were listed by 

date, and included teacher feedback on their performance. The data wall also included 

Accelerated Reader goals for the entire class, and individual nine-week goals. It was 

obvious that students tracked their own data by coloring in their data to form a bar graph. 

Responses to the literature portion of the bulletin board were titled A Good Book Section. 

This was where students recommended books they had read and provided feedback for 

what made the books a good read. The classroom also had a library located in the back 

comer of the room that included novels, leveled readers, and literacy games. There was 

also a student resource center that stocked readily available supplies, along with student 

computers.

Teacher Beliefs: Expect Success

May maintained a constructivist view in regards to how students learn to read. 

During the initial interview she stated, “I believe that students learn to read by 

participating in their environment. For example, when I am providing phonics instruction, 

I do not think that skill and drill will help the child.” Instead, May explained, she 

believed the student must practice and apply the lessons to their everyday activities. 

During one observed lesson, she reviewed with students the different elements found in 

poetry. Following the mini-lesson, students were able to work with different poems and 

were asked to find unique elements, and the purpose of each element in relation to the 

poem.

May also believed that instruction must be relatable to her students. She explained 

that students must have literacy resources that contain people that are similar to them and
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appeal to them. She stated, “Children are more willing to read when they see or have a 

plot they can relate to, it makes them more interested in reading.” Therefore, she made it 

her mission to make instruction relevant, tun, and memorable. She believed that reading 

could be difficult for many children, but if it could be related to their life, then they 

would have an easier time grasping the information.

Lastly, May believed that, as a teacher, she served as a primary role model and 

her involvement will make a lasting impression on her students. Therefore, she believed 

that it was important for her to continue to learn and grow in her profession. She tried to 

keep learning as a way to bring fresh ideas into the classroom in order to motivate her 

students. She took it upon herself to attend several workshops throughout the year, 

participate in professional learning development once a month, continue her education, 

and apply her newfound knowledge and training into the classroom. May shared that this 

semester, she attended a workshop on how to incorporate technology in 21st century 

classrooms. One activity that she implemented was Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) to 

school, which was evident through classroom observations. Students used their Kindles, 

Nooks, IPods and cell phones to read different types of literature.

Teacher Practices: Above and Beyond the Call of Duty

May made it very clear that she believed that all students could learn, and this 

expectation was clear to her students as she set the bar very high in her classroom, and 

expected success from all of her fifth graders. She was observed involving her students in 

various types of active-learning activities where they worked with their peers. She 

planned her instructions with the goal of preparing her students for middle school, as well
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as their future by providing them with the necessary academic and social skills. May 

stated, “I try to build on previous skills learned, and then emphasize the importance of 

what they are learning so they can use this knowledge in the future.” She believed their 

education was always building on a foundation, and this foundation would prepare them 

for their next step in education.

Literacy assessments were used as a guided practice during May’s literacy block. 

She used assessments to guide her instructions so that she could discover what her 

students already knew or where they were lacking in content knowledge or skill. During 

one observation, May used the student performance from the biweekly common 

formative assessments to place students into groups based on need. Students were well 

aware that these groups were flexible and would change based on their performance. May 

shared in the interview that the assessments helped students become more accountable for 

their learning. She collected multiple assessments that included: Common Formative 

Assessments, writing scores, district and state testing data; all of which were documented 

on an individual student data profile sheet such as found in Appendix H. May expressed 

that she could not teach without assessments because she is constantly assessing; that 

way she knows exactly what her students are learning. She wanted to maintain a good 

grasp of their ability because some children absorbed knowledge at a differing pace.

Read-Alouds. May used read-alouds as an opportunity to model for students 

reading for pleasure, to expose them to various genres, and to integrate literature into 

other components of her literacy block. She completed at least one classroom novel every 

nine weeks in order to expose her students to extended text. She shared that reading aloud
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to her students also has a calming effect that helped her students relax and absorb what 

information was being presented from the text. In addition, she was dismayed that when 

students enter upper grades, their teachers often no longer take the time to read aloud to 

the students. During the observation, read-alouds were observed, and the students were 

quiet and constantly engaged. Another opportunity for read-alouds occurred during the 

introduction of the class mini-lessons. The mentor text that May used for this read-aloud 

provided an example of a particular reading and writing component. She was observed 

using the book In a Pickle as a read-aloud in order to have students use idioms to explain 

the plot and predict what would happen next in a story, as well as apply it to their writing. 

The mentor text provided May’s students with examples of good writing, thus students 

could then use the writing in the mentor text to improve their own writing.

Guided Reading. Guided Reading occurred in May’s classroom three times a 

week. This was a collaborative time of the day when students were divided into groups 

by their instructional reading level as determined by various reading assessments. She 

created her guided reading groups so that each group would have the opportunity to work 

with leveled readers, word study, scholastic reading cards, or a writing task. May made 

sure that all activities in the groups occur at the students’ instructional reading level. It 

was observed that during small group instruction, the students were always active and 

eager to participate.

Teacher Directed Instruction. May was observed using teacher directed 

instruction as a whole group opportunity to provide direct instruction to students. In 

particular, she provided test-taking strategies through reading instruction. She used the
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first 20-30 minutes of her literacy block four times a week to present test-taking lessons 

that provided students with exposure to the genre used in standardized testing. This was a 

clear effort to prepare students for the upcoming state mandated testing. During test prep 

time, students interacted with different types of text (e.g., fiction, nonfiction, poems, 

webpage, magazines, newspapers, plays) in order to learn and practice strategies related 

to locating and highlighting relevant information within the text, eliminating 

inappropriate answer choices, and selecting correct answers. She expressed that all these 

strategies were considered to be useful for multiple-choice style assessments.

Writing Instruction. During May’s literacy block, she utilized the writer’s 

workshop framework in providing writing instruction to her students. This framework 

consisted of the writing process stages (pre-writing, drafting, revising, editing, and 

publishing). She was observed using the writing process to prepare her students for the 

state-mandated fifth grade writing assessment. Students often practiced brainstorming 

and used various graphic organizers to prepare their first draft. Students were then given 

the opportunity to write, peer edit, and prepare their final drafts. Students would complete 

at least two mock writing assignments per week. May shared that as a fifth grade team, 

students would take three school-wide mock writing assessments and two University of 

Georgia mock writing assessments. A copy of this assessment is in Appendix I. This 

often prepared the students for what to expect on the state assessment and provided them 

with thorough feedback on how to improve their writing.

Word Study. Word study was another important component of May’s literacy 

instruction. During this time, students learned strategies for determining the meanings of
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unknown words. She helped her students increase their word knowledge by teaching 

them how to work with words. During a follow-up interview, she shared that word study 

was conducted on a daily basis and allowed the students to interact with a variety of 

words unfamiliar to them. Weekly vocabulary words were located on the board, drawn 

from content subjects and any of their current reading literature. May stated, “It is 

impossible to teach every word that students might encounter in their lifetime, so I stress 

the important of word study.” She explained that students must learn how to determine 

the meanings and pronunciations of unknown words by using dictionaries, thesauruses, 

glossaries, Internet, and textual features. They learned how to apply their knowledge of 

prefixes, suffixes, and roots in order to analyze the meanings of words. They also began 

to use word origins to determine the meaning of unknown words and phrases.

During the observations, there were instances where the students created what is 

known as vocabulary trees such as the example depicted in Appendix J. Instead of May 

providing the students with a list of roots with their definitions and examples of words 

that included those roots, the students had to build vocabulary trees. They used the 

outline of the tree in order to complete the activity. They placed the root word at the 

bottom of the tree, thus they were able to provide the definition of the root under the tree. 

The trunk contained key words that used the root, and would serve as an anchor to help 

them remember the meaning of a word. The branches were then used for students to write 

as many other words as they could find that used that root. Lastly, the twigs o f the branch 

were used for recording any word they heard or anywhere found the word.
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May’s classroom contained an active word wall that students frequently used 

during instructional and independent writing, as well as during reading assignments, 

quizzes, and center time. The word wall was visible so that all students could view it 

from their desks. She provided a list of twenty vocabulary words related to the content 

areas, and students were tested on them at the end of the week. Students had daily 

interactions with these words through the use of their vocabulary journal tasks. A sample 

of this interaction is located in Appendix K.

May’s Culturally Relevant Pedagogy Analysis

Academic Success

May believed that parents have an impact on their child’s academic success; 

therefore she worked to build a relationship between school and home. She used 

classroom newsletters as a way to keep parents informed of what was going on at school. 

She found it necessary, and took the extra time, to make sure that all written 

communication with parents made them feel included, knowledgeable, and most 

importantly, comfortable in the school community. May shared:

There are many ways I try to include parents. I have at least three conferences a 

year; make positive phone calls, email, invite them on field trips and to class 

parties. Our school also offers a parent workshop every nine weeks, which I also 

attend.

May not only provided parents with information, but she also asked for their feedback, 

input, questions, or concerns which she felt helped keep the lines of communication 

open.
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Cultural Competence

One obstacle expressed by May in regard to African American males and literacy 

was the lack of motivation to read due to past experiences. She strategized ways to 

overcome this obstacle with her students, and thus began incorporating different 

motivational techniques in the area of literacy. One example of successful strategy 

occurred as a result of her creation of the classroom library. Two years ago, May received 

a grant to increase her classroom library with books. The purchase included more books 

that included African American characters and books that African American males could 

relate to. She had a number of multicultural books in her classroom library available for 

students to read. She also exposed her students to many multicultural texts during her 

lessons. She shared that she always tried to use books that hold her students’ interest and 

encouraged them to read.

Critical Consciousness

May shared that she thoroughly enjoyed working in a Title I school because the 

students resembled herself as a child. She was the kid who had free lunch even though 

both of her parents worked. She believed that her parents did their best; however, they 

were not as involved in her education as they should have been. May believed that 

children who come from a similar environment as hers needed the most patience. In 

addition, they needed teachers who could relate to and empathize with their backgrounds. 

One of her goals was to help her students deal with the many issues they encountered, 

such as achievement gaps, low socioeconomic status, lack of motivation, and anger
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issues, so that they can be successful in their future. In a follow-up interview, May 

discussed her professional growth as an educator:

I believe that by working in a Title I school I have grown tremendously. I have 

learned to have better classroom management, more patience and implement a 

variety of teaching strategies. I no longer automatically expect children to be on 

their best behavior and follow every rule. Instead I take the time to teach my 

students what is deemed appropriate and what is inappropriate. I have learned to 

be patient because all children learn and grasp information at different rates. I also 

incorporated different teaching styles and strategies, because children have 

different learning styles.

May had high hopes and expectations for her African American males, despite the 

negative images sometimes placed on this particular group. She expressed, “My goal is to 

create leaders in each one of these students, and to let them know that they are destined 

for success despite any situation encountered.” It was observed that May provided her 

students with rigorous and challenging learning opportunities. Flexible instructional 

grouping was always used during her literacy block. May saw these groups as temporary, 

serving only to meet the immediate literacy need of each student. She explained this type 

of grouping to her students so they knew that they could always change the situation they 

were in. This resulted in many of her students working hard to show her what they knew.

May: Summary

The findings illustrate how May put forth great effort each day during her literacy 

instruction to positively influence African American male students’ learning. She
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believed that all of her students had the ability to learn. She found that direct reading 

instruction, read-alouds, guided reading, writer’s workshop, and shared reading 

opportunities were the best possible learning times for her African American males. She 

admitted that growing up in a similar environment as her students and working around 

African American students has assisted her in helping to meet their cultural needs. These 

students inspired her with enthusiasm to continue to provide a superb education for them.

June: Fifth-Grade Teacher 

June (a pseudonym) was a single African American female fifth grade teacher

who was in her fifteenth year of teaching. Her educational background began with the

reception of her Bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education from a local private

college. She continued her education and received her Master’s degree in Literacy and

Reading from a public university in Minnesota. She had been teaching in an elementary

school setting for fifteen years and had worked at ABC Elementary for the past seven

years. June had the opportunity to teach at each elementary grade level. Last year, she

had the distinct honor of being chosen as ABC’s Elementary 2011-2012 Teacher of the

Year. She was the mother of two boys and came from a family of educators. June shared

that she was motivated by her mother, who was also a teacher, to enter the field of

education. She stated that she came from a family of teachers, and felt she was destined

to be in this profession.

June’s Classroom Design

June’s small classroom was home to 27 fifth grade students. The students were

seated in groups of four to six desks, leaving little room for movement. At the front of the

room, there was a cart that held a document camera and a projector with other teaching
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supplies. There was not a teacher desk in the room. When questioned about the missing 

desk, June stated,

I spend my entire day instructing my students so there is no time for me to sit 

behind a desk. I also think it is more important for my classroom to have small 

group tables rather than having a teacher desk occupy that much needed space. 

The room housed three tables, two of which were used for small group 

instruction. The third table space was used by her student teacher. A large whiteboard 

extended across the front of the classroom. The whiteboard contained the essential 

questions and standards for the current lesson, and in the middle of the whiteboard was a 

smart board. The classroom rules and procedures were clearly displayed in the front of 

the room. The left side of the classroom contained a monthly calendar that included 

important dates for the students, homework assignments, and student supplies. The 

reading comer of the room contained several bookshelves that held novels, books on 

tape, references, anthologies, leveled readers, games, scholastic reading kits, and reading 

manipulatives. Each of the walls contained a variety of resources that the students could 

reference. These resources included anchor charts that contained the content standard and 

an example of a previously taught lesson. For example, one anchor chart was labeled 

Organizational Structures, which contained the definition of organizational structures, 

the standard, essential questions, and an example of different organizational structures. A 

copy of this chart is located in Appendix L. June shared that the anchor charts were 

useful resources for students who were visual learners. The back bulletin board contained 

student work and a data wall. The data wall included school and class-wide data. The
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data had been graphed by the students in order to show their progress. June shared, 

“Having my students graph their own data helps them become more invested in their 

learning.”

Teacher Beliefs: Expect Success

June believed that children learn in different ways, and they enter the classroom 

with a variety of experiences. She shared that each child’s individual experiences, 

background knowledge, and socioeconomic status can affect their development as a 

learner. She explained that her African American male students were more visual and 

tactile learners. She was observed working with students in small groups on a daily basis. 

During her interview she said:

When I work in small groups with my students, in particular the African 

American males, they tend to communicate more versus in a large group. They 

also ask more questions and have a higher interest in whatever the activity is at 

that time. It also provides them the opportunity to work hands-on with their peers. 

June believed it was easier for her to reach her students when she worked with them in 

small groups.

When asked about her beliefs in regard to how African American males should 

receive literacy instruction, she shared that these students could not be lectured all day. 

She believed they needed choice, variety, and multiple ways of instruction in order to 

grasp the information being presented. During classroom observations, June held student 

interest by having students work together in small groups in all subject areas. She rarely
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provided any whole group instruction, therefore demonstrating that small group 

instruction could provide meaningful literacy experiences.

June also believed in finding what motivated her students to want to read, as she 

thought this was especially important for African American males. She made it her 

mission to discover what interests them and provided them with literature that they were 

eager to read. Observation of her classroom reveled she went beyond just the traditional 

books; she used different forms of media, magazines, books, audio, and the computer to 

provide student reading choices. She shared that if the resources were not available at the 

school, she travelled to surrounding libraries in order to expose her students to a variety 

of material. She believed that students had to have a certain interest along with 

motivation to learn how to read or to strengthen their reading. From her experience in the 

classroom, she realized that if  she gained student interest, they performed better.

Teacher Practices: Above and Beyond the Call of Duty

June incorporated a balanced approach during her literacy block. The elements of 

balanced literacy instruction helped to maximize success for her students. These elements 

included read-alouds, guided reading, word study, and writer’s workshop. She expressed, 

I believe that all students can learn, so it’s my job to figure out each of their 

strengths and weaknesses, and then tailor my instruction to meet those needs. In 

the area of reading, balanced literacy allows me to do just that.

Guided Reading. During the two weeks of observation, guided reading groups 

were conducted on a daily basis by June. It allowed her to work with groups of five to 

seven students on a particular comprehension strategy or literacy element. During one



120

observational period, she began class with a mini-lesson that reviewed the figurative 

language component: idioms. After the mini-lesson, students were divided into groups 

based on their reading ability. Fountas and Pinnell was the assessment used to determine 

the student’s current reading level. June modeled the use of differentiation because each 

group was assigned the same topic, idioms, but they each had different assignments in 

relation to it. Group 1 was provided a mentor text that they read aloud together. They 

then had to create a foldable on what idioms were in the text, and then explain the 

meaning of each one. Group 2 had to look at different cartoons and determine which 

idiom the picture was representing. Group 3 was provided with familiar idioms, which 

they had to define in their own words. Group 4 had to create at least one illustration of a 

common idiom and explain the meaning behind it. Students were then provided fifteen 

minutes to share their finished products with their classmates. June believed guided 

reading provided her with opportunities to model good reading strategies, and it allowed 

her students to work in a small group setting where they could come together to solve 

problems and collaborate.

Writing. June was also observed using writer’s workshop. The workshop always 

began with a mini-lesson that included the creation of a class anchor chart with notes, 

examples, and pictures. Next, students engaged in various stages of the writing process 

while she conferenced with a group of students on their particular writing piece. She was 

observed listening to the students read their writing aloud, then providing suggestions on 

ways to strengthen their writing. The students always left conferencing with a plan on 

what to do next with their writing. The closing of writer’s workshop was similar to the
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closing of guided reading. Students reviewed the lesson for that day and were allowed to 

share their end product with their peers. During June’s initial interview she shared her 

thoughts on writing:

Writing should be incorporated in everything my students do. Journals are used as 

a means to capture student writing. Students have writing journals for all subjects, 

and they are not just used to take notes but are also for students to express their 

thoughts, how they were influenced, or how they were able to relate to something 

they learned.

Because her African American males often entered the classroom with a dislike 

for reading, June incorporated other practices in her classroom that were motivational 

strategies in the area of reading. During her initial interview she shared some of her 

motivational strategies:

I motivate them first with exposure. Often times, I will choose a book that they 

have not read but is a good read for this age group, and just from exposure my 

students are hooked, and become motivated to read it. Also when I conduct read- 

alouds, I enjoy adding expression and self-talk as I read because this keeps the 

students interested, and they become curious and want to hear more about the 

book.

June was also observed using incentives to promote reading, which included 

bookmarks, chapter books, or extra time in the library as a form of motivation. She 

shared that any incentives that she used must be related to student learning. She aimed to 

create in her students an intrinsic motivation to learn. A school-wide motivation practice
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used in June’s classroom was the Accelerated Reader Program, a computer program that 

helped develop comprehension through students’ reading books independently on their 

level. June required students to read at least one book daily and take a test with a passing 

score of 80% or better. Students received awards on a weekly basis if they made their 

classroom goal. There were also Accelerated Reader awards that were provided by the 

media specialist when students met their school goals.

June’s Culturally Relevant Pedagogy Analysis

Academic Success

June believed that a child’s relationship with their teacher had an effect on a 

child’s academic progress:

I work hard to build positive relationships with each one of my students. The 

relationships I have with my students allow them to feel comfortable in sharing 

their feelings and thoughts with me. I believe in taking the time to build 

relationships with my students.

She believed that her students were willing to accept classroom instruction because they 

realized that she cared about them. She was observed building positive relationships with 

her students by using constant praise, positive feedback, humor, and a gentle tone.

During her initial interview June stated:

I get to know my students throughout the year with use of interest inventories, 

surveys, parent and student conferences, observations, and most importantly 

conversations with the students. My students enjoy when I take an interest by just
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having a conversation on things they want to discuss like their hobbies or 

activities.

Throughout June’s observation, she displayed a demeanor that created a positive 

atmosphere for students to succeed. She always had a positive outlook, was prepared with 

engaging lessons, and seemed very excited about learning. She used constant praise and 

humor with students. She never once raised her voice; even with 27 fifth graders, she 

maintained a soft tone throughout her lesson. She always reminded students that she only 

wanted their very best, and with every lesson she modeled her expectations so there was 

never any room for doubt or confusion.

Cultural Competence

During a follow up interview, June was asked to share her thoughts on race as a 

potential factor in teaching and learning. She responded:

I have never really thought about race being an issue in my classroom. When I 

stand in front of the room and provide instruction, I see my students as children 

and not by the color of their skin. My goal is to provide the best education 

possible to every child in this room so that they can be successful no matter their 

skin color.

June then offered her thoughts on what today’s teachers needed in order to best 

instruct African American males. She stated:

African American males need someone to listen to them, and whoever works with 

them need a lot of patience. I also want teachers to stop fussing at them so much, 

they are boys and I guess I’m speaking as a mother because I have boys. That’s
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something that I had to learn, boys are different from girls. You have to be patient 

with them even in regards to their instruction; they may not grasp a concept 

quickly, so you are going to have to differentiate. So that’s where patience 

becomes important. You have to be a versatile teacher and boys are active. I can't 

see boys sitting still the entire day, they have to move, they need to be able to 

express themselves differently. They need a teacher willing to put in the work to 

help them be successful.

Critical Consciousness

June dealt with two obstacles in her classroom in regards to African American 

males. These obstacles were anger issues and resistance to change. She shared that many 

African American males came to school angry and often had a difficult time 

communicating their feelings. In order to help them, she taught them lifelong problem

solving techniques. She spent time talking with them about the choices they had when 

confronted with an issue, choices that were an alternative to being aggressive. If her 

students did not want to communicate with her, she referred them to the school counselor 

or another male in the building if  necessary. She was observed talking with a student who 

was very angry about a home situation. This student was afraid to communicate with his 

parents, so she stepped in and created that line of communication between the parent and 

child. June stated:

It is important for me to listen to my students. They always want someone to 

listen to them and talk with them like a mother figure and not like a teacher. Often
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times, my African American males want to talk about things beyond school, they 

want to be complimented and shown that I care about them.

During her interview, June shared that she noticed from her years o f teaching that 

June added that some African American males can be quite resistant to change:

They are always stating that something is too hard, they don’t want to try or they 

don’t want to do things that are new. They want to only give effort to things that 

are familiar. I can provide them with a variety of new things and they will still shy 

away from it and go back to what is familiar.

In order to get the students over this obstacle, June spent time modeling for them, 

or had a peer model for them, in order to get them to buy in. Often times, if they saw her 

or another student trying something new and being successful with it, they gained interest 

and became less resistant to the change.

June: Summary

June is passionate about teaching, and her students. She provides many 

opportunities for them to engage in learning activities based on individual student needs. 

She used guided reading, read aloud, shared reading, and literacy stations to meet their 

different learning styles. She also made it a mission to create a positive motherly 

relationship with her African American male students. All of these components 

contribute to the academic success of her students.

Julius: Fifth-Grade Teacher 

Julius (a pseudonym) was an African American male in his seventh year of

teaching. He received his Bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education from a private

university in Florida, and is currently in the process of completing his Master’s in



Administration and Assessment. Julius was also endorsed in ESOL and Gifted. Before 

entering the field of education, he worked for the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice 

system. Julius taught for three years in Florida, four years in Georgia, and this was his 

second year at ABC Elementary. In addition to being a classroom teacher, he was the 

Junior Beta Club Sponsor and Gents Sponsor, and he volunteered his time to tutor 

students during the week. When he thought back to why he became a teacher, he shared a 

memory from his elementary school experience. He always remembered his teacher 

providing instruction that did not hold his interest and was irrelevant to him. He recalled 

sitting in the classroom and thinking how he would do things differently if he were the 

teacher. He said it was at that moment that he realized he wanted to be a teacher so that 

he could do things differently for future students.

Julius’s Classroom Design

In Julius’ classroom, there were 27 desks placed in a horseshoe shape; a teacher’s 

table was positioned in the center of the horseshoe. Julius shared that the students placed 

directly around his table often needed extra help or assistance, so he placed them near 

him. He believed that this was healthier than singling them out because the other students 

were not aware that they needed extra support. During the two-week observation, music 

was frequently played throughout the classroom. In regards to incorporating music in the 

classroom, Julius stated:

The music in the room creates a calming aspect for the students. I often play a 

variety of music that includes jazz, gospel and 70s music. I believe the sound of
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music resonating throughout the classroom can change the classroom mood from

good to great.

The daily schedule, class rules, and grading scale were located in large font in the 

front of the room where all students could view them. On the list of rules, the following 

rule was highlighted: DO RIGHT RULE: Do what you know is right!!! During an 

observation, Julius pointed out this rule to his students. He stated, “Please follow the do 

right rule, because you can only control yourself, so try your best to do what you know is 

right.” The content standards were posted on the board along with the essential questions 

and homework assignments. The room contained one large bookshelf that held numerous 

picture books, novels, reading anthologies, practice test prep books, science and social 

studies leveled readers, and writing resources. There was also a small bookshelf located 

in the front of the room that included necessary reference materials for the students. Each 

part of the room was divided by subject areas that contained work related to that 

particular subject. The walls were covered with current material that related to each 

subject; for example, important vocabulary in the subject areas of science, social studies, 

math, language arts, and reading was posted. These displays can be viewed in Appendix 

M.

The bulletin board located in the back of the room contained classroom data and 

student work that was changed with every unit. The data included student common 

formative assessment results as a class average, Accelerated Reader points, and group 

unit test results. An example of this is located in Appendix N.
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During the observation period, the group data included unit tests on economic 

understanding and literacy genres. Julius placed commentary on each o f the group 

averages for the unit test, such as is portrayed in Appendix O. Student input was also 

included on the data wall; students posted index cards on the board that expressed the 

importance of what they were learning. One student input read: “Math is critical because 

multiplication, division, addition and subtraction is hard. It is hard because we didn’t 

quite master it in fourth grade.” The data board also contained a little friendly math 

competition between his class and another teacher’s classroom. Additional data included 

student state testing data from the students’ previous year. The state testing data 

contained a class average score for each subject area; at the bottom of this data, it read: 

“Our class goal is to not only PASS the 2013 state mandated test, but to also BEAT our 

individual and class CRCT average.”

Teacher Beliefs: Expect Success

When questioned about his beliefs in regards to how African American males 

leam to read, Julius believed that everything they were exposed to must relate to real life. 

They must see it as something they know could happen:

All students need real world application so that they can be exposed and exit my 

class with a better understanding of what has been taught. Everything a child 

needs to know is not in a standard, and I have to go beyond the required state 

curriculum.
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Julius was observed providing real world application by exposing his students to African 

American authors and multicultural books. His students also completed scholastic cards 

which were a resource that provided real life facts that kept the student’s interest.

Julius worked under the principle that all students could learn when provided with 

differentiated instruction. This was usually done through differing styles, and on various 

levels. He believed that all students could show progress when they had effective 

instruction. In order to meet each of his student’s needs, he was observed providing his 

students with higher order thinking skills and questions, skill-based instruction, and 

individualized/differentiated instruction through flexible grouping. Julius expressed, “I 

use lots of higher order thinking questions because my African American male students 

enjoy being challenged whether it be academic or physical. I want to push my students 

academically so that they can be successful in the future.”

When asked whether he differentiated specifically for his African American male 

students, Julius stated, “Differentiated instruction is conducted on a daily basis. There is 

only so long that students can remain in their seats. I try to always incorporate activities 

that involve movement. My male students love interaction and anything that is physical.” 

During the initial interview, Julius expressed how much he enjoyed the 

connection he had with his African American male students, as well as the pleasure he 

gained from working with his students and. He shared that he enjoyed teaching because 

he liked the drive it provides; at the end of the day he has worked hard, and it was a big 

reward to see his students succeed. He enjoyed interacting with the students and was 

thankful for them because he felt as though they kept him young and energetic. Julius
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expressed, “My ultimate goal is to provide students with a better school experience than 

the one I had. I can relate to my students, especially the black males because I have 

experienced similar situations as my students.”

One personal experience he shared was growing up dealing with his own 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). He expressed that often his teachers 

did not know how to deal with some of his behaviors. He used those vivid memories to 

support his students and deal with the many behaviors that they bring into the classroom. 

Teacher Practices: Above and Beyond the Call of Duty

Based on classroom observations, the literacy components that Julius incorporated 

were teacher-directed reading, small group, self-selected reading, shared reading, and 

writing.

Teacher-Directed Reading (TDR). Teacher-directed reading instruction allowed 

Julius the opportunity to provide instruction related to a particular reading comprehension 

strategy to his entire class. During one observation, he provided teacher-directed reading 

instruction on the literacy standard: story elements. He began the min-lesson by 

reviewing story elements. He then read a short story aloud to his students as they listened 

and followed along. Julius shared, “I often use read-alouds to my students so that I can 

model for them appropriate reading fluency skills.” Throughout the lesson, he constantly 

probed students in regards to their knowledge of story elements in order to gain a quick 

informal assessment of their comprehension. At the conclusion of the lesson, students 

wrote a response to the short story. With each observation, it became apparent that 

teacher-directed reading instruction worked well for Julius and his students. It allowed
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him to model and to explain many literacy concepts in a detailed process. During many of 

his lessons, he created his own examples for students to refer back to. His modeling was 

easy to follow, humorous, and relevant. He would probe students to gain a quick informal 

assessment. He would also have students practice modeling a concept they learned in 

order to check for a more thorough understanding. Upon observation, the students 

seemed quite comfortable with this form of instruction and did not seem worried or 

nervous. They would freely add to the reading lesson. Julius created a class atmosphere 

where students felt comfortable asking questions and participating in class discussions.

Self-Selected. Self-selected reading in Julius’s class was a designated time when 

students were free to select the type of literature they prefer to read. When students 

transitioned into independent reading, Julius was observed reminding them of the 

expected behavior and skills they were practicing during their self-selected time. These 

skills included fluency, comprehension, inference, and making connections. He often 

reiterated to the students the importance of having respect for peers during this time, 

making a good choice in reading selection, and taking responsible for their own actions. 

Self-selected reading was also a time when students could work on their Accelerated 

Reader goal.

Writing. Julius was observed incorporating writer’s workshop during the time I 

observed his literacy block. Writing routines were well-established and evident as 

students transitioned to writer’s workshop. During the transition, students cleared their 

desk of any previous work, took out their writer’s notebook, and sat quietly at their desk 

waiting for the next set of instructions. Julius was observed beginning writer’s workshop
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with a mini-lesson on power writing, which entailed a review of previous skills and 

teacher modeling. Power writing was a technique incorporated this year where students 

are provided a prompt, and are given a specific time period where they just write their 

thoughts on the topic. During the mini-lesson, students discussed why the writing process 

was important, and how it related to everyday writing. He also modeled for them how to 

write an appropriate paragraph and the elements that it needed to include. Students were 

then expected to practice writing on their own to a prompt titled One Time When I  Went 

Crazy.... Before students started writing, he made sure that the students understood the 

purpose of the writing and the amount of time they had to complete the assignment. A 

timer was then set in order to keep students on task. Once the time started, the students 

were diligently writing and using their time effectively as Julius walked around and 

monitored the student’s progress. During a follow up interview Julius shared his thoughts 

in regards to writing:

It is important that students write on a daily basis in all subject areas. I 

believe that if students are going to be asked to read a story then there 

needs to be some form of written response to the literature. Students 

should be able to express how they can relate to a story. It is important 

that I find time for students to read and process what they read and how it 

relates to something they went through in their life.

Julius was aware that it takes more than just his instruction in order to make sure 

that his students are successful, thus he made a great effort to bridge the gap between 

home and school. “I am aware of the fact that parents are their child’s first teachers, and
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that they have a profound impact on their academic performance.” He expressed that he 

worked hard to keep his parents well-informed of their child’s progress because this had 

shown to have a positive impact on student achievement in his classroom. He believed it 

was important to build relationships with students’ parents starting from the first day of 

the school year:

During open house, I make sure that I greet every parent that comes and share my 

expectations and listen to their expectations for their child. I then make contact 

with each parent through a positive phone call or email within the first two weeks 

of school.

As a way to strengthen relationships with parents and improve student learning, 

Julius sent home weekly reports that inform parents of their child’s academic and 

behavioral progress, conducted parent conferences, made both positive and corrective 

phone calls, invited parents to classroom activities, and sent emails/texts as needed in 

order to keep the parent informed about their child’s progress. A copy of a weekly report 

is located in Appendix P.

Julius’s Culturally Relevant Pedagogy Analysis

Academic Success

The classroom data wall was an excellent example of how Julius and his students 

planned academic success. The data wall included bi-weekly common formative 

assessments in the area of reading, language arts, and math, and quarterly science and 

social studies common formative assessments, Accelerated Reader averages and unit test 

scores. The data wall allowed Julius and his students to easily identify specific areas of
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need for individual students or for the class. Julius expressed that he used this data when 

collaborating with his peers to learn new strategies to help student achievement. Julius 

stated, “The classroom data wall helps me better understand the individual student and 

meet their needs while also viewing my class as a whole.”

When asked how the role assessment served in the literacy development of African 

American males, Julius shared that assessment must be an ongoing process because 

student performance can change on a weekly basis. Diagnostic reading tests and 

classroom tests were observed being used as a source for monitoring student progress in 

reading. Julius shared the following:

In order to get a bigger picture I must consistently and fairly assess students over the 

course of the year. This allows for me to have a better picture of student 

performance and if I discover an area of need, as the teacher I can tackle that area.

In addition to providing student assessments, Julius also provided his personal time 

after school to ensure that students received academic success. He was observed 

providing tutoring lessons to some of his fifth grade students Monday through Thursday 

afternoons. He tutored students who needed remediation or acceleration. Any student 

from his class was allowed to stay after school as long as they took it seriously and their 

parents were able to provide transportation.

Cultural Competence

Julius took pride in himself for taking the time to build relationships with his 

students. He made it a priority to create a culture of respect amongst his students. He 

reiterated that respect was something that should be given and received on a daily basis in
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every aspect of their life. One example of respect was observed when he passed out 

materials to the class; all of the students would respond with a thank you. They also 

showed respect to one another by saying please and thank you. When asked how he 

created such a respectful classroom environment, he responded by saying people ask him 

that all the time.

It starts at the beginning of the year, by letting the students know my expectations 

up front. I share with them that respect is very important to me and that I take it 

very serious. We then spend several weeks at the beginning of the year, going 

over, reciting and practicing the classroom rules.

He conveyed to his students that there should never be a guest who entered the 

room and did not leave feeling respected. He let them know that they should always say 

thank you for everything, and this included thanking the cafeteria ladies daily for serving 

them breakfast and lunch. He reminded the students when they left the room that they 

were a representation of him, and their behavior outside of the classroom determined 

their rewards or consequences inside the classroom. This culture of respect allowed for 

his students to monitor their own behavior, and he spent very little time dealing with 

behavioral issues. One example he provided was that he was absent for two days. The 

substitute reported that his students could literally run the class themselves, and they 

exhibited excellent behavior. He stated that he did not have to reward them in order to get 

this behavior; he just had to model for them the appropriate behavior. For example, when 

observing his class during an assembly, he sat with his students, and the students 

mimicked his behavior. If he started to act silly then they acted silly, but if he was quiet
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then they were quiet. He set the example for them to follow, and he made his 

expectations clear.

Critical Consciousness

During a follow up interview, Julius shared that there was one major obstacle that 

African American males face in and out o f the classroom. He stated that African 

American males often come into the classroom very angry, and their anger often affects 

their classroom performance. During the interview, he shared his experience working 

with males in the juvenile justice system four years prior to coming into the field of 

education:

The boys that I worked with in the system would be gone from their home from 6- 

9 months, and it was my job to mentor and provide educational services. This 

experience gave me the opportunity to work one-on-one with boys who came in 

with many emotional issues that included anger.

Julius felt it was his responsibility to help his students overcome this obstacle. He did this 

by constantly reminding them that school is a professional setting, and he modeled for 

them the appropriate behavior for the school setting. He then taught them steps to deal 

with their anger; these included going into cool down mode by putting their heads down 

or stepping out into the hall. He then used the cool down mode as an opportunity to 

discuss with them what they may be experiencing, and how he could help them solve the 

problem. If necessary, he also talked with their parents, especially if it seemed like a 

serious situation. “I believe it is very important that I never judge these students whatever 

the situation may be and I work hard to try to be empathetic and relate to them.”
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Julius shared that during a follow up interview that he found it important to 

prepare his African American males for their future in society.

I often have life lesson discussions with them about the many labels (negative 

and positive) that they may receive just because of the skin color and their 

behavior. So I stress to them the importance o f learning how to behave in and 

outside of the classroom.

He took the time to have class meetings during lunch and after school. He also held 

classroom court if he foresaw a problem happening in the classroom. During class court 

or class meetings, students sat and discussed issues that may be going on in the 

classroom. They often went around the room and presented problems and discussed how 

to properly solve the problem. Before class was dismissed, Julius made sure that the 

problem was solved and no one leaves upset. He believed that these lessons helped his 

African American males be better equipped to handle problems they may encounter in 

the future.

Julius: Summary

Julius provided reading instruction that assisted his African American males to 

grow as learners. He created a well-structured and consistent classroom environment that 

fostered respect. He ensured that his planned lessons were relevant, and went beyond the 

state-mandated curriculum because he felt that African American males needed more 

exposure and real world application. In addition to the classroom, he maintained a close 

relationship with the parents because he believes they also contribute to the success of his 

African American males.
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Beliefs, Practices and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy Analysis 

Teacher Beliefs and Practices

Overall, participating teachers in the research study (April, May, June, and Julius) 

believed that all students were capable of learning. However, each teacher felt that 

various factors could impact a student’s ability to learn.

Teacher Beliefs about Literacy Teaching

All four participants were observed incorporating the cooperative learning groups 

during their literacy block. All teachers served as facilitators while their students worked 

in small groups. Students worked in heterogeneous and homogeneous groups, based on 

reading levels and student assessments. In these groups, students would read out loud to 

each other, use comprehension strategies, or complete word study activities. In all of the 

classrooms, students were working in groups to practice a lesson that was provided by the 

teacher. The use of cooperative learning groups during literacy appeared to provide an 

effective foundation to enhance reading comprehension.

May and Julius spent the majority of their reading focus using direct instruction. 

They both assumed the bulk of the responsibility for teaching, or explaining the skills to 

the students. Students would then have the opportunity to practice while the teacher 

provided thorough feedback. May and Julius were both observed using frequent questions 

related to the content standard and providing detailed constructive feedback. Julius shared 

that he wanted to increase the amount of student learning while also increasing the 

quality of learning. Thus, he focused on building student background knowledge and 

made sure to apply it to the new knowledge he was introducing.
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May and Julius both expressed that they dealt with an immense amount of 

pressure due to the fifth grade state-mandated test. Students were expected to pass in the 

areas of Reading and Math in order to pass to the next grade. Because of the testing, they 

both placed a strong emphasis on teaching for mastery. In order to prepare students for 

this assessment, Julius and May believed that teaching for mastery ensured that students 

had a firm grasp on each concept presented throughout the year. They used continuous 

progress monitoring through a variety of grade level assessments to verify which skills 

students had mastered. May stated, “Teaching for mastery aids students in developing 

efficient learning strategies that help them gain new information faster. This also helps 

students build the confidence that is needed to take on more challenging topics.”

April and June were observed implementing a reader’s workshop model as a 

learner-centered approach in order to teach reading. They used this time to encourage 

their students to share their reactions to readings, make connections between the readings 

and their life experiences, select their own reading material, and participate in setting 

goals for their future reading. April and June were observed encouraging students to 

understand their own literacy experiences and others’ experiences as readers. This was 

evident through the students’ reader notebooks where students were encouraged to write 

reflections, set goals, and use various literacy activities to make old and new literacy 

connections, while constructing meaning from the text (leveled readers, magazines and 

novels) within a social and cultural context. During her interview, April shared that 

“relationship building and working together is an important piece of readers’ workshop. 

My students have the opportunity to leam about themselves and each other through open
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response and sharing time.” Both April and June were observed providing modeling and 

clear directions to their students so that they understood their expectations. The amount 

of modeling varied for each reader depending on the child’s reading level, goals, and 

specific need. Upon observation, some students received support from their teacher on a 

specific skill that applied to either their reading or writing, while other students received 

support with comprehensions skills or characteristics of different genres. Ultimately, 

both April and June had created a nurturing classroom where students understood that all 

their classmates were important readers, regardless of their reading level.

All teachers implemented an approach to literacy instruction that included guided 

reading, teacher-directed instruction, and mini-lessons. During teacher observations, all 

four teachers engaged students in read-alouds, along with a form of writing instruction. 

Two teachers (April and June) used the balanced literacy model that included literacy 

stations and guided reading for the majority of their literacy instruction. May and Julius 

used teacher-directed reading instruction for the majority of their literacy instruction. 

Even though different literacy approaches were used, each teacher felt that working with 

their African American males in small groups provided them the opportunity to have a 

positive impact on individual student achievement. Each teacher was able to work with 

their students in small groups on their instructional level to coach and model reading 

strategies, differentiate instruction, expose students to text that was interesting, and help 

them grow as readers.



141

Teacher Beliefs about African American Male Learning

In regards to providing literacy instruction specifically for African American 

males, one of the biggest issues all four teachers dealt with was lack of student interest. 

African American males entered their classroom having no desire to read, or not wanting 

to try anything that was unfamiliar in the area of literacy. April expressed:

My African American males enter into third grade as struggling readers and have 

no interest in being a strong reader, and would often choose not to read. I believe 

their interest level decreases the older they get because it requires more 

comprehension. When they are younger they read books that really have no depth 

to it and as they move on to the next grade level they have to use more strategies 

in order to understand what they are reading.

Despite each teacher having the same issue in regards to lack of reading interest, 

each individual took a slightly different approach when it came to providing literacy 

instruction to their African American male students. April states,

The African American male students in my classroom are very competitive so I 

have to create an environment to where they can have several competitions during 

reading. I also create my own interest inventories and use everyday conversation 

to gain more information on the things that my students take interest in.

April then uses this information and incorporates it into her literacy planning and 

instruction. May believes in order to keep student interest, they must leam by doing and 

they must be an active participant in their environment. Since she wants them to be an 

active participant, she needs to ensure that they had resources that interested them. May
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used a grant she received two years ago to increase her classroom library to include more 

books that represented African American males. June states that modeling and small 

group instructions have been successful techniques in gaining the interest of her African 

American male students:

My African American students work better in smaller group settings than in the 

larger setting. The small group setting allows the students to have their own 

conversation, they tend to ask more questions and have a higher interest in 

whatever the activity is at that time.

Julius says that the best method for keeping his student’s interest is by keeping 

them active. He stated, “I can only keep African American males in their seat for so long. 

These students love anything that is interactive, physical, or challenging. So I make it a 

priority to always keep my students active in order to keep their interest.” Julius was also 

observed on several occasions providing his students with real world application. This 

form of application provided exposure and a better understanding of the content standard. 

He expressed several times during his interview, “Everything a student needs to know is 

not in the standard, and I make it my job to expose them to everything that could make 

them successful in the future.”

African American Male’s Personal Development

One major theme that emerged from this study was the importance of building 

positive relationships with African American male students. All four teachers believed 

that positive relationships impacted the academic performance of their students. They



143

were observed building relationships with their students through communicating in a 

positive manner while also creating a positive classroom environment.

When asked how April demonstrated a sense of personal caring for African 

American male students in her classroom, she shared an article she read on teacher 

caring. The article stated that teachers that exhibit caring get more out of their students. 

She expressed that students want to know that their teacher is invested in them. So, every 

day she stresses to her students that learning is important and they are important to her. 

She believes it’s the little things that count. One way that April was observed caring for 

her students was by being aware of her student’s absence. When the student returned, she 

made sure to check on them and express how much the student was missed. She stated 

that just by caring for her students, it cuts down on a lot of her behavior problems and it 

makes her students want to leam. April also communicated during her interview:

I am not quick to blame; if a student gets caught in a situation, I don't instantly 

blame them. I will give them a chance to say what happened. Instead of punishing 

them I try to help them make a better choice, look at different ways to handle the 

situation instead of being so quick to punish. Instead of punishing them, I talk to 

them about how they are children and that they may make bad choices but I am 

here to help them make better choices. So if they choose to make a bad choice we 

discuss it and come up with alternate strategies in order to solve their problem. I 

am teaching them lifelong strategies to handle situations, teaching them that they 

can only control themselves and not others.
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She added,

I know that constant encouragement is important even when they feel like they 

can't do it. I always try to find two or three things they did right, give them some 

high fives, or their class cheers and they feel so much better, and they are willing 

to try again for you. I don't like to shout or talk loud or get in your face, I just 

want to talk in a nice calm tone, it takes too much energy to yell and fuss. I tell 

them all the time it is not that serious, when they make mistakes. I let them know 

that I won't hold grudges with them, once we have talked about it and solved the 

problem we move on. I want my students to know that I care about them, they are 

my future.

May, June and Julius expressed having a strong parental relationship with their 

African American male students. May often expressed several times throughout her 

interview how much she cares for her students. She was observed speaking to these 

students in a motherly tone. At times, she would speak to them just like a parent but she 

lets them know she doesn’t love them any less. May stated, “I have to make sure that I 

am very direct and always honest with my students.” She often provided students with 

real world examples especially when it came to their behavior; she wanted them to know 

how to conduct themselves in and outside of the classroom. June stated that it was 

important to listen to her students because they want someone to talk to them as if they 

are a mother figure and not like a teacher. She talks to her students about experiences 

beyond school, and she compliments them. When she goes outside for recess, she plays 

basketball and kickball with them, and she also attends her student’s events outside of
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school. She wants to show her students that she is invested in them, even outside of the 

classroom. Julius expressed that he demonstrates a sense of personal caring by spending 

time with his students. He said, “I take the time to listen to them talk about whatever they 

choose to talk about, and I also share with them my life experiences.” Julius believes that 

African American males just want someone to listen to them. So he takes the time to have 

lunch with his students, and have open discussions about issues that are important to 

them.

Race as a Potential Factor in Teaching and Learning

During the interview with all the participants, I asked them how they viewed race 

as a potential factor in teaching and learning. April, May, and Julius had similar 

responses to this question. They all believed that African American teachers do a better 

job instructing African American students. May believes that African American teachers 

do a better job providing instruction to African American children because they are used 

to the behaviors that they may exhibit. She believes these students tend to be more 

aggressive, louder and that someone of a similar race knows how best to respond to these 

behaviors. She believes that when African American males are placed in an environment 

with teachers who do not understand their behaviors or cannot relate to them, they tend to 

be written up or suspended more. April shared that she enjoys teaching students that are 

of the same race as her because she feels as though she can relate to their life. She can 

relate to things they go through or have to deal with. She believes that African American 

students need more than just the curriculum. They need to feel that their views and ways 

of thinking are acceptable and valued. They need to know that their feelings on issues are
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society. Julius shared that he believes that a lot of white teachers cannot relate to their 

African American males. He explained that as a male teacher, often his students are 

seeking that male parental father figure, so they work extremely hard to please him. He 

also feels that by him just being a male he can relate more to them because a lot of the 

things these students go through he has experienced. He expressed dealing with ADHD 

as a young child, or having certain quirks that drove his teachers insane. He states that 

those same things his students bring in the classroom don’t bother him because he 

understands them.

June shared that she did not see race as a potential factor in teaching and learning. 

She states that this is an issue that she rarely thinks about, even though she knows that 

race issues exist. She just looks at all her students as children, and not at the color of their 

skin or their gender. She realized that everyone won’t always see them that way or will 

make race an issue, so her ultimate goal is to provide her students the best possible 

education so that her students can compete in today’s society regardless of their gender.

All four teachers in this study had a strong belief that all students have the ability 

to leam, and that it was their role to make sure each student in their classroom had the 

best opportunity to be successful. In order to encourage success among their students, 

they created a student-centered environment while also building positive relationships 

with their African American male students. They made it a priority to plan, prepare, and 

implement lessons that enabled students to experience academic success.
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Summary

In regards to personal and professional beliefs, all four teachers made it a priority 

to create a nurturing classroom environment and a positive learning atmosphere that 

enabled students to become academically successful. To foster success among their 

students, each participant created a student-centered environment while also building 

positive relationships with their African American male students. They made it a priority 

to plan, prepare, and implement lessons that cultivated their success.

April, May, June, and Julius maintained a strong sense of self-efficacy, and set 

high standards for their students. They were committed to learning about their African 

American students, and utilizing their students’ interest to provide meaningful literacy 

instruction. Each teacher stood by the belief that African American male students benefit 

when teachers work diligently to develop a caring relationship. These teachers also 

implemented instructional strategies that connect to their student’s learning styles and 

background knowledge.

Each teacher in the study implemented an approach to literacy instruction that 

included guided reading, teacher-directed instruction and mini-lessons. Even though 

various literacy approaches were used, each teacher felt that working with their African 

American males in small groups provided them the opportunity to have a positive impact 

on individual student achievement. Each teacher was able to work with their students in 

small groups on their instructional level to coach and model reading strategies, 

differentiate instruction, to expose students to text that was interesting, and to help them 

grow as readers. In regards to culturally relevant pedagogy, teachers in this study used
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these practices to improve student success by gaining knowledge of their students’ 

cultural backgrounds, and translating this knowledge into instruction practices. The 

teachers were able to use a student’s personal cultural knowledge to bridge the gap 

between what was known and unknown.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this research was to examine the beliefs and literacy practices of 

four Georgia Title I elementary school teachers who had been identified as successful 

teachers of African American males.

The research questions guiding this study were:

1. What are the personal and professional beliefs of teachers who have been 

successful with providing literacy instruction to African American males in 

grades 3-5?

2. What are the literacy instructional strategies of teachers who are consistently 

successful with African American males in grades 3-5?

A qualitative case study research design was used in this investigation to analyze 

intermediate grade school teachers whose literacy instructional practices and beliefs 

positively enabled economically disadvantaged African American males to become 

successful readers. Teacher interviews, classroom observations, a teacher questionnaire, 

and follow-up interviews were conducted with all four participants. Ten on-site 

observations of each teacher were conducted over a two-week time span during each 

teacher’s literacy instructional block. Follow-up interviews were conducted with each 

participant as a means to clarify previously collected data responses.

149
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This chapter serves to interpret, analyze, and discuss the findings related to the 

research questions. Recommendations for pre-service teachers, school administrators, and 

in-service teachers are given. Future research needs are addressed.

Teacher Beliefs

In response to the first research question regarding the personal and professional 

beliefs of the four teachers identified as successful in providing African American males 

literacy instruction, all participants shared the common belief that all children can leam. 

Due to this belief, each teacher felt it was their responsibility to plan and implement 

lessons that would help their students experience academic success. They each expressed 

a strong sense of self-efficacy when it came to their profession. May explained, “My goal 

is to create leaders in each one of my students and to let them know they are destined for 

success despite any situation encountered.” In a similar way, all four teachers 

demonstrated these beliefs through their demeanor, which created a positive atmosphere 

for students to succeed.

Corket, Hatt, and Benevides (2011) suggest that self-efficacy, or the belief in 

one’s ability, in regards to both teachers and students, is thought to be directly related to 

teacher and student success. The teachers in this study were observed portraying a strong 

sense of self-efficacy. This strong sense of self-efficacy has been recognized as an 

important trait of effective teaching and has been positively connected to teacher and 

student outcomes (Swackhamer, Koellner, Basile, & Kimbrough, 2009).

Throughout this study, all four teachers made it a priority to address the needs and 

learning styles of their African American male students during their literacy instruction.
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They also shared the belief that creating student interest in reading among their African 

American males was an important component in providing literacy instruction. They 

believed that student motivation had an impact on African American male learning. In 

order to build interest and motivation, each teacher employed some system of learning 

more about their African American males. April and June administered teacher interest 

inventories at the beginning of the school year to and also utilized everyday 

conversations as ways to gain information and understanding of student interests. They 

studied this information and incorporated it into their literacy planning and instruction. 

April expressed that any teacher working with a child has to first incorporate methods for 

developing interest in a child’s learning. She believed that her best attribute as a teacher 

was that she took a keen interest in their learning, as well as their strengths and 

weaknesses. May and Julius believed that in order to maintain student interest, students 

must become active participants during the learning process. More importantly, the 

learning activities must be relevant to draw on each student’s cultural and social capital. 

Julius shared that, “All students need real world application so that they can be exposed 

and exit my class with a better understanding of what has been taught.”

These findings are consistent with the research conducted by Tatum (2006), who 

explains that many adolescent African American males do not read texts available to 

them because many are socially and culturally irrelevant and inauthentic. This reading 

disengagement can be connected to reading underachievement, due to a direct 

relationship between how often students engage in reading and how well they achieve in 

reading (Husband, 2012). In this current study, each participating teacher made it a
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priority to find ways to gain knowledge about their students’ interests, and then 

incorporated this information into their daily literacy instruction. They also shared the 

belief that instruction must be relevant to the student at all times.

Each teacher believed it was their duty to create a positive classroom environment 

which enabled students to leam and become academically successful. This belief of 

building positive relationships assisted in helping their African American male students 

become problem solvers, an important skill mentioned by all four teachers. April shared 

that she prided herself on not being confrontational with her African American males.

She recognized that these students did not like confrontation, and as a sign of respect, she 

tried hard to avoid confrontation in her classroom. This was one example of how April 

built rapport with her students and made them comfortable enough to communicate about 

problems they might be dealing with.

May, June, and Julius expressed the importance of serving as a role model with 

their African American male students as a means for building positive relationships. May 

shared that when she communicated with her students she made sure that she was direct 

and always truthful. June expressed that it was important for her to listen to her students 

because they wanted her to talk to them, not like a teacher, but as if  she was a mother 

figure. She spoke to them about experiences beyond school, and she complimented them 

often. Julius also believed that African American males wanted someone to listen to 

them. Thus, he took the time to eat lunch with his students and have open discussions 

about issues that were important to them.
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Fuller, Wood, Rapaport, and Dombush, (1982) write that effective teachers hold 

high, realistic expectations and maintain a strong sense of efficacy, or the expectation that 

their efforts will result in valued outcomes. All four teachers in this study believed in 

themselves and their students. They also believed that investing effort in their work 

would result in high student achievement. Their classrooms allowed for African 

American males to problem solve, communicate, and collaborate with their peers and 

teacher as a part of their learning process.

Through the many interviews, it was discovered that April, May, and Julius 

believed that race was a potential factor in teaching and learning. They all shared the 

belief that African American teachers do a better job teaching African American students. 

May believed that African American teachers do a better job providing instruction to 

African American children because they are accustomed to the behaviors that these 

students may exhibit. April shared that she enjoyed teaching students who are of the same 

race as her because she felt she could relate to their life. Julius felt that by being a male, 

he was able to relate more to these students because many of the issues they face were 

similar to what he experienced when he was young.

Unfortunately, historically elementary schools are filled with predominantly 

White, middle-class, female teachers, which rarely mirrors the great diversity seen in 

today’s public schools. Regardless of one’s color or ethnic background, teachers must be 

knowledgeable about the social and cultural contexts of teaching and learning. They need 

to be able to identify with their diverse students, especially at the elementary level. 

Teachers must also gain the skills required to translate the knowledge of a child’s cultural
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background into pertinent instruction. All four teachers made it a priority to gain 

knowledge about their students and used the students’ cultural knowledge to build 

relationships and provide instruction. This was evident by their willingness to express 

care, respect, and high expectations for all students. This is important because culturally 

aware teachers make an effort to get to know their students. They understand that by 

learning the culture and value of their students, they will be better prepared to present 

instruction in a meaningful ways. Students leam best when they believe that the teacher 

cares about them (Ladson-Billings, 1994).

Literacy Practices

In response to the second research question concerning the practices of teachers 

who are successful in their literacy efforts with African American males, all four teachers 

provided differentiated and data-driven instruction, used small group sessions, and 

promoted academic success among their students. During their literacy instruction 

observations, it was noted that all four teachers incorporated cooperative learning groups. 

This allowed for the teacher to serve as a facilitator while the students worked in small 

groups. Small group instruction allowed for two of the four teachers (April and June) to 

implement guided reading as a component for the majority of their literacy instruction. 

These teachers found guided reading to be beneficial because they were able to target 

individual student needs. Guided reading provided students a chance to apply strategies 

they learned from the mini-lesson to a variety of texts, with the support of the teacher as a 

facilitator.
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April and June used this time to encourage their students to share their reactions 

to readings, make connections between the readings and their life experiences, make their 

own reading selections, and participate in setting goals for their future reading. April and 

June were observed encouraging students to understand their own literacy experiences 

and others’ experiences as readers. This was evident through the students’ reader 

notebooks where students wrote reflections, set aims, and use various literacy lessons to 

make old and new literacy connections while building meaning from the text (i.e. leveled 

readers, magazines, and novels) within a social and cultural framework. April stated that, 

“Guided reading gives my students the opportunity to leam about themselves and each 

other through open response and sharing time.”

May and Julius spent the majority of their reading focus using direct instruction. 

They both assumed the bulk of the responsibility for teaching or explaining the skills to 

the students. Students would then have the opportunity to practice while the teacher 

provided thorough feedback. May and Julius were both observed using frequent progress 

monitoring related to the content standard and providing elaborate constructive feedback. 

Julius shared that he wanted to increase the quality of student reading. Thus, he focused 

on building student background knowledge and made sure to apply it to the new 

knowledge he was providing.

All four teachers’ literacy practices supported culturally responsive literacy 

instruction as defined by Callins (2006). Callins believes that teachers must have the 

ability and willingness to use reading and writing to help students formulate meanings 

from text in a way that met the requirements of a particular social context. All four
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teachers were aware of the importance of activating background knowledge that a student 

brings to a lesson. All of the teachers in the study helped activate prior knowledge 

through modeling for their students. They used implicit modeling by providing relevant 

literature such as multicultural texts or explicit modeling by demonstrating the thinking 

process or steps to completing an activity. Modeling helped build background knowledge 

by showing students strategies they can use on their own to gain an understanding of new 

material.

Callins (2006) writes that student’s background knowledge can strongly influence 

interpretations of a particular text due to differences in prior knowledge or cultural 

schemata. All of the teachers made connections with their African American males’ 

backgrounds, interests, and experiences while providing standard-based literacy 

instruction. Learning for the student became meaningful and relevant because the 

teachers activated the students’ prior knowledge. Au (1993) finds this approach to 

teaching to be important for students of diverse backgrounds, for students may have the 

ability to employ literacy practices, but may be unwilling to do so. During her interview, 

June displayed that she supported Au’s belief when she shared that she had noticed, in 

her years of teaching, African American males can be quite resistant to change:

They are always stating that something is too hard; they don’t want to try or they 

don’t want to do things that are new. They want to only give effort to things that 

are familiar. I can provide them with a variety of new things, and they will still 

shy away from it and go back to what is familiar.
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April, May, June, and Julius believed that all of their students had the ability to 

leam. In support of this belief, each teacher had a strong sense of self-efficacy and set 

high standards for their students. They made a concerted effort themselves to leam about 

their African American students and utilize their students’ interest to provide literacy 

instruction. Each teacher stood by the belief that African American male students benefit 

when teachers work diligently to develop a caring relationship with them and implement 

instructional strategies that connect to their learning styles and background knowledge. 

This confirms Tatum’s (2012) current research on literacy instruction for African 

American males. He believes that a child’s immediate environment can provide many 

factors that can help address reading difficulties. Caring, positive expectations, and 

opportunities for meaningful participation are factors that have proved to be effective for 

nurturing resilience. Tatum (2012) writes adolescents are more resilient if they feel safe 

with adults who set high expectations with realistic goals, provide authentic engagement, 

and incorporate tasks with real world application.

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

Ladson-Billings (1994) defines culturally relevant pedagogy as a pedagogy that 

empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural 

referents to convey knowledge, skills and attitudes. Culturally relevant pedagogy, also 

referred to as culturally relevant teaching and culturally relevant instruction, supports 

students in the area of academics while sustaining their cultural identity. Ladson-Billings 

(1995) suggests that culturally relevant pedagogy rests on three criteria or propositions:

1) students must experience academic success, 2) students must develop and/or maintain
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cultural competence, and 3) students must develop a critical consciousness through which 

they challenge the status quo of the current social order. One assumption of this study 

was that there are teachers who incorporate strategies that are similar to culturally 

relevant teaching as defined by Ladson-Billings (1994).

Academic Success

Throughout this study, it became apparent that all four teachers genuinely wanted 

their students to experience academic success. Ladson-Billings (1994) writes that 

culturally relevant teaching requires that teachers attend to their student’s academic 

needs. The central idea behind culturally relevant teaching is to promote academic 

success racially and ethnically diverse students. All four teachers frequently used 

assessment tools to measure to student learning, and to plan their instruction. For 

example, April stated “My number one goal is to ensure that my students achieve and feel 

academic success.” Her hope was that she provided her students with the skills they 

needed to help them become successful in the future. One way that April measured her 

students’ academic progress was through assessments. She believed that assessments 

played an important role in literacy development, in particular the Fountas and Pinnell 

Benchmark Assessment. Julius’s classroom data management was an excellent example 

of collaboration with his students to planning individual student academic success. His 

data wall included bi-weekly common formative assessments, which allowed for Julius 

and his students to easily identify specific areas of need for individual students or as a 

class. When asked about how the role assessment served in the literacy development of
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African American males, Julius shared that, “Assessment must be an ongoing process 

because student performance can change on a weekly basis.”

Use of ongoing assessments supports the definition of effective teachers as 

defined by Blair, Rupley, and Nichols (2007). They write that effective reading teachers 

rely on a variety of assessment tools that include informal tests, interviews, observations, 

samples of student work, and student self-assessment. These assessments combined with 

teacher reflection can provide teachers with a more complete picture of their students’ 

reading, as well as help them make informed instructional decisions to maximize their 

teaching effectiveness. This perspective was shared by the teachers in this study. Julius 

expressed that the data he collected helped him collaborate with his peers and leam new 

strategies to increase student achievement. In addition to continuous assessment, May 

and Julius placed a strong emphasis on teaching for mastery as a means to provide 

academic success, while April and June used a learner-centered approach in order to 

encourage academic success amongst their students. Tatum (2012) writes that educators 

must concentrate on quality support, appropriate texts, and assessments in order to 

maximize opportunities to shape rigorous adolescent literacy.

Classroom assessments are good for both teachers and students. They can be used 

as a feedback approach that provides teachers with data on teaching effectiveness and 

student comprehension. Assessments also involve students in processing new information 

and making them more aware of what they are learning (Steadman, 1998).
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Cultural Competence

Cultural competence refers to students developing and maintaining a cultural 

competence. Ladson-Billings (1994) states this is a factor because it requires teachers to 

utilize students’ culture as a means for learning. Julius worked hard to create a culture of 

respect among his students. He made it a priority to convey to his students that respect is 

something that should be given and received on a daily basis in every aspect of their life. 

This culture of respect allowed for his students to self-regulate their own behavior, and he 

spent very little time managing behavioral issues. April developed cultural competence in 

her students by making them feel that they were important and their thoughts and 

opinions were valued. She shared, “I believe our black kids need more than just the 

curriculum. They need to feel that their views and ways of thinking are acceptable.” 

During June’s interview, she shared advice for pre-service teachers that can assist with 

developing African American’s cultural competence. She stated,

African American males need someone to listen to them and whoever works with 

them need a lot of patience. You have to be patient with them even in regards to 

their instruction; they may not grasp a concept quickly, so you are going to have 

to differentiate. So that’s where patience becomes important. You have to be a 

versatile teacher and boys are active, and I can't see boys sitting still the entire 

day, they have to move, they need to be able to express themselves differently. 

They need a teacher willing to put in the work to help them be successful. 

Teachers need to maintain a strong foundational background that is geared toward 

incorporating a student’s culture into their literacy instruction. Instruction should



161

include commitment, caring and cultural competence. Tatum (2012), that African 

American males benefit when they know they have a sense of belonging, and feel 

that they valued and that the teacher is an advocate for them.

Critical Consciousness

The third element of culturally relevant pedagogy includes critical consciousness. 

Ladson-Billings (1994) defines critical consciousness as a students’ ability to develop a 

wide, sociopolitical consciousness that allows them to evaluate the cultural norms, 

values, customs, and institutions that produce and maintain social inequities (Ladson- 

Billings, 1994). May, June and Julius all used critical consciousness as a means to help 

African American males deal with aggression. They stated that African American males 

would enter their classroom angry and often had a hard time communicating their 

feelings. Julius felt it was his role to help his students overcome this obstacle. He did this 

by constantly reminding them that school was a professional setting, and he modeled for 

them the appropriate behavior for the school setting. He took the time to teach them steps 

to deal with their anger, including going into “cool down mode” by putting their head 

down or stepping out into the hall. He used “cool down mode” as an opportunity to 

discuss with them what they may be experiencing, and how he could help them solve 

their problem. June shared that she spent time talking with her African American male 

students about the choices they have when confronted with issues; choices that are an 

alternative to using aggression. April shared that her African American male students 

would become confrontational if they felt their voices were not being heard. So it was 

important for her to help her African American males know that their feelings were
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important, valued, and not overlooked, even if it did not fit into the what society 

considers to be the norm. All four teachers were observed demonstrating a sense of 

personal caring by helping their African American male students feel valued and teaching 

them to deal with any anger issues they had by becoming problem solvers.

Today’s student population in America’s classroom has become more diverse. 

Therefore this implies that educators need to use effective pedagogical practices that 

address the needs of all students, regardless of their cultural background or social class. 

Culturally relevant pedagogy builds on the foundation that learning may be different 

across cultures. It is rooted in the idea that learning is a socially mediated process, and it 

is directly related to students’ cultural experiences (Irvine, 2010).

Teachers in this study used culturally relevant pedagogy practices to improve 

student success by gaining knowledge of their students’ cultural backgrounds and 

translating this knowledge into instructional practices. The teachers were able to use a 

student’s personal cultural knowledge to bridge the gap between what is known and 

unknown. They set high expectations, created a positive classroom environment, and 

built positive relationships with the students and parents.

Ultimately, culturally relevant pedagogy is important because it is beneficial for 

all students, regardless of their ethnic and cultural background. All students gain when 

educators work to develop self-worth in every child. In addition, exposure to a variety of 

experiences helps enhance lives by broadening perspectives and validating each person’s 

individuality and sense of belonging to a larger whole (Ladson-Billings, 1994).
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Recommendations

The following recommendations for pre-service teachers, school administrators, 

and in-service teachers are suggested based on the needs and findings of the participants 

in this study.

Pre-service Teachers

Zimpher and Ashbum (1992) describe the average pre-service teacher as a female 

from a small town or suburban community who enrolls in a college less than one hundred 

miles away from home. These teachers intend on returning to a small town in order to 

teach middle-income children of average intelligence in traditionally organized schools. 

More specifically, 76% of these students are female and 91% are White; nearly half 

speak no language other than English. Less than 7% of the teachers are people of color or 

of international descent, and over 75% want to return back to their suburban or rural 

towns to teach.

Because of these demographic statistics, pre-service teachers must observe 

experienced teachers engaging students in a culturally relevant manner. The classroom 

observed should reflect a varied student population so they could experience the reality of 

today’s diversified classroom. Colleges and pre-service teachers can form a partnership 

with local elementary, middle, and high schools with diverse student populations in order 

for pre-service teachers to work in these environments. In addition, partnership schools 

can be used for pre-service teachers to complete some or all of their field experiences. 

Furthermore, pre-service teachers should be required to keep a journal to record their 

observations so that they can be used in class discussions, writings or other assignments.
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The course work that pre-service teachers are taking should embed culturally relevant 

teaching practices so they can experience how these practices can be incorporated in the 

subject area, classroom, and personal philosophy. Universities and colleges could also 

offer a culturally relevant pedagogy program that pre-service teachers can pursue as a 

minor or for an add-on licensure. This add-on would also be available for those teachers 

currently in the field.

School Administrators

Husband (2012), states that in order to improve reading achievement of African 

American males, administrators must be willing to work with teachers and school 

officials to create new strategies and build new foundations for reversing and eventually 

eliminating trends in reading underachievement. Teachers who are knowledgeable about 

their students’ cultures and backgrounds are better able to create instruction that best 

meet their needs (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Therefore, school administrators 

have to ensure that their staff is properly trained and knowledgeable about how best to 

instruct African American males.

However, meeting the educational needs of students from culturally and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds is a major challenge for most teachers. Administrators 

can begin with providing professional development opportunities for their staff to explore 

and put into practice the components of culturally relevant pedagogy as outlined by 

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994). The professional development should include 

opportunities that are specifically related to engaging African American males in the 

literacy process. Teachers can receive training on choosing appropriate classroom
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resources for African American males. Providing a rich variety of materials and being 

aware of these students’ reading preferences can go a long way towards building a 

meaningful and nurturing reading environment for African American males. Teachers 

will also look at how to structure their reading and writing instruction so that it is 

beneficial to African American males. This study showed that in regards to reading and 

writing instruction, African American males were more motivated to perform in a highly 

structured environment where the teacher modeled and provided explicit instructional 

strategies. Through this professional development teachers can also learn how to create 

social interaction among their students.

All four teachers in this study discussed the importance of communication with 

their African American students. This helped them build relationships, but it also allowed 

for these students to express their thoughts on what they were learning. Ultimately, 

professional development in culturally relevant pedagogy will help teachers improve 

literacy instructional practices for an underrepresented group and help reduce the 

achievement gap because instruction is connected to home and school experiences and is 

culturally relevant for all students.

School administrators can work to collaborate and develop partnerships with the 

local colleges to work with members of the College of Education to implement culturally 

relevant teaching practices in both settings. Administrators need to also ensure that their 

staff is comfortable expressing their thoughts in regards to the culture of the school and 

their fears or misunderstandings when it comes to providing instruction. There can be a 

suggestion box for teachers so that they can speak anonymously about culturally relevant
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teaching practices. Administrators must also be very supportive of those teachers in their 

building who do an excellent job providing instruction to African American males. These 

teachers can become teacher leaders in the building by providing professional 

development to their peers, agreeing to be observed, or sharing the general knowledge of 

what works for the students in their classroom.

Tatum (2006) explains that many African American males do not read texts 

available to them because many are socially and culturally irrelevant and inauthentic. 

These texts fail to reflect African American males’ social and cultural backgrounds. In 

order for schools to address this issue, it is recommended that schools ensure they have 

texts that appeal to their African American male student population. This material needs 

to engage both students and teachers, challenge students cognitively, and aid students 

with applying literacy skills and strategies independently. These texts should allow 

teachers to engage students in authentic discussion where they can analyze their real 

world knowledge in the context of the curriculum and discuss strategies for overcoming 

academic and societal barriers.

In-Service Teachers

In-service teachers must be knowledgeable of culturally relevant teaching 

practices because students of diverse backgrounds often experience literacy in social 

contexts that are quite different from those normally found in today’s school. Therefore, 

teachers must make it a priority to enable students from diverse backgrounds to use 

literacy successfully in today’s social contexts, along with the contexts of their home and 

community, by adjusting their instruction so that lessons are more effective. Teachers can
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begin by engaging in book study as a grade level team, or as an entire faculty, to read 

literature related to culturally relevant pedagogy, instructional practices for African 

American males, and best practices in the area of literacy.

It is not enough to just read about these practices; teachers should then observe 

other teachers who are effective in using culturally relevant teaching practices and 

providing literacy instruction to African American males. Teachers must engage in 

ongoing and meaningful professional development, which would allow them to take what 

they have learned and apply it in the classroom. While teachers are practicing, they need 

to be mentored by another teacher or a member of the local college who is 

knowledgeable of culturally relevant practices to support and guide these in-service 

teachers to improve their instructional practices. One recommendation for administrators 

mentioned above was for the school to provide more text that would appeal to African 

American males; however, identifying reading material is not sufficient if teachers do not 

know how to properly use the text. Therefore, along with the culturally relevant teaching 

professional development, teachers need professional support to help them mediate these 

texts with students and use them to provide effective literacy instruction.

This research suggests that parents have an impact on their child’s achievement, 

thus it is important that teachers find ways to create a connection between home and 

school. This can be done by utilizing parents as a resource, providing opportunities for 

them to become involved in the school or classroom, and communicating with parents on 

a regular basis.
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In regards to the students, teachers must ensure that they work to build positive 

relationships with their students. Teachers should find ways to build the bridge from 

students’ existing background knowledge to the knowledge they will need, so that 

students can find success in their fixture endeavors. The participating teachers in this 

study suggested that African American male students benefitted when teachers work hard 

to develop positive relationships with them. Therefore, teachers must be patient and 

tolerant with African American males and find constructive ways to help them deal with 

any anger or behavioral problems. Teachers must make every effort to use appropriate 

classroom management strategies and establish consistent rules and routines.

The goal of these recommendations would be to encourage beliefs and practices 

related to culturally relevant pedagogy that would enhance teacher literacy practices and 

positively impact student achievement. Teachers should use these practices in their 

classroom as part of their pedagogical style, impacting the way in which they plan 

lessons and provide instruction to their students. This study revealed that teachers 

recognized that they were responsible for their students’ learning. Therefore, the 

implication is that changing teacher beliefs should serve as a starting point. Culturally 

relevant practices need to become more prominent as today’s classrooms become more 

diverse.

Future Research Needs

One limitation of this study was the limited time frame and population sample. It 

was restricted to teachers and students in only four classrooms, observed over a two-week 

period. Limiting the study to four teacher participants was beneficial because it allowed
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for an in-depth study of teacher practice; however, it eliminated the generalizability of the 

findings to a broader population. There needs to be further research with more 

participants for a longer span of time.

Culturally relevant pedagogy builds on the foundation that learning can be 

different across cultures and teachers can enhance student success by gaining knowledge 

of their students’ cultural backgrounds and translating this knowledge into instructional 

practices (Irvine, 2010). Monitoring these teachers has provided an outlook into the many 

practices and experiences which necessitates further research in the area of literacy and 

culturally relevant pedagogy. Since the research was conducted in the subject area of 

literacy, there needs to be research related to how African American males learn and 

which instructional practices work best for them in other subject areas besides literacy.

Since ABC elementary was not identified as a culturally relevant school, the 

instruction and practices of culturally relevant pedagogy were the result of participants’ 

efforts to meet their students’ needs, and not the mandate of the administrator. Therefore, 

research should be conducted at schools that are identified as culturally relevant schools. 

Researching a culturally relevant school could provide an understanding that would be 

valuable in comprehending how African American male achievement is impacted on a 

school level.

Focusing on African American males in the classroom is one of the most 

important research agendas in education today. African American males students can and 

do have the potential to succeed in every type of school. This study shows that there are 

committed, confident, and experienced teachers who care about these students and their
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success, and these teachers come from various backgrounds. Hence, there needs to be 

continued research on which teaching beliefs and practices are working for teachers who 

are successful with providing instruction for African American males. In addition, 

Ladson-Billings (1995), writes that further research is also needed to gain a better 

understanding of culturally relevant pedagogy. She believes culturally relevant pedagogy 

must be replicated so that the practices of successful teachers of African American male 

students can be documented and used to better serve this population.

Conclusion

The reading achievement of African American males is an issue that stems from 

multiple sources and levels within the educational system. As a means to address this 

issue in an expeditious manner that will lead to effective and sustainable results, teachers, 

administrators, and school officials must be willing to work together collaboratively to 

form new strategies and foundations to reverse and eventually eliminate this trend in 

reading underachievement (Husband, 2012). Results of this research provided a glimpse 

into the beliefs and practices of successful teachers of African American males that may 

be used to address the gap in achievement, because the data revealed that teachers are 

aware that redesigning their efforts and instruction is required to ensure the success of 

their African American male students.

Data was collected related to the literacy and culturally relevant practices that 

teachers employed, which accounted for African American male academic success in the 

area of literacy. The teachers in this study demonstrated the ability to use literacy 

practices that engaged students in meaningful literacy development. They were aware
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that African American males had different instructional needs. They viewed themselves 

as role models, they worked to foster a community of learners, and they were willing to 

invest their time and resources to discover what worked best for their African American 

male students. April, May, June, and Julius are truly considered today’s Dream Keepers 

because they employed effective instructional practices that enhanced their students’ 

reading development, while also guiding students toward a lifelong love of literacy.



APPENDIX A

TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE

172



173

Teacher Questionnaire

(Questionnaire adaptedfrom The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study)

1. How many students are in the elass?__________________

2. According to your experience, how would you describe the reading level of the 
students in this class? Circle one
Above Average Average Below Average Reading
Levels Vary

3. How many students need remedial instruction in reading?_________________

4. How many of the students receive remedial instruction in reading?

5. In a typical school week, what percentage of your time in class with students do 
you devote to the following activities?

a) Teaching the class as a whole %
b) Working with individual students or small groups %
c) Administrative duties %
d) Maintaining discipline %
e) Other duties %

Total= 100%

6. In a typical week, how much time do you spend on reading instruction or 
activities with your students? Include instruction or activities in reading, writing, speaking, literature, and 
other language skills.
_________________hours and________________minutes per week

7. How often do you have reading instruction and/or do reading activities with the 
students? Circle one
Every day 3 or 4 days a week Fewer than 3 days a week

8. Besides you, do any other teachers teach the students in this class for a significant 
portion of the school week?_________________

9. When you have reading instruction and/or do reading activities, how often do you 
organize students in the following ways? Circle one for each letter
a. I teach reading as a whole-class activity Always Often Sometimes Never
b. I create same-ability groups Always Often Sometimes Never
c. I create mixed-ability groups Always Often Sometimes Never
d. I use individualized instruction for reading Always Often Sometimes Never
e. Students work independently Always Often Sometimes Never

on an assigned plan or goal
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f. Students work independently on goals 
they choose themselves Always Often Sometimes Never

10. What are some reading materials that you use during reading instruction?

11. Which of these best describes how you use reading instructional materials for 
students at different reading levels? Check one only.
1 use the same materials with all students because 
all students are at the same reading level

I use the same materials with students at different 
reading levels, but have the students work at different speeds.

I use the same materials with all students regardless 
of reading level and have students work at the same speed.

I use different materials with students at different reading levels.

12. What type of development reading comprehension skills or strategies are 
students asked to use during your instructional time?

13. How much emphasis do you place on the following sources to monitor students’ 
progress in reading? (Circle one for each letter)
a) Diagnostic reading test Major emphasis Some emphasis Little or no
emphasis
b) Classroom tests Major emphasis Some emphasis Little or no
emphasis
c) National or regional Major emphasis Some emphasis Little or no
emphasis

achievement tests

□
□
□
□
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d) Your professional Major emphasis Some emphasis Little or no
emphasis 

judgment

14. How often do you use each of the following to assess students’ performance in 
reading?

a) multiple choice At least once a week Once/twice a month Never

b) Short-answer At least once a week Once/twice a month Never

c) Listening to students read aloud At least once a week Once/twice a month Never

d) Oral questioning At least once a week Once/twice a month Never

e) Conferencing At least once a week Once/twice a month Never

15. By the end of this school year, how many years will you have been teaching 
altogether?

_________________years

16. How old are you?

Under 25 25-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60 or more

17. What is the highest level of formal education you have complete?

18. When you are at home, how often do you read for enjoyment? Circle one only

Every day or almost every day 
Once or twice a week 
Once or twice a month 
Never or almost never

PIRLS 2011 Assessment. Copyright © 2013 International Association for the Evaluation 
of Educational Achievement (IEA). Publisher: TIMSS & PIRLS International Study 
Center, Lynch School of Education, Boston College, Chestnut Hill, MA and International 
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), IEA Secretariat, 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands.
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INTERVIEWEE’S NAME:

SCHOOL/LOCATION:

DATE:

TIME:

I am a doctoral student in the Tift College of Education at Mercer University with 

a research interest in literacy. My dissertation study involves understanding how teachers 

tailor or make reading and writing instruction relevant for the African American male 

learners in their classrooms. An existing body of research speaks to relevance as 

including the cultural knowledge of students into the curriculum planning as a way of 

addressing success for all students. I am particularly interested in understanding how 

African American male learners’ cultural knowledge is integrated into your literacy 

instruction as well. This first interview is to gather information about you as a teacher 

related to your teaching philosophy, literacy practices, assessment practices, etc. This 

information will be used for my dissertation study only. All information will be treated as 

confidential and pseudonym will be used for your name. This interview should last about 

45-60 minutes. In an effort to accurately represent your answer responses I will audiotape 

the interview.

Overall Question

1. Tell me why you think you were nominated as a teacher who is successful with 

African American males?

Reading Philosophy

2. What are some of your beliefs about how students learn to read? About African 

American males learn to read?
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Literacy Assessment

3. What role does assessment serve in literacy development of African American males?

4. When have you decided that assessments are needed?

5. What types of interest inventories have you utilized to gather information about the 

reading interest of African American males? How did this information your teaching?

Literacy Instruction

6. What type of collaboration do you initiate or engage in to discuss literacy instruction 

for African American males?

7. What is the one major obstacle you face in teaching African American males how to 

read? How do you overcome this obstacle?

8. How do you differentiate instruction for African American males?

9. How is writing incorporated into literacy instruction?

10. How much time is allocated for African American males in your class to help in 

literacy development?

11. How do other adults assist in reading development? Who are these adults?

12. How is outside reading monitored?

13. List ways that you motivate readers?

14. Describe ways that you motivate reluctant readers?

Students’ Personal Development

15. How do you demonstrate a sense of personal caring to African American males?

16. How do you help African American males solve personal problems?



17. How do you exhibit a sense of personal caring about students? What does this look 

like during reading?

18. How do you see race as a potential factor in teaching and learning?
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1. Please share with me any literacy related matters that have occurred since our last 

visit (content, environment, administrative decisions, etc).

Probes

• Please explain the reason for this change?

• What was the outcome?

• How did the students respond to this change?

• How did the African American males respond to the change?

2. Please share the relevance of any artifacts that you have collected.

Probes

• Why did you think they were important?

• Is there any difference between the one you are sharing and the one for African 

American males?

3. Please explain today’s lesson.

Probes

• Why did you decide to structure your lesson this way?

• What specific decision did you make related to African American males about 

this lesson?

• How did you assess the success of your African American males in today’s 

lesson?

• What changes would you make to this lesson in reference to African American 

males before you teach it again?

4. What types of parental involvement has occurred since our last meeting?

5. Is there anything that you would like to share before we end for today?
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Teacher’s Name___________________________________________

Date_______________________________

School____________________________________________________

Grade_________________________

3. Closure

a. Review

b. Engagement

c. Other

7. Classroom

a. Highly

b. Effective

c. Improvement

e. Other e. Other

1. Lesson Design 2. Application/Assessment
4. Classroom Climate/Culture

a. Develops Prior Knowledge a. Worksheets
(Teacher) a. Active Participation from all

b. Motivational Experience b. Projects/Performance
(Student) students

c. Connects to other learning c. Oral
b. Teacher/Student Respect

d. States Lesson Standards
c. Risk-Taking

e. Other
d. Parent Involvement

5. Mode of Instruction 
Management

a. Whole Class 
Effective

b. Small Group

c. Lecture 
Necessary

d. Centers

d. Other

6. Differentiated Instruction

a. Scaffolding

b. Explicit Instruction

c. Feedback

d. Higher Level Questioning

Notes/HunchesNotes:



APPENDIX E

APRIL’S CLASSROOM ANCHOR CHART

184





APPENDIX F

APRIL’S CENTER ROTATION

186



187



APPENDIX G 

APRIL: FOUNT AS & PINNELL ASSESSMENT

188



189

fvKordinf ?un

ff S tuden t. 9
$  Teacher _

- i-  - ■
VV

  Grade  __

  School . . . .

.ii '
[

T v-1-> r
C*r r:eu nifgnbzn' LEvti1 : fKTiow

D ate .

Recording Form 
Part Om : Oral Reading

Place the book in front of the student Read the title and introduction.

Introduction: Ben’s family and the other families on the street got a note from their new neighbors. In the note their 
new neighbors invited them to see their surprise horses. Read to find out what kind of horses they were.

Sources of Mormtfton UKrf

Page Start rtme . . n th . . Our NewNeighbm Level 1, RW: 224
M S V

SC

M S  V

v- w *' ^  
On Saturday morning, Ben saw an

kfotv r  , W " w '
envelope on the front steps.

^  is' ^
"Mom* Dad, Polly!*' he called.

V" i /  s/
'Look w hat 1 found!'

^  ^  v'
Dad read the note that was inside.

H e llo '/ N̂eî hthbors.
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stowl -Himy and to.help to  pô & u)hccf-£\/̂ r yx(ie  <o&Vfc.
i&_____________ :______________________________________________

to t ..m B ftw s  IaW T  Wir^n ft..kfldtir i i ly n p -
opfavrb atfe. &€£dU££ T # - \ptVe bffwo. halted_ _ _ _

&11 m  t e l w r' g ' M " f e h  W M C f o r l l ^  W ^ -
Vwrtl* V̂it ^ H aff^ . X-P ijculre Wvi& W w /  ioillo ijour h»vm- 
IflVKj fltg. LQbuld Vi£& jCfldtoft
•to SiiECed rn Iflfe, S o m t  I00VL

jjrfluJmCfo...S^it. 

d o #  S e r t o l i } ,  bu-b fH*bb> uoYiij ijfcur M jx W

p b m u r r e  ty?u . "to - d o  r y c c l  k .  s d f l t s d t ___________________



195

. . ^ v i L r . h  r^ v

UJOuld + ru  Mud M'kz 1 ,^‘a. ho;&. Dm'M̂ C C'Hrbj în, Y)dV-

 ii! 1 _ !  L_J__________
fonQ.l rttizrin's \iW\ X ^VVK a, -kaCkiy

I V i ^ y o f W ’V- We bPCAXOf i n  [ f c  f f  k  h f i H  s u f -JM ° bPCAX^f i r f ^  P h  i s  h r tH  m i -
t y u ' r e  Q ^inA  m k  f i a m -  W r >  

 Opivaq  4 o  H fld  t o  KV ia o  ^ VlQU.> t o

m a r e . .  .M d
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Students Name;______________________________ Date:____________

Vocabulary Journal Rubric

Vocabulary ELA3R2a. Reads literary and informational texts and incorporates new words into oral and written language.

CHECKLIST OF THINGS TO 00: POSSIBLE POINTS POINTS EARNED
Vocabulary Words lOpts.
Meaning 20pts.
Use word in a sentence 35pts.
Illustrate lOpts.
Name, Date/Neatness 15pts.

Comments:

GRADING SCALE:

95-100 POINTS=4 

80-94 POINTS=3 

74-79 POINTS=2 

73-BELOW=1

Students Name;______________________________ Date:.
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Grade 6
Standards-Based Grading and Assessment 

Interim Student Progress Report

School Name: 
Student Name

Dale:
Teacher:

Year chfld’t achievement:
 Maei:MCC&MD.6 Recognize vtffas as geometric shapes that are formed wherever two rays shaiea
common an<k>olrt. and undeatandoonnapts of antfen aiunau nt
 B A  CC4RI6Dg>analnetheaiaantHBOtganwel academic language and domaenpecScwcrdsoc
phrases inatext relevant toagrade4|Qgteors<*|ect area.
_ ___Social Sludies:SS4H4-Theslud«twMaocpMmmstimidaKparalon of America between 1801 and

~ilenm ~fiTTa kuafftgalihnwiiuiitliiiioilirott T ina  lilwdfieiWoiisli HffBikuapafenl

^  Read nightly and summarize oraHy or written 
4  Practice multiplication facts, (www.aaamath.com)

teacher C eeetito

! •Satisfactory N> Needs improvement U*Unsatisfactory 
Checkmark -  Area of Concern
School work it affected tv Sequent absences:_____
School work is affected by frequent tao lts :_____
School work is affected by frequent checkouts:_____

Conference Requested by: Teacher  ParenUGuartian

Teacher Signature:________________________________________________

Parent/Guardian Signature:__________________________________________

T hu jbrm  it p n x u h d jb r  fa c to rs  a> m« a t  a  ra— <iii farlen n e t  S traw  A t *  ft. l i  ft. 33 ft. and 31 ft w«tb.

1861.

opaque, and translucent

http://www.aaamath.com
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U N I V E R S I T Y
Tift College of Education

Informed Consent

(Today’s Dream keepers: Exploring the personal and professional beliefs o f teachers 
who are successful with providing literacy Instruction to African American males in 
grades J-S)

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

Investigator
LaTeshia Warren; PhD Candidate: Tift College of Education 
Meroer University
1400 Coleman Avenue, Macon. GA 31207-0001 
478-301-5397

faculty Advisor: Dr. Rob Ceglie; Assistant Professor of Education 
Mercer University Tift College of Education 
1400 Coleman Avenue, Macon, GA 31207-0001 
478-301-2243

Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed is to describe the personal and professional beliefs of 
teachers who ate successful with providing literacy instruction to elementary school 
African American males in a Title 1 Elementary School. This study will examine the 
literacy practices of teachers and their beliefs about African American males. It will also 
investigate their use of culturally relevant teaching practices. It is hypothesized that by 
exploring the belieft and practices of successful teachers with African American males 
this research provides evidence of effective strategies which can be used to impact the 
literacy achievement of African American males. The results from the student will fulfill 
my requirements for completion of my dissertation for ray PhD in Curriculum and 
Instruction.

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will need to complete a questionnaire, 
asked to participate in an initial teacher interview and possible poet-observation 
interview. You will also be observed by the researcher during your literacy instruction 
block. Your participation will take approximately 2 weeks total which will include 
observations a d  interviews.

Pnmdurcg
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Potential Risks or Discomforts
The participant may be exposed a degree of discomfort due to interview questions related 
to his current position. However, the informed consent affords the participant the option 
of not answering questions that cause discomfort The participant also has the right to 
discontinue participation in the study at any time.

Potential Benefits of the Research
The participant can expect no benefits from participating in this study. This study will 
indirectly contribute to die body of knowledge related to the beliefs and perceptions of 
literacy education in the educational school system.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
Confidentiality will be established by using a consent form. Pseudonyms will be used for 
both the investigator and the participants being interviewed and observed. The 
investigator and the faculty sponsor are the only persons to have access to interview, 
observation and questionnaire information. The data retrieved from the interviews will be 
recorded using an audio recorder, stored on the investigator's hard drive and on a CD, 
transcribed, and analyzed using codes for emerging topics or themes. The transcription 
will be saved using PDF formal for long-term preservation. A back-up copy of the 
recording will be created to protect against accidental data loss. The emergent codes 
along with their descriptions will be kept in a codebook separate from the actual data and 
housed in a file drawer under lock and key. Access to both the recording and 
transcription will be controlled by limited access to the room and file drawer where data 
are held All information will be kept in a secure location in Dr. Ceglie's office for at 
least three years. After three years, the data files will be disposed of securely.

Participation and Withdrawal
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate at any time. To withdraw from the study, please provide a written statement 
requesting withdrawal and your request will be granted.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with 
LaTeshia Warren; PhD Candidate: Tift College of Education 
Mercer University
1400 Coleman Avenue, Macon, QA 31207-0001 
478-301-5397

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Rob Ceglic; Assistant Professor of Education 
Mercer University Tift College of Education 
1400 Coleman Avenue, Macon, QA 31207-0001 
478-301-2243

1
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This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s 1RB. If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to 
your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate 
in this research study.

Signature of Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

RcvOSttWMIO

Date
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