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ABSTRACT

MICHELLE ELISE JONES
A NEW COUNTRY, A NEW CULTURE, A NEW CONTENT:
IMPROVING THE ACADEMIC OUTCOMES FOR ENGLISH LEARNERS WITH SOCIO 
CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING OF SCHOOL LEADERS 
Under the direction of OLIVIA M. BOGGS, Ed.D.

Rapid growth in the school enrollment o f English Learners (ELs) is projected to 

reach 17.9 million by 2020 (Fenner, 2014; Fry, 2008; Haynes, 2007; Kena et al., 2014). 

While their numbers are increasing exponentially, the graduation rates for this population 

are dismal, reflecting significant achievement gaps between ELs and their non-EL peers.

Using a non-experimental quantitative research design, the study sought to 

determine if there is a statistically significant relationship between principals’ perceptions 

of sociocultural factors, as measured by the English Language Learner Program Survey 

fo r  Principals and the difference o f graduation rates of ELs and the graduation rate of 

non-ELs in those schools. There were 40 respondents to the survey, 32 o f which could be 

used, for a final response rate o f 44%.

Correlational analysis was used to calculate the strength o f the relationships 

between the variables. A cluster analysis o f the seven questions included in the survey 

resulted in a score that was correlated with the graduation rates for the schools to 

determine if there was a significant relationship between the two. The result yielded no 

significant relationship at p < .05.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

A profusion o f critical legislation and related reports, including the Civil Rights 

Act o f 1964 (Pub.L. 88-352, 78 Stat. 241), the Equality of Educational Opportunity Study 

(Coleman Report, 1966), A Nation at Risk (1983), No Child Left Behind Act (2001),

Title III (2001), the U.S. Office for Civil Rights study (2014), and other critical reports 

confirm that academic achievement of marginalized students (poor and minority) has not 

improved significantly over the last fifty years (Birman, 2013; Excellence and Equity 

Commission, 2013). Reform efforts are a national priority for the U.S. Department of 

Education (www.ed.gov) and have been key to effective schools (Deal & Peterson, 1990) 

that educate all learners, regardless of race, religion, disability, socio-economic status, or 

country o f origin.

Within the last few decades o f school reform, the term accountability has taken on 

a life o f its own (Birman, 2013). Policy makers want it (Franco & Seidel, 2014), law 

demands it (Yusuf, 2013), middle-class America expects it (Danaee & Rostamy, 2007), 

states measure it (Kress, Zechmann, & Schmitten, 2011), districts plan for it, educators 

are held to it (Strike, 2007), and students are subject to it (Konstantopoulos, 2014; Nash 

& Agne, 1972). Nash and Agne (1972) call this an accountability movement and an ethos 

among educators (p.l). The demand for accountability in education has become 

increasingly important in educating marginalized groups. Competitive measures like the 

National Assessment o f Educational Progress (NAEP) confirmed that the education

1

http://www.ed.gov


2

system in America was at risk. In No Child Left Behind legislation there was a call for 

transparency in reporting the progress of schools, particularly those with subgroups of 

underperforming groups, including their graduation rates (NCLB, 2001). There have been 

increased unification o f education standards, increased assessments, and increased 

outcomes nation-wide (Darling-Hammond, Wihoit, Pittenger, 2014; Strike, 2007).

Finally, the inequities and inconsistencies in how states educate students, including 

teacher preparation and college and career ready students, are among the reasons for 

current and future accountability structures. (Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, Pittenger, 

2014).

Background

The long predicted expansion in population diversity is increasingly evident 

throughout the United States. According to a Pew Foundation study, the U.S. population 

is expected to increase to 438 million by 2050, with 82% of the growth due to the arrival 

o f immigrants and their U.S.- born descendants (Passel & D’Vera, 2008). The U. S. 

Census predicts that by 2044, over 50% of all Americans will belong to a minority group 

and by the year 2060, nearly 20% of the nation’s total population is projected to be 

foreign-born. Further, between the years 2050 and 2060, foreign-born residents are 

expected to grow by 8.2 percent, compared with 3.8 percent for natives (Colby &

Ortman, 2015).

The 2010 U. S. Census reported a significant metamorphosis in cultural and ethnic 

diversity that was considerably greater than demographers had predicted (U.S. Census, 

2014). Figure 1 illustrates how these population changes are scheduled to increase 

incrementally through the year 2050.
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P ercen tage  by race  and  Hispanic origin

2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 2050
Years

III Black including mixed race Hispanic

Asian including mixed race |U  While non Hispanic

SO U R CE ' US Ceri3i ,5 B u re au

Figure 1. U. S. Population Projections through 2050

The country o f origin for people in America has become increasingly diverse. The 

most recent US Census (2010) documented that the population of foreign-born residents 

in America doubled over the last two decades. The American Community Survey (2010) 

reported that in 1990, 19.8 million were foreign-born and represented 7.9% of the total 

population. In 2010,40 million were foreign born and represented 12.9% of the total 

population. While part of the foreign-born population speaks English fluently, many do 

not. According to the American Community Survey (2012), 84.6% of the foreign-born 

populations speak a language at home other than English. Figure 2 highlights the 

population’s increase from 70.2% in 1980 to 84.6% in 2012. In the same report, o f the 

foreign-born population, 29% reported that their English-speaking ability was either “Not 

well” or “Not at all” (Gambino, Acosta, & Greco, 2014, p.3). Schools across the country
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will have to recognize, embrace, and address the changing populations presented with 

these data (Zacarian, 2012).

83.0
84.7 84.6

79 I

70.2

1980 1990 2000 20102012

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Figure 2. Percentage o f the Foreign-Born Population Who Spoke a Language Other Than 
English at Home: 1980-2012

The children who will enter schoolhouse doors in the United States in the next 

thirty years will be largely minority (US Census, 2012). Further, the 2010 U. S. Census 

documents that o f the children under the age of five, half (49.9%) were from minority 

populations. The changes in population diversity has been captured in the work of 

Gunnar Myrdal (1944) in his book, American Dilemma, where he identifies the distance 

from culture that is observed when immigrants physically leave their countries, and then 

mentally shift from their culture in favor o f American culture and standards. These 

population shifts require a new course o f action by educational leaders who already have 

the daunting, but necessary challenge o f educating all children (Fenner, 2014; 

Thermstrom & Thermstrom, 2003).



One group o f students that educators increasingly encounter is English Language 

Learners (ELL) or English Learners (EL). These students, who are typically not 

proficient in English, either US-born or foreign-born, refugee or immigrant, are learning 

English while simultaneously learning academic content. English Learners are a minority 

group, not solely based on race or ethnic traits, like Blacks or Hispanics, but based on 

characteristics or capabilities of learning and cultural practices (Bowman, 1994;

Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). These diverse learners comprise one o f the subgroups 

designated in the accountability o f the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (NCLB, 

2001).

Rapid growth in the school enrollment of English Learners has been projected for 

the next decade. In fact, projected enrollment for this group o f students is 17.9 million by 

2020 (Fenner, 2014; Fry, 2008; Haynes, 2007). The 2012 US Census verified that Asians 

were the fastest growing race, an increase o f 2.9%, to 18.9 million from the last census, 

with 60% due to “international migration.” Hispanics, grew at a rate o f 2.2 million, and 

were the second fastest growing race according to the most recent census.

The unprecedented growth of English language learners, combined with the 

current inequities o f educational opportunities for minorities, is cause for concern that is 

evident in three identified areas: cost, compliance, and competence (Fenner, 2014;

NCLB, 2001; Zehr, 2009). The Equal Educational Opportunities Act (EEOA) o f 1974 

holds states accountable for adequate funding for the education o f English Learners to 

overcome language barriers. Therefore, there is a cost associated with establishing an 

educational program for students with limited English proficiency (Zehr, 2009). The 

English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and Academic Achievement
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Act, better known as Title III, was enacted during the George W. Bush Administration as 

a part o f the No Child Left Behind Act o f 2001. As a result o f this act, the government 

shoulders a financial commitment to educate students who are learning English as well as 

fund measures to determine how well they are doing (Zehr, 2009). Specifically, in fiscal 

year 2014, o f the $14 billion disbursed for NCLB major projects, $723 million was spent 

for English Language Acquisition (New America Foundation, 2014). As more students 

require services, more funds will be needed to provide programming.

With the disbursement of Title III funds to states from the U. S. government, there 

are also regulations with accompanying compliance requisites. As with any federal 

mandate there is a regulatory commitment that comes with federal funding. Students are 

served through mandatory English as a Second Language (ESL) programs, (Gambino, 

Acosta, & Greico, 2014; NCLB, 2001). Further, the Casteneda Standard holds schools to 

three standards: programs based on theory, adequate resources, including teachers, and 

the evaluation of programs for ELs (Davis, 2006; Lewis, 2005).

Despite these programs, English Learners face challenges even before entering 

school (Haynes, 2007; Nieto, 2013; Vang, 2006). They are typically new to the country, 

new to school, and new to a second language. Whether, refugee or immigrant, learning a 

new country can be traumatic. These students are often escaping turmoil in their home 

country, leaving family, and leaving familiarity for better conditions in the United States. 

Even after arrival to the United States, some o f their families live in impoverished 

conditions and are learning to survive (Fenner, 2014; Garrett, 2006). Students who are 

refugees may have been in refugee camps where no formal education was provided.

Even ELs who have experienced some form of education may have interrupted schooling
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and find themselves entering a new, unfamiliar school where the language and cultural 

references may be alien to their understanding. English Learners are expected to acquire 

new knowledge in an alien language, which requires multiple skills, time, and practice 

(Haynes, 2007). Learning something new and unfamiliar is defined as culture shock 

(Corona & Armour, 2007).

English Learners face tremendous challenges in schools (Haynes, 2007). 

Academically, they frequently lag behind non-ELL students (Kena et al., 2014). They 

are faced with trying to learn language and content while grouped with other students 

with limited English proficiency, being instructed by ill-prepared teachers (Calderon, 

Slavin, & Sanchez, 2011; Fenner, 2014; Vang, 2006). In fact, schools may not understand 

fully the cultural customs, patterns o f students from other countries. Research suggests 

that rather than appreciate the cultural complexities of a group of students, too many 

educators may have a limited and narrow view of a particular cultural group 

(Bowman, 1994; Demereth & Mattheis, 2012). Moreover cultural characteristics too often 

“affect the specific ways in which developmental potential is realized” (Bowman, 1994, 

p.2). As is the case with all children, family income and parental literacy are highly 

predictive of student academic success (Niia, Almqvist, Brunnberg, & Granlund, 2015; 

Thomas, Keogh, & Hay, 2015). Two-thirds of ELLs live in low-income families and 

48% have parents who did not finish high school (Capps et al., 2005). For these and 

other reasons, ELLs are highly vulnerable for school failure and in great need for 

structured attention.

Adding to the challenge is increased rigor for graduation requirements. With the 

onset of Common Core State Standards, students who already need support in language



are being asked to write across the curriculum, read more complex texts, and increase 

their academic vocabulary. In many states, students are required to take exams at the End 

o f Course (EOC), which factors into their final grade (GADOE, 2014). Finally, students 

are being required to answer open-ended questions, student-constructed responses, and 

extended responses for assessments in an online format with the PARCC Assessment or 

similar tests like the Georgia Milestones (GADOE, 2014).

Studies have shown that when EL students experience educators who care, the 

results have been positive (Nieto, 2013). Former refugee Christopher Vang (2006) is now 

a professor at the University o f Nevada. He credits caring teachers and multicultural 

education with much o f his transformation and academic success. There is hope for this 

booming EL population in schools where teachers and leaders are often their most 

important advocates (Fenner, 2014).

Educators can make a school culture more representative and inclusive while 

improving the cultural landscape within the school. As the primary leader in a school, the 

principal is central to managing cultural change, (Karpick & Murphy, 1996; Marzano, 

2005), influencing change (Northouse, 2013), and shaping the climate for school 

improvement (Deal & Peterson, 1990). Notably, the Interstate School Leaders Licensure 

Consortium (ISLLC) standards for leaders, suggest in Standard 2 that leaders should be 

responsible for managing and sustaining the culture and instructional program within a 

school (Canole & Young, 2013; Engler, 2014). Therefore, understanding the perspectives 

surrounding sociocultural issues of ELs is critical in determining if school culture change 

and improved achievement o f English Learners is possible. Themstrom and Themstrom 

(2003) describe the need for attention to the specialized needs o f ELs as cultural
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maintenance and a critical piece in their book, Closing the racial gap in learning.

Leaders, already inundated with new policies, new designs, new research, and new data, 

will be challenged with diverse learners in need of an understanding o f their new culture 

(Corondo & Armour, 2007; Demereth & Mattheis, 2012; Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014;

Irvine, 1990).

The need for schools to be responsive to reform initiatives, maintain relevance, 

and meet the needs of all students is a well-documented challenge facing schools and 

their leaders (Birman, 2013). Fullan (1993) suggests that the typical school system is 

averse to change even though educators profess to seek reform. Central to school reform 

is to aggressively educate all students, and decisively eliminate the achievement gap 

between marginalized students (poor and minority) and their white peers (OCR, 2014, 

Thermstrom & Thermstrom, 2003).

Statement o f the Problem 

The academic achievement of students with limited English proficiency typically 

lags behind other students (Fenner, 2014; Vang, 2006). Specifically, national data verifies 

that high school English Learners are being retained each year at a rate o f 11%, even 

though they only represent 5% of the population of high school students (OCR, 2014). 

Ginley (2010) found that “the more distant a child’s culture and language are from the 

culture and language o f the school, the more at risk that child is” (p. 114). A 2014 survey 

conducted by the U.S. Department o f Education's Office for Civil Rights (OCR) listed the 

disproportionate retention o f English learners in high school as one o f the most critical 

areas o f concern in public education (U.S. DOE, 2014).



10

Grade retention often results in failure to graduate from high school, increased 

unemployment, higher poverty, crime, incarceration, and generational academic failure 

(Rumberger, 2007; Smink, & Schargel, 2004). Reversing these distressing trends will 

require a shift from cultural disconnections between educators and multicultural students 

to positive school cultures that promote collaboration, professional learning, and a unified 

purpose (Demereth & Mattheis, 2012; Gruenert, 2008; Haynes, 2007). If culture is “the 

way we do things around here,” (Cunningham and Gresso, 1993, p. 20) then school 

leaders must determine how to ensure that what we are doing is effective for all students, 

including ELs, to reach the culmination of high school— graduation.

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of the study was to assess the relationship between principals’ 

perceptions o f sociocultural factors of the English Language Learner (ELL) programs and 

persistence o f ELs, as measured by the difference in the graduation rate for ELs and non- 

ELs in high schools with EL subgroups. School culture is about what schools believe and 

what they do as a result of these beliefs (ASCD, 2014). It can be extended to refer to 

groups within a school and how they are educated; what teachers and leaders believe 

about their school and the abilities of minority students and do to be successful. Students 

entering an institution are often grouped in a cohort in order to measure retention and 

graduation (University of Nebraska at Omaha, 2010). Academic performance for various 

groups o f students is measured by two statistical benchmarks: persistence rates and 

graduation rates (ACT, 2008). Graduation rates for the cohorts o f ELs in high schools in 

a Southeastern state for the last school year (2013-2014) was the focus for this research.
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Research Question and Hypothesis

The study was guided by the following research question and hypothesis.

RQ: How do principals’ perceptions of sociocultural factors o f the ELL program, as

measured by the English Language Learner Program Survey fo r  Principals relate

to the persistence of ELs, as measured by the difference in graduation rate for ELs

and non-ELs in those high schools?

Ho: There is no statistically significant relationship between principals’ perceptions of

sociocultural factors, as measured by the English Language Learner Program

Survey fo r  Principals and the difference o f graduation rates o f ELs and the

graduation rate of non-ELs in those schools.

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework is the paradigm through which the problem is 

explained and clarified. Jacqueline Irvine’s (1990) process model for Black student 

achievement is the theoretical framework selected for this study. Irvine used three 

contexts: societal, institutional, and interpersonal, to explain how Black students achieve. 

A similar approach was used to review the three contexts for English Learners and how 

they have failed to achieve. Two additional theories, Distributed Leadership Theory and 

Sociocultural Theory, were used to explain the problem of retention and persistence for 

English Learners as well as complement the overall theoretical framework. This problem 

represents the gap between what is actually happening and what ought to be.

First, Irvine’s (1990) process model for Black student achievement explains how, 

similar to Black students, cultural synchronization is required for English Learners to 

assimilate to a new culture of school and achieve academically. Cultural synchronization 

occurs as the result o f distinctive behaviors tied to one’s cultural paradigms that provide
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the perspective or center of the culture. The absence of the cultural correspondence for 

the student leads to being “misunderstood, ignored, or discounted” in schools by teachers 

who “misinterpret, denigrate, and dismiss” them (Irvine, p. xix). These beliefs 

operationalized by the institution magnify contradictions and establish the institutional 

context. Schools play a role in the process of cultural understanding through policies and 

practices, and by housing the beliefs, characteristics, and expectations o f both teachers 

and students (Irvine, 1990). Trueba (1988) confirms that school, specifically instruction, 

is critical in the “adjustment of immigrants, refugees, and other minorities” (p. 271).

School practices such as having a hidden curriculum and tracking, a widely 

accepted phenomenon, frequently occur with minority students and can cause harm. 

According to Irvine and her research, a hidden curriculum is the unwritten rules, norms, 

expectations, and beliefs that are transmitted through social relationships within the 

school. Further, students who are unfamiliar with “the unstated, but influential 

knowledge” are placed at a disadvantage (p. 5). Many students o f low socioeconomic 

backgrounds learn to obey rather than think critically and take academic risks, both 

needed to achieve success in school and beyond (Irvine, 1990).

Tracking places students of similar abilities within the same classroom or 

sequence o f classes. According to Werblow, Urick, and Deusberry (2013), students such 

as Latinos, those with special needs, and those o f low socioeconomic status were at a 

disadvantage with tracking and are more likely to be tracked in lower academic tracks. 

Irvine (1990) explains that when originally utilized, tracking was a “convenient 

mechanism both to teach immigrant children, who spoke little or no English and to 

separate these children, whom school officials considered filthy and inferior, from
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middle-class, American-born students” (p.9). She purports that tracking at the high school 

level is more prevalent and institutionalized than with the elementary curriculum and 

should be eliminated. Jeannie Oakes (1985), known for her extensive work on tracking, 

explains that the characteristics o f schools, particularly at the secondary level, lend 

themselves to tracking due to scheduling patterns, but they provide a mediocre education 

for students who may be in the lower tracks. Further, Oakes (1985) states, “certainly 

students bring differences with them to school, but, by tracking, schools help to widen 

rather than narrow these differences" (p. 11). Tracking can lead to low perceptions of 

ability, less learning, and ultimately dropouts (Werblow, Urick, Duesberry, 2013).

Teacher behaviors undergirded with a lack o f cultural misunderstanding or 

“cultural aversion” result in possible school failure for students o f color (Irvine, 1990, 

p.26). In education, school failure manifests itself in low scores on accountability 

measures, needs improvement labels, or low grades on report cards published by 

departments of education. Irvine (1990) also provides the $240 billion price tag that 

society pays for each “class o f school failures and drop-outs” (p. 127). In his most recent 

report on job growth and educational requirements, Anthony Carnavale (2014) provided 

the projections for the percentage o f jobs for a high school drop-out in 2020, 9%, versus 

for a high school diploma, 25%, and higher than high school, a total of 66%.

Second, the work of school improvement and school reform to improve student 

outcomes has led to the refinement o f organizational behavior and the theory of 

organizations. O f the three types of organizational theory: classical, modem, and post

modern, classical refers to how systems work in an organization at the onset of 

organizational theory; modem theory considers the management within the organization
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and the actions of the leader within the organization with subordinates, such as the 

interaction of principals and teachers; and post-modern organizational theory includes the 

interface o f the leaders within the organization and the impact the organization has on the 

clients, or in a school, the students (English, 2011). Modem and post-modern 

organizations are most relevant within a school and apply to current organizational 

behavior related to distributed leadership theory. Distributed Leadership theory refers to 

a comprehensive explanation of how leaders, particularly principals, who are engaged in 

school improvement, do so with the leadership within the organization from a distributed 

perspective (Spillane et al., 2004).

Distributed Leadership theory is a relatively recent explanation that can be used 

to describe how the leader collaborates and empowers others within the organization to 

share their expertise to arrive at common goals (Bennett et. al.,2003; Gronn, 2000; 

Spillane et al., 2004). Timperley (2005) explains that distributed leadership is not merely 

delegating tasks to individual roles within the organization, “rather it comprises dynamic 

interactions between multiple leaders and followers” (p. 396). Further, the idea of one 

hierarchal leader atop an organization is outdated. Even Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, 

recognized that it was “not good” that he lead alone (Exodus, 18:17-18, KJV). And while 

the practice of leading from a distributed perspective, dates back to Moses (Exodus 

18:24-26. KJV), the theory became relevant with the onset o f the overwhelming 

responsibility shift to leadership from accountability measures.

In his book, Ethical Leadership in Schools: Creating community in an 

environment o f  accountability, Strike (2007) makes two key points to support this theory:
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“ 1) Schools are best served by respecting and considering the professional judgment of 

teachers and by encouraging the participation of parents and community members, and 2) 

the task o f the school leader, then, is to seek to create community by empowering 

professional judgment and local deliberation within the spaces provided by representative 

democracy and to expand these spaces where possible” (p. 106).

In the target state for the study and in other states, teachers of EL students must 

have certification in ESOL or an ESOL endorsement with their content area. They have 

an area o f expertise not necessarily shared by the leaders o f their school. In fact, 

Carrazana (2010) found in her dissertation that teachers perceived that principals lacked 

knowledge about ELLs. Therefore, it is critical for a principal, the leaders o f the 

institution, to use distributed leadership to allow teachers, who connect with students 

within the classroom, to lead in the school improvement efforts, as well as influence the 

perceptions o f those who share in the leadership o f the school.

Third, Sociocultural theory, credited to Vygotsky (1978), explains that caregivers, 

such as parents and teachers aid in the cognitive development o f children. Language, 

particularly, serves as an essential cognitive skill that is mastered through interaction. 

Adequate interaction can cause language development to be acquired. Conversely, then, 

minimal interaction can hinder language development. As it relates to this study, the key 

component to sociocultural theory lies in the effective interaction between the ESOL 

teacher and English Learner. “In order to adapt successfully to the U.S. public school 

system, language minority parents and their children have to develop sociocultural 

strategies for balancing the continuities and discontinuities present between the minority 

family structure and the mainstream school cultures” (Gonzales, 2001, p. 17).
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Spillane and associates (2004) identify the macro and micro level enduring

understandings needed to sustain an organization through distributed leadership. The

macro functions are identified within the research o f Timperley as follows (2005):

1) Developing and sustaining a culture conducive to conversations about the core 
technology of instruction by building norms of trust, collaboration, and academic 
press among staff, 2) supporting teacher growth and development, and 3) 
providing formative monitoring o f instruction and innovation, (p. 400)

The advantages to distributed leadership are vast, including continuity with school

improvement, including having multiple people who understand the school improvement

efforts, rather than one person with the principal as facilitator o f the development o f the

culture that influences the interaction of teachers and students in the classroom.

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework, as shown in Figure 3, represents the researcher’s 

view o f the potential interaction among the variables.

C i r  a r ......................n r  a

ELL Program Sociocultural T eachers '
cu ltural G rad u a tio n  ra te

o v e rsee n  by a sp ec ts  o f  th e co n n ec tio n  w ith
EL P ersistence

in high school
Principal ELL prog ram diverse  ELs

V V  7 V  J V  ---------J

Figure 3. Conceptual Framework
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Figure 3 illustrates how the ELL program, is overseen by the principal. The 

overall goal o f school improvement is influenced by the leader and the culture o f the 

school (Deal & Peterson, 1990; Fullan, 2003; Strike, 2007). One aspect o f programs that 

teaches English to those with limited English proficiency is the sociocultural aspect. Each 

school has a principal and graduation rate, in which subgroups must be monitored. The 

graduation rates o f each high school reported on the target state’s website are 

disaggregated by subgroup. O f particular interest are the graduations o f the high schools 

with an EL subgroup (State DOE, 2014).

Significance of the Study 

Potentially, the findings o f the research may assist English Learners, education 

leaders, and ultimately, society. Data gathered from the field could be useful in 

providing evidence to help state departments, district leaders, and school administrators 

to understand the needs of a growing English Learners’ population and established or 

emerging subgroups in high schools. The Department o f Education o f the target state for 

the study provided rich data to analyze. As a result o f this study, an analysis o f these data 

brought acute awareness to the trends in graduation rates for high schools with EL 

subgroups and the potentially predictive characteristics of those schools. Grady and 

O ’Dwyer (2014) suggest that survey data are used to inform state departments about how 

principals feel they are implementing the ELL programs within their buildings. The focus 

on implementation could be a basis for strategic planning as the department interacts with 

all districts, sets policy for them, and monitors the accountability from the state 

assessments and curriculum.
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Results from these data can be shared to improve the quality of the professional 

learning at the district level. O f the twenty-three school districts in the target state with an 

English Learner (EL) subgroup, there are multiple high schools that serve an EL 

population. State departments are responsible for reporting data. Retention can be 

viewed through the lens of graduation rates because if they are not being retained, they 

are more likely to drop out and fail to graduate (Medina, 2009). Leaders can improve 

cultural environments within their schools with these data and influence how educators 

can best teach English Learners. The trends from descriptive data can assist in a true 

needs assessment for teaching and learning for this particular group o f students. Finally, 

the researcher intention was to add to the body o f research that exists in retention and 

persistence o f at-risk, marginal students (poor and minority), particularly English 

Learners and the sociocultural environments where they exist.

Limitations/Delimitations 

One o f the limitations of the study arose from survey research and the veracity of 

principals’ self-reporting their data. Currently, the survey instrument has 37 questions. 

Although the authors suggest a time commitment o f 15-20 minutes, this could possibly 

have introduced responder fatigue (Grady & O ’Dwyer, 2014). Therefore, the researcher 

only included the sections of particular interest by reducing the total number o f questions 

so that participants would be sure to respond to particular questions. The researcher 

adapted the survey to omit sections, which reduced the total number o f questions and 

honed in on the questions that related to the specific scope of this study. Finally, 

principals are busy individuals, and they required personal emails, reminders, phone 

calls, and visits to encourage participation and explain the value of their contributions.
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The delimitations were present with the population, sample, and participants. The 

researcher used schools in a southeastern state to obtain data and surveyed principals 

based on the need for improvement in graduation rate among the 50 states. The target 

state was also in the top ten o f the states with the highest EL populations (Kena et al., 

2014). Additionally, the target state has rapid growth o f ELs. Last year, there was an 

increase of approximately 5,000 students with limited English proficiency (State DOE, 

2014). Because graduation rate is measured at the high school level, the researcher 

surveyed high school principals. The focus o f the study was on English Learners; 

therefore, only high schools with an EL subgroup had relevant data.

Definition o f Terms 

A few of the terms used in the study are defined as indicated.

English Learner (EL): An English Learner is a non-English speaking student who is 

learning English due to limited English proficiency. Also, English Language 

Learner (ELL) (Haynes, 2007, p. 147).

English Language Learner (ELL): ELL is used synonymously with EL. See the 

definition for English Learner (Haynes, 2007, p. 147).

EL subgroup: An EL subgroup is a group of at least 15 English Learners within a school;

due to NCLB requirements, this reporting is a part of the accountability measure. 

English fo r  Speakers o f  Other Languages (ESOL): ESOL is a program or coursework for 

ELs (Haynes, 2007, p. 147).

Retention: When a student is not promoted to the next grade due to failure to complete 

academic coursework successfully and earn enough credits to be promoted to the 

next grade or level (Corona & Armour, 2007).
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Persistence: the number o f students within the enrollment cohort who remain each term 

until completion o f the program (Noel-Levitz, 2008; Tinto, 1993).

4 -year Cohort Graduation rate: This rate is the number o f students who graduate based 

on a cohort o f students who matriculate with an entry date 4 years prior to the 

graduation year (State DOE, 2014).

Sociocultural factors: The social and cultural factors are needed by ELs to deal with 

discontinuities between home culture and school culture (Gonzales, 2001; 

Merriam-Webster, 2015)

Summary

Increased accountability is a present reality in education. School leaders receiving 

diverse learners must navigate the accountability waters to reform schools (Strike, 2007). 

The culture o f the school is a key factor in the success of students who also possess a rich 

culture (Irvine, 1991). The school culture should be collaborative, have a common vision, 

include professional learning for teachers and leaders, and have strong leadership to steer 

the proverbial ship (Gruenert, 1998). Regardless o f the student outcomes measured or 

tests taken, the students must find success in order to refrain from being retained and 

graduate (Smink & Schargel, 2004). Currently, the retention rate and overall student 

achievement o f English Learners is problematic (Fenner, 2014; Haynes, 2007; Sekar, 

2009; OCR, 2014). The work done in this study reviewed sociocultural understanding of 

the leader and graduation rates and demographic data for high schools with an EL 

subgroup are related. Improving school culture and sociocultural understanding with 

distributed leadership is a worthwhile focus for improving the achievement in schools,
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addressing inequities that disproportionately affect various groups of multicultural 

children, including English Learners (Calderon, Slavin, & Sanchez, 2011; Vang, 2006).



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Understanding the diverse English Learners’ population, their expansive growth, 

and the research regarding their achievement, unlocks the key to the struggles they have 

faced within society, institutions, particularly schools and classrooms. Zacarian (2012) 

describes the EL population in her article, “First, Know Who they are,” by saying some 

o f the students are at different levels o f development with language, but this group is also 

diverse ethnically, socio-economically, linguistically, and culturally. Statistical and 

historical trend data for immigrants, including refugees, as provided by current federal 

reports detail the number of individuals arriving to the United States, the country o f 

origin o f individuals entering, and the context of the transition they make from their 

homeland to US soil. Research surrounding the plight of English Learners has also 

explained their language deficits and educational outcomes. The review o f literature 

provides the nature for this diverse group, the challenges they face in schools, and how 

leaders, through distributed leadership, create environments that support sociocultural 

factors in an EL program and monitor the teaching of state curriculum that allow them to 

persist to graduation which can impact school improvement.

The theoretical framework that includes the process model for how students will 

fare academically comes from Jacqueline Irvine (1990) as detailed in her book, Black 

students and school failure: Policies, practices, and prescriptions. In the model, Irvine 

outlines three contexts that apply to Black students: Societal context, Institutional

22
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context, and Interpersonal context. English learners experience similar contexts as 

minorities. Within this literature review, the three contexts were applied to English 

learners and what research says about their plight and academic outcomes.

Diverse Composition o f English Learners 

English learners represent a diverse group of individuals, including immigrants 

and refugees, as well as US born and foreign born. They represent multiple countries, 

with multiple cultural backgrounds. The diverse composition was explored in the 

following reports, trends, and research.

Monger and Yankay (2014) in their Office o f Immigration Statistics Report of 

U.S. Lawful Permanent Residents 2013, discuss the history o f lawful permanent residents 

(LPRs) in this country, as well as current statistics for this population. These residents, 

though immigrants, have been granted permanent residence in the United States based on 

immigration laws. The Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) and its amendments 

provide the guidance for allowing persons from another country to be admitted to this 

country. Admission to the United States or status as an LPR is generally given to those 

individuals who have family ties here, have job skills needed here, or who come from a 

country where there are low numbers of immigrants to the United States (Monger & 

Yankay, 2014). They may live, work, attend schools, and be property owners as 

recipients o f a “green card.” Data as shown in Figure 4 have been tracked since 1900 for 

this group of LPRs.
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Figure 4. Lawful Permanent Resident Flow (1900 -  2013)

The report and graph (Figure 4) provided through the office o f the US 

Department o f Homeland Security show there has been an upward trend since 1945. 

There was also a large increase around 1990 due to the legalization of undocumented 

immigrants with the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) o f 1986. In 1990, The 

Immigration Act allowed the total number of the combined groups o f diversity, family- 

sponsored, and employment- based preference immigrants to be between 416,000 and 

675,000. In 2013, 990,553 individuals were identified as LPRs. A majority o f the LPRs 

were already residents. However, new immigrants to the United States were from three 

countries: Mexico, China, and India, with 14, 7.2, and 6.9 percent, respectively (Monger 

& Yankay, 2014).
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The increase o f immigrants in the 1990s in the United States yielded an increase 

in the number o f immigrant children. This led to a new generation o f immigrant children 

even then that were among the fastest growing and most diverse groups o f our nation’s 

population of children (Zhou, 1997). Zhou (1997) conducted research regarding the 

Sociology o f immigration and the adaptation and challenge immigrant children face 

because most o f the scholarly work was surrounding immigrant adults. Unlike their 

parents, Zhou (1997) found that second-generation immigrants lacked the foundation and 

connection to their former countries, as point of reference, or a home to return to. The 

context is important because the implications for second generation children are 

extensive due to the cumulative effect of their families’ financial hardships, limited 

education level, access to good schools, lack o f skills needed for upward mobility, single 

parent homes, and overall socioeconomic status here in America (Zhou, 1997). Essential 

to this study is Zhou’s findings about the term he calls, “oppositional culture” as a result 

of, “those who have felt oppressed and excluded from American mainstream and who 

have been frustrated by the widening gap between a culture that highly values freedom 

and materialism and the reality of a dwindling economic future.” (Zhou, 1997, p. 69).

The struggle o f immigrant children in our society is magnified within the education 

system whether they are foreign-born or bom in America.

Similarly, Martin and Yankay (2014) in their Office o f Immigration Statistics 

Report o f Refugees and Asylums in 2013, discuss the history of refugees in this country, 

as well as current statistics for this population. They explain that in 1948, legislation 

regarding refugees in this country was established. The Displaced Persons Act o f 1948 

brought 400, 000 Eastern Europeans to the United States. Later, in 1953, with the
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Refugee Relief Act, the Attorney General’s office brought groups o f refugees for 

humanitarian reasons, with those o f Hungarian decent being the first. Indochinese were 

brought in hundreds of thousands in the 1970s. Legislation in the 1980s clarified the 

protocol set forth by the United Nations for refugees in 1967 and delineated the status 

between the refugee and asylum (Martin & Yankay, 2014).

In order to be granted refugee status in this country, individuals from other 

countries must complete an arduous process and screening. If their application is 

accepted, they are assigned a sponsor and a resettlement agency. The agency assists with 

their placement and transition to the United States, including placement in schools.

Currently, Congress and the President set annual allocations. For 2013, the total 

allocation was 70,000, and 69,909 were admitted. This represents an increase o f 20% 

from the number admitted in 2012. The majority, 94.7%, come from the countries o f Iraq, 

Burma, Bhutan, Somalia, Cuba, Iran, Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, Eritrea, and 

Ethiopia. Children o f principal refugees represented 39% of the total (Martin & Yankay, 

2014). Figure 5 summarizes the nationalities o f refugees arriving between 2011 and 

2013.
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a o u MX2

Ctwtoy ti ueBeaabty Number fb n e u t Humber bNraent Number

Total....................................... 69.909 100.0 58.179 100.0 56.384 100.0
Iraq........................................... 19.487 27.9 12.163 20.9 9.388 16.7
Burma....................................... 16.299 23.3 14.160 24.3 16.972 30.1
B hutan.................................. .. 9.134 13.1 15.070 25.9 14.999 26.6
Somalia.................................... 7,608 10.9 4.911 8.4 3.161 5.6
Cuba......................................... 4.205 6.0 1.948 3.3 2.920 5-2
Iran........................................... 2.579 3.7 1.758 3.0 2.032 3.6
Congo. Democratic Republic . . 2.563 3.7 1.863 3-2 977 1.7
Sudan...................................... 2.160 3.1 1.077 1.9 334 0.6
Eritrea....................................... 1.824 2.6 1.346 2.3 2.032 3.6
Ethiopia.................................... 765 1.1 620 1.1 560 1.0
Ml other countries, including 

unknown................................ 3.285 4.7 3.263 5.6 3.009 5.3
Sowc: U.S. Department of Stale. Bureau of Population. Refugees, and Migration (PftMj. WortdwwOe Refugee Adnvssons 
Prooessrig System (ItfMRSj.

Figure 5. Refugee Arrivals by Country o f Nationality: Fiscal Years 2011 -2013

In the 1990s, there were hundreds o f thousands allowed to enter the United States. 

After 9/11 in 2001, there was a steep decline. With an upward trend in refugee admission, 

39% being children, and refugee resettlement agencies placing students in schools, it is 

reasonable to expect schools to anticipate receiving new entrants to the United States who 

may arrive with deficits.

ELs: Societal context 

Similar to Irvine’s (1990) explanation o f the societal context for Black students 

and how it establishes the background prior to students entering school, the institutional 

context for English Learners must be explained as well. Before arriving to school, ELs 

face challenges. The societal context impacts their achievement. ELs are not only at risk 

because of language deficits, but also because o f cultural disconnects, and a culture of 

poverty (Zhou, 1997). Research funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation found 

that new immigrants and refugees experienced discrimination, prejudice, stress (Garrett, 

2006),



28

This research conducted by the research firm Lake Snell Perry Mermin/Decision 

Research (LSPM/DR) found that immigrant and refugee populations have documented 

challenges (Garrett, 2006). By studying this vulnerable population in ten United States 

cities, four broad social issues were identified. These “hurdles” for them were “the 

education system, job opportunities and housing, isolation of immigrant and refugee 

communities, and prejudice, discrimination, and lack of cultural understanding” (p.3). 

Two sets o f focus groups were conducted from May 2004 to March 2005. In 22 of the 32 

focus groups, immigrants or refugees who have lived in the United States for less than ten 

years were included. In 10 of the 32 focus groups, those service providers within the 

community who work with immigrants and refugees were included.

The first area that presented a challenge for them was the education system due to 

their limited English proficiency and desire to overcome language barriers. Parents in this 

group also found public schools challenging because their children are not prepared for 

school or because they fall behind in school (Garrett, 2006). Because many o f the 

students with limited English proficiency are not US Bom, they have a language deficit 

and a culture shock (Reiss, 1981). They are learning the culture o f a new country, 

learning the language, and learning the norms.

Understanding the societal context is critical to understanding the plight of 

students o f color, such as English Learners (Irvine, 1990). Typically, this group is poor. 

Zacarian (2011) cites a study by Coleman & Goldenberg (2010) and a 2009 Quality 

Counts report regarding the majority o f EL families being poor and living below the 

poverty level by 200% (p.8). They do not access services easily so their general health 

and well-being is threatened (Garrett, 2006).
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Moore (2006) said the term at-risk needs to be clarified by asking “Who is At- 

risk?” Further he purports that children are at risk, families are at risk, and there are at- 

risk environments— environments with high-crime, low graduation rates, and poor 

societal outcomes. He then suggests that children are at risk of “poor life outcomes,” 

“long-term deficits, such as school failure, death, economic dependency, or 

incarceration” (Moore, 2006, p.2). Reviewing measures like pregnancy, school drop-out, 

drug use, arrests are the quantifiable ways to capture these outcomes. He explains that 

communities are at risk also and community measures such as crime rate, unemployment 

rate, poverty rate, teen parenthood rate document challenges for the community.

Lukes (2011), who has worked with English Learners for two decades, found 

limited research for low-literate immigrant adults. In her qualitative research, she 

reviews three programs designed to assist bilingual ELs in acquiring language by using 

both their native language and English, rather than just the English-only ESL programs. 

She used 66 Latino males and females with the equivalent o f two years o f formal 

education to interview and conduct focus groups. During her research, she identified the 

struggles that her participants were facing. She says she was working with “ immigrant 

participants who struggle with unfamiliar social structures; language barriers; economic 

challenges; and, more often than not, cultural expectations in the receiver context that are 

different from their own and are often unfamiliar” (Lukes, 2011, p. 24).

Her research also revealed that English-only programs are not the best way to 

teach English with those who have interrupted schooling, like adults. Even though she 

looks at adults for this study, similar results could be found if looking at young adults 

with only two years o f formal education. She found retention to be high. Adhering only
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to the English-only model undermines the power o f native language skills and can reduce 

student confidence with language which can lead to failure and drop outs. (She cites 

Cumming, 1981). Of the 66 participants, 40 who were interviewed revealed that poverty 

kept them from staying in school. They had to choose work over school.

While capturing their struggle, Lukes (2011) also captured the essence o f the 

bilingual programs. “We learn that, despite shame and pervasive feelings o f being 

“useless” to society, participants were highly motivated to take advantage o f multilingual 

educational services, and that a community of purpose in the class-room and program 

kept them coming to class, despite numerous obstacles” (p.21).

Fenner (2014) confirms the risk factors for ELs in her recent book, Advocating fo r  

English Learners. She identifies low or limited education levels o f parents and the 

inability o f parents to assist with English at home. There is also a cultural expectation for 

some families for school to educate, thus trusting the school to handle schooling.

Vulnerable groups, such as English Learners, have many deficits to overcome 

(Fenner, 2014, Lukes, 2011, Zhou, 1997). The United States has a rich history of 

protecting one’s fundamental rights, providing advocacy for marginalized groups, 

righting wrongs o f discrimination, and requiring proactive measures taken to maintain 

equity through the legal system. Federal legislation can impact the societal context of 

English learners because the teaching and learning English for this group of students is a 

mandate. While current Title III legislation and federal funding attempts to level the 

playing field with compliance for states, districts, and schools, there is a rich history that 

explains the education of immigrant children. The evolution of educating this group
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begins with the history o f immigration in the United States and the onset of case law as 

well as federal policy.

The history o f educating immigrant children can be traced back to the early 1900s 

when Chinese immigrants arrived to the country. Legislation in 1923 may have been the 

onset of the history o f legal implications regarding educating English Learners. In Meyer 

v. The State o f Nebraska, Nebraska law from 1919 that held the requirement that in any 

school, English had to be taught in classes was reversed by the US Supreme Court due to 

a violation o f the Fourteenth Amendment. In the mid-1900s, immigrants came for 

opportunities to work. During this time, there was significant legislation with 

implications for minority students and those students who were non-English speaking. 

This includes the Brown vs. Board of Education decision in 1954 that overturned law 

allowing schools to be “separate but equal.” This landmark case in education was 

followed by the Civil Rights Act o f 1964 which prohibited racial discrimination and 

discrimination based on national origin. This act was also known as Title VI. Title VII- 

Bilingual Education Programs 1967 followed with Congress providing funding to 

schools, research groups in the amount o f $7.5 million for improving bilingual education 

for the best programs proposed (Wikipedia). In 1968, federal policy was introduced with 

the Bilingual Education Act, which changed from Title VII, that not only identified the 

educational disadvantages encountered by English Learners, but also recognized bilingual 

education as an option for teaching low-income, non-English speaking students. In 1970 

the May 25th Memorandum explained how Title VI could be violated. Then in 1972, 

when Puerto Rican and Hispanic students’ needs were not being addressed, Aspira of 

New York, Inc. vs. New York Board o f Education ruled their favor, and this prompted
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the New York school districts to increase their bilingual education programs. 

Furthermore, in 1974, after not receiving appropriate services, Chinese families filed a 

suit. In the Lau vs. Nichols case, districts were required to remove educational barriers 

faced by non-speaking English students and take action to address their needs. Lau vs. 

Nichols also upheld the May 25th memorandum as an appropriate interpretation of Title 

VI educating immigrant children. This led to the Equal Educational Opportunity Act of 

1974 which mandated states not deny an equal educational opportunity to any individual, 

and specifically required states to take steps to overcome language barriers. The first 

Amendment to Title VII o f the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1974 

required states to provide instruction to students in their culture and native language and 

train teachers who were bilingual. This amendment also provided for any students to be 

able to access federal programs.

During the 1980s, there were 7.3 million immigrants, not including those 

undocumented immigrants, admitted to the United States. In 1981 in Castenada vs. 

Pickard, the decision to extend the Lau v. Nichols decision created a three part test for 

districts to determine if their EL programs were adequate. The Plyler vs. Doe case in 

1982 found that students’ immigration status could not exclude them from attending 

public schools. US Supreme Court overturned a Texas law which was requiring proof of 

legal residency prior to enrollment. Then in 1988 and 1994 there were amendments to 

the Title VII o f the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which provided additional 

funding to states for immigrant education, expanding programs and professional training. 

In 2000, there was a presidential order to improve access to services for those with



33

limited English proficiency. This Executive Order 13155 also required all federal 

programs to not discriminate based on national origin.

More recently, the English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and 

Academic Achievement Act, better known as Title III, was enacted during the George W. 

Bush Administration as a part o f the No Child Left Behind Act o f 2001. Programs such 

as ESL are inclusive o f the type of programs that are expected with the regulations from 

the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 and is further supported with the English Language 

Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and Academic Achievement Act (NCELA, 2014, 

Davis, 2006).

Finally, Title Vll was replaced with this reauthorization o f NCLB. Now 

legislative guidance is referred to as Title III “Language Instruction for Limited English 

Proficient and Immigrant Students” Policy and funding for English Learners are managed 

through Title III. A more recent case in the education o f immigrant students is the Home 

vs. Flores case in 2009. The Court found that states have the right to determine 

requirements o f English Learner programs. Critics find that the accountability with this 

ruling diminishes for schools because they do not have to produce speakers o f fluent 

English.

Diverse Deficits o f ELs in the Classroom

The National Center for Education Statistics reports the condition o f the field of 

Education annually. The latest report was published in May, 2014 and gives analysis for 

data through 2013. This report provides the demographics o f English Learners in school 

in 2011-2012.



34

Also provided is the academic history of reading and mathematics performance 

for 4th and 8th grade students, over the period o f 1996 to 2013 for reading and 1998 to 

2013 for math using the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). These 

data show trends over the last thirty years, as well as the changes in scores over the last 

few years. These data are also disaggregated by various groups such as for English 

Language Learners (ELLs). Essential to the research for this study is the academic 

performance o f this group of learners.

Language Proficiency = Academic Success

Studies on language acquisition for ELs have shown that successful outcomes for 

students’ whose primary home language is other than English (PHLOTES) is rooted in 

their ability to master language (Roessingh & Douglas, 2012; WIDA, 2014). Well 

documented is the academic success o f ELs related to acquiring academic language 

proficiency.

Language acquisition has been researched extensively. Learning high school content is 

more complex than learning the language. It is learning the academic language. It is 

understanding context. It is preparation for standardized tests. It is about being college 

and career ready by the time students graduate (Darling-Hammonds, et.al., 2014).

Studies that show that language acquisition is key to academic success. The target 

state for the study uses the WIDA test to assess the levels of language mastery of ELLs. 

The WIDA, which stands for World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment, 

consortium produces Standards for students learning English, they also produce the 

CAN-DO Descriptors which describe what students should be able to do at each level. 

Finally, they produce the ACCESS test for ELLs which stands for Assessing
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Comprehension and Communication in English State to State for English Language 

Learners. This test assesses those standards and the level of language proficiency through 

the identification o f developmental levels. The six levels from Level 1 to Level 6 are 

Entering, Beginning, Developing, Expanding, Bridging, and Reaching (WIDA, 2014). 

There are several studies involving the research o f WIDA standards. The center is housed 

at Wisconsin Center for Education Research at University o f Wisconsin-Madison.

With increased accountability measures, states are finding it necessary to focus 

attention to English Learners to improve outcomes (Cook, Boals, & Lundberg, 2011). 

Title 111 o f NCLB mandates standardized tests be used to measure the progress o f ELLs. 

This intentional scrutiny is due to the widening achievement gap between this group and 

other English speaking groups (Equity and Excellence Commission, 2013, NCLB, 2001). 

Funding is also provided for states, districts, and schools to meet requirements.

Institutional Context: Leading English Learners 

While educating students with limited English proficiency is a legal mandate and 

reporting the achievement o f ELs with accountability measures is expected, how states 

choose to implement and monitor specific programs vary. For example, some programs 

use bilingual education, dual immersion, English-only course, ESL, and ESOL (Haynes, 

2007, OCR, 1999). The Office for Civil Rights’ program manual for English Language 

Learners offers suggestions for any institution that educates this group.

Sociocultural environment.

A school is a sociocultural environment. The Business Dictionary.com defines a 

socio-cultural environment as “a set o f beliefs, customs, practices, and behavior that 

exists within a population (p. 280). Socio-cultural environment captures both school-
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wide and classroom level populations. The principal is responsible for school-wide 

initiatives, like EL programs, and supervises the classroom-level implementation. The 

principal is also vested in overall student achievement and student subgroups because of 

new state requirement for how leaders are evaluated, such as the Leader Keys Evaluation 

System (GADOE, 2014). Socio-cultural factors are considered in the implementation of 

the EL program (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014). Therefore, the perception of the sociocultural 

understanding o f the principal is relevant. The purpose o f this study is to determine if the 

school factors, such as the principal’s perception o f sociocultural understanding is related 

to academic outcomes of ELs. Essentially, a school with an effective ELL program may 

lead to better student outcomes.

Culture is defined as the norms, values, and beliefs o f an organization 

(Muhammad, 2009). Some definitions go on to clarify that it is the traditions, routines, 

and rituals day to day that define culture. One such organization that embodies and 

depends on culture is schools. Schools are filled with individuals, such as leaders, faculty, 

staff, and students who bring their own norms, values, traditions, and beliefs to the 

school. Once inside the halls and classrooms, of course, there are institutional norms, 

values, and beliefs embedded in every facet of the school. This includes, but is not 

limited to, curriculum, assessment, instruction, professional learning, family engagement, 

school climate and culture, and leadership. These eight areas have been identified by the 

study’s target state as the School Keys, whereby schools use and are encouraged with 

“unlocking the keys to school improvement” (GADOE, 2014). The more diverse the 

school, the more likely the need to maintain the integrity o f and respect for individuals’ 

native culture, respect for multiculturalism, while avoiding a divergent school culture.
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Studies have shown that school culture is related to student achievement. Further, 

problematic school cultures, such as toxic or illusory, can be found to inhibit student 

growth.

Research conducted by Deal and Peterson (1990), explain the correlation between 

the culture and student achievement. Also, they found that the principal impacts the 

school culture and also shapes the culture. Positive school culture leads to student 

growth, student learning, and positive academic outcomes. Gruenert (1998) described the 

six aspects to a positive school culture. They are: 1) Collaborative leadership, 2) Teacher 

Collaboration, 3) Professional Development 4) Collegial Support 5) Unity o f Purpose, 

and 6) Learning Partnership. The specific area related to this study are Collaborative 

leadership and Unity of Purpose. These two areas were found to be the most significant in 

a Turkish study done o f 756 schools in 2007 (Gumuseli & Eryilmaz, 2011).

A school can also have a school culture that has a negative impact on students.

The work o f Taylor-Dunlop and Norton (1987), using the Popekewitz model, used a case 

study to identify school culture could be described in three ways: technical, illusory, and 

constructivist. Using at-risk females, they found that the culture in the high school was 

illusory (disjointed purpose and school activities) and racism, conflict in school and 

community engagement, and low expectations of faculty caused the high risk, female 

students to feel alienated and disengaged.

Even politics can sometimes get in the way o f a cohesive culture for students. 

Brown (2005) in her dissertation studied the Rio Verde School District (pseudonym) at a 

time when the socio- political factors were causing dissension with the school district, 

schools, and the community. The Proposition 203 legislation was limiting the amount of
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Spanish that could be spoken in schools, and therefore, gave the impression o f not 

valuing the home language and culture.

Sekar (2009) recommended that further research be done to include studies to 

“analyze the differences in ELL performance within the classrooms and on standardized 

assessments” and “culture studies” to review “motivational factors pertaining to a 

language/ethnic group (p. 64).

Leadership for School Improvement 

Leadership has to be effective in order to lead school improvement that is 

effective. School improvement that is effective makes gains in groups that typically lag 

behind. Indicators such as graduation tests, writing exams, enrollment in advanced level 

courses, end o f course exams, or graduation rates are used to document school-wide 

achievement, but also student growth. Leaders of high schools are not just Principals, but 

Assistant Principals, Instructional Coaches, Department Chairs, Grade level leaders, 

Model or Master Teachers, and Athletic Coaches.

As a result of the work o f Deal and Peterson (1990) with school culture, the 

principal has been identified as key in influencing and shaping school culture. 

Muhammad (2009) described how to transform school culture by viewing the four types 

o f teachers in a school: believers, ‘tweeners, survivors, and fundamentalists. He 

described how every school has all four o f the types, but how the leader can capitalize on 

the strengths o f each type to move the school forward. He also identifies a societal 

context for marginalized students, such as Blacks and Hispanics and the role the school 

plays in their education. The power of collaboration versus isolation with professional
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development are key for the various teacher groups represented in a school to change the 

culture o f the organization to best meet student needs.

Marzano (2003) in his work “What Works in Schools: Translating Research into 

Schools” identified five areas that contributed positively to the overall school culture. 

Those five school level factors were 1) a guaranteed and viable curriculum, 2) 

challenging goals and effective feedback 3) parent and community involvement, 4) safe 

and orderly environment, and 5) collegiality and professionalism. He extended his 

research to the specific high yield strategies that work in the classroom such as, 

summarizing and notetaking, and practicing with homework.

Marzano, joined by Waters and McNulty (2005) also extended research with 

school leaders in their book entitled, “School Leaders that work: From research to 

results.” He explains how school leadership is related to student achievement. He 

identifies 21 responsibilities o f the leader in this book. One o f the twenty-one is number 

five, “Culture” that he describes as “the shared values, beliefs, and feelings o f a 

community evident in the artifacts and symbols that illustrate those priorities,” then 

number nine is “Ideals/Beliefs” because the leaders’ beliefs can influence the culture. 

Culture is in many theories o f leadership. Therefore, it is essential that if school culture 

provides a conduit for change in school improvement, then the leader must be the change 

agent to communicate and promote a culture o f high student achievement (Marzano, 

Waters, McNulty, 2005).

The growth o f ELs in the nation may impact the institutional context. Potential 

changes to the school’s population may impact human and material resources, and may 

require that leaders manage the change with a school-wide plan or implement change
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with programs. A leader who can lead using distributed leadership theory will be better 

equipped to navigate school improvement, as it is designed to empower others’ strengths 

and areas o f expertise.

Spillane and associates (2004) are credited with distributed leadership theory. 

Distributed Leadership is right for school improvement or accountability because no one 

leader can do it alone. This theory is not about delegation, rather distribution of 

leadership, empowering others with expertise within a strong school culture.

Walstrom, Louis, and Leithwood (2010) have conducted research in leadership. 

They conducted a qualitative study o f leaders in 43 districts from 9 states and found that 

Collective Leadership is linked to better student outcomes. Additionally, they found that 

leadership has influence on student learning, only second to classroom instruction.

Jang et al. (2008) conducted mixed methods research to determine leadership 

practices o f successful schools. The Schools with Challenging Circumstances Research 

Project looked at schools with large EL populations and student achievement growth over 

3 year period. They interviewed and teachers and leaders, as well as surveyed them. The 

successful schools demonstrated use of distributed leadership.

Schools can be equipped to facilitate the process o f cultural assimilation and 

language instruction when refugees arrive with language deficits and begin a new culture 

in a new country. Strike (2007) said, “the cultural opportunities that public schools offer 

need to be big-tented enough to accommodate the diversity o f our diverse society” (p.

41). Consequently, something other than language acquisition has to be present to get 

kids out o f school. Because all o f the odds are against them: Society who doesn’t support 

students of color, institutions that try as they might, but have traditional tracks set up to
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keep them contained (don’t mix with the others) or that do not foster an inclusive school 

culture, parents who don’t speak the language and do not have an equivalent high school 

education to assist with school work, don’t come to the school so students are again at a 

disadvantage, students who feel alienated or isolated at school or not supported by school 

(Vang, 2006).

Tracking and use o f hidden curriculum are two areas that Irvine (1990) discusses 

in the institutional contexts as reasons for Black student failure. Minorities are more 

likely to be tracked. Kao & Thompson (2003) English proficiency and level o f language 

ability lends itself to tracking. The paradox is that these students also need more one on 

one attention and are usually scheduled together.

Additionally, Irvine (1990) found that for students o f color, there is likely to be a 

hidden curriculum that discriminates, as opposed to the coursework and non- 

discriminatory curriculum that is explicitly stated. She defines the hidden curriculum as 

“the unstated but influential knowledge, attitudes, norms, rules, rituals, values, and 

beliefs that are transmitted to students through structure, policies, processes, formal 

content, and the social relationships o f school” (p. 5). Irvine cites the work o f Jackson 

(1983), Apple (1983), and Anyon (1981) who describe the pervasiveness o f the hidden 

curriculum and the problems that arise with the hidden curriculum such as different 

experiences for students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The research she 

presented revealed the absence of self-directed, creative work, how to conduct 

independent research and make presentations with low-income children, while more 

affluent or elite schools had those skills emphasized. The Office for Civil Rights even 

found that English learners are less likely to take advanced courses. The critical thinking
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skills needed for success in school can be found in advanced level courses that 

disadvantaged students are not taking (OCR, 2014).

For English learners, time to develop language is also problematic. Collier and 

Thomas (1989) found that students who are behind academically, like those with limited 

English proficiency, need time to close the achievement gap. Particularly high school 

students with deficits fail because they do not have time to make progress. There are four 

years o f high school. Essentially, they can’t catch up due to the time it takes to master 

content (Collier & Thomas, 1989).

Serving populations o f diverse students with high needs, particularly ELs, is 

challenging (Mvududu & Thiel-Burgess, 2012). Therefore, the principal should be 

knowledgeable. According to Carranza (2010), teachers perceived that principals lacked 

knowledge about ELL instruction. The leader’s ability to facilitate implementation o f a 

strong ELL program has far reaching implications because the school receives funding 

for Title I and Title III. Fifty percent o f public schools receive Title I funding. In 

addition to managing cost, he or she must manage compliance. To comply with law, their 

schools must show progress toward meeting goals and closing the achievement gap 

(OCR, 1999). Those gains are made in the classroom with an effective teacher.

Educating ELs: Moving from Institutional to Interpersonal 

Leader engagement influences the school, but learner engagement occurs in the 

classroom. The interaction between the teacher and student is key to developing 

cognitively (Vygotsky, 1987). The instruction for ELLs is captured and monitored by the 

implementation o f the ESOL or ESL program (OCR, 1999). Although states differ in the 

specific components o f these programs, the broad concepts are the same. Allow them to
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access the curriculum with appropriate strategies such as scaffolding. Acquiring language

skills through reading, writing, speaking, and listening is paramount for the limited

English proficiency student. While language acquisition is not the focus o f this study,

research has been conducted on this area that yield strategies for teaching English

Learners (Hayes, 2007; Reiss, 1981).

Educators across the country who wish to teach ESOL programs for students with

limited English proficiency are required to complete either ESOL certification or and

ESOL endorsement to their certificate. For example, in Georgia, in order to have the

certification on the teaching certificate the teacher must pass the state Assessment for

Certification o f Educators (GACE) exam within the ESOL content. The five required

areas are: 1) Language as a System, 2) Culture, 3) Planning, Implementing, and

Managing Instruction, 4 )Assessment, and 5) Professionalism (www.gapsc.com).

If a teacher already has a teaching certificate in a content area and grade level, he

or she can add additional endorsements or certifications with additional coursework or

exams. Educators who successfully complete classes in the teaching o f ESOL, with a

certified ESOL instructor, then the ESOL endorsement can be added to the certificate.

Understanding culture is essential to educating ELs. The Culture domain of the

requirements for ESOL educator preparation is listed below.-

The program shall prepare candidates who know, understand, and use major 
theories and research related to the nature and role o f culture in their instruction. 
They demonstrate understanding o f how cultural groups and individual cultural 
identities affect language learning, school achievement, language, literacy 
development, and content achievement, (www.gapsc.com, p. 1)

While having an ESOL endorsement or certification allows teachers to teach 

English Learners, much more is needed to be effective. Reiss (1981) explained how

http://www.gapsc.com
http://www.gapsc.com
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teachers can assist the language learner. First, she explains that teachers can learn about 

his or her students, familiarizing him or herself with the aspirations, potential, and 

interests of the students. Then, use that information to carefully craft lessons at an 

appropriate pace to provide learners with a measure o f success. Second, she says, 

teachers can create a classroom environment that is encouraging, non-threatening where 

students who are learning language feel comfortable. Finally, she says teachers should 

explain the process of learning language to minimize “false expectations” around 

learning a new language (p. 122).

Sociocultural theory implies that it is the responsibility of parents, caregivers, and 

teachers to create a culture where children can learn and master high functioning skills 

like language and literacy (Irby, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978). The concept o f language is a 

culturally constructed artifact (Lantolf & Thome, 2007). Thus, two key points that are 

relevant to language acquisition o f English Learners: 1) cognitive functioning originates 

from social interaction and 2) students learn how to read and write through a process of 

interaction from practitioners and peers (Mercer & Hower, 2012).

Children spend hours with educators who aid in cognitive learning and 

development within a school, a social setting with its own culture. Classrooms where 

language is taught are environments where speaking, listening, reading, and writing 

should occur (Schmoker, 2011). Literacy and language are key cognitive skills that are 

developed in these environments. Mahn (1999) stated, “Vygotsky revealed the significant 

role o f social interaction in cultural development in his investigations of children’s 

appropriation of socially elaborated symbol systems in the acquisition and internalization 

o f language” (p. 344). When students, particularly English Learners, are acquiring
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language, the interaction with educators and peers is critical. Vygotsky found “that 

learning collaboratively with others, particularly in instructional settings, precedes and 

shapes development” (Lantolf & Thome, 2007, p.207). Conversely, one could argue then, 

students who do not have access to collaborative learning environments, may not develop 

or perform at an appropriate developmental level. When students do not develop and 

progress within school, it can lead to gaps in learning and increase the possibility of 

retention for these learners (Thermstrom & Thermstrom, 2003).

To have cultural synchronization, the teacher must have high expectations for the 

student (Irvine, 1990) and the school s ta ffs  ability to respect and work with families 

from diverse backgrounds are key for strategies to prevent drop-outs. In the absence of 

training, teachers and leaders ill-equipped to teach ELs or implement an EL program, 

who facilitate students’ learning literacy, may perpetuate the struggle facing ELs due to 

the inability to understand their cultural background and make critical cultural 

connections (Fenner, 2014, Haynes, 2007, Bowman, 1994). Poor reading skills is one 

factor o f students who drop-out, and students with limited English proficiency are at 

greater risk o f dropping out (Smink, & Schargel, 2004). Research from the Center for the 

Evaluation o f Education Policy (CEEP) had a finding that the schools who participated in 

the literacy collaborative with early intervention reduced the retention rate by having 

positive effects o f teaching literacy (St. John, et. al, 2001). This leads to the explanation 

o f the problem of retention of ELs.

Academic Outcomes: Retention, Drop-outs, Persistence to Graduation 

There are many causes for student retention, dropouts, and failure to persist to 

graduation. There are factors both beyond and within the control of the school. There are
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student characteristics for which the high school has no control, such as socio-economic 

status. Yet, teacher quality and dropout prevention programs, for example, are within the 

scope o f the school, under the direction of the principal (Knesting, 2008). Students who 

have risk factors are more likely to be retained, drop out o f school, and not graduate 

(Smink & Schargel, 2004). Some o f those risk factors for students are failing grades, lack 

of attendance, behavior problems (Rumberger, 2007). These risk factors and school 

factors, both compelling, can apply to English Learners and provide a basis for the 

research problem.

Knesting (2008) argues that more focus on the school factors should be 

considered, rather than just the individual characteristics o f the student that are often 

considered. This is one reason to pursue the school as a unit o f analysis in research. She 

conducted qualitative research at a high school by studying 17 students identified as at- 

risk o f dropping out, 10 males and 7 females, but who persist. She conducted an 

ethnographic study during a school year from February to May to determine how schools 

(teachers, counselors, principals, community) assist students in staying in school and 

persisting to graduation. She organized her study into four themes that emerged from 

research and were confirmed in her study. The four areas are: “listening to students, 

communicating caring, the school’s role in dropout prevention, and the student’s role in 

dropout prevention” (p.3). Of the 17 students of various grade levels, 8 had been retained 

prior to high school. At the end o f the research, 15 o f the 17 had either graduated or were 

on track to graduate.

Lee and Burkam (2003) also studied why students drop out and the schools they 

drop out from. Further, the research done by Taylor-Dunlop and Norton (1997) confirm
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that schools where the culture is illusory, students were disengaged. These disengaged 

students were already considered to be at-risk.

The correlation between retention and graduation has been documented 

(Bomsheuer, Polonyi, Andrews, Fore, & Onwuegbuzie, 2011). Bomsheur et.al (2011) 

found that ninth grade students (n=1202) in Texas who had been retained were “six times 

as likely not to graduate on time” (p.9). By conducting a chi-square analysis using the 

transcripts o f students, they found statistical significance between ninth-grade retention 

and on-time graduation.

In addition to the quantitative research, the work done by Heilig (2011) provides a 

qualitative view o f high schools in Texas with high EL populations. Archival data from 

test scores at the onset o f accountability measures beginning in 1993 to 2010 were 

reviewed to determine the schools for the study. After conducting interviews, she found 

that high stakes testing as a result o f accountability has led to dropouts and teaching to 

the test. She identified that there is a need for teacher training, communication with 

families, more options for ELs to demonstrate proficiency (like portfolios) rather than test 

only approach.

Another qualitative research study conducted by Yellin and Mokhtari (2010) 

studied at-risk Mexican students in an elementary school who were being considered for 

retention or placement in Special Education. With a grant-funded team, the students were 

provided assistance. Academic progress was made over a three year period. They were 

able to avoid being retained or placed in Special Education. The study found that ELs 

need “careful and sustained attention from principals, teachers, and families” and that 

schools should review practices and provide clear guidelines for ELs (p. 11).
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The longitudinal study by Jimerson and Ferguson (2007) confirms the 

disproportionate numbers o f minorities who are retained. Their study, which followed 2nd 

graders to 11th graders, found that grade retention did not have a positive impact on their 

education. Unfortunately, retention caused them to perform more poorly and be more 

likely to drop out o f school.

On a national level, the graduation rates o f public school students are provided in 

the most recent 2014 report, The Condition o f Education, published by the National 

Center o f Education Statistics (Kena et al., 2014). Because graduation rates are lagging 

data, the report provides the rates from 1990 to 2012. There were 3.1 million students in 

public schools who graduated from high school on time, which represents 81% of all 

students. This percentage is referred to as the Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate 

(AFGR) where students are counted if they graduate within four years with their entering 

freshman cohort. The actual formula is the average o f the number o f 8th graders five 

years earlier, 9th graders four years earlier, and 10th graders three years earlier (Kena et 

al., 2014).

In review o f the data, the achievement gap o f the graduation rate o f Whites and 

Hispanics is 9 points. The achievement gap o f the graduation rate o f Whites and Blacks is 

13 points. In the same report, the dropout rate is 7%, which includes students between 16 

and 24 who are not enrolled in school. Unfortunately, the rate for Blacks is double that of 

whites and almost triple that of Hispanics. The achievement gap of the dropout rate that 

exists between white students and black students is 5% and the gap between white 

students and Hispanics is 9% (Kena et al., 2014).
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Summary

The review o f literature to support the problem of retention of ELs was organized 

using three contexts: societal, institutional, and interpersonal as described by Irvine’s 

(1990) process model for Black student achievement. The research, from a societal 

context, explains both the diverse composition o f English Learners, as well as the clear 

deficits they face, such as language barriers, low literacy, family dysfunction, limited 

education levels o f parents, economic challenges, limited access to services, and cultural 

barriers. The theoretical framework including, this model by Irvine, Distributed 

Leadership theory by Spillane (2004), and Sociocultural theory credited to Vygotsky 

(1968), were explored.

The institutional context was explored with research on how leaders improve 

schools and impact the culture of schools. Schools have been educating both diverse 

groups o f immigrants and refugees, and while diverse, both groups have commonalities. 

Both have entered a new country with a new culture and are learning a new content. Both 

groups o f these students, central to this study, are the students who require a language 

program due to their limited English proficiency. The history o f educating ELs was 

presented, beginning with the first Chinese immigrants who came and believed they 

should be entitled to services. Legal cases and legislation have led to schools being 

required by federal mandate in Title III to provide a program for these students to acquire 

language skills in English. Those programs, monitored by school leaders, vary from state 

to state, district-to-district, and school-to-school. The academic outcomes nation-wide 

from the NAEP as well as graduation rates require attention in spite of the already
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focused attention on English Learner subgroups in accountability measures, also required 

by the reauthorization o f ESEA.

The interpersonal context reviews how teachers facilitate communication within 

the classroom with ELs. They should make material meaningful as it is presented, value 

individual learning styles, and get to know students (Reiss, 1981). Research supports that 

cultural synchronization within the classroom, cultural connections, and caring teachers 

are needed for ELs to perform well.

The graduation data, one academic outcome for English Learners, are dismal, 

reflecting significant achievement gaps between ELs and their non-EL peers. The 

academic outcomes and EL’s ability to persist are reviewed in the context of the 

implementation o f an ESL program that encompasses understanding o f culture and 

sociocultural factors. This study, detailed in the next chapter, may enhance what we 

already know about the topic of ELs and ameliorate the current problem identified within 

the literature.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The retention o f English Learners (EL) in high school is a documented and 

escalating problem (OCR, 2014; Rumberger, 2007; Sekar, 2009). The population of 

students with limited English proficiency, one o f the fastest growing in education, will 

require intervention in order to narrow the academic achievement gap between them and 

non-EL students (Kena et al., 2014; Haynes, 2007). Educators within a positive school 

culture, influenced by the principal, can ameliorate the culture shock that these students 

encounter in mainstream classrooms and hallways o f high schools (Deal & Peterson,

1990; Haynes, 2007; Muhammad, 2009). Furthermore, teachers and leaders must 

understand the sociocultural issues within a school to meet the needs of minority students 

(Irvine, 1990; Gonzales, 2001).

The academic performance o f students in the target state for this study is captured 

for each school in the target state’s accountability measure, including a several indicators 

for high schools. This accountability measure is scored on a 100-point scale, with an 

optional ten challenge (bonus) points. The score is comprised of an Achievement score, a 

Progress score, and an Achievement Gap closure score. The Achievement score includes 

the 4-year cohort graduation rate as one o f the indicators, as well as a 5-year cohort 

graduation rate. For the purpose of this study, only the four-year graduation rate was 

utilized, as it represents the percent o f students who graduate on-time. Each schools’
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subgroups, when reported, are disaggregated and used to determine how well schools are 

making progress toward or closing the achievement gap (State DOE, 2014). These report 

cards are posted on the state’s Department o f Education website, which reflect the annual 

overall performance. These data yield rich opportunity for analysis for this vulnerable 

group o f students.

Rationale for Research Study 

According to Mujis (2010), the purpose of quantitative research is to collect 

numerical data to explore phenomena using mathematical methods. Quantitative methods 

are used to describe, compare, relate and predict. Survey research is often used in 

education as a means for gathering information from a group of people about their beliefs 

(Neuman, 2011). Because this study involved high school principals and their perceptions 

about the sociocultural factors o f the EL programs, a survey was conducted. Once the 

data were collected, they were used to compare the difference in graduation rates in those 

high schools for non-EL students and EL students. Graduation rates, a quantifiable 

measure o f student achievement, and scores from principals from a Likert-type scale 

measure were analyzed to assist in answering the research question.

Research Question and Hypothesis 

This study answered the following research question and related hypothesis:

RQ: How do principals’ perceptions of sociocultural factors of the ELL program, as

measured by the English Language Learner Program Survey fo r  Principals relate 

to the persistence of ELs, as measured by the difference in graduation rate for ELs 

and non-ELs in those high schools?
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Ho: There is no statistically significant relationship between principals’ perceptions of

sociocultural factors, as measured by the English Language Learner Program 

Survey fo r  Principals and the difference o f graduation rates o f ELs and the 

graduation rate of non-ELs in those schools

Research Design

The study explored the associations between the beliefs o f principals about the 

sociocultural environments and the graduation rates within those schools. A correlational 

study was conducted using survey and graduation data. The data for graduation rates in 

the target state are published on the website for the last three accountability cycles, 2012,

2013, and 2014. Even though graduation rate is a lagging indicator, the principals 

answered questions about how their school implements the ELL program (State DOE,

2014, Grady & O ’Dwyer, 2014). The survey was used to measure demographic data, 

implementation o f the ELL program in the school, and how principals perceived the 

sociocultural aspects of the ELL programs at their schools, including the cultural 

experiences, behaviors of students, the cultural responsiveness o f teachers, and the 

inclusion o f families in educating their children.

Graduation rates, from the state’s Department of Education website, were used as 

a measure o f academic achievement to analyze persistence of ELs by school.

Specifically, the graduation rate served as one variable and the measure o f the principals’ 

perceptions of sociocultural factors from the survey serves as another variable used to 

calculate correlation.
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Population

Across America, seven states have a graduation rate below 70%. The target state 

selected for the study is a southeastern state and it is one of the seven that ranks among 

the bottom 5% of 51 states in graduation rate (Kena et.al, 2014). According to the target 

state’s Department o f Education website, the 4-year graduation rate for 2013 was 71.8%. 

Currently, there are 450 high schools in the state serving over 88,000 students with 

limited English proficiency (State DOE, 2014). Unfortunately, these dismal performance 

data detail why this state should be a focus for the study and serve as the population. 

Moreover, the state ranks at the bottom of the region in academic performance on other 

national measures. This study examined the high schools in the target state with an EL 

subgroup.

Sample

Purposeful sampling was used to determine the sub-group for this study. 

According to Creswell (2013), there are three considerations for this type o f sampling: 

who is selected, the size o f the sample, and the strategy for sampling. This study explored 

the high schools in a southeastern state that have an EL subgroup because graduation rate 

is measured at the high school level and only those schools with English Learners are o f 

interest. Additionally, the State department provides these data for all high schools in the 

state and provides a link with graduation rates that are disaggregated by subgroup making 

the achievement of English Learners as defined by graduation rate accessible.

To ensure anonymity and confidentiality, the researcher used pseudonyms for 

schools and location o f the schools involved in the study. Additionally, principals’ names 

were not used in the study. Information presented was aggregated to the school level.
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Participants

Principals are expected to be instructional leaders, data leaders, and cultural 

leaders and lead based on standards set forth as the Interstate School Leaders Licensure 

Consortium (ISLLC) Standards by the Chief Council o f State School Leaders (CCSSO) 

programs and delivery o f content, ensuring the implementation o f the curriculum.

(Canole & Young, 2013). Principals, as data leaders, must review data, consider data 

sources, and analyze data to ensure subgroups, like English Learners, are making 

progress. (Canole & Young, 2013). Principals are also cultural leaders, shaping the 

culture o f their schools (Deal & Peterson, 1990). Therefore, principals o f the high schools 

in the sample served as participants in the study. Participants in the study remained 

anonymous and the researcher ensured confidentiality and anonymity to protect data, 

schools, and other significant identifiers.

Instrumentation

The English Language Learner Program Survey fo r  Principals was used to gather 

demographic data from high school principals, demographic school data for their high 

schools, and information on the implementation o f the ELL programs within their 

schools, as well as their beliefs about educating English Learners (Grady & O’Dwyer, 

2014). The survey, which is in the public domain, is timely based on the growing 

population o f students being served in ELL programs and the accountability measures 

required by states and district for compliance. While this instrument was created for 

Rhode Island’s Department o f Education to get a better understanding of how schools are 

doing with educating ELLs and what professional learning may be needed for the state to
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provide to leaders, it can be adapted to any state for its use. In fact, it is the hope o f the 

researchers that it was used for that purpose.

In the creation o f the questions within the instrument, the authors identified four 

goals for gathering the data. The first is the current policies and practices for the ELL 

program. The second is current professional learning provided for educating ELs. The 

third is how familiar the principal is with the state guidelines for educating ELs. The final 

goal, which is the most critical to the research for this study, is the principal’s beliefs 

about educating ELs (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014). These three questions on beliefs about 

the culture o f students made this instrument appropriate for the study.

The survey had 37 questions which the creators believed would take principals 

15-20 minutes to complete in its entirety (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014). The four sections of 

the survey aligned with the four goals identified by the authors. Sections two on 

curriculum and section three on the policies o f the state are not applicable. The primary 

questions o f interest, regarding principal perceptions are Questions 35-37 o f the survey. 

The most critical question offers ten parts 36 a -  36 j, however seven questions focus on 

social cultural factors, items 36d-36j. The questions are:

36 a. When teaching content to ELLs, teachers should modify their instruction to 

account fo r  ELL students ’ level ofproficiency in the language o f  instruction 

36 b. Teachers who are not ELL teachers, but who have ELL students in their 

classrooms, need special training to teach ELLs effectively 

36 c. I f  a teacher is effective with general education students, they will be effective 

with ELLs as well.
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36 d. When teaching content to ELLs, teachers should be encouraged to draw on the 

cultural experiences o f  the ELL students 

36 e Teachers are most effective when they understand the cultural backgrounds o f  

their ELL students

36 f  Teachers should acknowledge cultural differences when making sense o f  ELL

student behaviors

36 g  The strategy that a teacher uses to discipline an ELL student should depend on 

that student’s cultural background 

36 h Teachers with ELLs in their classrooms should be trained in culturally 

responsive education practices 

36 i Teachers with ELLs in their classrooms should be trained in how to 

communicate with the parents o f  ELLs 

36 j  School leaders should work to build partnerships with ELLs ’families and their

communities (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014, p. 16).

Validation

For the seven parts in question 36, the authors used an iterative process with the 

survey items to identify which domain is represented by the questions. Experts in the 

field pre-tested the questions. Items 36d to 36j were found to describe the domain 

“Sociocultural issues around educating ELL students” found in Table 1 (Grady & 

O ’Dwyer, 2014, p. 3). Ideally, a survey instrument will have both content and empirical 

validation prior to use. This can include content analysis and existing statistical data 

(Neuman, 2011). Currently, there are no existing empirical data due to the recent release 

o f the survey in June o f 2014. However, the researcher used the data from the survey to
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generate empirical data. Additionally, the plan is for the survey to be given to the 

principals in Connecticut and Rhode Island this spring also. This statistical data was not 

available for review prior to the completion o f the dissertation.

To further ensure the validity o f the study, a careful review o f the content 

validation has been completed. Extensive research accompanies the instrument. The 

research is provided at the conclusion o f the survey. The REI-NE Labs are recognized as 

a credible source for research based on the history o f the organization, the collaboration 

with other reputable organizations, such as their contract with the US Department of 

Education, Institute o f Education Sciences, and the credentials o f the researchers 

themselves. For this instrument, Lauren O’Dwyer and Matthew C. Grady are the authors. 

According to her faculty webpage on the Boston College website, O ’Dwyer is an 

associate professor at Boston College in the Educational Research, Measurement, and 

Evaluation Department. The research coordinator for the lab is listed as a contact for 

anyone who desires to adapt the survey to their state. The creators o f the survey 

recommend the survey for principals and suggest that the survey be given in states to 

inform state departments and districts.

Data Collection

Following IRB approval, data were collected during the spring o f 2015 in order to 

give principals time to complete the survey and the researcher time to compile the results 

prior to the end o f the school year. To allow participants to take the survey, a preliminary 

email was sent to potential principals with the copy of the informed consent letter, 

approval from the district, and a request to participate. A copy of the survey was 

distributed via link in an email. In some cases, the survey was hand delivered to eligible
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participants. To determine eligibility, the researcher used the website for the target state’s 

Department of Education.

On the Data Reporting page, various accountability reports are listed. Under the 

heading for one accountability report, the Cohort Graduation Rate Data by Subgroup can 

be downloaded. The Excel spreadsheet provides the 4-year cohort graduation rate for 

every district and high school in the state for 2013, including rural, suburban, and city 

schools. The researcher reviewed the data file for Cohort Graduation Rate by Subgroup. 

Then, using the filters in Microsoft Excel, the file was manipulated to provide only those 

schools with an EL subgroup. A filter for English Learners was used under the 

Reporting Label tab. Next, a filter for School versus System was used under the Reporting 

Level tab. The final filter was a sort for A-Z, to force the graduation rates with a numeric 

value to the top and the categories Too Few Students and No Data to move to the bottom. 

As a result, the filters determined that out o f 450 high schools, 68 high schools in the 

state had a subgroup o f English Learners in 2013. For the 2014 data, 73 high schools in 

the state had a subgroup of English Learners. Schools may have ELs in their building 

and school systems may have ELs, but if there were not enough to be reported in the 

state’s cohort graduation rate, then they were not included in the sample (State DOE, 

2014).

An alphabetical list o f school systems with eligible schools by was generated. A 

table with each district, school, the principal, and their research code was created. Each 

email sent to the principal included the link to the survey and included the research code 

for the school. This code was a four digit number that corresponds to the state’s 

identification number for each school.
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For the purpose o f this study, principals were asked to complete demographic 

information and questions 36, parts a-j, Due to the minimal number o f questions asked, 

responder fatigue did not apply. The ten questions were answered with four responses: 

strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree. In order to quantify the responses, 

a value was assigned to the scale. Each principal rated the question as strongly disagree, 

disagree, agree, or strongly agree. A rating o f strongly disagree received a score o f 1, 

disagree received a score of 2, agree received a score of 3, and strongly agree received a 

score of 4.

After the survey was adapted for the target state, all of the demographic 

information within the survey was used, as well as a portion o f part four. Once the 

surveys were collected they were placed in order by code to ensure that each principal’s 

responses were aligned with his or her school, and ultimately the difference in graduation 

rates by school. The researcher compiled all of the responses from a report in both Excel 

and SPSS and transferred the data to SPSS, a statistical software package. Once the files 

were in a “computer-readable form,” the researcher was able to begin the preliminary 

data screening (Warner, 2013, p. 32).

Institutional Review Board Approval 

This study required the approval of the Institutional Review Board prior to 

collecting data. Careful attention to proper research protocols was given in the process. 

There were no vulnerable groups included. There were 24 districts in the state that had 

high schools that qualify for the survey. Large districts that required IRB approval were 

requested. In districts where there was only one high school, the researcher contacted a 

district-level representative to request permission to contact the principal directly. The
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researcher prepared the appropriate documentation for the research review process to 

invite every school district with a high school principal with an EL subgroup to 

participate and to solicit their support with the principals within their districts who 

qualify. Also, the target state included the high school principals’ email addresses on 

their websites. Since the email addresses were in the public domain, the survey will also 

be sent directly to principals.

An IRB approval was not needed for the graduation data on the target DOE 

website because it is in the public domain. However, a data request for files was made to 

make the data screening process easier. Columns were manipulated for the Excel files to 

filter the needed information. Approval from the target State’s Department o f Education 

was obtained with specific enrollment numbers for students with limited English 

proficiency as well as the cohort graduation rates for all high schools in Georgia.

Response Rate

A listing o f the 73 schools was created and email addresses for each principal in 

the various school districts were obtained from school websites or from the target state’s 

Department o f Education. Phone calls were made to each location, followed by an email 

o f introduction. A personal email was sent to each eligible principal as well as his or her 

administrative assistant. Therefore, only those high school principals had the opportunity 

to participate. The researcher had a response rate o f 44% with 32 out of 73 responses. An 

acceptable response rate is 30% - 50%, which included a range o f 22-37 principals for the 

study (University o f Texas, 2014). In order to improve the response rate, the initial 

survey was sent electronically. The web-based survey was simple, with no charts or 

complicated designs, and the demographic information was placed first on the survey to
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increase responses (Bosniak & Tuten, 2001). If there was no response, reminder emails 

were sent. The researcher also made calls and face to face visits to improve response rate. 

Survey Monkey (2009) provided guidance on response rate and improving participation.

Data Analysis

Data analysis included descriptive and correlational procedures. The researcher 

used the service provided by the university to collect the data from the surveys. The 

online tool, Survey Monkey, was used to place the data directly into the software 

statistical package, IBM SPSS. Descriptive statistics was used for preliminary data 

screening and overall sorting. Graphing the data through a statistical software program 

will show trends, patterns, and outliers (Warner, 2013). Trends for these data were 

discussed.

Next, the researcher reviewed the survey data. The school was the unit of 

analysis. Each high school was referenced by the state code. The survey respondents 

were provided a code that allowed the researcher to link the survey to the school so that a 

comparison can be made to the appropriate graduation rate. Additionally, the scales for 

the survey questions were used to determine a score. The descriptive analysis o f the 

demographic data were conducted. For example, the mean of the length o f time a 

principal has served at his or her current school and length o f time as principal at any 

school was discussed. There were findings related to the length of time that principals 

have been in the schools with the EL subgroups and professional learning.

For the research question, correlation was used to analyze the relationships 

between the principal’s perception about sociocultural factors and graduation rates of 

those schools. In significance testing, Pearson’s r was used with a p value o f less than .05
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to establish significance. Effect size and statistical power were not reviewed due to the 

findings. Discussion for possibilities for replicating the study and future research were 

completed. Data screening allowed the researcher to determine outliers and decide 

whether to include the data or not (Warner, 2013). Graphs of graduation rate, non-EL 

graduation rates, and the difference in the graduation rates o f ELs and non-ELs were 

displayed. A cluster analysis o f the survey questions was created and reliability and 

correlations were described. The r-values for the correlational relationship were 

calculated. The p value was used to determine the significance of the association between 

variables.

Attention to an exogenous variable, non-EL graduation rate, was given to account 

for the differences in the schools. Although it was not central to the study, socioeconomic 

status was reviewed and percentages were given to provide context for the schools in the 

sample. The socioeconomic status was measured by using the rate o f Free and Reduced 

Lunch Price (FRLP) at the school.

Reporting Results

The results o f the study were reported using descriptive statistics, as well as 

graphs, tables to assist the reader with interpreting results and inform those who can 

benefit from the research. Additionally, the results were used to answer the research 

question. The strength o f the relationship between the variables was reported as 

Pearson’s r. Tables were used to show the mean responses for each question o f the 

survey. The SPSS output charts and Microsoft Excel were useful for including in the 

reporting of results in tables and graphs.
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Summary

This chapter provides an outline o f the methodology used to answer the research 

question and the process for collecting data to complete the research study in order to 

address the problem of the retention and persistence of ELs. The data collection involved 

a records request for data from the target state’s department o f education for the 

enrollment o f ELs, enrollment of students in the state by school, and the total graduates, 

by school. The public records for graduation rates were obtained from the target state’s 

website.

The process for obtaining 1RB approval from both the university and system level 

was detailed. The information for districts and the time for conducting the study was 

given. The process for obtaining the email addresses for the principals was provided. 

Additionally, the data collection involved sending the online survey to high school 

principals with an EL subgroup within a Southeastern state. The twenty survey questions 

included both demographic and perception data. The structure and goals o f the 

instrument, along with the validity for the instrument was explored.

The quantitative research design included data analysis using descriptive statistics 

to answer the research question. A correlational study was also used to determine the 

relationship between the persistence of ELs, as measured by the academic outcomes of 

ELs and the sociocultural factors of the EL program, as perceived by principals who 

responded to the survey. Data analysis included the trends in graduation rates for high 

schools with EL subgroups as well as the responses from the survey. The results from 

the analysis o f the survey was used to provide an assessment o f the strength o f the 

relationship between sociocultural factors of the EL and the persistence of ELs, as
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measured by the difference in graduation rate o f ELs and non-ELs. Cluster analysis of 

variables for the principals’ responses were further analyzed.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

After careful review of U. S. population trends, the rapid growth o f English 

Learners in schools was identified. The problem of low academic performance by EL 

subgroups as compared to their non-minority peers was substantiated. Additionally, after 

a review o f the literature surrounding English Learners, their academic outcomes, the 

legislation guiding how educators implement EL programs, the need for further study 

was confirmed. The study used a non-experimental research design to analyze the 

relationship between the principals’ perceptions o f the sociocultural factors of their EL 

program and the persistence of ELs, as measured by the difference in the graduation rates 

o f ELs and non-ELs.

Chapter 4 addresses the data analysis component o f the research. Persistence of 

ELs was based on publicly available graduation rate data and the target state’s data base 

for students graduating from high school within the state. Sociocultural understanding 

was analyzed using responses to the survey and a cluster analysis of the questions. The 

correlation between the two variables, the difference in the graduation rate of ELs and 

non-ELs and the principals’ perceptions of the sociocultural factors o f the ELL program 

was calculated. Finally, findings were discussed and explained.

Research Question

The researcher sought to answer the following research question:

66
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RQ: How do principals’ perceptions of sociocultural factors o f the ELL program, as

measured by the English Language Learner Program Survey fo r  Principals relate to 

the persistence o f ELs, as measured by the difference in graduation rate for ELs and 

non-ELs in those high schools?

Unit of Analysis

The unit of analysis for the study was the high school. The data for each high school 

in the target state were reviewed for total enrollment, total EL enrollment, and 

socioeconomic status, as defined by students who were eligible for Free and Reduced 

Lunch meals. Though it is not central to the study, this review helps to explain the 

context for the study.

The total number of traditional 9-12 high schools in the target state was included in 

the population. There were 389 high schools meeting the criteria. O f those, 73 schools had 

a subgroup o f English Learners in their 2014 graduation class. The target state uses 15 as 

the threshold for the number to create a subgroup for accountability reporting. If the high 

school had an EL subgroup, they were included in the sample.

There was a wide range of the total number of students and ELs among high 

schools reviewed. The largest high school in the study had a total enrollment of 3,708, 

while the smallest high school in the study had a total enrollment o f 358. The percentage 

of ELs in the schools ranged from 2% to 38%. The percentages do not clearly explain the 

number of ELs being served. The high school with the largest number o f English Learners 

serves over 500, which is an EL percentage of 38%, while the school in the state with the 

second largest number of ELs served, almost 500, has a smaller EL percentage o f 15%.
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Socioeconomic status was also reviewed for each school in the sample, although it 

was not central to the study, to provide context for the schools. Free or Reduced Lunch 

Price percentages (FRLP), a common measure of the socioeconomic status for a school, 

had a wide range. The lowest FRLP percentage was 5% and the highest was 95%. Of the 

73 schools, 58 were eligible for Title I. This eligibility is determined if schools have a 

FRLP o f at least 35%. Even if schools do have the eligible percentage, they do not have to 

be a Title I school. For example, one o f the schools in the study has a 42% FRLP 

percentage, but they are not a Title 1 school. The school has an EL enrollment o f 6%.

Response Rate

The instrument used for the study was The English Language Learner Program 

Survey fo r  Principals (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014). The survey, in the public domain, was 

used to gather demographic data from high school principals, demographic school data for 

their high schools, and information on the implementation of the ELL programs in their 

schools. There were 40 respondents for the survey. Four were incomplete and three were 

duplicates. One response included the researcher because the school was a part o f the 

population with high schools with an EL subgroup. Therefore, 32 responses were included 

in the sample for analysis, which is a response rate o f 44%.

Respondents

Every high school represented in this study had a building principal. Demographic 

data reveal information about the principals who completed the survey, as well as 

information about ELs in their schools. The principals were asked the number o f years 

they served at their current school. They were also asked if they had been principals prior 

to the current school assignment. Finally, they were asked to report the total number of
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years in their role as principal. Table 1 summarizes the characteristics o f the principals by 

providing the mean scores

The principals who responded represent high schools in the target state with English 

Leaner subgroups. There were five categories o f principals: those with less than one year o f  

experience, those with 2-3 years o f  experience, those with 4-6 years o f  experience, those 

with 6-8 years o f  experience, and those with more than 8 years o f  experience. Each group 

had similar respondents. The largest group was more than 8 years with 12 respondents.

Both 2-3 years and 4-6 years had 9 respondents. Only six had been at their schools less 

than one year. The mean o f the time at one’s current school was 2.75, indicating that on 

average for this group o f principals there was about 3 years of experience at their current 

school.

Most o f the respondents had previous experience as a principal. However, only 13 

o f the 32 had been principals at another school prior to becoming principal at their current 

school. The researcher assigned a 0 to the principals responding No and 1 to Yes. The 

proportion o f yes responses was .42. Only four principals answered with less than one year 

o f experience. The longest number o f years of service as a response for one principal was 

over 30 years. The information is summarized in Table 1.



70

Table 1

Summary o f  ordinal or metric demographic data o f  respondents

N Mean Median Std.
Deviation

Minimum Maximum

Time at current 
school

32 2.75 2.87 1.14 1 4

Principal at prior 
school 31 0.42 0.42 0.50 0 1

Time as a 
Principal 32 6.34 5.50 6.00 0 30

Percent ELs 32 15.63 11.50 18.70 0 95

Percent former 
ELs

32 14.38 9.00 18.39 0 95

Recent EL Prof 
Dev?

32 0.84 1.00 0.37 0 1

Hours EL Prof 
Dev 32 2.28 2.00 1.33 0 5

Percent o f High School ELs 

Table 2 provides summary information obtained from principals concerning the 

percentage o f English Learners enrolled in their school. Principals were also asked to 

provide the percentage of former ELLs in their buildings. A former ELL would be a 

student who was identified at EL and was receiving services through the ELL program, 

tested out, but is still a student in the building. The average percent of ELs reported by 

principals was 16% for current ELs and 14% for former ELs. Table 2 provides a summary 

of the principals’ responses for both the current ELs and the former ELs in their schools. 

In at least two cases, the principals’ percentage was an overestimation o f the number of 

ELs in their buildings.
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Table 2

Principals’ perception ofpercentage o f  ELs and Former ELs

Current ELs Former ELs

Percentage o f ELs Number o f principals Number o f principals

Less than 5 7 6

5 5 8

10 5 7

15 5 1

20 3 4

25 3 1

30 0 3

40 3 0

45 0 1

95 1 1

Professional Learning 

The last two questions of the survey asked principals if they have received 

professional learning regarding the teaching o f English Learners. Additionally, principals 

were asked how many hours of professional learning they have received in the last five 

years. Although all o f the schools included in the survey have an EL subgroup, four 

principals indicated that they had not received training in the teaching o f ELs. The 

researcher reviewed those principals who were new to the school and found that it does not 

correspond to the individuals who had less than 1 year o f experience at the current school. 

Only one principal who said they had not received training also indicated that they had less 

than one year at their current school. Five principals had 1-2 hours o f professional
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learning. A majority o f the respondents, 16, have received 3-4 hours o f professional 

learning. Four principals had 4-6 hours, one had 6-8 hours, and four had more than 8 

hours. Table 3 summarizes the professional learning reported by principals who completed 

the survey. The median number o f hours that a principal received was two.

Table 3

Number ofprofessional learning hours on ELs within the last five  years fo r  respondents

Number o f Professional Learning Hours Number of Principals

No hours 4

1 -2 hours 5

3-4 hours 16
4-6 hours 4

6-8 hours 1

More than 8 hours 4

Implementation of the EL program 

The survey provided information from principals on the models for delivering 

instruction to ELs and who was responsible for the teaching of ELs. In the first question the 

choices were English as a Second Language, Sheltered Content Instruction, Collaborative 

ESOL and General Education, Two way/Dual language, Newcomer programs, and 

Bilingual Education. No principal indicated that all o f the models were used to teach 

ELLs. One principal reported that five models were used. Most principals specified that the 

first three choices were the models used in their schools. Table 4 summarizes the responses 

of the instructional models currently being used in schools by the respondents.
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Table 4

Which ELL instructional models are currently used?

Number
fitting
Pattern

English as 
a Second 
Language

Sheltered
Content

Instruction

Collaborative 
ESOL and 

general 
education

Two
way/dual
language

Newcomer
program

Bilingual
Education

11 X X X

5 X X

3 X X

5 X

3 X X X

1 X X X X

1 X X X X X

1 X X

1 X X

1 X X X

Total 27 19 23 6 4 2

Table 5 summarizes who is responsible for educating ELs. The choices for the 

educators responsible for the instruction o f ELs were ELL Teacher, ELL Teacher Assistant, 

General Education Teacher, Assistant Principal, Principal, and Guidance Counselor. Four 

principals indicated that all o f those educators were responsible. All o f the principals 

indicated that the ELL teacher was responsible.
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Table 5

Which s ta ff members are primarily responsible fo r  the education o f  ELLs?

Number
fitting
Pattern

ELL
teacher

ELL
teacher

assistant

General
education

teacher

Assistant
Principal

Principal Guidance
Counselor

10 X X

5 X

4 X X X X X X

2 X X X

2 X X

1 X X X X X

1 X X X X X

1 X X

1 X X X X X

1 X X X X

1 X X X X

1 X X X

1 X X X

1 X X X X

Total 32 7 23 12 10 10

Persistence o f ELs

To measure the persistence o f ELs, the academic outcome o f graduation rates were 

used. The difference in graduation rate o f ELs and non-ELs was calculated by using both 

the graduation rate o f ELs and the graduation rates for all students. First, the researcher 

compiled the number o f English Learners for each high school’s graduating class and the 

number o f EL graduates, divided the EL graduates over the total ELs in the class to find the 

graduation rate for the ELs in the school. Similarly, the researcher compiled the number of 

non-English learners for each high school’s graduating class and the number o f non-EL
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graduates to find the graduation rate for the non-ELs in the school. Finally, the difference 

was calculated for the graduation rates o f ELs and non-ELs by subtracting the two rates to 

give the outcome variable. These data are presented in Figure 6. No identifying 

information is used, yet the trends can still be viewed.

First, the range o f graduation rates of English Learners for the 73 schools is from 

0% to 93%. Only 12 schools had a graduation rate for English Learners that was above 

71%,, which is the average for the target state. One school did not graduate any English 

Learners, with a graduation rate o f 0%. That school is an alternative setting. Figure 6 shows 

the graph o f the graduation rates for the high schools in the state with an EL subgroup
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Figure 6. EL Graduation Rates for schools with EL subgroups

In addition to the graduation rates o f ELs, data o f the non-EL graduation rates are 

also presented. Further, all schools with EL subgroups are presented. However, in the graph 

of the differences, only the 32 schools representing principals who responded to the survey 

are included in the analysis.

65
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While the graduation rate o f ELs shows a decreasing trend from the school with the 

highest graduation rate to the lowest, the graduation rates of non-ELs were higher for most 

schools and more constant. Figure 7 shows that most schools had non-ELs that had higher 

graduation rates than their ELs. Specifically, 52 schools had a non-EL graduation rate over 

70%. Figure 8 highlights only the schools where the principal responded to the survey.
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Figure 7. EL vs. Non-EL Graduation Rates for 73 schools
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Difference in graduation rate for 32 schools
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Figure 8. Differences in graduation rate for 32 schools

Finally, the graduation rate for the difference in EL and non-EL in schools where 

the principal completed the survey is presented in Figure 8. The schools with the higher 

graduation rates had smaller differences in the ELs vs. non-ELs. The greatest difference in 

the graduation rates o f non-ELs and ELs was in the schools with the lowest graduation 

rates for ELs, with one difference as high as 62%. There were also negative differences. In 

five cases o f the 73 schools, the English Learners outperformed the non-ELs in graduation 

rate. Two o f these schools were alternative settings. O f the schools where the principal 

responded, three had negative differences. In one of the alternative schools with an EL 

subgroup, the graduation rate was only 14%.

Sociocultural understanding 

In addition to demographic data, principals also responded with their beliefs about 

educating English Learners. The 37 item survey was adapted to target the specific domain 

relevant to the research, the teaching of ELLs with the sociocultural factors o f the
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environment. The question that was specific to this area was item 36. The data reported 

come from the responses to this survey.

The ten questions, parts a-j, were instrumental in answering the research question. 

Each question had an answer with a four-response Likert-type scale. Each principal rated 

the question as strongly disagree, disagree, agree, or strongly agree based on their beliefs 

about the teaching o f ELs. The researcher assigned a value from one to four to the 

responses, so that a rating of strongly disagree received a score o f 1, disagree received a 

score o f 2, agree received a score o f 3, and strongly agree received a score o f 4. Table 6 

summarizes the assigned values for the survey responses.

Table 6

Assigned values fo r  the responses fo r  the ELL Program Survey fo r  Principals

Response Value

Strongly Disagree 1

Disagree 2

Agree 3

Strongly Agree 4

The questions (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014) and the frequencies o f the responses and 

the percentages are summarized in Table 7.
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Table 7

Frequencies and percentages o f  survey questions, fo r  Question 36, a-j on 
Teaching ELLs

Survey Questions

36a

When teaching content to ELLs, 
teachers should modify their 
instruction to account for ELL 
students’ level o f proficiency in the 
language o f instruction.

Strongly
Disagree

2 (6%)

Disagree 

2 (6%)

Agree

15(47%)

Strongly
Agree

12
(38%)

36b

Teachers who are not ELL teachers, 
but who have ELL students in their 
classrooms, need special training to 
teach ELLs effectively. 1 (3%) 2 (6%) 14 (44%)

15
(47%)

36c

If a teacher is effective with general 
education students, they will be 
effective with ELLs as well. 2 (6%)

18
(56%) 9 (28%) 3 (9%)

36d

When teaching content to ELLs, 
teachers should be encouraged to 
draw on the cultural experiences of 
the ELL students. 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 17(53%)

14
(44%)

36e

Teachers are most effective when 
they understand the cultural 
backgrounds o f their ELL students. 1 (3%) 1 (3%) 12(38%)

18
(56%)

36f

Teachers should acknowledge 
cultural differences when making 
sense o f ELL student behaviors. 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 17(53%)

14
(44%)

36g

The strategy that a teacher uses to 
discipline an ELL student should 
depend on that student’s cultural 
background. 4(13% )

14
(44%) 13 (41%) 1 (3%)

36h

Teachers with ELLs in their 
classrooms should be trained in 
culturally responsive education 
practices. 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 17(53%)

14
(44%)

36i

Teachers with ELLs in their 
classrooms should be trained in how 
to communicate with the parents of 
ELLs. 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 15 (47%)

17
(53%)

36)

School leaders should work to build 
partnerships with ELLs families and 
their communities. 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 11 (34%)

21
(66%)
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The means and standard deviations were also found and compared. Table 8 

summarizes the scores.

Table 8

Means and standard deviations among the ten survey questions

MEAN SD MIN MAX N

36 a 3.19 0.83 1 4 31

36 b 3.34 0.75 1 4 32

36 c 2.41 0.76 1 4 32

36 d 3.38 0.66 1 4 32

36 e 3.47 0.72 1 4 32

36 f 3.41 0.56 1 4 32

36 g 2.34 0.75 1 4 32

36 h 3.41 0.56 1 4 32

36 i 3.53 0.51 1 4 32

36 j 3.66 0.48 1 4 32

The questions with the lowest mean scores were items 36g, 2.34, followed by

question 36c, with a mean score of 2.41. More respondents tended to disagree with these 

two questions. Twenty principals disagreed to some extent on question 36c, indicating that 

just because you can teach general education students does not mean you can teach ELLs. 

Similarly, 18 principals disagreed to some extent on question 36g, indicating that the



81

strategy used to discipline a student should not necessarily depend on their cultural 

background.

The question with the highest mean score was 36j, 3.66, followed by 36i, 3.53. All 

o f the principals surveyed agreed to some extent that teachers should be trained in how to 

communicate with the parents o f ELLs and that leaders within the school should work to 

build partnerships with the community o f ELL students and their families.

Clustering

In order to find a score for the principals’ perceptions o f the sociocultural factors in 

the ELL program of study, each o f the questions had to be analyzed individually and 

collectively. A cluster analysis of the questions, a method used by Harman (1967), was 

conducted to determine how the questions should be grouped, as well as the reliability of 

the clustering. The calculation o f the internal consistency reliability was found by 

analyzing the Cronbach’s alpha values for different scenarios o f clusters of questions. The 

overall reliability o f all ten questions was .74. The overall reliability o f the seven questions 

identified by the survey authors as sociocultural factors, was .56. With a reliability of .56, 

there cannot be correlation with another variable higher than .56. Therefore, further 

analysis found that with the removal of question 36g, one o f the questions with the lowest 

mean scores, the reliability increased to .80. Therefore, the correlation analysis was 

conducted using both seven and six questions.

Results

The results of the research are based on the calculation o f the outcome variable and 

predictor variables analyzed in the previous sections of chapter 4, persistence o f ELs and 

sociocultural understanding. The researcher sought to find a relationship between
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principals’ perceptions o f the ELL program and the persistence o f ELs, as measured by the 

difference in graduation rate o f ELs and non-ELs. Using the Pearson Correlational 

Analysis, the correlation among the variables was calculated.

Correlation is used to determine the strength of a relationship (Warner, 2013). For 

this study, the researcher wanted to explore a relationship between the principals’ 

perceptions of the sociocultural factors when teaching ELs and the difference in the 

graduation rates o f ELs and non-ELs. Therefore, statistical techniques to measure 

correlation were needed. Using SPSS, the correlation between the variables was 

investigated. The correlation was not statistically significant with the seven survey 

questions, nor the six questions and the difference in the graduation rate o f ELs and non- 

ELs. Specifically, the correlation found was r = .13 fo rp  = .482 the seven questions o f the 

survey and r = .100 fo rp  = .585 for six questions. There was no statistically significant 

correlation; therefore the researcher fails to reject the null hypothesis. Table 9 summarizes 

the correlational analysis.

Table 9

Correlations o f  difference in graduation rate with sociocultural factors and teaching ELs

Sociocultural
Factors

Without
36g

Difference In Graduation Rate- Pearson .137 .100
EL vs. Non-EL Correlation

Sig. (2- .454 .585
tailed)
N 32.000 32.000

Additional results

During the analysis o f the responses to the ten survey questions, additional results 

were found. Although finding subscales o f the instrument was not central to the study,
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cluster analysis revealed two subscales. The second best correlation analysis was conducted 

using four subscales. See Table 10.

There was internal reliability with four subscales o f questions. Questions 36b, 36d, 

36e, and 36f form the first subscale relating to accepting the cultures of the students. 

Questions 36a, 36h, 36i, and 36j form the second subscale relating to school culture. The 

third and fourth subscales only incorporate one question each, 36g and 36c, relating to 

discipline and effective teaching regardless o f ELs, respectively.

Additionally, correlations among the ten survey questions were calculated. When 

partial correlations were calculated for the nine survey questions, controlling for Free and 

Reduced Lunch, there was no statistical significance. For the four subscales that emerged, 

the partial correlations were calculated. The r values were .25 and -.06, .19, and .12, 

respectively. For the school culture subscale, there was a negative (inverse) correlation 

with the difference in graduation rates of ELs and non-ELs, and was marginally significant, 

at the p< .06 level. Table 10 summarizes the correlations and partial correlations found 

between the predictor and outcome variables.

Table 10

Correlations among the discovered scales

Scale Name General Accepting 
Student Cultures

School
Culture

36g 36c

General (Scale o f 9) .80a .85" .74" .47" -.09
Accepting Student 
Cultures

.84b .33 .30 -.03

School Culture .76c .14 -.20
36g N/A .15
36c N/A
a. Diagonal values are Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients ** p < .01
b. The Harman B coefficient for Accepting Student Cultures was 307.51. The minimum

acceptable B coefficient is 130. 
c. The Harman B coefficient for School Culture was 833.62. **p<.01
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Summary

The researcher sought to find a relationship between the principal perceptions about 

the sociocultural factors o f the EL program and the difference in the graduation rates of 

ELs and non-ELs in those schools. The schools, the unit o f analysis, were compared using 

enrollment data, EL percentages, and socioeconomic status. Information on the response 

rate, which was 44%, was provided. Characteristics of the respondents were discussed, as 

well as an analysis of the responses to the ten survey questions. The frequencies of 

responses as well as the mean o f each question were summarized in tables.

Graphs of the graduation rate of ELs were created based on the sample. 

Additionally, the graduation rate o f the non-ELs was presented. Finally, the differences 

were calculated and displayed for the sample and the 32 schools of the principals who 

responded to the survey. A correlation between the difference in graduation rates and the 

responses to the survey was sought.

After a cluster analysis o f the seven survey questions, the r-values and p values 

were calculated using Pearson’s correlation. The researcher found that there was no 

statistically significant relationship between the variables. Trends in the variables were 

studied and explored for plausible reasons in the next chapter.



CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Chapter 5 discusses the findings from the study, presents conclusions from the 

findings, addresses the implications o f the study, and gives recommendations for further 

study. Based on the review o f literature, current events, and recent trends in school reform, 

the study is timely. With the unprecedented growth of English Learners in the United 

States and the fast growth within the target state, the study can add to the body of 

knowledge regarding trends for leadership and education o f English learners.

Summary of the Study 

Teachers influence students and teachers are influenced by leaders who oversee 

the curriculum in a school (Walstrom, Louis, Leithwood, 2010). Principals oversee all 

aspects o f a school, including staff, students, and curriculum, and influence the culture 

within a school (Deal & Peterson, 1990). English learners, those students who have 

limited English proficiency, are not only expected to learn the content presented by the 

teacher, but also acquire proficiency with the English language (Haynes, 2007). In 

addition to learning language and content, EL students are faced with culture shock and 

often find themselves navigating unfamiliar school settings and facing a hidden 

curriculum (Irvine, 1990, Reiss, 1981). The classroom is the area where teaching and 

learning occur with a teacher and student. When a teacher connects with a student 

culturally, there is cultural synchronization, and as a result, students can not only meet 

the teacher’s expectations, but also students can find success academically (Irvine, 1990).

85
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The nature o f the EL classroom environment, specifically the sociocultural factors 

present in the implementation of the ELL program, was o f interest for this study. 

Furthermore, how that implementation was related to English Learners’ ability to persist 

to graduation was the reason for conducting the correlation using the difference in the 

graduation rates o f ELs and non-ELs.

The literature review provided a basis for the diverse composition o f English 

Learners, as well as explained the diverse deficits o f English Learners. The history of 

educating ELs from the arrival of the first immigrants, the onset o f the Civil Rights Act 

o f 1964 to current legislation such as Title III, guiding the teaching o f ELs, was 

presented. Distributed Leadership Theory and Sociocultural Theory was reviewed in the 

context o f how principals oversee the implementation o f the EL programs and how the 

teacher and student interact at the classroom level. The literature confirmed the low 

academic achievement o f English Learners, and specifically cited the problem of 

retention for ELs and their failure to persist in the latest report released in March of 2014 

by the Office for Civil Rights.

The study included principals o f 73 high schools with an EL subgroup in a 

Southeastern state. The state was selected due to its high number o f ELs as well as its low 

graduation rate. The researcher conducted a survey using the English Language Learner 

Program Survey fo r  Principals (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014) in order to capture the 

sociocultural understanding of school leaders. The researcher also reviewed the 

graduation rates for ELs for the schools within the sample and calculated the difference in 

graduation rates o f ELs and non-ELs as a measure o f persistence.
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Responses from the survey were analyzed with frequencies, percentages, means, 

standard deviations, correlations, and Cronbach’s alpha values. The variables were 

analyzed and a Pearson’s correlational analysis was conducted.

Summary o f Findings 

The key finding for the study that answers the research question was that there 

was no statistically significant relationship between the difference in the graduation rates 

o f ELs and non-ELs and the principals’ perceptions o f the sociocultural factors in the 

ELL programs. Essentially, how principals perceive the schools’ implementation o f the 

ELL program, including the sociocultural factors of those programs is not related the 

academic outcomes o f the ELs, a measure o f their persistence.

From the survey questions, another key finding was that professional learning is 

needed for principals and teachers. In four o f the ten questions, 36 b, 36 h, 36 i, 36 j, 

principals perceived that training was needed for teachers who teach English Learners. 

Specifically, 91% o f principals agreed (agree and strongly agree) that training was 

needed for teachers with English Learners in their classrooms. Also, 97% o f principals 

agreed that training was needed for teachers in culturally responsive education practices. 

Finally, 100% of principals agreed (agree and strongly agree) that teachers should be 

trained to communicate with parents and school leaders should build partnerships with 

the families and communities o f ELs. In addition to teacher training, principals need 

professional learning. Principals self-reported that within the last five years, they had 

only received a median o f 2 hours o f professional learning related to English Learners; 

yet all o f their schools have an English Learner subgroup.
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A third finding was related to the instrument. While there was content validation 

for the questions on the survey, there was no empirical validation. As a result o f this 

study, question 36 on the Teaching ELLs has been validated. Two questions on the 

survey were found to be problematic. Not only did questions 36 c and 36 g, have the 

lowest mean scores, they also failed to correlate highly with the other questions to create 

acceptable Cronbach’s alpha values. The measure o f internal consistency reliability for 

the ten survey questions was .74. By removing 36 c, the reliability increased to .80. 

Similarly, the measures o f internal consistency reliability for the seven questions, found 

by the authors o f the survey to directly reflect the sociocultural factors, was .56.

However, by removing 36 g, from the seven questions, the Cronbach’s alpha increased to 

.80. Therefore, correlating the differences in graduation rates was more appropriate with 

a cluster o f questions for higher internal consistency reliability. Ultimately, there was no 

change in the statistical significance o f the correlation with either question removed.

The final finding for this study resulted from the use o f a statistical method by 

Harman (1967). The cluster analysis o f the principals’ responses on the questions yielded 

four subscales, with two primary subscales emerging, with four questions each. Two 

questions, 36 c and 36 g, had values that created their own subscale, and were discarded 

for further review o f subscales. The two subscales that were found to have acceptable 

internal consistency reliability measures were based on questions 36 b, 36 d, 36 e, 36 f  

for one scale and questions 36 a, 36 h, 36 i, 36 j for the other. The two themes that 

emerged were accepting culture and school culture, respectively. Of those two, the school 

culture subscale was marginally significant with the difference in graduation rates, at a 

p<.06 level.
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Discussion

The discussion o f the major finding for this study may explain the reasons for the 

finding o f no statistically significant correlation. Accordingly, the focus o f the discussion 

centers on three areas: sample size, the instrumentation, and the selection of the variables. 

The discussion o f the other findings lends itself to implications and further study.

One explanation for the insignificant correlations found in this study was the 

limited number o f eligible schools. According to Warner (2013) small sample sizes are 

“fairly common” (p. 100). For the study, the sample was limited to 73 schools because 

within the state, these were the schools with an English Learner subgroup. As a result, 

even with an acceptable response rate o f 44%, the actual number o f respondents that were 

able to be included for analysis was only 32. With the small sample size, the results may 

explain the characteristics and beliefs of the respondents in this survey, but the 

information cannot be used to generalize to larger contexts.

The survey that was used for this study, The ELL Program Survey fo r  Principals, 

was created for state departments to better understand what principals need to implement 

the ELL programs (Grady & O’Dwyer, 2014). The content validation found the domain 

for sociocultural factors with question 36, items d-j; however, due to the recent release of 

the survey in June, 2014, there was no empirical validation for the survey questions. 

There was no score that could be calculated with this survey. The researcher had to use a 

clustering method from the survey questions to correlate the variable for sociocultural 

understanding with the difference in graduation rates. Creating a cluster from the 

internal consistency reliability and the correlations o f the questions, an instrument with 

no pre-existing scale could be an explanation o f the null results.
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The finding o f no significant relationship between the variables in the study could 

also be explained by the choice o f the outcome variable. For this study, the outcome 

variable was the difference in the graduation rate o f EL and non-ELs. Graduation rate is 

a broad outcome variable and there may be underlying variables leading to graduation 

rate. The measure was used to study the persistence o f ELs. Unfortunately, it appears that 

ELs have low performance, regardless o f the EL programs in place. In fact, only 12 

schools out o f 73 had a graduation rate above 71%, the state’s graduation rate. This 

measure o f academic achievement may explain the problem with correlating the 

principals’ perception o f the sociocultural factors of the ELL program and the persistence 

o f ELs using graduation rates. In this case, graduation rates for ELs, according to Warner 

(2013) may be “insensitive to the effects of intervention” (p. 100). Thus, the low rates 

would be due to other reasons outside o f the ELL program.

Conclusions

The problem of retention o f ELs, which was identified by the Office for Civil 

Rights in their most recent report in March o f 2014, is confirmed with the data from the 

schools in the study, as indicated by the low graduation rates o f ELs. However, this 

problem cannot be directly attributed to the sociocultural factors of the EL program in 

those schools based on the principals’ perceptions. Regardless o f the schools’ percentage 

o f ELs and former ELs in the buildings, the graduation rates were low. Review o f the 

outcome variable of graduation rates for ELs o f all high schools with EL subgroups 

reveal that most schools are not graduating English Learners at an acceptable rate. 

Specifically, only 12 o f the 73 schools had an EL graduation rate o f greater than 71%, 

which is the graduation rate for the target state.
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From the findings, the researcher identified certain characteristics o f principals 

based on the demographics of the survey. Most o f the principals had been at their schools 

for more than 5 years. Additionally, in these schools with an EL subgroup, principals are 

receiving professional learning, but the number of hours varies. The average number o f 

hours o f professional learning reported by principals was only 2.28. The content o f the 

professional learning was not a question answered by this group of principals. The 

primary instructional methods for teaching ELs, identified by principals were namely, 

teaching an English as a Second Language class, Sheltered content instruction, and 

Collaboration with the General Education teacher and the ELL teacher.

Distributed Leadership

Research conducted by The Schools with Challenging Circumstances project 

found that successful schools showing growth o f ELs use distributed leadership (Jang et. 

al, 2008). Few principals responded to the survey using the distributed leadership 

theoretical perspective. Rather, all of the principals surveyed recorded that the ELL 

teacher was responsible for the teaching o f ELLs. Ten out o f 32 did include the role of 

principal as responsible for teaching o f ELLs. However, only four, felt that all roles of 

educators were responsible. Principals using distributed leadership would have selected 

all o f the educators with various roles within the school as responsible for the teaching of 

ELLs. This may also suggest why the graduation rates for ELs in the schools were 

dismal. The absence of a distributed leadership approach, one o f the theories o f the 

theoretical framework for this study, may perpetuate the already documented low 

achievement o f English Learners. If principals do not feel that they are responsible, in
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part, in educating ELs, and they influence the school culture, then expecting 

improvement for this subgroup may continue to be a challenge.

As for the relationship between the difference in the graduation rate of ELs and 

non-ELs and the principals’ perception of the sociocultural factors o f the ELL program, 

there was no statistically significant correlation. Yet, sometimes differences can hide 

what is going on in the data. While the researcher was not able to show statistical 

significance with the focus of the study, there was an interesting relationship with one of 

the subscales. After conducting a partial correlation with EL graduation rates and 

controlling for the non-EL graduation rates, there was one subscale, School Cultures, 

which was marginally significant. It wasn’t significant at the p< .05 level, but it was at 

the p < .06 level.

Implications

Based on the trend of low graduation rates for English Learners in the 73 schools 

in this study, school improvement efforts by schools with subgroups such as English 

Learners is still needed. Accountability is ever present and requires leaders to understand 

how to educate this growing population o f students. Educators who encounter English 

Learners within these schools should accept and understand their cultural backgrounds 

and differences. High school principals, who responded in this study, believe that 

teachers and leaders should be trained in how to communicate and build partnerships 

with families o f ELs.

Professional Learning

The findings from the study confirm results from earlier studies regarding the need 

for more extensive training for districts, school leaders, and teachers of ELs. More
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research is needed in the effectiveness of professional learning on the academic outcomes 

such as graduation rate to determine if the quantity and quality of professional learning 

can predict how successful students with limited English proficiency will be.

Based on the results of the survey, principals believe that teachers need training to 

teach ELs. They also believe that they do get professional learning for ELs, but four had 

not received any. This confirms what research tells us regarding the need for more 

professional learning for leaders in teaching and leading English Learners. Most 

principals did not see the role o f principal as responsible for the teaching o f ELs, rather 

they believe the ELL teacher is responsible for the teaching o f ELs. This could be 

because principals know these teachers receive specialized training to teach this group of 

students. Therefore, more training in distributed leadership is needed.

Culturally responsive teaching

For this study the researcher found that principals agree, based on their response 

to question 36 h, that teachers should be trained in culturally responsive education 

practices. While the study found no correlation with the principals’ perceptions o f the 

sociocultural factors of the EL program and the difference in the graduation rates for ELs 

and non-ELs, one o f the subscales found, may provide more insight to the need for 

teachers to be culturally responsive. Moreover, the implications for the classroom, as 

indicated in the marginally significant findings o f the correlation of that subscale, that 

understanding the culture of the school and how they connect with students is somewhat 

related to the academic outcome of the difference in graduation rates for ELs and non- 

ELs. The subscale for school culture includes teachers modifying instruction based on the 

language proficiency o f students, being trained in culturally responsive education
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practices, being trained in how to communicate with the parents o f ELLs, and school 

leaders building partnerships with families and communities o f English Learners. Ogbu 

(2003) did extensive work with culturally responsive teaching and confirmed that it 

should be a part o f the key goal to increase the academic outcomes. He states, 

“proponents o f culturally responsive pedagogy argue that Black students and other 

students o f color are failing in public schools because conventional classroom processes 

are based on European-American (or Eurocentric) cultural practices” (p.270). Further, 

Ogbu (2003) found in his research that when educators draw on the cultural strengths o f 

minority students, their academic achievement will increase. This method o f teaching can 

be explored for future work within school improvement and school reform efforts 

specifically with English Learner subgroups. Leaders can also be trained in how to lead 

and how to support culturally responsive teachers.

Education of English Learners

Until January o f 2015, the US Department o f Education had outdated publications 

regarding the education o f English Learners. The last revision reviewed at the start of the 

dissertation process was in the year 2000, 15 years ago. The most recent publication was 

a collaboration between the US Department o f Education and the Department of Justice. 

Ensuring that State departments, districts, and schools receive the guidance will be 

critical.

The research and legislation find that there is variability in how states educate 

children. Current legislation in President Obama’s administration includes immigration 

reform. Immigration policies can drive decision for those families who will have 

children being educated. Clearly, collaboration is needed with the rise o f continued
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legislation on current education policies and the number of students with limited English 

proficiency being educated in the United States. Moreover, critical review o f these 

documents, if heeded, can assist in the overall education o f students who have limited 

English proficiency. Reducing the variability in state decision-making regarding 

vulnerable populations is needed.

Furthermore, a careful review of how ELL programs are designed and 

implemented is needed across the country. There were seven options for principals to 

select regarding which ELL programs are used. Most identified English as a Second 

Language, Sheltered Content Instruction, and Collaboration o f ESOL and general 

education as the models used. If other options are possible, perhaps more education and 

research on the benefits o f using various models is required because the graduation rates 

are low for ELs. Interestingly, in five schools, the English Learners outperformed the 

non-ELs in the building. This speaks to the diversity of the composition of ELs and the 

diversity o f their deficits as presented in the literature review.

Significance of the study 

There are three areas o f significance for this study. The first is for the field of 

Education, the second is for educators, and the third is for English Learners. It is the 

desire o f the researcher to add to the body o f research on English Learners, as well as the 

sociocultural factors o f EL programs. Additionally, the survey questions analyzed for 

this study show that there is internal consistency reliability with both nine and six 

questions o f question 36, teaching of ELLs, as indicated by the Cronbach’s alpha values. 

Therefore, the instrument has empirical validation now. Those who use the survey in the
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future can reference this study. Finally, as more is studied about how to best educate 

English Learners, ultimately, the theories, literature, and findings can assist educators.

Suggestions for Future Research

Suggestions for future research are organized into three categories: conducting a 

similar study, conducting a qualitative study, or conducting a related study regarding 

English Learners. Similar studies could be attempted using a broader scope, a different 

outcome variable, or by using a different instrument. A qualitative approach could 

provide a more in depth description for beliefs o f educators and teachers, as well as a 

case study o f successful schools with large EL populations. Finally, studies extending the 

work related to the education o f English Learners, how they migrate to various states, as 

well as post-secondary options are appropriate.

Similar Study

For this study, one state in the southeastern United States was the focus. For 

future study, one could increase the sample size to explore relationships across other 

states or broaden the scope o f the study to include other regions. Perhaps the beliefs of 

principals may be different in another region of the United States. A study could be 

conducted in other regions, such as the West or East, not the South to assess relationships 

with sociocultural factors o f the EL program.

English Learners who have limited English proficiency should be improving their 

language proficiency with the effective implementation of the EL program. The focus of 

this study was on the academic outcomes using graduation rates. For further study, the 

academic outcomes used could be changed to measure language development with scores 

on the ACCESS test, which tests literacy in the four domains: reading, listening, writing,
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and speaking. Then, persistence o f ELs, can be reviewed in relationship to their ability to 

persist to exiting the ESOL program through the implementation o f the EL program.

A similar study could be conducted with a different instrument for measuring 

sociocultural understanding. The instrument used in this study was not solely focused on 

sociocultural factors, rather one domain of the survey. Perhaps, if a different instrument is 

used with school leaders who have EL populations within their schools, it could yield 

different results.

Qualitative study

The research design for this study was quantitative. For a more in depth 

understanding o f principals’ beliefs regarding the education o f EL students, further study 

using a qualitative approach is recommended. Principals could be interviewed to get an 

understanding o f how leaders influence the school culture and what leaders are observing 

in schools with ELs. Further review of the strategies being implemented to ensure 

promotion o f ELs to the next grade level and ultimately, graduation is needed.

Finally, a case study would be appropriate for future research. By locating a 

school with a high graduation rate and a high population of English Learners and 

conducting a case study to analyze the beliefs o f the leaders in the building, the EL 

program within the school, the researcher can observe how teachers and students interact 

in the classroom, how distributed leadership is used to empower EL teachers, and why 

the academic achievement o f the EL students is higher in that school.

Related study

Additionally, the target state for the study, which is in the southeastern part of the 

United States, ranks in the top ten o f states with a large EL population. For years, the top
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geographical location, many immigrants have chosen these locations. But looking at the 

map, those geographical locations are expanding to Arizona, Georgia, and South 

Carolina. It is possible that there are other reasons such as airport access and 

communities with established immigrant communities for the increased enrollment in 

schools. A recommendation for a study in how families migrate and settle in certain parts 

of the country could be done so that those states with increasing numbers o f English 

Learners can be better equipped to handle the additional students and can anticipate the 

need for ESOL teachers to provide language support in the classrooms

Once students graduate, they may be eligible for attendance at the post-secondary 

level. If students are still acquiring language, how are colleges and universities handling 

the entrance o f and education for these marginalized groups? Some institutions have 

created programs and centers to assist. Community colleges may need to review these 

data to see how to establish EL programs, review sociocultural environments, and college 

graduation rates. How effective are the programs in teaching ELs? Are EL students 

graduating from college? Research can be conducted to further study EL students 

beyond high school.

Summary

The primary goal o f the research was to assess the relationship o f the principals’ 

perceptions o f the sociocultural factors of the ELL program. While there was no 

statistically significant relationship found, the data confirm the problem of retention and 

persistence of ELs to graduate and the need to accept the cultural background and 

differences of the ELs in schools, as well as providing training for educators. The
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findings were discussed to include the graduation rates of English Learners, as well as the 

responses from the principals who participated in the study. Conclusions about the 

findings were presented. Implications around culturally responsive teaching, the overall 

education o f English Learners, and professional learning were provided. Future research 

was suggested to include conducting a similar study with a larger sample o f schools, 

studying patterns o f immigration trends in schools, as well as a more in depth 

investigation of principals’ beliefs, a possible case study of a school with a high 

graduation rate o f ELs and ELs beyond high school.
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