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Masters. Six of the participants had the degree of Bachelors. Most of the participants indicated

that they always had aspirations of becoming a teacher. A couple of the participants had entered

education through alternative certification routes. Several of the teachers had been selected as

Teacher of the Year at their respective schools. Table 1 provides brief information on each

participant’s experience and education.

Table 1

Participant Information

NAME AGE DEGREE EXPERIENCE SCHOOL GRADE/SUBJECT
Rose 41 Bachelors 15 years Appleton Kindergarten — 5" Grade
ART
Nadia 43 Masters 19 years Appleton Pre-K — 4™ Grade
All Subjects
Kevin 27 Masters 2 years Appleton Kindergarten
All Subjects
Timothy 36 Masters 8 years Appleton 4"& 51 Grade
Social-Studies
Shanelle 37 Masters 13 years Appleton Kindergarten & 5" Grade
Social-Studies
Rafe 34 Bachelors 10 years Bakersfield Kindergarten — 5" Grade
All Subjects
Kendra 28 Bachelors 3 years Bakersfield 5t Grade
Reading & English
Loretta 43 Specialist 19 years Union Sky 3" grade
English/Language Arts
Tamara 46 Specialist 24 years Open Valley Kindergarten — 5" Grade
All Subjects
Chelsea 29 Bachelors 5 years Open Valley Pre-K - Kindergarten
All subjects
Monique 25 Bachelors 3 years Open Valley 2" Grade
All Subjects
Jalesia 24 Bachelors 2 years Open Valley Pre-K and kindergarten
Renee 39 Specialist 8 years Open Valley Pre-K, K
All subjects
Barbara 32 Specialist 8 years Open Valley 34 4 & 6

All Subjects
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Data Collection

The primary method of collecting data was through a focus group interview with the
researcher and teacher participants. An informed consent document was provided to all potential
participants at the time of the focus group sessions. The participants were asked questions that
allowed them to share their experiences, challenges, perceptions regarding the achievement of
Black male students. They were encouraged to share their stories. During the focus group
discussions, the researcher took notes in the effort to capture significant moments and points of
emphasis during the sessions. Additional questions were asked when appropriate to clarify
understanding. All of the focus group sessions were digitally recorded with an iPad. The
researcher created an abridged transcript of the audio recording. In this process, the researcher
identified and transcribed significant portions of the audio recording into word documents
(Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech, Zoran, 2009). Notes and observational data were transcribed
into word documents (Doody et al., 2013). All data collected in the study was stored on the
researcher’s personal computer. The computer is accessed only through use of a secured
password. The confidentiality of participants was protected through the use of pseudonyms for
schools and participants. None of the data collected in the study will be accessible to others
besides the researcher and committee members.
Data Analysis

The researcher began the data analysis through a process of familiarizing himself with all
the data gathered in the study. This familiarization process involved listening to the recordings
and reading the transcripts multiple times. Dilshad & Latif (2013) advocated examining for big
ideas, considering words and context of use, and examining the strength of participants’ feelings.

The analysis of the data from the focus group discussions involved many steps. Using a general



94

inductive approach (Thomas, 2006), the researcher used constant comparison as an analytical
technique to analyze the data collected from the focus groups. Constant comparison was first
used in grounded theory research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) but was also used with focus group
data (Doody et al., 2013). Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2008) discussed that there are three major
stages which characterize constant comparison analysis. Open coding is used in the first stage.
This entails the process to break down the data into smaller units. Consequently, the researcher
will write memos in the margins of the text in the form of short phrases, ideas, or concepts that
arise from the text (Doody et al., 2013). The researcher will identify distinct concepts or
categories. The researcher will attach a descriptor or code to each unit. Axial coding is the
second stage. During this stage, the initial codes are grouped into categories. Special attention
will be given to capturing each participant’s voice through notating significant quotes or
experiences. The final stage is selective coding. During this stage, the researcher will seek to
develop one or more themes that express the content of each group. Subsequently, the researcher
will compare the statements, experiences, and perceptions of all the participants to identify and
highlight any common themes that emerged from all of the participants. Doody and colleagues
indicated that constant comparison is beneficial when there are several focus groups within the
same study. They indicated that focus group data are analyzed one group at a time enabling the
researcher to use the multiple groups to compare the themes that emerged from the various
groups. This process assists the researcher in reaching data saturation (Doody et al., 2013;
Onwuegbuzie et al, 2009).

Critical race theory analysis. Critical race methodology was used in this study to
explore the perceptions of Black teachers on the educational achievement of Black males in rural

Georgia. Lisa Delpit (1995) discussed how people of color have grown skeptical of traditional
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methods of research as pertaining to Blacks. She wrote, “Academic research has, after all, found
us genetically inferior, culturally deprived, and verbally deficient” (p. 31). Researchers of CRT
attempt to give voice to the marginalized, expose injustices, and affect positive change (Henfield,
Moore, & Wood, 2008). Critical Race Theory uses racial analysis to develop a deeper
understanding of the educational barriers encountered by people of color. Solorzano and Yosso
(2002) identified five central elements that form the basic framework of Critical Race Theory in
education: 1) Critical race theory asserts the centricity of race and racism while acknowledging
that race and racism frequently intersect with other forms of subordination such as class, gender,
and immigrant status. 2) Critical race theory challenges the dominant ideology of educational
institutions. Critical race theorists reject the claims from education institutions and schools that
they operate based on neutrality, meritocracy, and colorblindness. Instead, CRT challenges
White privilege and exposes deficit-informed research that silences people of color. 3) Critical
race theory has a commitment to social justice. CRT seeks to offer a liberatory or transformative
response to racial oppression. 4) Critical race theory insists upon recognizing the experiential
knowledge of people of color as legitimate and critical to understanding and analyzing racial
subordination. 5) Critical race theory emphasizes the use of interdisciplinary perspectives.
Accordingly, critical race theory in education seeks to identify, analyze, and transform the
structural and cultural aspects that maintain positions of racial subordination and domination in

the classrooms (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to examine Black teachers’ perceptions of the academic
achievement of Black male students in elementary schools in rural Georgia. This study sought to
explore the primary research question: What are the perceptions of Black teachers on the
academic achievement of Black males in elementary schools in rural Georgia? The following
sub-questions were addressed: 1) what impact do Black teachers perceive attending elementary
school in a rural environment have on the academic achievement of Black males? 2) What
impact do Black teachers perceive school curriculum, policies and practices have on the
academic achievement of Black males? 3) What impact do Black teachers perceive teacher
demographics have on the academic achievement of Black males? 4) What interventions,
strategies, and messages do Black teachers think are effective in improving academic
achievement of Black males?

This chapter is divided up in three major sections. The first section provides general
descriptions of each of the fourteen teacher participants. The second section provides an
overview of how the findings are organized. In the third section, the findings are presented.

The Sites

The study involved fourteen teachers from three rural elementary schools in rural
Georgia. Appleton Elementary School has 640 students and a total of 44 teachers. Five teachers
from Appleton Elementary School participated in this study. Bakersfield Elementary has 435
students and a total of 25 teachers. Two teachers from Bakersfield Elementary School

participated in the study. Open Valley Elementary School has 469 students and a total of 30
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wanted students to feel comfortable asking questions or asking for help if they don’t
know something.

Rose indicated that both positive and negative role models impacted her decision to become a
teacher. She shared, “My community helped me and I wanted to give back.” She expressed fond
memories of how teachers positively impacted her with their warm greetings, their smiles, and
their willingness to work with her one on one. Rose said, “But my main reason for teaching is I
wanted to come back to my county to give back because I had a lot people who took time and
gave back to me, including my community.”
Bakersfield Elementary School

Kendra. Kendra is 28 years old. She has a total of three years of experience at
Bakersfield Elementary School. She currently teaches 5" grade Reading and ELA. Kendra grew
up and went to school in the community in which she currently teaches. In high school, she was a
member of the Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA). As a college student, she was a part
of the National Honors Society and received recognitions for her academic performance. When
she reflected on significant events during her early schooling years, she shared that developing
the love of reading was very important to her educational perspectives. She said, “I really
enjoyed having educators and parents who supported my love of reading and they encouraged
my development as a student who wasn’t ‘thrilled’ about sports but the intellectual activities.”
Kendra spoke highly regarding the influence of her elementary school teacher, Mrs. Lexington
(Pseudonym). She wrote:

She held high expectations for my learning and encouraged me to be competitive

academically. In addition, she reassured me that is was okay to compete with others on an

intellectual level and to not become a statistic of society. | grew into a young adult who

wanted to become successful similar as Mrs. Lexington and to continuously improve
upon my learning skills.
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Kendra spoke of her desire to use teaching as a platform to inspire students to believe that they
can overcome their personal circumstance through education. Kendra shared, “I got into
education because I wanted to try to make a difference in students’ lives and help them to see the
potential that they have, based on experiences of me being in school and not always having
teachers who saw potential in me.”

Rafe. Rafe is 34 years old. He has ten years of teaching experience. He teaches students
with disabilities in grades kindergarten through fifth. He grew up and attended grade school in a
rural county in middle Georgia. He has been teaching at Bakersfield Elementary school for 10
years. As a young child, he lived in a predominately Black community in a rural town in
Georgia. The section of town in which he was raised was about 90% Black with little variation.
In high school, Rafe was highly involved in athletics. He participated in football, track, tennis,
and wrestling. He received numerous athletic awards for performance and dedication while in
high school. He was also recognized as a member of the Honor Society for Social Studies. In
addition, he was a member of FCA and the Beta Club. As a young Black male growing up in a
rural community, Rafe recalled several educators who were instrumental in his development. For
Rafe, these teachers were influential and imparted key life lessons that are very important to him.
He shared his memory of one of his early education teacher, Mrs. Granderson (Pseudonym) and
the impact she had on him. He shared:

| remember her to this day. | was around three or four years old, I can still recall how she

cared for me and loved children. | can use those memories as a testament to how

unknowingly children need nurturing and care, even in a learning institution. The

hierarchy of needs vary from child to child, depending on what they are lacking or need.

Providing them with these attributes can help with development of a child on a holistic
level.
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Rafe also described the positive impact that athletics had on his life and well as the lives of his
peers. Rafe shared that he saw teachers and coaches go beyond their respective titles to provide
young Black males with structure, guidance and support. Mr. Rafe stated:
I have encountered a few coaches and academic teachers who operated under the
confines of their positions, while playing the role of father to youth that were without.
There were teachers who invested time and energy, outside the classroom who made a
profound impact on me when in high school and college.
Mr. Rafe identified and recalled the impact of several coaches. He shared:
Coach Clayborn (Pseudonym) in high school taught me good citizenship on and off the
field. I learned that there are some nice and kindhearted White people in the world.
Also, Coach Lambert (Pseudonym) was our athletic trainer. He was our FCA leader and
director for our school. | always enjoyed his approach to Christ and how He would treat
others regardless of background, ethnicity, or creed.
Rafe believed that his decision to become a teacher and his involvement in athletics was divinely
ordained. He stated:
| knew that the Lord placed something in me that allowed me to relate to kids and
connect physical activity with it. Which is why, | have a Bachelors in P.E. Special
Education is currently the field that I’'m working in and I am enjoying it. It’s rewarding
to see children progress and see the look on their faces when they overcome a challenge
and realize the potential from within.
Open Valley Elementary School
Chelsea. Chelsea is 29 years old. She has five years of teaching experience. She has
taught PreK and kindergarten. She currently is teaching Pre-K at Open Valley Elementary. She
also grew up in the county in which she currently works. As a high school student, Chelsea was
very involved with various activities and organizations. She was on the basketball team and was
a member of the Beta club and yearbook committee. She was recognized in high school by her
classmates as being the “Best all-around”. Chelsea indicated that she did not like math when she

began high school. However, because of the influence of her 9" grade algebra teacher, she began

to enjoy math. Chelsea believed that this teacher was successful because she engaged her
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students in activities that were fun and interesting. As a result, Chelsea developed a love for math
and intimate understanding of how a teacher could become successful in reaching her students
who may not have been engaged or connected to the instruction prior. Chelsea would later apply
some of the same principles when she began as a teacher. In recalling her initial year of teaching,
Chelsea reflected on one of the students in her class: She said:
A significant event that has impacted my development and perspectives on education
occurred my first year of teaching. | had this one challenging student that | had a hard
time reaching at the beginning of the school year. He did not like coming to school,
when he arrived he was all over the place. By 2" semester of school the student made a
big change. He loved school and loved learning because | was able to reach him where
he was.
Chelsea stated that she decided to become a teacher “because I love to help others. I realized the
need of students in the community | am from and decided to change my career path, to be a
positive asset to the community to help the students.”
Renee. Renee is 39 years old. She has eight years of teaching experience. She has taught
Pre-K through 5" grade. She is currently teaching kindergarten at Open Valley Elementary. She
grew up in rural counties in Middle Georgia. She graduated from the county in which currently
teaches school. As a child, Renee grew up in foster care. As a high school student, she was on
the honor roll and in the Honor Society. She participated in organizations such as the Future
Business Leaders of America and the Junior ROTC. She also participated in the Pep Squad.
During her high school years, Renee became pregnant. She recalled the support and
encouragement of one of her teachers, Mrs. Jackson (Pseudonym), during that time. Renee stated
that Mrs. Jackson told her “honey you’re not the first girl to have a baby in school. It is not over

for you. Get focused and stay focused”. Despite the fact that she became pregnant while in

school, Renee still graduated in the top 10% of her graduating class.
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As a child, Renee said that many educators inspired and encouraged her. Renee indicated
that she decided to become a teacher because of the positive impact that these teachers had on
her life. She said, “I wanted to give back to students. While growing up in foster care, there were
so many teachers who encouraged me that | wanted to do the same to kids with similar
socioeconomic statuses.”

Barbara. Barbara is 32 years old. She has a total of eight years of teaching experience.
She has taught all subjects in grades third, fourth, and sixth. Currently, she is teaching 3™ and 4™
grade. Unlike other participants, Barbara is not a native of Georgia. She was born in and received
her early education in one of the West South Central States. Education has had constant presence
in Barbara’s life. Barbara stated that as young student she always looked up to her teachers. She
shared:

School was always home away from home. My teachers were always very nice and wise.

They shared facts about themselves and always said that an education equals

opportunities. As a student, | always believed what my teachers told me and this

particular saying stuck with me.
Receiving an education was important within her family. Barbara said that there was an
unspoken expectation that all her siblings would graduate from high school. However, she
indicated that she was not pushed to attend college. Instead, she said her desire to attend college
was an intrinsic and self-motivated goal. Barbara stated that she knew that she would eventually
attend a major University within her state. As a high school student, Barbara received a Martin
Luther King Jr. Scholar award. After high school, she reached her goal and enrolled in the major
University within her state that she had set as her goal. During college, she was involved in civic

organizations and was also in the LAE/SP educator’s program. During her college years, she
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received the Tom Joyner HBCU scholarship. When reflecting on teachers who had a positive
impact on her, Barbara recalled several teachers that exuded characteristics of persistence and
resilience. Barbara shared her memories of teachers who never listened to “I can’t do it’”” and
others who “never took no for an answer.” She mentioned teachers who “always pushed us to do
our best as well as how to become independent learners.” She spoke of high school teachers who
were cool and made learning fun and worthwhile. She also shared memories of teachers who
“helped me to realize that | really could do anything that | put my mind to.” She described how
many teachers may overlook the powerful impact that they have on children. She stated:

Oftentimes, as teachers, we get wrapped up in teaching the standards and testing that we

don’t realize when we’re making a difference in a child’s life. Something as small as

smiling or giving a child a hug can do wonders for a student. I believe that ALL students
can learn. They may not all learn at the same rate but they can learn.
Barbara indicated the reason she became a teacher was her desire to make a difference in the
lives of children.

Tamara. Tamara is 46 years old. She has a total of 24 years of teaching experience. She
currently teaches fifth grade at Open Valley Elementary School. Tamara was born in a state in
the Northeastern portion of the United States. She received her early education in urban and
suburban communities in Georgia. As a high school student, she was a member of the drill team.
While attending college, Tamara became involved in several professional education
organizations. In addition, she became a member of a Black Greek Letter Organization. She
indicated that she was selected as Miss Homecoming while in college. Teaching was not the

initial career ambition for Tamara. In describing how she how decided upon teaching, she stated,
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“Actually I did not want to become a teacher. | wanted to work with the United Nations and
eventually become an Ambassador. My dad asked me to be a teacher, so here | am...a teacher.”
Tamara indicated that she believe that dedication and persistence are the key ingredients for
success for teachers.

Loretta. Loretta is 43 years old. She has a total of 19 years of teaching experience. She is
currently teaching third grade at Open Valley Elementary School. Loretta grew up and attended
grades K- 12 in a rural community. During her high school years, she was actively involved in
her church tutoring younger students and singing in her church’s choirs. In college, she was a
member of a Black Greek Letter Organization. She was also recognized for her academic
achievement. Loretta indicated that decision to become a teacher was highly impacted by her
experiences with her third grade and high school English teacher. Loretta stated:

| have always wanted to be a teacher for as long as | can remember. | had aunts who

were teachers and | wanted to be like them. The most profound moment for me was

when | was in third grade. My third grade teacher at the time seemed stern but fair and
my high school English teacher was sweet and nurturing.
Reflecting on her accomplishments as an educator, Loretta wrote:

| knew | could make a difference in a child's life. | wanted to be able to give back and

through teaching, I have found that it is both rewarding and challenging. Just by

knowing the impact that | make on children whether it is academically in the classroom
or outside in the real world, is fulfilling for me.

Monique. Monique is 25 years old. She has been teaching at Open Valley Elementary for
three years. She currently teaches second grade. She grew up in rural county in Middle Georgia.
As young student, Monique was very active in multiple organizations. She was a member of
Family, Career and Community Leaders of America (FCCLA). She was also member of a step

team in her community. In addition, Monique was on her high school’s basketball team. In

college, Monique continued her involvement in sports playing on intramural flag football and
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basketball teams. She became a member of historically Black Greek Letter Organization during
college and was in an honor society. She graduated college Magna Cum Laude. Monique
indicated that she decided to become a teacher because of the powerful impact her third grade
teacher had on her life. Monique recalled how her third grade teacher interacted with students
and promoted learning. She said:
The thing | remember the most is the relationship she built with each individual student
in the classroom. No matter what the behavior issue may have been, we were all treated
fairly and equally in her classroom. I also remember her making sure learning was
engaging and fun. There were times that we didn’t know we were learning, but we were.
In referring to this teacher’s influence, Monique wrote, “The way that she changed my life or
impacted my life, | wanted to have that same impact on student learning. | realized that this was
truly my passion. | wanted to help children learn.”

Jalesia. Jalesia is 24 years old. She has been teaching at Open Valley Elementary for two
years. She currently teaches kindergarten. She grew up and attended school in the same rural
community in which she now teaches. While in high school, she was a member of the Beta
Club. When she was in college, she participating in a program in which she volunteered to tutor
elementary school students. She was also a member of the Student Professional Association for
Georgia Educators. When she was in college she made the dean’s lists numerous times. In
reflection on her youth, Jalesia acknowledged that she did not like school until she was in the
fourth grade. She credits her teacher, Mrs. Headley (Pseudonym) with positively impacting her
life. Jalesia stated, “More than her teaching abilities, I liked her because she genuinely cared. She
made learning fun and easy.” Jalesia also recalled her recognition that some educators may not
be effective as others. She stated, “It was not until I got older and went to college that I realized

the impact that an ineffective teacher could have on you. | realized that there were so many

teachers who were impacting kids negatively by not teaching them.” With this recognition and



109

the reflection of how she was able to positively impact students that she tutored while in high
school, Jalesia determined that education and teaching would be her career.
Data Organization
The following section of this chapter provides the findings from the focus group
discussions. It is organized based on the common themes that emerged as the participants
responded to the questions. The goal of this particular format is to include all salient points and
perspectives regarding the common themes or topics that developed during the discussions. As
numerous topics arose during the discussions, there were natural variances in participant
engagement with and connection to the certain topics. In other words, every participant may not
have had experiences with every specific topic discussed. Therefore, they may have chosen not
to share their perspective on the subject at hand. Likewise, some participants may have had
strong opinions, experiences, or beliefs about certain subjects that arose as opposed to others.
Consequently, their voice may appear to dominate a particular theme or subheading. Therefore,
the section will not include the voices of every participant under every theme. Ultimately, the
primary purpose of this section is to provide to the reader a sense of the natural flow of the focus
group discussions capturing the salient points, disagreements and perspectives of all focus
groups. In doing so, the researcher strives to provide in a single layout the themes, experiences
and counter stories addressing the four research sub questions.
Attending Elementary School in Rural Environments
What impact do Black teachers perceive attending elementary school in a rural environment
have on the academic achievement of Black males?
A critical focus of this study was to hear the teachers reflect on the rural environment in

which Black males attended elementary school. In the effort to center the discussion on the rural
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environment and Black male students, the focus discussions began with questions specifically
about the benefits and challenges that teachers perceived were present in their rural community.
This following section provides the teachers’ perceptions. Since most of the participants had
personal experiences growing up, living and working in a rural environment, they had much to
share regarding the impact of the rural environment on Black males. They saw the rural
environment offering Black male students the benefits of offering a sense of community, safety
and easier access to parents and family. The also identified negatives aspects such as the lack of
exposure, poverty and lack of needed resources.
Rural Environment Benefits

Sense of community. Many of the teachers discussed various positive benefits for Black
males living in a rural community and attending a rural elementary school. Notably, several of
the teachers indicated that there is greater knowledge of and familiarity not only with the Black
male students but also with their parents and extended family members. Accordingly, the
teachers articulated that there was a “Sense of Community” in the rural environment that went
beyond the walls of the school. The teachers indicated the “closeness” of the rural community
facilitated multiple non-school related interactions with students and family members. Several
teachers mentioned there was a high likelihood that teachers would see students and parents in
locations such as church, the grocery stores, banks, or at community events. Tamara from Open
Valley Elementary mentioned the closeness of the small town. She said:

Some of the things Black males have to face in bigger cities you don’t have to face in

smaller towns. With it being a small town we work so closely together to take care of that

child. But I was just thinking about the benefits. | would think it would be the small town,

just the closeness, looking out for someone else, another child. Whether it is the teacher,
the parent, the neighbor, somebody is looking out for the children.
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Kevin from Appleton Elementary discussed how the social support that Black males receive in
rural communities can be better than the support that Black males receive in more urban
environments. He shared his story of initially wanting to teach in the city. He stated:

| had the desire to be in the inner city schools at one time. But when | saw some of the

problems, I knew personally that I don’t think that I could have helped them deal with

some of those issues | saw. Here, there is a bigger social safety net with families. If | go
to the Rec on a Wednesday night to a football game | am bound to run into one of my
students or one of those Black males playing out there on the football field. And the mom
will say, “How is he doing in school?” There is easier access to those parents and that’s

the benefit that I see, just that social safety net. When you are in the inner city, there is a

disconnect.

The teachers saw this increased frequency of interactions as important in establishing positive
relationships with the students and their parents. Kendra in Bakersfield Elementary discussed
this as well. She stated, “The positive aspects are, in rural areas, you have more of a close knit
community. It feels more like a family versus just teaching random students. So they learn to
care for you and listen to you.” Also, Rafe from Bakersfield Elementary concurred stating:

Growing up in a small rural area does promote comradery. It does promote cohesion

between the student, the family and the school. A lot of the people that are teaching at

school now are a product of the community. They have a much deeper connection or
direct connection with the students’ parents whether they were classmates, taught their
parents, or etc. So it is easier to make that connection. There are family oriented values to
pass along. It is more of a care community. You got people who know your families.

They care more about you inside and outside of classroom so that builds morale.

Safety. Another benefit of the rural environment was the perceived safety as compared to
more urban environments. Many teachers indicated that attending a rural school in a rural
community was better for Black males, in terms of safety. Renee from Open Valley Elementary
County shared, “Some of the things that Black males have to face in bigger cities you don’t have
in smaller towns. You don’t really see many gangs in a small town. I think that is a benefit.” In

the Appleton Elementary focus discussion, Shanelle also talked about the lack of violence in the

rural school. She said,
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There is not as much violence in the schools in rural areas as it is in the cities. And not as
much opportunity to be exposed to some of the things you see on the nightly news that
kids, in the inner city schools, have been exposed to. It is not to say that we don’t have
our share of problems because we do. But I just think it is not on the level that it is in
bigger cities and inner city schools.
Monique discussed that within their rural community, the school often serves as a place of
stability for Black males. She stated:

| think another benefit for them attending a rural school would also be because they face

S0 many situations and they go through so much, being able to have a place to go that is

orderly and they know what to expect when they get here. Just removing them from those

situations that they are facing at home...Being able to get them from those situations and
just having eight hours of peace or normality is also a benefit for Black males in this area.
Negative Aspects of Rural Environment
Although several positive attributes of rural schools were mentioned during the focus
discussions, the teachers in the current study also identified certain negative aspects of attending
school in rural environments.

Lack of Exposure. The lack of exposure to opportunities beyond the rural environment
for Black males attending school in a rural community was a major area of discussion during the
focus groups. Many participants felt that the rural environment provided limited opportunities for
Black males to see and experience how their lives might advance and be improved. Many
participants felt that the lack of exposure disadvantaged Black males significantly. In referring to
the rural environment and Black males, Nadia said:

It’s what they know. It’s what they see. It’s where they’ve grown up. It’s their comfort

zone. So do they have an option to not be in that particular environment, because you

have to go school in your particular area? So it is just what they know.
Nadia believed that having appropriate exposure was critical to assisting Black males in

particular and rural students in general to envisioning broader success. The lack of getting out of

or seeing beyond the rural community was perceived as limiting some aspirations for Black
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males. In the Bakersfield’s discussion, Rafe discussed a certain way of thinking that he has

noticed in the rural community that may limit Black males from optimizing their potential. He

stated:

There is a small minded mentality in small rural community where you don’t have much
money, background or exposure. When you don’t know any better. Until you know better
you can’t do better. Some don’t believe you can do and some don’t have that desire to do
better. The small minded mentality is like a carryover trait into the lifestyles. There are
definitely some positive and some negatives and they both impact the academics of
young Black males.

For Rafe, the intersection of poverty and the lack of appropriate exposure resulted in students

developing a way of thinking that negatively impacted Black males’ lifestyle and their future

aspirations. Rafe viewed this as a mentality that perpetuated complacency. Similarly, in the

Appleton discussion, Shanelle talked about how she has taught several Black males that rarely

had the opportunity to go to places outside of their community. She stated:

| have talked to a lot of young Black males that honestly have not been outside of the
town so their prior knowledge that they come to my classroom with is very limited. Apart
from the fieldtrips that we take them on at school, that’s as far as they go. So | definitely
think that the exposure definitely plays a part in terms of them being here and going to
school in a rural area. But also for the students that want to take their abilities, whether it
athletic or in the arts, a lot of times you don’t have scouts to come to small towns to see
the talents of these students. You know they have to go to the big city in order to get that
exposure.

After reflecting on Shanelle’s discussion of students having limited exposure opportunities in

rural environments, Timothy recalled one of his Black male students who had exceptional skills

in the performing arts. He stated:

Let me piggyback on the exposure. Just like recently, our kids did a play. A lot of those
kids who were the main characters in the play, they were behavior issue kids. Probably
85 to 95 percent of the main characters were behavior issues kids. Those kids would
benefit from a performing arts school. Can we provide that? No! Because | know a few of
those kids who would excel in a performing arts school. One kid, when they were
auctioning for their parts, this kid scored a perfect score in every category: he scored a
perfect score in singing; he scored a perfect score in acting. Perfect, across the board!



114

And | really think a performing art schools would cause that kid, that particular kid to
excel in life. But being in the rural area, can we actually provide that for them?

Timothy asserted that several of Black males who were the lead actors were considered behavior
problems. For Timothy, their behavior was impacted by the school system’s inability to provide
a consistent learning environment where their performing talents could be channeled positively.
Timothy believed that the rural school was unable to create and financially support this type of
learning environment for these students. In discussing exposure, Nadia discussed how teachers
may take for granted that all students may have had enriching experiences outside of the school
to support their academic and social development. She recalled a conversation that she had with
her college advisor and subsequent experience as a teacher:

I will never forget when | was student teaching and 1 did a unit with something about a
circus. One of my professors (at the University) grilled me saying, “You can’t talk about
circus because every child has not had that experience. They don’t know what that
is.”...So now you have to think about some of the things that we take for granted that we
actually do with our children and we expose them to, some kids have never. We would
even take fieldtrips from (our rural town) to Atlanta, and some of the kids were like,
“where are we?” “What do you mean? It’s just downtown Atlanta? You haven’t been
here? You are just 50 minutes away!” And it is just unreal! So it just the exposure of what
you get in certain non-rural neighborhoods that you don’t receive or things you don’t get.

As Rose listened to Nadia’s story about students not getting out of their small town, it reminded
her of her own personal experience as a student growing up in a rural community and attending a
rural school. She stated:

One of my things when I was a child was I didn’t go anywhere. The first time I ever went
to Atlanta, | was in college. And | remember riding on a bus. We were going to an ethnic
conference with Jada Pinkett and a lot of other people. We were on the bus and | was
like, “where are all those people going?” And (my peers on the bus) were like “What are
you talking about? And I am thinking “Look at all those people walking on the street!
What is going on?” And they were like, “This is every day!” But that was the first time
that I experienced that. But I was in college...Because my momma stays in one little box.
She does not like to go out of her comfort zone. She would not let me go anywhere. (In
high school, I played basketball, softball, and ran track)...because that was a way for me
getting out....I almost cried when I polled students in my class. I have students in my
class that never have been to the national park within our county. We have students
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coming from everywhere to go to our national park in our county. And students that live
in this community have never been.

Rose’ discussion of her own personal experience of rarely leaving the rural community when she
was a young student suggests that many other students in the rural community may have the
same experience. Given that the lack of exposure to things beyond their rural surrounding was
mentioned by teachers in all three counties, this suggests that the teachers believe exposure is a
critical factor that impacts Black male students.

Poverty and lack of resources. Some of the teachers discussed that poverty and lack of
resources within the rural community negatively impacted Black males. Rafe discussed that
“There are definitely some negatives: the lack of exposure, the lack of financial means to provide
things, books.” Shanelle and Timothy discussed, as previously mentioned, the inability of the
school system to provide adequate resources to support music and arts programs. Kendra
discussed how poverty hindered students and limited parental involvement. She stated:

I see the negative aspects especially with the poverty level. Many of the students don’t

have a lot parental involvement or support. A lot of the skills that they learn, not just

academic skills but social, emotional, behavioral, they learn from us as being their
teachers and their leaders. So, in some ways, it’s negative.
Nadia discussed how finances and poverty are significant in regards to the lack of opportunities
available to Black males in the rural environment. When discussing opportunities available, she
stated:

| think they are scarce. It always goes back to money. In rural areas, it is harder to have

the funds to do what you need to do. When you are in the other areas, you know you have

better homes or more tax money comes in to provide things that are needed: more
parental involvement — not to say that in rural environments parents are not involved

because they are. It is just that financially, they may not be able to do as much as you
could in another environment.
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Rural Environment Summary

Four major themes emerged from the participants’ discussion on the impact of the rural
environment on Black males: 1) Sense of Community, 2) Safety, 3) Lack of Exposure, & 4)
Poverty/ Lack of Resources. The teachers in all focus groups discussions indicated that there was
a sense of community present in their rural environments that benefited Black males. Teachers
discussed concepts such as “Going beyond the walls of the school” to develop relationships with
students and their families. The terms “family” and “values” were used in the discussions at all
three sites. The perception that the closeness or proximity of the rural community would
inevitably result in frequent interactions between the students, teacher, and parent was pervasive.
These perceptions of the rural environment have been documented by some researchers. In her
research of rural schools, Alice Sampson (2005) discussed that rural schools often reflect the
positive values of the community. Sampson indicated that rural schools tend to promote
closeness or connectedness of school staff and students. Similarly, Hardre, Sullivan, and Roberts
(2008) indicated that rural schools tend to promote caring. Some of the participants asserted that
they perceived that the rural school and rural environment were safer for Black males than more
urban environments. Kevin suggested that he perceived the rural environment had more people
around the Black male to provide a “social safety net”. The perceived safety of the rural schools
and the access to students and parents were viewed as positive factors of attending school in rural
environments. When discussing how Black males may be negatively impacted by going to
school in a rural environment, participants suggested that many Black males, as well as most
other students within the rural school, lacked exposure to the world beyond their rural
community. Other participants asserted that students in rural environments were severely

impacted by the manifestations of poverty. Participants perceived that poverty had a significant
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impact the students’ aspirations, their family, and their school. Participants believed that poverty
contributed greatly to the lack of exposure and constrained Black males’ vision of what they
could do or become. Some participants believed that poverty hindered parents from being as
engaged or active in schools. Other participants asserted that the schools in their rural
community could not provide adequate instructional supplies or programs to meet the diverse
needs of the students. The statements and beliefs of the focus group participants regarding some
of the challenges that Black males face in rural schools were consistent with the research on rural
schooling. Hardre, Sullivan, and Roberts (2008) discussed how rural students lack exposure to
employment opportunities in rural environment. Sarrio (2012) also discussed how rural schools
are limited in their ability to provide various educational programs, academic courses and student
support.
Curriculum, Policies & Practices

What impact do Black teachers perceive school curriculum, policies and practices have on the

academic achievement of Black males?

The following sections will explore the participants’ responses to questions that
surrounding research sub-question: What impact do Black teachers perceive school curriculum,
policies and practices have on the academic achievement of Black males? Addressing this
research question, the various groups discussed the following topics: 1) Inadequate History, 2)
Reading Challenges, 3) Academic Rigor, 4) Standardized Testing, 5) Gifted Program, 6)
Promotion & Retention, 7) Special Education, and 8) Discipline. The researcher will provide a
brief summary of emerging themes.

Curriculum and Instruction
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Inadequate history. Multiple perceptions and beliefs regarding curriculum and
instructional practices were discussed by the teachers at the three elementary schools. When the
Appleton Elementary focus group began to discuss how curriculum and instructional practices
impact Black males, Shanelle and Kevin expressed concerns that schools fail to teach students an
adequate history of Black people and Black Americans. Kevin asserted that what is often taught
in schools to Black students about their history communicated a negative message about their
past, who they are currently, and what is to become of them in their future. Kevin stated:

In school we teach: our African-American history is limited to we came here in slavery,
in chains; we struggled through the reconstruction and civil rights movement. So all we
teach them is we struggled, we are going to continue to struggle, we are always going to
struggle. We never teach them about the Marcus Garvey that said, “Let’s go back to
Africa.” .....We don’t hear that! What they hear is: “we came here in chains, we fought
the Civil War, “you guys helped a little bit.” Then we went through the reconstruction.
Then you know we didn’t have any history until about 1965, and then we started talking
about the civil rights movement, and that is it! In the new history book, there might be a
blurb about Barack, that’s it! That’s all they hear!

Kevin suggested that schools do not provide a more comprehensive history of Blacks because
casting Black people in the negative imagery of continuously struggling plays into the dominant
narrative of what it means to be Black in America. Shanelle discussed that it is important for her
as a Black teacher to ensure that she tries to teach her students more inclusive history. She also
explained why she felt it was important for Black students and Black males to learn their

schools. She asserted:

| will say for me as a teacher, and | do mean to be, | am a little more protective of those
kids that look like me. | give them all the same teaching, but | am going to definitely
make sure that this child understands it. | am going to make sure that they understand
their history. | also think if you want to keep a people from becoming empowered the
way to do that is to keep them ignorant. Honestly, there a lot of young Black kids who do
not know their accurate history because their parents do not know their history. Because
the parents were only taught what is in the history books. Their parents were only taught
what’s in the history books. And a lot of them do not take the opportunity to learn just a
little bit more about who they are. And they are satisfied about what has been taught to
them as opposed to finding out just a little bit more. So we have a generation that just
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satisfied about what is being taught..... But when I looked at the curriculum, I said this
will give me the opportunity to teach history. Yes, going by the standards, but also by
how it should be taught at the fifth grade level. Because our Black kids need to know that
their ancestors contributed to the building of this country.

Reading challenges. Some of the teachers at Bakersfield Elementary and Appleton

Elementary discussed reading as being a significant challenge for Black males in the elementary

school.

Kendra stated that young black males struggle with understanding text. Likewise, Rose

discussed how she has experienced seeing students shut down in regards to reading text. Rose

stated:

| have seen a lot of boys that | teach. | could be teaching one way but as soon as | give a
quiz or ask a question, they will cry, they will break down, they are in tears. And when |
talk to them it is because they have a hard time with the words. They have a hard time
with reading. And that reading is what gets a lot of the males. Because it goes from every
subject: you got to read in science, you got to read social studies, you got to read in every
subject. Reading is what’s attacking them.

Nadia discussed that part of the difficulty that Black males have with reading may stem from the

differences between vocabulary that they are accustomed to using in their home and the

vocabulary required or utilized in school assessments. Nadia stated:

To me, I just think that the vocabulary that’s used in the home is totally different from the
vocabulary that we are using at school. And in a rural community, pretty much everybody
speaks the same. They may not have the same experiences but they speak the same. So
when we are trying to incorporate this vocabulary for the lessons, these kids are not used
to that. It’s like “What are you talking about?”

Academic Rigor. Nadia also suggested that some practices that are implemented in

lower grades do not necessarily prepare students for the more rigorous curriculum that they will

be expected to learn and perform as they get older. For example, Nadia highlighted a teaching

practice that is sometimes used to in lower grades regarding math. Nadia stated:

It’s just like, I have an issue with the greater than or less than symbols. At the primary
level, everybody wants to use alligators. “What are alligators?” Just call it what it is —
greater than or less than. Just use what it is because when they get to the real world and
the workforce, you are not going to say, “Well, you know the alligator ate the bigger
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number.” We have to start speaking and have to be consistent with whatever vocabulary
we are incorporating. It needs to go out throughout.

Similarly, Shanelle expressed concerns regarding her perceptions that educators and parents do
not require Black males to engage in tasks that requires collaboration, critical thinking and
problem solving. Accordingly, she suggested that Black male students may not be challenged
properly to acquire the skills essential for their success. Shanelle stated:
| personally think that we pacify the kids too much. I think that we give them way too
much. And I think that it is perpetuated from home to school. They don’t have to wait for
anything. They don’t have to work for anything. If they sit there and you ask them a
question, and they wait too long, we just give them the answer. Because we are ready to
move on! Anything that is difficult on their part, if they sit up there and pitch a fit, even
at home or school, depending on the teacher that they have, ....the adult will just give the
kid what they want.
Curriculum and Instruction Summary
The three themes that emerged from the discussion curriculum and instruction were 1)
Inadequate History, 2) Reading Challenges, and 3) Academic Rigor Concerns. Kevin and
Shanelle expressed their perception that the school curriculum does not provide an adequate and
accurate history of Blacks in United States. Kevin suggested Black history taught in schools is
very limited and often casts an image of Blacks being continuously dominated. To Kevin and
Shanelle, history or social-studies curriculum tend to provide only a cursory overview or no
coverage of historical periods and Black leaders who challenged the dominant narrative. These
teachers believed that that Black students, and Black males, in particular, suffered because they
could not see themselves in curriculum. Therefore, these teachers indicated that they take it upon
themselves to “go beyond the curriculum” to teach their students, especially their Black students

lessons that provide a more inclusive view of the accomplishments of Blacks in America and the

world.
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The theme of Reading Challenges for Black males also emerged from the discussions.
Teachers discussed how they had observed Black males struggle with vocabulary and
understanding text. According to the teachers, they have observed that some Black male students
would become frustrated with reading various assignments and may shut down because of
reading difficulty. Some teachers suggested that vocabulary that the students use at home may be
different from the vocabulary required at school. As a result, these students may find various
school assignments that emphasize vocabulary and reading challenging.

Several teachers voiced their concerns regarding the level of rigor expected from Black
male students and the rigor in the academic assignments that are given to Black males in
elementary schools. Teachers believed that some Black males may not being challenged to
maximize and develop their academic skills. Teachers suggested that some teachers may have
low expectations for Black male students and do not make the effort move them beyond the
minimum level of performance. To these teachers, as the students moved up to higher grades in
the elementary school, the Black males may not have been properly prepared to engage in
rigorous assignments and tasks.

Academic Policies and Practices

Standardized testing. Some participants voiced concerns regarding standardized testing
practices that are utilized in elementary schools. The use of standardized testing is common in
almost every school at every level in the United States. Testing is used to determine mastery of
standards, intellectual aptitude, placements in gifted programs, special education, and promotion
and retention. However, some of the teachers in the focus discussions suggested that
standardized tests may be problematic. Nadia expressed frustration with the amount of testing

that is required for children in the elementary school. She said “We test them to death!” When
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asked to elaborate, she commented, “Every time you turn around we are having a test. And this
test determines whether they can go here or they can do that.” Rose also discussed her thoughts
about testing and how it may be used to set up groups and student tracking. Rose said,

But I don’t know if y’all have seen the tee shirt that I wear. It says, “A child is more than
a test score.” And a lot of them are very creative in other ways. And it feels like they only
get rewarded for how they do on a test. It is just like testing is what moves them up or
down levels. That literally puts them in groups. But you are saying that “we are not
putting them in groups.” But testing is putting them in groups and they don’t really like
that....It can be unfair. But they are testing all the time.

When asked directly if testing is fair, Nadia asserted that there were ulterior motives behind
testing. Nadia stated:

Testing to me is set up by the government to push one down and bring another one up.
Because they know that certain kids are going to be exposed to more and will have more
advantages.

Gifted program. The sentiment that testing creates division or separation was suggested
by other teachers when they discussed the gifted program at their school. Shanelle stated:

When we look at academic policies, | know that there is a different dynamic in the gifted
program as opposed to regular ed. program and inclusion classroom...I am talking about
the student demographics. When you are talking about the makeup of the kids in terms of
Black, White, Asian, or Hispanics: It is not because they are not just as smart as their
counterparts but maybe they did not pass the creativity part. Or maybe they passed the
creativity part but they did not pass some other part that kept them out of those advanced
classes or doing the other things that they see these students taking part in.

Similar to Nadia, Shanelle raised the question if there were ulterior motives in regards to the
gifted program’s implementation. When asked if the gifted policies and procedures were fair,
Shanelle stated:

It is unfair! They purposefully are set up like that. It is just like: take for example, the
whole (placement) of poll tax on voters a long time ago. They put it on there because they
knew people couldn’t afford to pay it. The same thing I feel goes toward more Black kids
qualifying for the gifted program. | have some very smart kids in my classroom that
deserve to be in that program! But they are not there because “oh, they didn’t pass such
and such. They missed it by a few points.” But then you have others, and I see their
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scores. Some of the kids that are in my class are out performing those kids. But they are
in the gifted program and my kids aren’t.

Timothy concurred with Shanelle, making the suggestion that all students that are in the gifted
program did not qualify based upon the stated criteria. Timothy commented:

| would have to say unfair because of what | see going on. And what | see going is that
gifted program. Everybody in that gifted program did not qualify to be in the gifted
program. | know this for a fact! | had two White students that scores came up short in one
area. Mom called the school raising sand about the gifted program and why they did not
make it. Both of their parents called about that particular program. They put those kids in
the gifted program. They did not qualify to be there!

Shanelle suggested that adherence to the gifted program admittance policies may vary based on
school administration. She stated:
| think with the gifted program it depends on administration and how stern they are in
following the policies that are in place to either put in or keep the kid out of the gifted
program. And here is my thing: | feel like what they do for one, they need to do for all!
Listening to the discussion regarding admittance to the gifted program, Kevin commented that
“studies have shown that African Americans don’t necessarily do very well on standardized tests.
So you can have students in your room that are gifted but not necessarily a test taker. They don’t
necessarily take it seriously.” When Kevin was asked if standardized testing was fair, he shared
his thoughts about opportunities lost because of not qualifying. He stated:
Well, they are unfair but particularly when you are talking about gifted. When you talk
about fast-tracking them on an academic curriculum, this child may not just because this
child can’t sit there and take a test and perform on a test.
When asked what they thought was the purpose of the gifted program, Shanelle commented:
It seems to me that it is exclusive. I honestly wish that across the board.....they need to
do away with the whole gifted program....I have seen kids, how they feel about
themselves, after they don’t get into the gifted program. It’s like it’s something to aspire
to, and if you don’t get in, it is like you are not good enough. It wreaks havoc on your
self-esteem. The great thing is kids are resilient and they bounce back. But it takes them a
while. But here you are left with a kid feeling like they weren’t good enough. But in

actuality, you were; it’s just you didn’t make whatever score they though you should
make to go to this particular classroom.



124

In a separate focus discussion Nadia voiced similar sentiments regarding testing and the gifted
program’s purpose at the elementary school’s level. Nadia suggested that teachers play a major
role in testing and who ultimately gets into the gifted program. She stated that the testing criteria
were opinionated. She said, “And teachers can sway it one way or the other. So it depends on the
relationship with that particular child” She further stated:
I don’t believe in gifted in the elementary, primary or middle school, because it doesn’t
count. What is the point? To say my child is better than yours. All those records do what
when you go to the high school? You start from zero. So it should not be an issue.
Nadia suggested that Black boys are often not considered for gifted program by the teachers. She
stated:
They are overlooked for gifted. Is it that they don’t want to be bothered with them? They
think that they are an issue? I have no idea why they don’t....But going back to the young
Black males and the gifted, I just don’t see them being referred for the gifted program.
Every African American child that | have is in the special education program on a (RTI)
tier level.
Even though she observed very few Black males being referred for the gifted program, Nadia
asserted that she makes an effort to push her talented Black males into the program. She stated,
“...If you came to me as a Black male, | am going to push your behind and you are going to get
in.” Whereas the teachers in Appleton Elementary expressed concerns about smart Black
children not being considered for the gifted program, teachers in Open Valley Elementary
expressed concern whether the Black male students identified as gifted in their school were
maximizing their academic potential. Monique questioned whether students were truly “gifted”
or just smart students. Tamara shared that some of her students in the gifted program were not
being creative but they wanted to be recognized with the “gifted” title. Monique indicated that

she holds high expectations for her gifted Black males and she makes them live up to her vision

of what gifted learners should be. For Monique and other teachers, the gifted students should
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engage in activities that require thinking out of the box, higher-order reasoning, and problem-
solving. Monique stated:

| think my Black males meet that qualification because | make them. Because | teach

second grade | have to plan the activities for them. Because I plan for it to be that way,
then they do it. It is not that they come to me and say this is the project we are going to
do. I say “higher level students, this is the project that you are going to do.” (Monique,

p-4)

Promotion and retention. Questions regarding the effectiveness of promotion and
retention policies generated much discussion in the various focus groups. In the Bakersfield
Elementary discussion, Rafe indicated his belief that in the past schools may have moved Black
males up without them having acquired the requisite skills needed for success. He stated:

...a lot of males got through school, but when they got through with school, what could
they do? They did not learn anything? They got pushed along. There were a lot of
academic gaps that weren’t identified. They got pushed along and now they are
unprepared for life. They are unprepared for work. They don’t have the drive to go to
postsecondary education or technical school.

Kendra discussed that policies such as No Child Left Behind failed to promote greater
achievement for Black males. She said:

With No Child Left Behind, a lot of the Black males were getting left behind. I think the

concept was great because we don’t want to leave any student behind. We want to make

sure that they exceed and excel. But the actual implementation some of the students were
just being pushed along. A lot of the rigor of policies that were set in place was difficult

for some the males.

Rafe indicated that there were some positive aspects to NCLB. He felt that the policy promoted
a greater awareness of students’ deficiencies. He wrote:

The positive of NCLB is we can now identify what are their weaknesses. Procedures are
in place now where you have to pass the state assessments or you are retained. Now they
can get a better grasp of the concepts covered. These procedures help to ensure that there
is some type of comprehension and growth...I think the policies that are in place now are
more helpful than hindering. Because we can identify what they have a weakness in and
we can focus on that before they go to the next grade so they will be more prepared.
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In the Appleton Elementary discussion, Timothy voiced his concerns about how promotion and
retention policies were highly contingent upon standardized tests. He stated:
Since I have been in education I’ve heard that the single most important thing to
education is that classroom teacher....But it depends on a standardized test...Let it
depend on that classroom teacher that you are bragging on. Let it depend on that
classroom teacher you are saying is the single most important factor to education...Let
promotion and retention depend on them then. And not a standardized test.
Timothy asserted that teachers should have more input or be the determining factor in promotion
or retention decisions. In the Open Valley Elementary discussion, teachers initially indicated
their general agreement that retention in the fifth grade does not help Black males. Tamara
stated:
| think retention as they get older, it does not help them. I think the policy of retaining
them does not help. For instance with our fifth grade class this year, and it is a lot of
those students who really need to be retained. I don’t know if that will help them or we
need to find something else that would help them.
Renee discussed a practice that they had incorporated the previous year when in the deliberations
of promotion or retention decisions. She indicated that the teachers would try to determine a
professional consensus on what was in the best interest of the student. Renee said that they
would ask:
“Is it going to help them to get it again?” If not, then we placed them on. If it was going
to help them, if they are just slow learners or if they need a little bit more of it, then, yes,
keep them.
Subsequently, the teachers contemplated what would happen to the Black male student if he is
placed in the sixth grade into Middle School instead of being promoted. Tamara asked, “But
what would help them then as they go on to the middle school? Is this trend going to keep on

happening?” Upon pondering this question, Barbara and Renee discussed what they, as teachers,

would have to do to make sure students acquire the skills and concepts to be successful and
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promoted to the next grade level. Renee stated, “We got to make sure that we are getting them
ready for y’all. Barbara stated, “It starts with us.”

Special Education and remediation. Some of the teachers voiced concerns regarding
their perception that Black males comprised the majority of students that are in special education
in their elementary school. Shanelle asserted that special education is overpopulated with Black
males. Shanelle stated, “So I am saying to myself, no one has said anything about the number of
Black males that are in the Special Education classroom. What are we doing to alleviate some of
that?” Similarly, Nadia says instead of being referred for gifted, Black males are frequently
placed in remedial courses. Nadia commented, “Every African American child that [ have is in
the special education program or on a tier level.”

Some of the teachers at Open Valley Elementary felt that young Black males may not be
aware of negative connotations regarding placement in special education or the potential impact
of lower academic performance. Renee stated:

I think in lower grades they don’t know of the impact. It is when they become older,

some 2" maybe, but definitely 3, 4" or 51, where the peers that they started out with

have gone on and they are still behind.
Monique said that some students may begin to understand the practice of grade retention and
special education placement while in the 2" grade. However, she indicated that most students in
the second grade do not understand the significance of these actions. She said:

| think they do begin to realize it in the 2" grade. But not to where they shut down. And

that is with special education as well. They just realize that “oh, I am getting pulled in

this group. They are going to read to me.” I don’t think it set in that (it is special Ed.)

That is something totally different or that I am getting lower work. I don’t think that

realization has set in in 2" grade.

Loretta indicated that she thought that students begin to understand concepts of retention and

special education placement around third grade. However, Renee indicated that even in the fifth
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grade some Black males do not understand what it means. She stated, “I don’t think it has set in
in the 5" grade. I think they may know that they are getting extra help. I don’t think they know
that you need to work really harder to test out of Special Education.” However Barbara shared
her experience that some students become aware of negative stigma and isolation of special
education pull-outs in second grade. Barbara indicated that these students became self-conscious
and did not want to be pulled from their regular classes. Barbara informed the group, “There may
be some that know. Because we have a couple in the fourth grade who blatantly refuse if I tell
them that they are getting pulled out. And they say ‘I am not going with you.”” Tamara posed the
question to her peers of how can special education be made positive. She asked:

What can we do to make it positive? Like Special Ed. I think special education in some

cases will help young African American males, if we are dedicated to it We have to be

dedicated, like, “I want him to succeed! Do you get what I am saying?
When asked to elaborate on what she meant about dedication, Tamara said:

We are dedicated. But when | say we, | mean teachers as a whole. In the real world, I do

want to believe that all teachers are dedicated. But I don’t know if all teachers are

dedicated. I don’t know...
Academic Policies and Practices Summary

The major themes that emerged were 1) Standardized Testing, 2) Gifted Program, 3)
Promotion & Retention, 4) Special Education. The teachers expressed concerns regarding the
school’s reliance on standardized testing. They shared that elementary students were tested
excessively. They expressed their beliefs about standardized testing being unfair. Some teachers
communicated their perception that standardized testing leads to unfair tracking. Other teachers
asserted that the testing often leads to certain groups of students who are successful at testing

receiving more advantageous academic support and opportunities. Consequently, teachers
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perceived that students who are unsuccessful at testing may be relegated to less rigorous
academic tracks and potentially receive less access to adequate academic support. Offering an
example of what they perceived as unfair testing, teachers from Appleton Elementary discussed
their concerns about how students are admitted to the gifted program. For these teachers, they
believed the program’s was unfair and subjective. They perceived that students were sometimes
admitted based upon their parent’s influence. Teachers felt that Black males were frequently
overlooked and not considered for gifted program. Although they expressed frustration with the
admittance criteria of the gifted program, they recognized the benefits for the students that were
admitted. Consequently, some of the teachers indicated that they worked to make sure that Black
males who were academically talented were admitted. Teachers at Open Valley Elementary
discussed their efforts to ensure that the Black males in their gifted program were engaging in
problem-solving and higher-order thinking activities.

Teachers also shared their views regarding promotion and retention. Teachers at
Bakersfield believed, in the past, that Black males may have been promoted or placed in grades
without having the necessary academic skills for success. They indicated now there was greater
professional knowledge and accountability regarding student’s academic standing including
strengths and weaknesses. Teachers at Open Valley questioned whether retention practices
actually helped or harmed Black males. They believed as Black males got into the upper
elementary grades the retention did not have benefits. Many teachers discussed concern
regarding Black males making up a large percentage of the special needs population at their
school. Teachers reiterated their perception that Black male students in the special education
program may not receive the academic support that will enable them to exit the program. Instead,

they may be relegated to lower academic tracks as they move through school. Some teachers
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expressed that Black males in elementary school were not aware of the academic and social
implications of special education. However, the teachers expressed that as they age Black males
become acutely aware of the isolation of the special education programs and the Black males
begin to resist or express their displeasure regarding these programs.
Discipline Policies and Practices
At Open Valley Elementary when the teachers discussed the impact of discipline policies

and practices, many of the teachers believed that discipline was challenging for Black male
students. Renee voiced her opinion that some Black males often engage in power struggles with
adults regarding behavior expectations in the school. Renee commented that some Black male
students may not want to adhere to expectations of the adults in school and comply with rules.
After general consensus that behavior was problematic, some teachers questioned whether
discipline policies were fair for Black males. Teachers commented that discipline consequences
were often administered inconsistently with students. Therefore, students may have not have
understood and learned the severity of their action and the importance of adhering to suggested
behavioral expectations. Monique stated:

| also think that the lack of those consequences then makes the behavior more severe.

Because if | feel like something light is going to happen, or last time, something light

happened, then I just keep doing the same thing because I know the consequence doesn’t get

any more severe. No matter how many times I do it, it is the same. | get one day of ISS. | will

do it again.
In addition, some teachers indicated that that they perceived that different consequences had
sometimes been administered based on the race of the student. Teachers believed that as Black
boys see inconsistent consequences they may not understand and may develop disregard of

adhering to expectations. Teachers believed that boys may become unconcerned about potential

negative consequences and more willing to engage in negative behavior because of their
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perception of consequences being minor and tolerable. Teachers at Open Valley Elementary said
that the school needs to be consistent and specific about discipline consequences. For them,
consistency was viewed to promote accountability for students, parents, and teachers.

Very similar to Open Valley Elementary, teachers at Appleton Elementary also expressed
that discipline consequences may vary. Kevin talked about his level of tolerance for behavior
that young boys engage in. Kevin suggested that his peers may not have the same tolerance level.
Kevin who teaches kindergarten stated:

Also, I have a higher threshold. Something that some people get mad about, I don’t.

Because they are boys or some of them are rough girls. They are children at the end of

the day. It is something new, it’s more structure. So even though they know the

expectations and there are rules, | do give leeway because of their age, because they are
getting used to an educational setting. And, just because... | was a male that was very
rambunctious and all over the place. So | can relate to that. It is not necessarily that I am
trying to be defiant, sometimes it’s just boring! And you have to do it. It is something that
we have to do. Their attention wonders. And they want to do other things. | have more
compassion or | should say | have a better understanding. | know where they are coming
from being so young and being a Black male.
Kevin shared that his fellow teachers often will send him their problematic boys when the
teachers reached a point of frustration with the male students. When the students are sent to
Kevin, he indicated that he places them with his other students. He said, “Sometimes when you
walk in there, it’s two or three, and they just fall into the rotation. Because they know; they come
to visit on a normal basis.” Kevin believed that his tolerance was due to his personal experience
as young Black male student in elementary school. Kevin shared:

I can remember going to school and getting in trouble because I wouldn’t sit in my seat.

And that brings back memories sometimes just of how harsh like... “I am going to the

detention room just because I couldn’t sit in my seat” Just for that infraction! I remember

that! Was there really a need for me to go to the detention room for 15 minutes? Or could

she have allowed me to stand up 15 minutes and do my work. Or whatever it may be to
try to figure it out, as long as | get it done?
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Kevin referred to this memory of the childhood incident as being significant lesson in how he
manages his young students in his classroom. Shanelle said that she also has more tolerance but
she emphasized the importance of Black boys developing more self-control of behaviors as they
move up grades to curtail possible negative consequences as they get older. Being a fifth grade
teacher, Shanelle stated:
| can say that definitely I had little bit more tolerance of certain behaviors when they
were at the kindergarten level than | do at the fifth grade level. Because | feel like five
years later, you ought to have a little bit more self-control over yourself and the choices
that you make. Because one of the things I preach to my students all the time is, “And at
some point if you don’t learn how to control yourself, lack of being able to control
yourself is going to end up in you being somewhere you don’t want to be.
Shanelle indicated that she has tolerance for activeness or Black males needing to move. She said
she often utilizes strategies such as planned ignoring when students engage in attention-seeking
behaviors. She added that establishing a relationship with the students also helped with managing
behavior. But, Shanelle also indicated that she will raise her voice with students at times to
command their attention and compliance when she felt it was necessary. Like Kevin and
Shanelle, Timothy expressed his tolerance for movement but Timothy asserted that noise
disruptions would not be tolerated in his classroom. Timothy shared:
In reference to discipline in my classroom, some things are just non-negotiable. Kids
standing up, can’t sit down, I don’t care about that. Just do your assignments and learn.
But the tapping, that is non-negotiable! (Focus group laughs) But let me tell you why it
non-negotiable. That’s non-negotiable because | have 25 other students who are trying to
learn and you are distracting them from doing what they need to do. And that’s why that
part is non-negotiable!
Timothy shared that he attempts to establish clear behavior expectations at the beginning of the
school year. Timothy called his initial establishment of expectations to students as his “Come to

Jesus” meeting. In this meeting students become acquainted with the expectations for behaviors

in Timothy’s classroom. Because Timothy felt that discipline at elementary school was
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inconsistent, he asserted that his class expectations and management of students was crucial for
academic achievement.

When discussing discipline, Nadia indicated that patience was very important. She felt
that some teachers have less tolerance for Black boys and will refer them to the office or
detention room more frequently. Nadia shared:

I think it depends on your patience. Some teachers don’t have patience. Something they

can do in my classroom and I am like “whatever.” I may pull them to the side and say,

“boy, you better sit your behind down somewhere, get it together!” Whereas you go to

someone else, and they immediately give them a strike. And sometimes our young males

get a disadvantage because some teachers don’t have patience to deal with anything. You
can do one simple little thing and they will write you up for it!
In regards to discipline practices, Rose stated that she sometimes does things “totally different
from what other teachers do.” She said that the teachers may tell her to write up children but she
prefers to give warning and discuss the incidents with the child. Rose stated:

| feel that |1 am different from other teachers. They are straight by the book. But I like to

talk to my students and figure what’s going on. I like to talk to parents and let them

know. I would like to talk to a parent before | write a child up. But you got to try to figure

out what is going on with a student. | tell my students to make good choices. Because it

doesn’t look good when you are sent up to the office or you have been suspended.
Similar to the reflections of the teachers in Appleton Elementary and Open Valley Elementary,
Kendra and Rafe at Bakersfield Elementary discussed the importance of consistent discipline
practices. Rafe said that he works diligently ensure that students learn the value of discipline in
his classroom and in the school in general. He stated:

| drill that into my students every single day. And it went from one class to another

classroom until it got the whole grade level in which | am teaching under the same

control. It teaches them discipline on a lifestyle aspect. | have always been an advocate if
you follow the rules in school, you will follow the rules in the real world. If you break the

rules in school, you will break the rules in the real world. And those reprimands and those
consequences get worse as you get older. And that is why | am on my students so hard.
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Similar to discussions in Appleton Elementary and Open Valley Elementary, Kendra felt that
there were inconsistent discipline practices in Bakersfield Elementary school. Kendra also
believed that inconsistency of discipline practices negatively impacts Black males lessening their
respect for the law and teachers. Kendra voiced:

| feel that our students need to know how to respect their teachers, their parents, and the

law. And there are consequences for doing things wrong. And they have to learn that

early on because they are losing respect for elders. | think we do need discipline policies

but they have to consistent. They have to be effective.
Discipline Policies and Practices Summary

Teachers in each focus group brought up the topic of discipline practices and policies.
One of the themes that emerged in the discussions was intolerance. Kevin asserted the
importance of patience and tolerance with Black boys. He, as well as other participants,
expressed that they have received Black males from other non-Black teachers when the teachers
reached a point of frustration with the students. The participants suggested that non-Black
teachers sometimes are less tolerant of Black males in regards to behavior. Teachers in Appleton
expressed their tolerance for Black males feeling the need to move as long as the movement was
not disruptive. Another major theme that emerged in the discussions around discipline was
inconsistency. In Open Sky elementary, the teachers felt that Black males engaged in “power
struggles” regarding behavior expectations. To the teachers from all three schools, Black male
students received mixed messages about behavior because the consequences that students
received for infractions were varied and inconsistent. Some teachers shared their perceptions that
discipline consequences varied sometimes based upon the student’s race. Teachers from
Bakersfield felt that inconsistency and the lack of discipline may result in young Black males

learning negative lessons and losing respect for authority. The teachers believed that schools

needed to provide consistency and structure. These teachers felt that the more Black males see
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consistency and structure the less likely the students will make negative decisions that may have
detrimental consequences in their lives.
Reflections on Race
What impact do Black teachers perceive teacher demographics have on the academic
achievement of Black males?

Communication, care and relationships. The majority of the teacher participants in all
of the focus groups indicated that a teacher’s race was important in educating Black male
students. Shanelle believed that many Black teachers have personal experience and knowledge of
how Black males are brought up. And because of this knowledge, Shanelle felt that Black
teachers could communicate with Black students in manner that White teachers may not
necessarily be able to communicate with Black students. She believed that Black parents usually
do not have any issues with the way Black teachers communicate with their children. However,
she indicated if the same things were said by a White teacher to Black kids, the kids and parents
may not be as receptive. Shanelle stated:

And a lot of times, there are just certain things that we can say to our Black kids that we

would never be able to say to our White kids and get away with it. Just like there are

certain things a White teacher can say to a Black kid and they will go home and tell their
mother. But | can go and say the same thing to the Black kid, and I won’t hear anything

else about it. But | think that just the mere fact that you are Black sometimes builds a

rapport with the kids and with the parents. And I have had several parents to come and,

just because | am Black woman, they feel comfortable to talk to me about certain stuff. I

think that race plays a very important role. | think that it is healthy for them to see

someone that looks like them in a position of leadership and professionalism.
According to Kevin, some of the White teachers that he works with feel that he can relate better
to the Black males than they can. Kevin also indicated that he can say things that get Black

males’ attention and cause them respond positively or comply with his expectations. He shared:

As I was telling you how I end up with some of the “troubled” children. That lets me
know, by default, there is something that my peers see in me that they feel as if they don’t
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have that they can relate to that child. And the only thing that I can see is maybe it’s my
life experiences or the fact that | am a Black male. Also, like she said, there are things
that you can say to certain Black boys and they get it! | have one (student) that I can say,
“Do I need to call your mother?” “No, No!” But my White counterpart can say the same
thing and he may look and say “Yes, you can call em, I want to talk to em!”
However, Kevin believed that it is important for Black educators to build a relationship with
Black males because not all Black educators receive the same type of response from Black male
students if they have not established a positive relationship. As an example, Kevin discussed one
of his friends who is a Black educator. He said:
It is just those relationships mean so much! Cultivating those relationships mean so much
and help you so much in the class. | have a friend in education but he is not able to build
relationships with those Black boys and their families. And (he) gets the same response
as my White counterparts because (he) hasn’t taken the time to try to build a relationship.
Kevin talked about his willingness to see and visit his students outside of school to foster the
relationships. Likewise, Timothy says he can say things that White teachers will not. But
Timothy also stressed the importance of building relationships through attending students’ events
and games Timothy said,
There are some things that I can say to a kid that they will do and that won’t fly as well if
my White colleagues tell them. My Black male kids, I can tell them “Man, go sit your
tail down somewhere!” No problem...Building those relationships is the key! Basically,
itis vital! A lot of times, in reference to Black boys, they invite you to their games. The
reason why | wear my shirt and tie is, | try to set an example for them on how to dress.
And they see a Black man looking like that and he is dressing well. 1 think that helps
them. I have had kids come to school with a shirt and tie just because of that...I think
race matters.
Shanelle also discussed how she builds relationships with Black male students outside of school
in organizations like the After School Club. In the Open Valley Elementary group, Barbara
talked about how she has a Black male student who responds and performs well with her and
other Black teachers on her team but does not respond nor perform the same for White teachers.

Barbara shared:
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There are two Black teachers and one Caucasian. He’ll be fine in the two Black teachers’
classes. But when you go over there, you feel that you don’t have to listen and the rules
don’t apply to you. And you can just do as you please.
Barbara and Renee indicated that parental influence may impact how some Black male students
respond to the race of their teachers. Renee suggested that many of the Black males view Black
teachers as mother figures. Agreeing with Renee, Monique said that they Black males have a
level of respect for Black teachers. Renee asserted while there are some Black kids who are not
concerned about the race of a teacher, “I think that elementary students respect us. We could be
mom, in a sense, versus a Hispanic or Caucasian teacher.” Like the teachers in Appleton
Elementary, Monique said that some teachers make no effort to build relationships or establish
some connection with students. Loretta and Barbara discussed that Black teachers have a unique
way of communicating their expectations to Black students with their tone of voice and their
facial expressions. The focus group in Open Valley Elementary laughed as Monique and other
teachers described and displayed the “Momma look.” In discussing if all teachers can apply these
techniques, Monique said that non Black teachers are hesitant to use them. Monique stated:
I have a teacher that will come to me and say, “But you can say that, you can do that.”
And I am like, you have a face, you have a mouth, you can say it...I feel that you can do
the same things that | can do. And when you send them to me all the time, yes, they do
have a different level of respect. It is different rather than you trying to handle it yourself.
| feel like once you send him out, the child now listens to that person that you sent him
to. Because the child feels like you can’t control him. I am not saying that Black teachers
don’t send children out. But I know a lot of White teachers that are like, “I can’t do that.”
I don’t know if they even put forth the effort. Because they feel as if the students are not
going to respond to them as they do to me.
Similar to Kevin’s comments, the teachers at Open Valley Elementary shared when some White
teachers at their school have problems managing the behavior of their Black male students, the

teachers may send the Black males students out of their classroom to go into a Black teacher’s

classroom. The Open Valley Elementary teachers believed that when Black male students are
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sent out of the classroom frequently, those teachers may lose credibility to manage or control
Black males.

Nadia expressed that Black teachers may be able to speak to Black males without
buffering or pretense. Using language that is common to the students, Black teachers may be
able speak with boldness and assertiveness that the Black male student understands and respects.
Nadia also believed Black teachers often were able to communicate effectively with Black male
students and parents because of their willingness to form relationships. Nadia stated:

There are some things that we can say to our Black males that others cannot say to our

Black males or get away with saying to our Black males. Or will be accepted by their

parents being said to our Black males. So it is all in how you relate to them. So the more

of us that they have to look up to, to “keep it real to them”, that is what they need.
Nadia suggested that some White teachers struggle with relating to Black males and more
frequently have zero tolerance for Black male students. Nadia also talked about how some Black
male students who perform well for her are considered behavioral issues in other teacher’s
classrooms. Nadia has a willingness to go into the community to support her students.

Then you have other teachers that have zero tolerance for whatever. “Well, he is just a

behavior issue.” Well, I don’t have issues with him in my classroom. Why is that? Are

you trying to relate to him? You know people ask me, “What are you doing at the ball
field?” “Well, one of my kids asked me to come see him. I don’t care if they are Black or

White. If they ask me to come see them, I am at the field and I am cheering them on....So

you got to let them know that you care about them. Because when they know that you

care, then you got them.
In discussing Bakersfield Elementary, Kendra described the demographics of her school and her
beliefs regarding the need for diversity. She also discussed her perceptions of how Black males
in her school respond to teacher’s race. She shared:

We don’t have a lot of diversity at our school. Most of our students are African-

American. And the majority of our teachers are African-American. | feel like they should

have exposure to cultural diversity with other teachers. I think that a lot of times they

may respect the Black teacher more than a non-Black teacher...It is definitely important
to have that diversity and exposure.
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Rafe also believed that it is important for schools to promote diversity. Rafe said that the
relationships that teachers establish will determine how students will respond to a teacher,
regardless of the teacher’s race. He stated:

Just because the teacher is Black doesn’t mean that they are going to treat them well and
just because they are White does not mean that they are going to treat them bad....It
really depends on the person, not so much their race. I do think it is important that they
do get that exposure to another race. But as far as academics and respect, it just depends
on that individual.

While Rafe felt that similarities based on race and socio-economic status were valuable, Rafe
believed there was also an advantage when the students and teacher grew up in the same
community. However, he insisted that all teachers should get to know their students and break
down material to promote student comprehension. Rafe stated:

I think you have teachers that have grown up in very similar demographics and
socioeconomic statuses to the students that they are teaching. So I think that they can
relate on a personal level. But what does that have do with academics and how a
classroom is run, classroom management, the pedagogy of a teacher? | think that is where
it kind of gets a little shaky. I think that all teachers no matter where they are and who
they are dealing with should be able to know their learners to the point where they can
break it down to their level regardless of demographic or socioeconomic status. As it
pertains to here and how we relate to our students, there is an advantage but I don’t think
it is Black and White. | think there is a significant advantage of a teacher who grew up in
the same environment and went on to get education and came back so they can guide the
younger generation along the same path that they did. They let the students know that you
can make it; you can make better decisions; your life can turn out well.

Negative stereotypes. When talking about curriculum and instructional strategies, Kevin
discussed how schools are knowingly or unknowingly complicit in depicting Blacks, and Black
males in troubling and negative images. Kevin communicated that Black male students become
aware of this negative image and are often confused how they should move forward and make
their way in the world. Kevin concluded:

I think it plays to the narrative of what it is to be an African-American in America: It is to
struggle. | think it plays to that narrative or that social construct that we built in the media
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about what it is to be African. They are struggling to define who they are because “Black
boys aren’t smart.” If you let the social media tell it or you let the world tell it. We are not
smart. We are supposed to have our pants down to our knees. We’re not supposed to use
correct language. We are not supposed to come to school and behave. We are supposed to
be thugs in the street. That’s the narrative! That’s what they see every day!

Kevin believed that many teachers view Black boys as not being academically competent.
Therefore, teachers frequently have low expectations for Black males in general and lower
expectations for their academic achievement. Kevin remarked about what he sees as a relatively
new teacher in his school. He asserted:
There are some very negative stereotypes like “African American boys are
underachievers. We set the bar here so that we can make sure they meet it and they feel
successful”. Meanwhile, we hold everybody else to a higher standard. Those are things
that you see! Even in conversations with your peers, sometimes. You can pick up on that.
| have to explain to them sometimes that boys are different. Yes, boys are different but
there is not a deficit there! We just have to figure out a way to reach them....There is

something we need to do to try to reach out to them more. We need to try to figure out
how we can connect to them!

Renee suggested that some non-Black teachers may feel that Black males in elementary school
have behavioral challenges that are very difficult to manage. Due to these perceptions, some
teachers end up leaving Open Valley Elementary. She stated:
We lose a lot of other teachers because | feel like our African American males were
perceived as the problem. There was fear. They could not handle them. The students ran
over them. So a lot of those teachers left because they could not handle the kids.
Rose from Appleton Elementary also alluded to the fear that some teachers have regarding Black
males. Rose commented:
It is important for Black males on how you relate to them. A lot of Black males are trying
to find the positive role models. There are some teachers that are scared of teaching a

Black child. They are afraid the child is going to cuss them out. It is that fear. They have
the fear or don’t know what to do. Some of them will ask and some of them won’t.
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At Open Valley Elementary, Monique felt teachers within the school may stereotype Black male
students based on how the male performed academically and behaviorally the previous school
year. Monique said:
Even from one grade level to the next. That child can change from one grade level to the
next. But you have that previous teacher that is like, “They are going to do this, this, and
this.” And sometimes it true. But then sometimes kids get in a totally different
environment and they are fine. And so you have to listen to it in your head and be like
“Let me not do this.” So I think from one grade level to the next.
Similarly, Nadia discussed how students and particularly Black males are often stereotyped by
teachers as the new school year begins. Nadia discussed how she deals with teachers who try to
share negative comments about students from the previous year. She stated:
| hate the cards that they give you at the beginning of the year with opinions from
previous teachers. | put it to the side. | tell teachers to get out of my room. I don’t want to
hear that junk. I tell the teachers “sometimes, oil and water don’t mix; you all just might
not have gotten along. I don’t want to hear it!”
Nadia acknowledged that her boldness in confronting teachers who attempt to share negative
information regarding Black males was probably the exception instead of the rule. She
commented:
Normally, teachers listen. So they already have an opinion of that kid when they come.
And the cycle continues. We even had one (teacher) at the beginning of school this year
who wanted to interject her opinions about students that should not be together...I told
her to stay in her lane, stay off my team, and let us handle our job!
Tamara discussed an experience she had with a school counselor regarding a Black male student
who was in her kindergarten class. Although the student had demonstrated some negative
behavior, Tamara communicated to the counselor that she believed that the student had great
leadership potential. Tamara said:
And the counselor at that time told me, “Yeah, he could be the leader of a gang!” And 1
was like, “Are you kidding me! That is not what I meant!” I meant we need to hone in on

him because he has great leadership abilities. When he left my class, they did not do right
for him. They should have given him to the next person | know would have cared about
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him. That teacher would have nurtured him. That teacher would have said your
expectation is to do this! Now I think he is two or three years behind.

Tamara said teachers’ perceptions of students’ behavior may cause teachers to overlook latent
skills such as leadership ability. In addition, she communicated that when Black male students
have teachers that do not nurture or have high expectations for them, the consequences can be
devastating for young Black males.

Shanelle believed that popular culture and today’s music have a major role in
perpetuating stereotypes regarding Black males. She commented that the music that young Black
boys are exposed to is very negative. She said boys, five and six years old, are listening to music
that teaches them to “disrespect women, to worship money, and to glorify violence.” Shanelle
shared her thoughts on how media projects stereotypical images of the Black male that are
deceiving to some Black male youth. She said:

And the music that makes money is music that talks about violence, sex, and drugs...And

these kids will know these songs, word for word. But cannot spell their sight words! |

have a problem with that! Because how can you quote, word for word, this rap song that
you heard just last month and | have been trying to get you to learn your sight words for
three months? That goes back to exposure! They are exposed to the sight words at school.

But all day long at home, they are exposed to these other things. I definitely think media

plays a role in the reason why | have five or six year olds walking around here with his

pants hanging down. Or having this aura that says “I am a thug or that’s what [ am
aspiring to be.” And it makes me so upset!
In sharing his thoughts regarding stereotypes, Rafe offered that stereotypes may stem from some
truth. He said, “I think they come from some type of quantitative analysis...... where this is
typically the behavior of a Black male. Not all Black males should or will adhere to that but that
is the sad part about our society.” He continued:

If I don’t know anything about you, I am starting you out at that stereotype until you

show me differently. When you see young Black males failing grades coming to school,

poor appearance, poor parental involvement, that stereotype is going to kick in. Teachers
are here to dwarf that kind of outcome. | use stereotypes as a scare tactic. Kids that break
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rules in school break rules in the real world. The kids that break rule in the real world
their reward is juvenile system or jail, drugs or death.

Rafe said that he tries to navigate students away from internalizing or adopting negative

stereotypes. He stated:

If | see that the behavior is repeating then I will used those types of stereotypes to get
them to weigh the options better and be more aware of their behavior and their
mannerisms. It is sad. Stereotyping happens. As teachers we are trying to counteract that
but we can’t do it by ourselves....Everyone has to contribute. So I do think that
stereotypes negatively impact the student. Because when someone or a teacher sees that,
that is what you are going to align it up with. I guess as teachers it is our job to get them
away from that stereotype. It is pegged upon all Black men no matter where you are. It is
sad that is how society got us. But it is the truth across the board.

When asked if young Black males in the elementary internalize societal stereotypes about them,

Kendra said:

| think many of them have already internalized it particularly because they see their
brothers, uncles, or dads already behaving that way. Even the football and basketball
players that they look up to, although they may be making all of this money, they are still
have those stereotypical ways....When you ask them to write about topics on assignment,
most of them will include that they want to become a pro football or basketball player.
They don’t mention nothing about postsecondary school, welders, or architects or
mathematicians...

Rafe also discussed the impact of internalizing societal stereotypes on Black males. He stated:
| think it is internalized. It is kind of hard for it not to be internalized when you see it in
home environments and on TV and on the radio. It is almost like brainwashing. It is like
subconscious thought....They have so many internal and external factors that attack their
psyche. How do you begin to dive deeply enough to cause change? You can only do what
you can from our standpoint.
Throughout the United States, recently, there has been increased media coverage and national
scrutiny of the multiple incidents involving police shootings of Black males. Reflecting upon
this, Nadia believed that Black males, even in elementary school, were becoming more

concerned about these occurrences and aware of negative images and labels cast upon Black

males in the country. Nadia indicated that she believed the racial conditions and racial divisions



144

in America are frequently topics of conversation within the Black male students’ homes. Nadia
stated:
Black males see on the news how Black males are being shot and killed over something
stupid, like the music was too loud or you went to the store and had a pack of candy. The
young Black boys are afraid. Black males at elementary level are afraid. They see the
news. These boys are more intelligent than what we give them credit for. They are
technology savvy. A lot of times when the boys come to school they have determined that
they are not going to trust this person. And sad to say, those conversations are being had
in their homes. Their parents are talking about it. Those conversations are occurring. You
still have Whites that hate Blacks. You still have Blacks that hate Whites. And they are
raising their children to have these same beliefs. So we are fighting a battle that is really
hard to win.
Several of the teachers indicated that Black boys in rural communities are often negatively
stereotyped because of the teachers’ knowledge of the student’s family. In other words, because
a teacher may have a negative opinion of the Black male’s parent, the teacher may associate or
project that negative image on to the child. Renee articulated this point stating, “But I think we
shut the kids down, especially Black males because we know the parents. We don’t give them a
chance sometimes. Because we are assuming that is how they are going to behave.” Renee
indicated that she had seen teachers stereotyping students because of their parents. In the
Appleton Elementary school focus discussion, Nadia communicated a similar point. She stated in
a rural community it is very likely that some of the teachers have taught or had encounters with
the student’s parents or siblings. She said, “So they know the families, especially in rural areas.
A lot of people who are from this area you know the whole families.” Nadia indicated that
sometimes this knowledge may cause the child to be viewed negatively.
Renee shared her thoughts on the severe impact stereotypes can have some Black males.
She commented, “Because it is a rural community and we have preconceived ideas. Then there

are Black males who don’t stand a chance because of who they are. So they don’t educate the

child anyway.” When asked to elaborate she said:
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“Your momma couldn’t do it. That’s why your momma can’t help you with your
homework.” There are all these types of things that we have in us because we know, and
it’s possibly true. Some of us don’t teach the child anyway. “So if you don’t do your
homework at home then you are not going to get it. You are going to get a failing grade
on this. And I am not going to put forth the extra effort to make sure you still succeed”
despite not having homework at home or having the support at home. Not being able to
stay after school, come in early. Not everybody is going to go the extra mile and teach
them anyway.

The teachers in Open Valley Elementary, Appleton Elementary, and Bakersfield Elementary
acknowledged that some Black teachers are also guilty of stereotyping Black male students.
Kendra, in the Bakersfield Elementary discussion, talked about how teachers have to be careful
regarding stereotyping Black males based upon the teachers’ knowledge of the child or family in
the rural community. Kendra suggested that there is a difference between knowing and getting to
know your students. She stated:

| think that there is an advantage with knowing your students and being from the same

community, the locations and families. The disadvantage would be that some teachers

don’t draw the line between personal and education. With knowing the students, you may
think that you can say certain things to a student but you have to able to draw that line.

Sometimes, when you know students, their families, and backgrounds, you have to be

able to distinguish between the two. Sometimes when a family knows you, if you live in

or are from the community, they may ask you to do other things outside of your
guidelines. There is a difference between knowing your students and getting to know
your students. When you get to know your students, it kind of takes away the bias.

Everybody is on equal footing. When you already know some of the students, it kind of

creates that grey area where some may get treated differently than others.

Cultivating value and worth. Teachers in the focus group discussions communicated
that elementary schools play an important role in how Black male students come to see their
place in the world. Unfortunately, Renee suggested that not every adult within the elementary
school is willing to provide the support that is necessary to ensure that Black male students are

academically and socially prepared and successful. She commented that all teachers are not the

same. She stated:
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But there is a disconnect! Not everybody has the child’s best interest. Not all of us are
encouraging. Not all of us. So they (students) figure out how to put the fence up and say,
“I am not doing that!” And by the time you all get them, they are ruined.

Renee and Barbara discussed how some teachers may quickly judge a child as being incapable or
unwilling to perform. According to Renee, Black male students perceive when teachers do not
care for them. She added that Black males hear frequently of what they can’t do. And
consequently, the Black male students will build walls as a defense mechanism or may shut
down with that particular teacher. Nadia in Appleton Elementary also suggested that “Kids know
and can pick up on a vibe if a teacher does not like them.” Similarly, Rose discussed Black male
students perceiving that they were subjected to differential treatment. Rose said, “I have heard
kids say, ‘Well, this teacher picks on me every day.”

Shanelle believed because teachers tend adhere strictly to traditional lessons, Black males
do not learn enough about their future. Barbara communicated that teachers rarely take the time
explain the significance of testing to students. Kevin suggested that elementary schools tend to
prepare to student assume traditional roles. He commented:

I think in school we are training people in the same mindset as we did 50 years ago. We
train students to become workers, to go work for a corporation, to go build someone
else’s dreams. We are not teaching them to be creative thinkers and think outside of that
box. To be a producer and not always a consumer....Some of them we are training,
setting them up, for failure. When we are walking down the hall, I don’t have a problem
with a child talking in the hallway. It just doesn’t bother me. You know some of them
don’t walk, they twirl. It just doesn’t bother me. But to always say you need to be all the
way to the right, you need to do this. That reminds me of a jail mentality. You know,
“Why aren’t you in line? You should be facing forward!” That type of enforcement. It
reminds me of a jail! That the mindset that | get when | hear that! | may tell them
sometimes “you really shouldn’t be running around and we walk on the right side
because we don’t want to run into someone.” All the other stuff just doesn’t bother me.
That’s where my mind goes when I hear that. Are we preparing them to creative or are
we preparing them for jail? Those little things I think about sometimes, “are we preparing
them for those types of things down the road?”” And we don’t even know when we are
doing it we may be doing that.
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Timothy suggested that it is important to instill Black males with skills that will enable to obtain
success in the workplace. He stated, “I think he has to be prepared for the workforce before he
can come into all these things. I don’t think preparing a kid for the workforce is something
negative.” Kevin discussed the importance and urgency of providing Black males with quality
education while they are in the elementary school setting. He asserted:
In my class, | set the bar high because | know failure is not an option. And I don’t think a
lot of our peers necessarily understand that for a lot of these children their education
could mean life or death! It is not something to take lightly. We teach children. And some
of these children have the potential to be the next “Oprah” or “Barack Obama.” But we
have to make sure that we are cultivating that into them and giving them that mindset.
Reflections on Race Summary
The themes that emerged from this section were 1) Communication, Care and
Relationships, 2) Negative Stereotypes, 3) Cultivating Value and Worth. Teachers from each of
the sites expressed their perceptions that a teacher’s race was important. The participants
indicated that Black teachers are often familiar with Black culture and are able to communicate
with many young Black males in a way the Black males understand. The teachers indicated that
they frequently communicate with Black males in a manner that may be considered blunt and
direct. Some teachers believed that non-Black teachers would not attempt to communicate with
Black males students in the same manner. Teachers perceived their manner of communication
with Black males may be considered unusual or unorthodox to some educators. However, the
participants expressed that Black parents are usually very supportive of how Black teachers
communicate with their sons. Several of the teachers asserted that they are able reach the Black
males because they take the time to invest in establishing relationships with the students. They

discussed their willingness to go to events or games outside of the school to support the

students. They perceived that the difficulty that some teachers have with Black males was due
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to the teachers not attempting to build a relationship with Black male students. The teachers
suggested that many non-Black teachers have much less tolerance for Black males. Several of
the teachers indicated non-Black teachers would send Black male students to their classrooms
when they became frustrated with the students. Some of the participants suggested that Black
male students perceive the Black female teachers as being mother figures. Many of these
teachers suggested that they treat Black male students as if they were their sons. Most of the
participants asserted that in spite of the teacher’s race, the relationship that the teacher
establishes with their Black male students is critical for student and teacher success. Negative
stereotypes toward Black male students were prevalent in elementary schools according the
teachers. Some of the participants indicated that Black males were stereotyped as being
unintelligent and behavior problems. As a result, teachers had low expectations for Black males.
Even though they were in elementary schools, some of the participants suggested that some
teachers feared that they could not manage or teach Black male students successfully.
Stereotypes regarding Black males are often perpetuated based upon their prior year’s
performance. In addition, teachers suggested that Black male elementary students are
stereotyped in a rural community based on the teachers’ knowledge of the Black male’s family.
Some participants acknowledged that Black teachers, as well as non-Black teachers, are often
complicit in adopting, utilizing and promoting stereotypes regarding Black male students.
Participants believed that Black male elementary students sometimes internalized negative
stereotypes. Some teachers thought that as teachers judged students based upon stereotypes, the
teachers may overlook or dismissed talents and skills of the Black male students. Many of the
teachers discussed the importance of valuing their Black male students. Some of the teachers

perceived that all teachers did not have the best interest of Black males. Accordingly,
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participants indicated that Black male elementary students could perceive when their teachers
did not care them. Participants suggested that the Black males may act out or shut down based
upon their perceptions of not being valued by the teacher. When teachers teach without
providing Black males with the relevance of the instruction, some teachers suggested it is
reflective of “going through the motions” but not truly valuing the importance of the instruction
for students. Kevin asserted the importance of teaching Black males with urgency, stating that
education could mean life or death for many of the Black male students.
Advocacy for Black Male Students
What interventions, strategies, and messages do Black teachers think are effective in
improving academic achievement of Black males?

All of the teacher participants in this study expressed their commitment to helping to
improve the academic outcomes and life chances for their Black male students. The following
section explores the participant’s perceptions regarding the research sub-question: What
interventions, strategies, and messages do Black teachers think are effective in improving
academic achievement of Black males? This section highlights the advocacy of each teacher
illuminating their personal beliefs, interventions, strategies or messages for improving the
academic outcomes of Black male students in their elementary schools. This information was
derived from the focus group discussions, researcher’s notes and participant’s profiles.
Shanelle

Shanelle discussed the importance of building relationships with Black males. She
believed that many positive attributes come from taking the time to establish productive
relationships with Black males outside of the school setting. She discussed how she

accomplishes this through her work with the After School Club. She stated:
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It is very important for us to interact with them on the level that we do because it helps
them to build trust in us. So when they do enter into our classroom, they enter into my
classroom, | already have a rapport with them. | already have rapport with their parents
because I’ve had them in After School club for so long. So that part excites me! The
building of the relationship because it is going to make easier by the time you get into my
classroom because you will know what I will and won’t accept.
In her classroom, Shanelle was also willing to use personal creativity and flexibility to ensure
that she exposed her students to important Black history concepts while still teaching the
required social-studies curriculum. Shanelle believed that Black males need more positive
reinforcement in the elementary school to improve their educational outcomes. She wrote:
I am definitely sterner with them because I see their potential and I don’t want them to

squander it because of laziness or lack of motivation...I also use their language
sometimes in an effort to get them to understand the content that | am teaching.

Kevin

Kevin shared that his experience of having very few Black teachers during his early
education made him appreciate the value of having a “face like me.” Kevin shared that he wants
his Black male students to look beyond the traditional roles and labels that society will try to
place upon them. Kevin indicated he wants to change their mindset so that they will come to
envision themselves as “owners of production” and “producers”. He wants to help students
develop the mindset to move beyond just getting a job but to be a creator of good jobs for their
county or community. Kevin believed that Black males need to know their true history. He
stated:

From a historical point of view, | want them to know a complete history of themselves.

Not just what we teach in school, but | want them to know about the kingdoms in Africa

and what a great people they were! Because a lot of times when they only see what we

teach in school, that leaves a lot to be desired! If you only see that, you are like “it’s been
like that forever so let’s keep it going.” You don’t aspire to do better.
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Kevin discussed that he sets the bar “high because I know failure is not an option. And I don’t
think a lot of our peers necessarily understand that for lot of these children their education could
mean life or death! It is not something to take lightly.”
Timothy

As a teacher, Timothy is able to see himself in the Black males that he teaches. Timothy
is willing to use his knowledge of popular culture and music as a motivator to engage Black
males and promote academic growth. He discussed how he motivates students:

...I can take that and that can be one way that I can get through to kids, just by knowing
who they know. | use that! | used that to get through to them because if | stand in front of
that class and say, “Listen, this is what TI said,” I got their attention. They want to know
what TI had to say. So immediately, | got their attention! So | know I have to use
whatever | can to get through to them. If they like rap music, | got to use rap music.
Because I know I have a job, too....So I got to figure a way to motivate this student.
After | do that, then | got to teach them. They teach me as well. That’s how I heard about
the “whip and nay-nay.” So they know when they come in there that I know that stuff, I
got their attention. “Mr. Timothy, play the Quan!” “Not yet, we got something to do, not
yet!” I say, “Not yet” leaving them some possibility out there that “one day, he’s gon’
play it.” So you got to use what you got; you got to do what you got to do!

Timothy tries to set the example of how a “cool” but no-nonsense Black male professional
should conduct himself. His tries to instill within his students understanding and respect for hard
work and respect for others and yourself. Timothy believed that more Black male teachers are
needed in the elementary school to help Black male students improve educational outcomes. In
describing his approach with Black males, Timothy shared:
The most important thing is letting them know | care about them and | want them to
succeed in life. Black students don’t care what you know until they know that you care.
Talking sports with them will help build relationships with Black male students. Just
knowing some of the people they know will help with Black boys....Knowing these
people, you will quickly have their attention. | offer to take them horseback riding one

weekend. That helps.

Nadia
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Nadia discussed the importance of patience when working with Black males. She stated
that many teachers demonstrate intolerance regarding Black male students. She says that there is
a need for more positive role models and mentors for Black male students. She believed that it
was important for Black males to have advocates in their lives to expose them to possible
opportunities beyond their rural environment. She asserted the need for mentors to “take them on
field trips that require them to dress nice” and “show them a different way of the thinking.” She
believed in the value of establishing positive relationships with Black male students as well as
their families outside of school. She indicated a willingness to go to games and do home visits
when necessary to show care and concern. She suggested that “sometimes that missing piece is
getting to know them on that particular level.” She indicated the importance of communicating
clearly with Black males and having high expectations.

Rose

Rose indicated that she strives to incorporate concepts into her instruction in which Black
male students can relate. Accordingly, she utilizes learning activities that may require students to
play games. She may also have the students to conduct research regarding popular actors or
famous athletes. Rose stated:

A lot of the kids are into sports. So if | can change lessons or have them play a game to

learn. | will also use famous athletes that they can relate to like Vernon Davis, who is

actually an interior designer. He owns an art gallery. That encouraged a lot of guys to
look at art differently after learning that a famous Black athlete was into art. That got
them motivated to paint and they did a good job.
In addition, Rose discussed her efforts to incorporate music and performance into her instruction
to reach Black males. She stated:

So I bring in sports or music or whatever they like. The songs and dances that they do

now, | incorporate them. Kids like to perform. | used this to get them to concentrate on

the work. So I will allow them to have time to perform at the end of class if they
complete their work. It motivates them and kids love it.
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Rose also discussed the importance of establishing positive relationships, communicating and

letting Black males know that you care. She stated:

You have to talk to them. It is all about their character and how you respect others. 1 tell
them that they are valued, they are special. You have to channel their energy and
motivate them. | encourage them to believe in themselves.

Rafe

Rafe asserted the importance of Black male students seeing images of discipline and
consistency in school. Being a self-described disciplinarian, Rafe stated that he strives to be a
consistent role model for the students with everything he does. He stated:

When you see me, my shirt is going to be in, my shoes will be tied, my face will be
clean, to have pride in yourself. | constantly remind the students about the dress code. |
know | am reaching them because when they see me they ensure that they check
themselves. | am hoping that this expectation will impact them when they get to the high
school. | want students to know that any teacher that they came in contact with at an early

age tried to help them.

Rafe also discussed his desire to help students develop self-motivation and independence. He

shared:

| pride myself in trying to guide students to be self-regulated learners. If no one else is
studying, how about you do it because you want an A on your test and you want your
parents to be proud. You want to be proud of yourself. You want Mr. Rafe to be proud.
Whatever | can grasp to get them motivated and combat the world and society and what
is pushed upon them, that is what | am going to use. | am always outside of the box to try
to get the student to perform beyond the norm. Our motto is don’t do what is popular do
what is right. Just be consistent, if they see that every day at school, they may evoke a
change at home.

In order to improve the academic and life chances of these students, Rafe communicated the
need for educators to be fully committed to the cause. In describing his beliefs about instruction,
he stated:

Consistency, persistence, dedication and determination are what drive my instruction.

These kids need everything a teacher has to offer. It can be academic, sound and rational
advice, behavioral interventions, real world applications, compassion, understanding,
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care and genuine concern. Building a connection and bonding with these kids can be the
key, regardless of the ethnicity of the teacher, to reaching and teaching them.

Kendra
Kendra believes that it is important for Black males to develop intrinsic motivation. To
Kendra, this means “regardless of what is going on around you at the end of the day the only
person that you have is yourself.” She tries to teach her Black males the importance of being
self-reliant and not depending on others to make things happen. Kendra indicated that she speaks
with her Black male students about the distractors that are out there and the odds that are against
them. In spite of the odds, she urges her Black male students to:
“Look at what other people have overcome! They didn’t let those distractions stand in the
way of the things that they truly wanted. | encourage them to find something that they are
interested in themselves- not to just fit in the mode of their friends or what everybody
else is doing. Try to find a passion that they truly love and enjoy.” We have real life
conversations about your plan B. “You say football and basketball is your thing that you
want to do. But what is your plan B? Do you want to be coach, manager, or recruiter or
an owner of a team?” I also talk to them about “You may not have a mom or dad at
home, but you have someone who cares about you, whether it is a teacher or your
adoptive parents. You have somebody who you should want to make proud.” And those
are the things we try to instill in them.
Kendra stated that she will use a variety of strategies to help reach her Black students. She said,
“I encourage them to look beyond the norm. And it is acceptable to be an intelligent Black
male.” She added:
Furthermore, I discuss life situations with them such as breaking the cycle if there are
Black males in their families who are incarcerated. Also, | instill in the students that they
will one day become the leaders of their households. And to effectively be leaders, they
must have acquired certain educational skills and knowledge.
Monique
Monique shared that she has high expectations for her Black male students. She requires

that her Black males meet her expectations for gifted. She demands that they demonstrate

creativity and problem solving in the classroom. In discussing her thoughts of how to positively
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impact Black male elementary students, Monique discussed the importance of relationships. She

stated:
| think relationship building is a key strategy with teaching Black boys. Our black boys
have enough against them; they need people that are with them. Once you have built the
relationship, the boys begin to be comfortable with you and trust you. This then leads to
the students not wanting to let you down. They feel as though they can talk to you about
different situations that are arising. As teachers, we have to continue to lift these students
up. We shouldn’t be belittling them because of their surroundings. There are some things
that they just can’t help. School is their getaway from their environment and educators
must use this to our advantage. We must take this time to educate those students to reach
their full potential.

Barbara
Barbara believes strongly in the value of developing relationships with her Black male
students. She takes the time to talk to the students and let them get to know her and her family.
She is willing to attend community events with students to let them see her outside of the school
setting. Barbara mentioned that she is very willing to stay after school and work with Black
males if necessary. She talked about a particular incident with a male student where she worked
after school with the student on mastering a concept:
| have one. He is ready to go home. And I am ready for him to go home. But | looked at
him and said, “You know what, you can’t go home and I can’t go home, we are going to
figure this out.”
Barbara stated it is important to let Black boys know that they are smart. She shared:
They need encouragement and constant motivation. They also need teachers who will not
take no for an answer. They have to have goals that they are working towards. Even a
goal as small as playing basketball in middle school, we talk about these goals and
discuss what has to happen to make these goals happen.
Renee

Renee believed that the main requirement for working with Black males is patience. She

believed that it is very important for Black males to hear that their teacher believes in them.
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Renee talked about telling Black males “You can do it.” She indicated her commitment to see
them achieve success. She shared:

So they need to constantly hear “You can do this! You will do this!” | have a little boy

who spent a lot of time home because of his behavior. I told him you are not going home

until everybody else does. He can’t stand me! I am not going to send him home and I'm

not going to send him to anyone else’s room. I told him, “You are going to stay in here.

You can do this. You are going to do this.”
Renee wants to see her Black male students succeed. She said, “They hear a lot of what you can’t
do from other places....But instead of saying you can’t do, let’s just maneuver it so that they can
find success...” Renee felt strongly that it is essential to look and go beyond perceived behavior
of Black males to nurture the students’ talents and skills. She emphasized that teachers must be
committed to the students’ success.
Chelsea

Chelsea expressed that finding positive male role models can be highly effective in
supporting young Black males to achieve academically and socially. As an educator working
with Black male students, Chelsea tries to develop lessons that are engaging to the students. She
strives to implement instructional activities that the young male students love or enjoy within her
classroom. She also uses incentives for great behavior. She also believes in establishing
meaningful and positive connections with the students’ parents. One way Chelsea believes this
can be accomplished is through reaching out to the students’ parents, having supportive meetings
and making positive phone calls “on not so good days.” Chelsea talked about the importance of
parents and teachers collectively reaching out to students. She stated:

| hate to say this but it is a generational curse in some of our Black males. And it is up to

teachers who care to help break that curse. But it is up to them to want to change to break
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that curse. | think if you have teachers who care you will help both the parents and the

students.
Jalesia

Jalesia expressed that it vital for a teacher to not to be judgmental with young Black male
students but attempt to meet the child’s academic and social needs. She suggested that
socioeconomic and class differences between Black male students and teachers are significant
factors in regards to the education of Black males. She stated:

| feel that socioeconomic backgrounds are impacting the education of Black males as
well as teachers who cannot relate. It is almost impossible to help someone when you do
not know what is causing their pain. Likewise, it is with educating Black males and
education.

She stated, “I feel it is just about meeting them where they are. As a teacher, it is about building
relationships and you will quickly know where a child is lacking or where they are in need.” She
further elaborated on this approach. She stated:

| begin by reaching them where they are. | know as a teacher where they should be
coming in but some are not there yet. As their teacher, | recognize that and rather than
label them as being low, | meet them where they are and bring them up. I also rely a lot
on data. Data collected from testing or data that | observe informally during small groups.
With males in general, | like to do more hand on things. This seems to capture their
attention.

Jalesia shared an example of how she meets students “where they are.” She said:

| have a student this year when he came to Pre-K they sent home like every week. Dad
was in jail and mom even went to jail. His behavior was awful, disrespectful and defiant.
But we did not give up on him. We told him after you finish with your tantrum come
back over here and do this work. Because | am not going to let you not do it. You are
going to have to do it. You are going to learn. He is academically doing fine and on grade
level. | just feel like it is about meeting them where they are. You have got to show them
that you love them. I know at the beginning of the year. I always heard if you don’t show
them that you care they are not going to learn from you. They have to know that you care.
And that you care that they learn. And when you show them that, that you have
expectations for them just like everybody else in the room, they will rise to the occasion.

Tamara
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Tamara discussed that it is important that Black males understand the relevance of
instruction and the necessity of them learning as much as they can. She strives to help her Black
male students understand that their success is connected to the success of the community. She
stated:

I want them to know that we expect them. “You are going to be taking care of us! You

are my future! I need you. You might marry my little girl or my cousin’s little girl. I am
thinking I want you to be a good husband and do good; get a good job.”

Tamara believed that letting Black males students know that you have high expectations for them
is crucial. Tamara also discussed the importance of providing her Black male students with new
opportunities. She said, “I try to encourage the males as much as | can. | also try to expose them
to different things.” Providing Black males with positive reinforcement was also important. She
stated, “They are going to be successful. It is our job that they are successful. Tell them over and
over again, ‘you will do this!”’
Loretta

Loretta believed that it is important to have high expectations and hold Black male
students accountable for attaining those expectations. She indicated that she uses a “tough love”
approach while showing the students that they can do it. She stated she draws “from how we
were taught. We try to instill that back in these males. I guess tough love. Knowing that they can
do it, making them see that they can do it.” This particular approach is making sure that the
students understand that they should take responsibility for their own actions. She tries to also
let her male students see that she cares for them but requires them to do all that they can do to do
their best. She also thinks that it is important to let parents of Black males know that she is

pulling for their child. Because she has young sons of her own, she attempts to show parents that
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she understands the challenges that they face and that she is willing to work with the parents and
their sons. She said:

I try to tell my parents at the beginning of the year, “your child is in my room; I am going

to treat your child like I do my own boys.” I stress that especially to the parents of my

male students. | have three boys. | am going to push your boy just as | would want

another teacher to push mine. I start the year off with that.
Advocacy for Black Male Students Summary

In describing how they attempt to promote the academic achievement of their Black
males, many of the participants shared their beliefs regarding the effectiveness of establishing
positive relationships with the Black male students and their parents. Some participants
suggested that in order to maximize learning outcomes for their Black male students it is first
necessary to demonstrate that you genuinely care about them. Some participants suggested that
Black males students will not learn effectively from teachers who they perceive do not care for
them. They discussed the importance of getting to know the Black male students not only in the
classroom but outside of the classroom possibly through community or recreational events and
activities. Some teachers believed that through the development of positive relationships, Black
male students may begin to develop a greater trust and respect for the teachers, resulting in
higher academic achievement under the teacher’s care. Very similar to establishing positive and
caring relationships was the belief in demonstrating patience with Black male students. Some
teachers communicated that teachers must not be judgmental regarding the Black student’s
academic level, but must be willing to show patience and “meet the students where they are.” In
taking this approach, the teacher may use a variety of positive strategies to help the student
advance without insulting, belittling or degrading the student. Demonstrating care to Black male

elementary students through their willingness to show patience was mentioned by several of the

teacher participants. These teachers also believed that it was very important for Black males to
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see that their teachers were willing to be consistent and persistent in asserting their expectations
for academic achievement. In other words, the teachers needed to show the Black male students
that they expected them to learn and would not allow them to disengage from learning. Several
teachers also expressed that it was also important for teachers to consistently communicate their
expectation for appropriate behavior to Black male students as well. Providing Black male
students with consistent positive examples of appropriate discipline was viewed as important in
helping the Black male students to gain the skills to navigate the challenges that they would
encounter as they go through school. Some participants believed that this would be beneficial in
the student’s learning the concepts of self-regulation, self-reliance and independence. Some of
the participants stressed the importance of making the instruction culturally relevant to Black
male students. Teachers discussed their efforts to teach Black males important information
regarding their history. They believed if the Black male students were more cognizant of the
“greatness” from which they came, they may become more empowered realize the potential that
they currently have within them. Several teachers discussed different ways that they attempt
empower their Black male students. Some teachers discussed teaching Black males about
overcoming obstacles, breaking barriers that are designed to constrain them academically and
mentally, and changing their mentality to see themselves as leaders, producers, and business
owners. Other teachers discussed how they teach Black males of the important role that they
will have in the community, as the future leaders, husbands and providers. Many of the teachers
indicated that they consistently provide their Black male students with positive encouragement,
reinforcement, and motivation. They discussed frequently telling their Black males that they can

accomplish their goals, that they are “smart” and that they are “proud of them.” Maintaining high
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expectations, requiring them to work hard, and holding Black male accountable were approaches
that were common for many of the participants.
Parental Involvement

Although not directly a part of the semi-open questions, the teacher participants had
strong opinions and perspectives regarding parental engagement and involvement. Without
solicitation, each focus group brought parents and parent involvement into the discussion of
Black male academic achievement in the rural school. From questions pertaining to the impact of
rural environment to questions pertaining to discipline and race, the teachers interjected their
thoughts and experiences regarding parents of Black males. Their perspectives varied from
parents not being involved to obstacles that discourage parents from being active in the school as
well as strategies that they use to promote parental involvement. For example, Kendra discussed
the lack of parental involvement in her community when asked about the impact of a rural
environment on Black males. Also, Tamara from Open Valley Elementary said, “A lot of times,
our Black males only have one parent in the home, whether it be the female or the male, mother
or father.” Rose also talked about Black males are highly influenced by whoever is rearing them.
She stated.

That will affect them if they are growing up with their dads, if their grandmother is

raising them, if their dad or mom is raising them. But it will depend on how they are

raised, who is raising them and how much male role model that they have. And I think

that’s what really affects them, depending on who they have to look up to in that

community or school system.
In the first focus group, Shanelle shared her thoughts regarding parent involvement challenges

when discussing the impact of the rural environment on Black males. As the group discussed the

accessibility and frequency in which parents are often seen in a rural community, Shanelle
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responded to Kevin’s comments about how he frequently sees parents and suggested how that
does not necessarily indicate increased parental involvement. She stated:

And | completely agree with what you are saying as far as running into the parents and
the kids at the Rec department. But the problem that I think that we have, whether it be
rural or city, is how to get the parents in the school building. Because, yes, they will go to
the recreation department and they will fill the theater when their kids are on that stage.
But they will not come into the classroom to see what their child is doing academically.
I’ve had several instances where parents will come to the school, or call to the school
wondering why their child’s cell phone is taken up, but they won’t come and inquire
about their child’s grades. I am glad that they feel comfortable enough to even call the
school but when we need you to come in to talk about the academics and behavior part of
it, we, as teachers, are still on the losing end on how to get them in the school building.

Obstacles to involvement. As Kevin responded to Shanelle’s comments, he shared his
thoughts on potential obstacles that may hinder parent involvement. He recalled his experience
of being an outsider to the school. He stated:

| think it depends; because the way I look at it, is the school necessarily inviting to an

African American male father into the school? And I can tell you from personal

experience coming over here checking on nephews. There is not a sense of you are

supposed to be here. It is the sense of “you are out of place.” You know, in some of the
looks you get. I will never forget, I was student teaching, first day. It wasn’t, “hello, how
are doing Mr. Kevin!” It was, “What are you doing here?” “Who are you?” It wasn’t
inviting! As a Black male, even fathers, they come in and it is not inviting, you are not
going to want to go back to somewhere you don’t feel welcome.
Continuing the discussion, Shanelle stated that she has seen more White fathers come to school
and become active in the volunteer programs. Timothy responded that he thinks policies
requiring background checks may hinder Black fathers from becoming involved in volunteer
programs. He stated:

Part of that is because they probably can’t participate because of prior issues. I don’t

think it is not so much that they don’t want to. I think they are embarrassed because they

know that they are not going to pass the background check.

Timothy went on to say that he thought that the negative reception that some teachers gave to

Black male fathers was changing. He stated:
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| think it is changing. | think it more so in the past like Kevin explained it. But I also
believe, now, that environment is changing now. I think now it is more so as “please
come on in, we need you! Thank you for being here.”
Kevin questioned Timothy on whether the teachers actually wanted Black fathers to become
active in school. Kevin made the distinction between a Black educator and Black father
perceived to be an outsider. Shanelle suggested that current safety expectations required teachers
to be cautious and suspicion of persons entering the school. She stated:
As far as parents being in the building, I think that for me when we are talking about
them being invited in or not invited in, it goes back to safety issues. Because when they
know you, I feel like they welcome you more than when they don’t know you. Because
we have been trained if we see someone in the building that does not have that (School
id) that says you are supposed to be here, we are taught to throw our hands up, throw our
guard up, and question why you are here. Because of the issues that go on in society, it is
almost like you are afraid to be too welcoming to just anybody. And that’s male and
female alike.
The Appleton Elementary’s discussion prompted the question on whether rural school’s
emphasis on safety policies was hindering parental involvement and volunteering. Shanelle
stated that background check practices may contribute to lower volunteering numbers. She said,
So little Johnny’s dad probably does want to come and participate but little Johnny’s dad
has a record. I hadn’t even thought about that; but that probably does play a part in why
we don’t see as many as we would like to.
When asked what would happen if policies or practices regarding background checks could be
modified to lower the restrictions on individuals that may have had nonviolent and less severe
criminal records in the past. Timothy responded:
If that can happen, | think we would see more Black dads. | do believe that. If we see
more Black dads, I think you will see more Black kids, especially male kids: 1) not
acting out as much. And 2) trying to do their work because they know, “Daddy’s
watching now.” So they are trying their best to do their work.

Kevin responded to this question, reemphasizing his belief of the importance of the school’s

efforts to make Black parents feel welcome. He stated:
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| am still on that if you wave that magic wand and it is still not inviting, I am not going
back. If I don’t feel welcomed, I am just not going somewhere I don’t feel welcomed!
And | see what she is saying about being too friendly, but I think there is a happy
medium somewhere that you have to find. Because | know for a fact that some of the
behaviors that | was able to get under control last year were because | was able to reach
out to fathers...When I got Dad on my side, we don’t have any more problems.

Outreach to Parents of Black Males. Several the teachers indicated that they undertook
specific efforts to reach out to and engage the parents of their Black male students. Kevin
discussed his efforts to make fathers feel welcomed to his classroom. He stated:

I tell my fathers at the beginning of the year, “I would love for you to come to at least

two events that we have. If it’s just to eat lunch, | want you to know that | know how

important it is for you to be here, because I can’t do this by myself!” For those that don’t
have that active father, I let the mother know, “if you have a brother, tell him to come eat
lunch with them sometime.” I want them to see a male in that classroom. | have a father
that comes to read to them. Because it is important! Not just for my African American
males, but also my Caucasian and Hispanics because they are already fighting stereotypes
about us in the classroom. So if they can see something that is a direct contradiction to
that, it is important for all of them to see that. | make a point of trying to get them to
come in. You are more than welcome!

Loretta from Open Valley Elementary discussed how she begins the school year communicating

to parents that she will treat their sons like she treats her sons. She stated:

[ try to tell my parents at the beginning of the year, “Your child is in my room. [ am

going to treat your child like I do my own boys.” I stress that especially to the parents of

my male students. “I have three boys. I am going to push your boy just as [ would want
another teacher to push mine.” I start the year off with that.
Monique said that there is a different level of trust between parents of Black males and Black
teachers; the parents feel as if the teachers know what Black males face in schools as well
society. Therefore, the parents and the teachers often have a mutual trust and understanding that
they will work together to take care of the Black male. Tamara asserted that she takes the time to
make sure that the parents of her students feel as if they are equal to her. To the contrary, she

indicated that some teachers make parents feel beneath them or use tactics that may be

intimidating to parents such as having a meeting with the parent and a large team of teachers
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instead of one on one. Tamara shared an incident she personally experienced in a meeting with a
teacher of her own child in which the teacher communicated as if Tamara was not supporting her
own son with improving his reading skills at home. She stated:

| have sat in a meeting about my own child and she is telling me that | need to read to my

child every night. Really?! Like that is not what I do! “Do you all have any books at

home?” And they knew I was an educator. But that is how they perceive us. Like we

don’t know anything! That we don’t know what to do at home with our own kids!
Tamara’s remembrance of this particular incident and the emotions that she felt with being
viewed as an irresponsible parent were very significant. This was similar to Kevin’s
remembrance of how he was made to feel being looked upon as an outsider in the school in
which he would eventually be employed. Many of the teachers communicated that they go out of
their way to try to engage parents and invite them in the school.
Parent Involvement Summary

At all three sites, the teachers began to discuss the parents of Black male elementary
school students during the course of the conversations. As a result, Parent Involvement emerged
as a major point of discussion with the following themes: 1) Limited Parental Involvement
Perceptions, 2) Obstacles to Parent Involvement, & 3) Outreach to Parents. Some of the teachers
perceived that Black males were negatively impacted because their parents were thought to be
not involved in their school or their education. Teachers perceived that many of their Black male
students came from single parent homes. Some of the teachers insinuated that the students were
hindered as a result. Teachers frequently mentioned the lack of or the need for role models or
father figures for the Black males. Whereas many of the teachers discussed parent involvement

in regards to parents being physically present and visibly active at the school, some scholars have

indicated that Black parents may view their involvement in different ways. Some have suggested
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that educators tend to have a traditional view of parent involvement activities (McKenna &
Millen, 2013). Howard and Reynolds (2008) wrote:
Part of the complexity of conceptualizing parent involvement through a social capital lens
is the idea that the social capital utilized by middle class parents is frequently congruous
with values and norms of White families and communities. Moreover, parents and
families employing different forms of capital to advocate on behalf of their children are
viewed through a deficit lens and in need of transformation or acculturation. (p. 86)
Teachers also discussed factors that may serve as obstacles to parent involvement. Kevin and
Tamara believed that schools sometimes communicate in a manner that may erect barriers for
parents of Black males. She shared how a teacher insinuated that she was not supporting her
child academically. Kevin described his experience of feeling not welcomed as he entered a
school. Teachers in Appleton Elementary discussed how safety concerns may limit involvement
and volunteering. Policies such as background check requirements were discussed. Outreach to
parents of Black males was also discussed at Appleton Elementary and Open Valley Elementary.
The teachers discussed how they make efforts to engage, invite, and relate to parents of Black
males. Lorretta discussed how she establishes rapport with parents by letting them know that she
sees their sons as she sees her sons. Monique discussed the trust relationship that she perceives
existing between Black parents and some Black teachers. The teachers communicated that they
make an effort to view parents and have the parents feel as if they are equal and the same.
Teachers suggested that their perception of parents and teachers being equal may not be felt by

all teachers.
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Summary of Chapter

This chapter explored the perceptions of fourteen Black teachers regarding the academic
achievement of Black males in elementary schools in rural Georgia. The first section provided
general descriptions of each participant in the study. The second section provided a brief
overview of the organization of the data. The final section was the presentation of data. Many
themes emerged as the researcher explored the research questions with the participants. Four
major themes emerged from the participants’ discussion on the impact of the rural environment
on Black males: 1) Sense of Community, 2) Safety, 3) Lack of Exposure, and 4) Poverty/ Lack
of Resources. The three themes that emerged from the discussion of Curriculum and Instruction
were 1) Inadequate History, 2) Reading Challenges, and 3) Academic Rigor concerns. The major
themes that emerged from the discussion of Academic Policies and Practices were 1)
Standardized Testing, 2) Gifted Program, 3) Promotion & Retention, and 4) Special Education.
From the discussion of Discipline Policies and Practices the following themes emerged: 1)
Inconsistency, 2) Intolerance. The themes that emerged from the participants’ Reflections on
Race were 1) Communication, Care and Relationships, 2) Negative Stereotypes, 3) Cultivating
Value and Worth. Themes that emerged from the reviewing participants’ Advocacy for Black
Males were 1) Positive Relationships, 2) Patience, Care & Persistency, 3) Empowerment, 4)
High Expectations and 5) Motivation and Encouragement. Although not specific to a research
question, Parent Involvement emerged as a major point of discussion with the following themes:
1) Limited Parental Involvement Perceptions, 2) Obstacles to Parent Involvement, and 3)
Outreach to Parents. Figure one provides a conceptual illustration of the research questions,

emerging categories, and the common themes derived this study.



Figure 1

Illustration of Research Questions, Categories, and Common Themes.
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Critical Race Theory, and offer recommendations.

The next chapter will provide a summary of the study, review the finding through the lens of
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview of Study
Numerous research studies, reports and articles have shown that the academic
achievement of Black male students is below most other subgroups (Darensbourg, Perez &
Blake, 2010; Lewis, Simon, Uzzell, Horwitz & Casserly, 2010; Prager, 2011). While dominant
explanations for negative educational outcomes for Black males tend to point to the Black
students’ motivation, their family, and their culture (Emdin, 2012; Gira, 2007; Kim & Hargrove,
2013), Critical Race Theory endeavors to challenge deficit explanations for disparate educational
outcomes. Some scholars have suggested Black educators may feel left out discussions regarding
teaching and learning for Black students (Delpit, 1995; Foster, 1991; White, 2012). However,
because of cultural connections and their experiences with marginalization, Black teachers may
be able offer valuable information and counter stories regarding Black male achievement (Foster,
1991; Milner, 2006). Accordingly, Critical Race Theory was the framework that guided this
study. Critical Race Theory asserts racism is entrenched into the fabric of our nation. For critical
race theorists, racism pervades every institution, including schools. While incidents involving
negative racial stereotyping, inequity, and discrimination are all too common today in our
society, manifestations of racism can also be discerned within the halls of schools throughout the
country. Rural elementary schools are not immune from influences and impact of racism.
Although dominant narratives tend tell a story of deficit regarding Black male youth, Critical
Race Theory strives to expose contradictions and illuminate truths that may have hidden
regarding their plight (Zamudio et al, 2011). The goal of this study was to listen to Black

teachers share their experiences, perceptions and stories regarding the academic achievement
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Black males in elementary schools in rural Georgia. This research endeavored to identify the
factors that Black teachers perceived were significantly impacting the educational achievement
of Black males. In this study, the researcher sought to address the following questions: 1) What
impact do Black teachers perceive attending elementary school in a rural environment has on the
academic achievement of Black males? 2) What impact do Black teachers perceive school
curriculum, policies and practices have on the academic achievement of Black males? 3) What
impact do Black teachers perceive teacher demographics have on the academic achievement of
Black males? 4) What interventions, strategies, and messages do Black teachers think are
effective in improving academic achievement of Black males?
Methodology

Qualitative research is an inquiry approach in which the researcher 1) explores a central
phenomenon, 2) asks participants questions and collects the views of participants, 3) analyzes
and codes the data for description and themes, 4) interprets the meaning, 5) writes a final report
(Creswell & Clark, n.d). Scholars conducting qualitative research may use a narrative approach
to study and interpret stories of life experiences (Gall et al., 2010). Thus, stories can be
examined and analyzed to demonstrate how voices are silenced or contradictory to dominant
perspectives (Creswell, 2007). Bell (2002) indicated that this requires going beyond simply
telling stories, but it requires “an analytic examination of the underlying insights and
assumptions that the story illustrates” p. 208. Creswell stated that narrative research is best for
capturing the detailed stories of life experiences of a small number of people. A narrative
approach allows researchers to present complex and rich experiences of participants.

Purposeful sampling was used to select teachers for the study from three rural schools in

middle Georgia. Fourteen Black teachers participated in the study. The participants met the
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following criteria: 1) High academic achievement of Black males in the teacher’s class on
standardized summative assessments; and, 2) The teacher’s ability to demonstrate care and
develop positive relations with his or her Black male students.
Data Collection

The primary method for data collection occurred through focus group interviews
conducted at the three school sites. Focus groups were used as a means of generating
conversation and discussion regarding specific topics. Focus group interviews allow researchers
to develop deeper insights into how participants think. Through group interaction and non-verbal
communication, researchers are able to gain more understanding of the phenomena being studied
(Nagle & Williams, 2014). The researcher scheduled the focus group sessions at convenient time
and locations for the participants. An informed consent document (See Appendix C) was
provided to all potential participants at the time of the Focus Group discussion. The participants
were asked questions that allowed them to share their experiences, challenges, and perceptions
regarding the achievement of Black male students. As the interview occurred, the researcher took
notes to capture significant moments and points of emphasis during the interview. Additional
questions were asked when appropriate to clarify understanding as needed. All of the focus
group interviews were digitally recorded with an iPad. The researcher created an abridged
transcript of the audio recording.
Data Analysis

The researcher used constant comparison as the analytical technique to analyze the data
collected from the focus groups. Constant comparison was first used in grounded theory research
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) but was also used with focus group data (Doody, et al., 2013). Leech

and Onwuegbuzie (2008) discussed that there are three major stages which characterize constant
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comparison analysis. Open coding was used in the first stage. During this stage, the researcher
read the transcripts and identified and highlighted significant phrases, words, or concepts from
each participant as he or she responded to the questions or participated in the discussions. Axial
coding was the second stage. During this stage, the initial phrases and concepts were grouped
into categories of (1) Rural Environment, (2) Curriculum and Instruction, (3) Academic Policies
and Practices, (4) Discipline Policies and Practices, (5) Reflections on Race, and (6) Advocacy
for Black males. Parent Involvement also emerged as major point of discussion. Therefore, it
was added as an additional category. The final stage was selective coding. During this stage, the
researcher sought to develop themes that expressed the content of each group. Subsequently, the
researcher compared the statements, experiences, and perceptions of all the participants to
identify and highlight any common themes that emerged from all of the participants. The
common themes that emerged from Rural Environment were: 1) Sense of Community, 2) Safety,
3) Lack of Exposure, and 4) Poverty/Lack of Resources. The common themes that emerged from
Curriculum and Instruction were: 1) Inadequate History, 2) Reading Challenges, and 3)
Academic Rigor Concerns. The common themes that emerged from Academic Policies and
Practices were: 1) Standardized Testing, 2) Gifted Program, 3) Promotion & Retention, and
Special Education. The common themes that emerged from Discipline Policies and Practices
were: 1) Inconsistency and 2) Intolerance. The common themes that emerged from Reflections
on Race were: 1) Communication, Care and Relationships, 2) Negative Stereotypes, and
Cultivating Value and Worth. The common themes that emerged from Advocacy for Black
males were: 1) Positive Relationships, 2) Patience, Care, & Persistency, 3) Empowerment, 4)
High Expectations, and 5) Motivation and Encouragement. The common themes that emerged

from Parent Involvement were: 1) Limited Parental Involvement, 2) Obstacles to Parental
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Involvement, and 3) Outreach to Parents. Doody and colleagues (2013) indicated that constant
comparison is beneficial when there are several focus groups within the same study, which was
the case for this particular study.
Research Question One
What impact do Black teachers perceive attending elementary school in a rural environment
have on the academic achievement of Black males?

During the focus discussions, teachers shared their perceptions of how Black males are
positively impacted by going to elementary school in a rural environment. Teachers discussed
that they perceived a greater closeness to students and their parents in the rural environment.
They believed that there was a sense of community present in their rural environments that
facilitated positive relationships with students and parents. However in discussing negative
aspects of the rural environment, teachers discussed the lack of exposure and poverty. From a
critical race theory perspective, their concerns regarding lack of exposure, lack of resources and
poverty within the rural community are significant indicators inequity and inequality.
Throughout the nation, the dominant narrative of opportunity communicates a vision of a fair
society where individuals are exclusively and solely responsible for the levels of success that
they obtain in life. According to this premise, every individual has an equal chance to succeed or
fail. Ultimately, how the individual advances will depend on neutral concepts such as their skills,
their motivation, and their intelligence. Education is viewed as providing the unbiased platform
for anyone, regardless of race, gender or socioeconomic status, to obtain the skills that will
enable the person to succeed and have a better life. When the teacher participants spoke about
the lack of exposure, they addressed their perception that Black males in the rural environments

may not receive exposure to some of critical elements needed for their academic and social
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success. They discussed that many Black male students may not have many chances to get out of
their county to see, understand or take advantage of opportunities beyond their rural
surroundings. They discussed that Black males who were highly talented in music and
performing arts rarely had the opportunities develop and enhance their skills within the rural
school or rural county. In addition, participants discussed the inability of the rural school and
rural school system to consistently provide adequate instructional supplies, curriculum and
programs that may be beneficial to Black males due to financial or budgetary constraints. They
perceived that poverty severely impacted Black males on multiple fronts. In regards to schools,
some participants believed that the tax base in their rural environment was lower because of the
lack of industry and thriving businesses. The three rural counties in which the schools are
situated have very limited industry, businesses and places for employment. Positioned in the
historical cotton belt region of Georgia, these communities have traditionally relied on
agriculture. Many of the families of the students who attend these schools have resided in the
respective counties for decades. The loss of viable employment options within these
communities has had a severe impact on many rural families. According to some participants, the
impact of generational poverty can be observed in the conversations and interactions with
students and their parents. Some of the participants suggested that students were limited in their
aspirations of what they could accomplish and become. To these participants, the students could
not see beyond the rural environment. In some ways, the participants spoke of Black males being
physically and mentally trapped in the rural environment.

Poverty in rural environment contributes to a lower tax base available within the county.
When less educational funding is available for the school system to invest toward their students,

the quality of the education that students receive within that system may be adversely affected. If



175

the rural school system has inadequacies in resources available to educate its students, can we
say that the students have equal access to quality education? If the rural environment contributes
to the lack of exposure to critical elements needed for success, can we say that the rural student
will receive the essential skills that are necessary for continued success? If generational poverty
pervades the rural community, impacting students and their families, can we truthful assert that
the rural student is assured the same opportunity for educational and life success that is often
professed in the dominant narrative? Critical race theory will assert that financial and resource
inequities present in rural environments may result in students’ receiving lower quality
education. Multiple research reports have discussed how inequitable educational opportunities
lead to diminished outcomes. Gloria Ladson-Billing (1998) stated:
Perhaps no area of schooling underscores inequity and racism better than school funding.
CRT argues that inequality in school funding is a function of institutional and structural
racism. The inability of African Americans to qualify for educational advancement, jobs,
and mortgages creates a cycle of low educational achievement, underemployment and
unemployment, and standard housing. Without suffering a single act of personal racism,
most African Americans suffer the consequence of systemic and structural racism. (p. 24)
The amount of educational funding that is available in the rural community has a significant
impact on students in multiple ways. Lower funding may impact the curriculum resources that
teachers receive. School infrastructure and accommodations may be affected. In addition, the
school system’s ability to retain quality teachers may be challenged if the school system is
unable to compensate teachers as competitively (Shuman, 2010). These structural factors may

complicate the challenges regarding improving educational outcomes for Black male students.
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Research Question Two
What impact do school curriculum, policies and practices have on the academic achievement
of Black males?

Curriculum is often referred to as being neutral. Within most schools, curriculum
standards are presented as the fundamental content knowledge needed for academic proficiency.
However, from examining the teacher participants’ perceptions through the lens of Critical Race
Theory, some policies and practices may adversely impact the academic achievement of Black
males. Some of the participants acknowledged that many Black males struggle or have difficulty
with reading in the elementary school. These teachers shared that they have observed the Black
males struggle with text and become frustrated. Although multiple research reports confirm the
struggles and challenges that Black males experience with reading (Howard, 2003), Critical Race
theory highlights other factors that may be contribute to those reading challenges. Teacher
participants in this study believed that curriculum standards did not provide adequate and
appropriate coverage of Students of Color. Therefore, Black males rarely have the opportunity to
see positive images of themselves in the lessons or literature required in elementary schools.
Accordingly, Hughes-Hassell, Barkley, Koehler (2009) found that Children of Color are
underrepresented in transitional literature found in elementary schools. They wrote:

At a time when children are expected to be making progress toward becoming self-

regulating, independent readers, it appears that children of color are denied the very

resources that might not only motivate them to read but also allow them to make text-to-

self connections— a critical part of becoming proficient readers. (p.13)

Consequently, Black male students may often be deprived of opportunities to see themselves,

their families, and their experiences reflected in texts. In addition, participants discussed that
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much of the history and images regarding Black people that is covered in the curriculum is cast
negatively. For these participants, the void of authentic positive images of Black Americans and
Black males within the curriculum causes some Black male elementary students to have limited
aspirations of what they can become. Some Critical Race scholars contend that the goal of
curriculum is to prioritize and advance dominant society’s beliefs regarding what knowledge is
important or what knowledge should be valued. According to Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998),
critical race theory views the official school curriculum as a means to maintain White
supremacy. Consequently, the instructional content and concepts that are aligned to dominant
society’s worldview are accepted and promoted. Conversely, the instructional content and
concepts that do not align to dominant society’s worldview are rejected and dismissed.
Ultimately, dominant society determines what knowledge is deemed important and valuable and
what knowledge is deemed insignificant and worthless.

In addition, teachers discussed their perceptions that standardized testing practices in
their elementary school were problematic and negatively impacted Black males. Citing their
perceptions of excessive testing and unfair tracking practices, the teachers communicated their
beliefs that standardized testing often resulted in certain groups of students being placed on more
advantageous academic pathways. Whereas, those students who were unsuccessful with
standardized testing were often placed on academic pathways that were less advantageous,
potentially resulting in the students not receiving the academic instruction and support that may
be essential for their future success. Critical race theory has suggested that the use of
standardized testing has been a way to maintain the property interest of Whiteness. CRT scholars
assert that standardized testing ultimately results in various students being tracked into specific

curriculum pathways that significantly impact whether the student receives the training, skills
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and support to pursue college or postsecondary education. Zamudio et al (2011) stated that
standardized tests tend to favor mainstream knowledge over the knowledge that Students of
Color possess. They stated:

The emphasis on standardized tests above all other types of learning damages the

intellectual potential of all students. By privileging and accepting only one way of

knowing, it devalues the funds of knowledge that students of color bring with them to

their educational experience. (P. 40)
It is significant to note that the teachers in the study raised concerns regarding the gifted program
and special education program at their school. Teachers discussed that Black male students were
rarely recommended for the gifted program by elementary teachers. Although there were some
students of color in the gifted program, the participants perceived that the gifted program was
“exclusive” and overwhelmingly benefited White students. One participant questioned the
purpose stating, “...What is the point? To say my child is better than yours.” Some teachers
asserted that students in the gifted program are provided access to advanced academic tracks or
pathways that will be highly beneficial to the students’ future academic success. The teachers
perceived that students in the gifted program would reap the benefits of more rigorous instruction
that emphasizes concepts such as collaboration, problem-solving, and creativity. In addition, the
students would have more exposure to academic fieldtrips, enrichment activities and cultural
experiences. Conversely, students who were not classified as gifted but who may be just as
talented may not receive comparable instructional and academic support that will enable them to
attain the same level of academic success.

The teachers’ perceptions that the criteria to get in the gifted program could be modified

or exempted or overlooked for certain students, in spite of the students not meeting stated
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qualification, were troubling. Teachers were very cognizant of the demographics of the gifted
program and the special education program. Knowledgeable of the substantial academic benefits
associated with the gifted program and significant disadvantages associated with the special
education program, the teachers believed that school allowed these programs to function in
manner in which educational opportunities for Black males to advance beyond the status quo
were severe limited.

Critical race theory asserts that schools often operate with supposedly neutral policies and
practices that inevitably perpetuate or reproduce inequalities (Zamudio, 2011). In opposition to
claims of meritocracy, some critical race scholars have asserted that programs such as the gifted
program and special education, often function to privilege certain groups of students while
simultaneous disadvantaging other groups. Ladson-Billings (1998) discussed that students of
color are often viewed from a perspective of deficiency. As a result, instructional techniques
utilized by classroom teachers directed toward Black students tend to focus on or involve forms
of remediation. Therefore, in K-12 schools, many strategies, interventions, and programs are
implemented with the suggested goal of remediating or compensating for the students’
deficiencies. However, students receiving such services may not ever move beyond or overcome
the labels associated with deficiency. Blaisdell (2005) stated:

Analyzing classrooms in this fashion can help illuminate how educators place blame on

students, especially those in lower-level classes. These students are blamed for the types

of classes they attend and for the conditions of those classes. Students are given

“primitive” conditions and resources—creating “primitive” spaces—and then blamed for

not appropriately or adequately using and enjoying those spaces. Analyzing how those

classes are racialized can shift blame from the students and put it on the practices that
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place students in lower level classes and contribute to the inferior conditions of those

classes. (p.44)

The teacher participants also indicated that Black boys in elementary schools were often
negatively impacted by discipline practices. Participants shared that some teachers are often less
tolerant with Black male students. Participants stated that non-Black teachers may send Black
boys to their classrooms, when they became frustrated with the student. The participants felt that
Black male students often are reprimanded or disciplined for minor offenses that the participants
view as insignificant. Lyons and Chelsey (2004) suggested that Black males are more likely to be
disciplined more harshly in integrated settings. In addition, Black males are more likely to be
disciplined harshly for subjective infractions such as disrespecting authority and talking back
(Lyons & Chelsey, 2004). Teacher participants perceived that inconsistency in discipline
consequences resulted in Black male students receiving mixed messages. Downey & Pribesh
(2004) stated White teachers may misread Black males behavior style as defiance. While Black
students may be confused as to why the teacher is angered. They suggested that the activity of
Black children may not align with what teachers view as being appropriately. Downey & Pribesh
quoted Boykin (1978) “black children are bored because school is a relatively unstimulating,
constraining and monotonous place, and perhaps relatively more compatible with the more
placid existence of suburbia.”

Tracking and discipline practices are used as a means of creating separate educational
spaces within the schools. Black males are often denied appropriate access to educational
opportunities by frequently being overlooked in regards to gifted and enrichment opportunities.
In addition, Black males often are disciplined disproportionately and are more likely to be

removed from the classroom due to teacher intolerance. Such disparate discipline consequences
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may result in Black males not receiving the educational support to promote their academic
growth.
Research Question Three
What impact do Black teachers perceive teacher demographics have on the academic
achievement of Black males?

All of the participants indicated that Race of the teacher can be significant and important
regarding the academic outcomes of Black males. The participants indicated that Black teachers
are often familiar with Black culture and are able to communicate with many young Black males
in a way the Black males understand. Some of the participants suggested that Black male
students perceive the Black female teachers as being mother figures. Historically for Black
students, Black teachers have served as disciplinarians, mother figures, counselors and advocates
(Lyons & Chelsey, 2004). Several the teachers asserted that they are able reach the Black males
because they take the time to invest in establishing relationships with the students. Many
scholars have discussed cultural connections and care often exhibited by Black teachers to Black
students (Foster, 1991; Lyons & Chelsey, 2004; Milner, 2012). Participants perceived that the
difficulty that some teachers have with Black males was due to the teachers not attempting to
build a relationship with Black male students. Howard (2003) suggested that racial and cultural
differences between students and teachers may lead to school failure of students of color. In
discussing his interactions with other teachers about problems that they were having with Black
males, one participant indicated that many of his colleagues view Black male elementary school
students from a deficit perspective. From this vantage, teachers feel that students lack skills to be
successful. However, he indicated that he attempts to explain to his colleagues although Black

boys are different, they are not deficit.
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Negative stereotypes toward Black male students were prevalent in elementary schools
according the teachers in this study. Participants indicated that they had observed non-Black and
Black teachers harbor negative stereotypes for Black male elementary students. Stereotypes may
communicate that Black students don’t have skills and normative culture (Yosso, 2005).
Sometimes educators promote the concept of “Culture of Poverty” to explain low outcomes for
Black males (Lynn, 2006). Some of the Black teachers in this study attribute some of their Black
male students’ struggles to poverty. When teachers view Black students through stereotypes the
teachers will have low expectations for Black students and treat the Black students differently,
sometimes poorly. Literature suggests that some teachers adopt the negative societal stereotypes
that are prevalent regarding Black males. Shuman (2010) wrote, “This irrational fear at times
leads younger, more inexperienced instructors to conclude that young African American males
are simpler, smaller versions of the adult African American males seen committing crimes
almost daily on television and in films” (p.11). As a result, the teachers do not believe that they
can teach the Black male students (Shuman, 2010). Several teachers in the focus group discussed
that some teachers fear their Black male elementary school students and do not believe that they
can teach Black males. Some of the participants indicated that Black males could perceive when
teachers disliked them. Black students are highly affected by the expectations that their teachers
have for them. The teacher participants attested to the power of expectation when they shared
their personal stories of how they were impacted by teachers’ expectations when they themselves
were young students. When teachers based their instruction and expectations for Black male
elementary students upon stereotypes of Black males, the students may suffer academically,

socially, and emotionally. Claude Steele stated, “Through long exposure to negative stereotypes
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about their group, members of prejudiced-against groups often internalize the stereotypes, and
the resulting sense of inadequacy becomes a part of their personality” (p. 169).
Research Question Four
What interventions, strategies, and messages do Black teachers think are effective in
improving academic achievement of Black males?

A critical purpose of this study was to listen to what the participants believed was
necessary to improve the life chances of Black males in elementary school. As teachers, what
were their strategies and messages that they used to impact positive change and empower young
Black males? A major objective of critical race theory is to advocate for positive change for
people of color. Proponents of critical race theory in education desire not only to illuminate
racial inequality, inequity and social injustice but also to actively strive to overcome or eradicate
those practices that perpetuate unfair outcomes. Themes that emerged from the participants were
1) Positive Relationships, 2) Patience, Care & Persistency, 3) Empowerment, 4) High
Expectations and 5) Motivation and Encouragement. All of the participants shared their practices
and experience regarding establishing positive relationships with Black male students as well as
their families. Participants were willing to engage students in conversations, learn about their
interests, support them in and out of school and develop relationships based upon trust and
respect. The level of care and patience demonstrated for their students was comparable to the
care expected of a biological parent (Irvine, 1991; Milner, 2012). In addition, all of the
participants indicated that they held high expectations for their Black males, academically and
behaviorally. Some of the participants discussed their efforts to provide students with lessons
that had real life applications. Teachers from all of the schools indicated that they frequently

discussed the importance of character and responsibility to their Black male elementary students.
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Scholars have discussed the importance of helping Black males to develop critical consciousness
through real life applications, dialogue and problem solving (Lynn & Parker, 2006). Irvine
(1991) discussed that Black teachers more frequently incorporate the culture of students and
historical experiences in teaching. Chelsey (2004) discussed that Black teachers tend to develop
more personal relationships with the students and are willing to advocate them. Some
participants insisted on teaching the Black students about their history and future possibilities for
their life. Some researchers have suggested that successful teachers of Black students are willing
to use African culture in teaching students, even if the instructional strategies are not fully
endorsed by the school systems in which they are employed. Culturally relevant pedagogy
provides students with critical knowledge of themselves so that they are empowered to advocate
and improve society (King, 1994). Carter (2008) stated when teachers are willing to be explicit
with students of color about the structural barriers that can potentially impede their social and
economic mobility they practice an ethic of care. She stressed the importance of Black students
having the support of caring adults. According to CRT, schools tend to provide students with the
basic knowledge and skills that will allow them to occupy their respective places in the labor
force based on gender, class and race (Jay, 2003). However, teacher participants such as Kevin
attempt to teach Black male students in a manner that will challenge this narrative of status quo.
He indicated that he wanted his students to be the “Business owners” and “producers” and not
always consumers. Some CRT advocates believe that teachers can use their classroom to help
Black students develop the consciousness to learn to overcome oppressive structures.
Critical Race Analysis of Parental Involvement
A major topic that arose during all of the focus discussions was parental involvement.

Several of the focus group participants raised concerns regarding the level of involvement that
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Black parents had in the education of their sons. Rema Reynolds (2010) discussed research that
examined the involvement of Black parents in the children’s education. She stated, “Educators
often lament Black parents’ lack of school site presence and school activity participation. They
questioned whether Black parents promote learning at home, and many may also question the
extent to which Black families care about their children‘s school achievement” (Reynold, 2006,
p.149). Solorzano (1997) discussed prevalence of cultural deficit models in schools. According
to the deficit models, parents are to be blamed for the low educational attainment of their
children because the parents do not embrace the educational values of dominant society. Some of
the participants in the study appeared to question the quality and quantity of parent involvement
in the education of Black males. However, during the Appleton discussion, Kevin offered a
counter story that questioned the degree in which parental involvement is encouraged or wanted
within the school. Kevin believed that schools often erect barriers or obstacles that discourage or
limit Black parents from becoming actively involved. Kevin shared his personal experience of
feeling like an outsider as he attempted to become involved in the school. Kevin’s insistence that
schools are not inviting to parents, especially Black male parents, illuminates a troubling
proposition. Many teachers evaluate or define parental involvement based on dominant notions.
In this respect, teachers expect parents to volunteer during instructional time, help students with
their homework, and initiate contact with them regarding academic concerns. Although the
dominant narrative portrays Black parents as not being engaged or not providing the necessary
parental support to help their child academically, Kevin’s personal experience of feeling shunned
suggests that schools and educators may be culpable in the creation of an environment that
discourages Black parents from becoming involved. Kevin discussed with the focus group the

vibe that he felt entering the school. He indicated that the school was not inviting and he felt that
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he was not wanted in the school. Kevin discussed that he was questioned by staff members and
was given “looks” that communicated that he was an outsider. His description of how the
teachers looked at him could be considered as micro-aggressions, acts of disregards
representative of attitudes of white supremacy and Black inferiority. Kevin’s perception of
feeling as an outsider is also similar to Dubois’ concept of double consciousness (Reynold,
2006). Even though he would eventually become an insider as a teacher, he saw himself as
outsider in this instance and he felt the impact of being an outsider of the school. Although
members of the focus group suggested that safety concerns may have been the impetus for the
reception that Kevin received, Kevin believed that it was because he was a Black male. The
remembrance of how he felt was so impactful that Kevin resolved to go above and beyond when
he became a teacher to make sure his students’ parents, especially their fathers, feel welcomed,
appreciated, and wanted in his class. Reflecting on his perception of an uninviting school
environment, he asserted, “I am still on that if you wave that magic wand and it is still not
inviting, I am not going back. If I don’t feel welcomed, I am just not going somewhere I don’t
feel welcomed!” Many researchers and educators agree that parental involvement is very
important to academic achievement. However if schools are uninviting to Black parents, Black
parents may become hesitate to engage in the school setting. Ultimately, this may adversely
impact the success of the Black male students. Parents may not feel comfortable being in the
school and sadly, Black male students may lose a very important advocate.
Implications

Black males in rural schools may lack exposure to critical resources needed for their

success. Rural schools often face a variety of challenges in regards to providing education to

their students. Factors such as student population shifts, teacher turnover, and lower tax base
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may inhibit the school system’s ability to provide needed resources to teachers and students.
Schools in rural community may not be able to provide a variety of course offerings. As a result,
students who need diverse curricular and nontraditional academic options to meet their
instructional needs may be limited in rural communities. Rural schools are often in communities
that are great distances from metropolitan or urbanized areas. The distance between the child’s
rural school and urban areas in which the student could potentially have more options is often
very challenging. The absence or lack of viable employment options in rural areas may impact
students in multiple ways. Limited employment options within the rural community may require
the child’s parents to travel many miles for employment. As a result, the parents may not be able
to engage in traditional forms of parent involvement within the school. The students may not see
examples of viable professions within their community. Schools may not have access to business
partners, mentors, and role models to engage in or connect with the school. Rural school systems
may have difficulty recruiting and retaining highly qualified teachers. These schools may not be
able compensate teachers as competitively (Reeves, 2003).

Academic and behavioral policies and practices in rural schools may limit Black males
access to rigorous and advanced instruction. Because some elementary school teachers do not
believe that Black male students are fully capable of high academic achievement, the participants
in this study asserted that some elementary school teachers often have low expectations for Black
males. Teachers shared that Black males are frequently targeted for discipline. They also shared
that Black male students may be guided toward less rigorous and less advantageous courses.
Ladson-Billings (2011) discussed how Black males as young as eight years old may
“criminalized” in school. She wrote, “Their childhood evaporates before they are eight or nine-

years-old when teachers and other school official begin to think of them as ‘men’” (p.10). She
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stated that schools often create infractions that apply primarily to Black boys. As result Black
boys may be removed from class and excluded from academic opportunities.

Deficit thinking and stereotypes may confine the academic achievement and aspirations
of Black male elementary school students. Many participants indicated that they were of aware
of prevalence of deficit thinking and stereotypes regarding Black males in the elementary
schools. Deficit thinking caused teachers not to fully embrace the concept that Black male
students could attain maximum success. As teachers hold diminished expectations for Black
males, Black males are highly impacted by the teacher’s perceptions. Smith-Maddox and
Solorzano (2002) said that “teachers are seen as conduits through which the ideology and values
of the dominant social class are transmitted to students” (p. 69).The implications of such
practices could result a variety of negative consequences for Black male students. When Black
male students perceive that teachers view them in negative terms, the students may become
disillusioned, withdrawn, angered, or frustrated with school and learning. When educators make
decisions to limit or restrict access to advance curriculum and engaging instruction, the
likelihood of Black male students graduating or pursuing post-secondary options is diminished.
In the focus group discussions and in their profiles, some participants shared their personal
experiences as children being viewed as inadequate, unwanted as students. The participants
communicated how they personally felt as a result. One participant discussed the “heartbreak” he
felt after being judged. Another participant discussed “the vibe” he felt not being “wanted.” If
these adults still recalled the hurt and dejection that they experienced personally as children, one
can only imagine how young Black male students may feel or respond when adults deem them

inadequate.
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Positive and supportive teacher-student relationships may have important role in
improving the educational outcomes of Black males in rural schools. The counter stories of the
participants provide a glimpse of how Black teachers are able develop relationships with Black
male students and maximize their academic outcomes. Their willingness to use care and
culturally relevant instructional practices provides space for Black male students to learn content
in a manner in which their culture valued, honored and supported. The teachers were willing to
invest time into developing these relationships after school with tutoring Black males.
Participants discussed how they would go to students’ games, performances, church events and
even to the students’ home to demonstrate support and cultivate relationships. These participants
believed their efforts to develop positive and supportive relationships with the students and the
parents of the Black male students were critical components to promoting educational success.

Recommendations
Following this critical analysis and reflection upon the literature, the following recommendations
are provided to offer direction and guidance to educators as they seek to improve the educational
outcomes for Black males in elementary schools.

1) Professional training and development opportunities regarding diversity and culturally
relevant instruction should be provided to elementary school educators. Teachers,
administrators and school staff need to become aware of how Black males in elementary
school are impacted by stereotypes and deficit thinking. Many teachers, counselors and
administrators may not be aware of how stereotypes and deficit thinking regarding Black
male students actively restrict and limit Black male students’ educational outcomes.
Teachers and administrators may not understand how educators are more likely to

discipline Black male students more harshly for infractions that are subjective. Teachers,
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counselors and administrators may not be cognizant of how instructional practices that
are designed to compensate for assumed academic deficits of Black male students rarely
provide the students the opportunity to move out of the lower instructional tracks. Critical
Race Theory illuminates how school environments often become racialized where Black
students are negatively affected by manifestations of racist beliefs at the institutional and
individual level (Reynolds, 2010). Professional development may help bring awareness
of racialized practices occurring in elementary schools. Thus, teachers, counselors and
administrators may gain valuable knowledge so that they can begin the process of
critically examining and revising policies and practices that contribute to negative
outcomes for Black male students.

Administrators and school officials must be willing to critically examine and revise
policies and practices that serve to restrict access of Black males to engaging and
advanced courses. District policies, school policies and teacher practices need to be
reviewed and regularly audited to ensure equitable outcomes. A critical race theory
framework may illuminate hidden biases and practices that operate in the name of
neutrality. This study revealed that participants believed that Black males were often
channeled or guided toward classes and curriculum that served to limit their opportunity
for academic achievement and future advancement. Although no participant questioned
the need for remediation and special education programs, they did question the tendency
of the programs to be overpopulated with Black male students. They also questioned the
fact that the instructional practices and curriculum often implemented in such classes may
not emphasize critical thinking, creativity, and problem solving. They considered the

instructional mostly offering rudimentary knowledge and rote skills. Participants believed
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that the likelihood of Black male students in such programs to overcome the assumed
“deficits” was minimal. Through considering the perceptions of Black teachers, schools
may engage teachers and staff in meaningful discussions of practices that may limit
educational outcomes for Black males. Accordingly, new insights may be gained by
teachers and administrators to facilitate and promote more equitable outcomes for Black
male students in elementary schools.

Elementary school teachers, counselors and administrators need to investigate and adopt
practices to promote positive partnerships with the parents of Black male students.
Deficit thinking and dominant perspectives regarding appropriate parental involvement
may diminish opportunities for educators and parents to maximize collaborative efforts to
promote academic growth for Black male students. Educators should work to establish
positive relationships with the parents of Black male students. Educators should be
willing to develop strategies to make their school environment more inviting and
welcoming to parents. Administrators should consider soliciting the input of parents
regarding ways to accomplish this task. Parents occupy a critical position to offer
valuable information that could help schools become more supportive and responsive to
students as well as parents. Through this process, educators may become more aware of
potential obstacles that restrict parents from engaging with the school in traditional roles.
In addition, parent and teacher collaboration may facilitate the development of new
strategies and ideas to maximize the educational outcomes for Black males. When
educators are amenable and supportive of working with parents, they may develop
effective partnerships to help the students achieve academically, socially, and

behaviorally.
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More research is needed to explore the perceptions of Black teachers on the academic
achievement of Black males at different grade levels in rural Georgia. This study revealed
that Black teachers possess intimate knowledge of the experiences, challenges, and
opportunities of Black male students in the elementary school. Through the stories and
counter narratives, they shared their personal experiences of dealing with racialized
experiences. They also shared how they encouraged, motivated, and advocated for their
students. Additional research that solicits the voices of Black teachers at the middle
school, high school and post-secondary level can be extremely valuable in gaining an
understanding of challenges that Black males face as they go through school. Realizing
that Black teachers are in critical position to offer new insights can be an important step
to promote academic achievement for Black males.

School systems should develop strategies to recruit and retain more teachers of color.
Black teachers comprise about six percent of the teaching population nationally. The
narratives confirmed research that identifies the positive benefits that students receive
when there is more equitable racial diversity in teaching staffs. The voices of Black
teachers in rural Georgia demonstrated care and advocated for their Black male students.
They were familiar with cultural patterns of their students and willing to incorporate that
knowledge in their instructional techniques and interactions with Black males. The
teachers chose to become educators because they recognize the value and importance of
Black students seeing and having teachers that looked like them. In addition, these
teachers believe that there is a need for more Black male teachers. The presence of more
teachers such as these in rural elementary schools could greatly improve the educational

outcomes and life chances for Black males. Additionally, their leadership and influence
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could also help their colleagues learn effective ways to advance the academic
achievement of Black males.
Conclusions

There are many positive characteristics and attributes regarding education within rural
communities. Students, parents and educators often benefit from the family-like values and a
sense of community that sometimes is present within rural elementary schools. Educators and
parents appreciate the level of communication, interaction and support that may exist within the
rural school. Yet, this study also illuminated the presence of challenges in rural elementary
schools that may hinder academic outcomes of students, especially Black males. Within rural
environments, the lack of exposure and limited availability of educational options and resources
often intersect with poverty. As a result, Black male students in rural elementary schools too
often must traverse a precarious path in pursuit of optimal academic outcomes. As this study
highlighted, there are several structural, institutional, and social factors that serve as roadblocks
to Black male students. However, the educators that participated in this study are doing
everything that they can to stand in the gap. This study provided a glimpse of the experiences
and perceptions of Black elementary school teachers in rural Georgia who consistency work to
improve the educational outcomes of Black male students, as well as all students. These teachers
did not offer a magic formula or technical solutions for instantaneously improving academic
achievement of Black males on standardized tests. Nor, did they offer behavioral interventions
that are guaranteed to ensure compliance in all instructional settings. However, by sharing their
stories and perceptions, these teachers allowed us see the challenges and opportunities that Black
male students face in elementary schools in rural Georgia. These teachers intimately understand

the importance and urgency of quality education for Black male students. Because of this
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understanding, they were willing to develop positive and supportive relationships not only with
their Black male students, but also with the students’ families. They were willing to go beyond
the walls of their schools to nurture and cultivate relationships. They were willing to go beyond
the limitations of the state curriculum and traditional instructional strategies to provide their
students with meaningful learning experiences with life applications. In addition, they were
willing to devote significant energy to advocate for Black male students and motivate them
toward greater achievement. As more educators embrace the pedagogical strategies and
commitment to uplift Black male students, as was the case with the participants in this study, we
may begin to see the negative narrative of Black male achievement change. To that end, we may
see the power of education and, ultimately, the educator to positively impact the lives of Black
males.
Concluding Thoughts

Throughout my life, | have been very concerned about the education and, ultimately, the
life chances of students, especially Black males. As a Black male who grew up in a rural
community and attended rural schools as a student, | have a unique connection to young Black
males in rural environments. When | became a teacher and administrator in rural schools, |
learned clearly that all educators do not think the same regarding factors that may impact the
education of Black males in rural schools. This study provided the space for Black educators to
engage in open and honest dialogue regarding factors that impact Black males. By sharing their
experiences and perceptions, these teachers not only provided critical insights into Black male
achievement, but they illuminated some of the challenges that Black males have to endure on day
to day basis in rural schools. As they engaged in dialogue, these Black teachers shared

significant counter stories and knowledge that could be powerful in fostering greater
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understanding of the lived experiences of Black males. Given the pervasiveness of negative
perceptions regarding Black male educational outcomes, | believe it is vital that the stories and
the experiences of teachers who have been successful with Black male students be given much
greater attention. As the facilitator of the focus discussions, | walked away feeling uplifted and
rejuvenated by how the teachers were making a difference in students’ lives. The teachers
themselves appeared to feel energized and validated as they listened to their peers and supported
each other. They seemed to value the opportunity to share their voice with their colleagues. Their
willingness to openly share stories that are often silenced or overlooked has the potential to move
the dominant narrative regarding Black males away from its emphasis on deficiency toward a
more inclusive emphasis on humanity and possibility. As a result of this study, | have learned the
importance of listening to the voices of those who are often silenced and marginalized. Immense
benefits may be gained when effective educators are provided the space and context to share
their thoughts, perceptions and experiences in a supportive and nonthreatening setting. As an
educator, | have learned the value of investing in relationships with students. The best education
occurs when high quality instruction is complemented by the teacher’s sincere commitment to
the student’s success in and beyond the classroom. As a leader, | have learned that much more
work is needed to advance the educational outcomes of Black males. To this end, | will continue
to solicit the voices of effective educators of Black male students at every level. Understanding
the value of this knowledge, I will use it to advocate for improvement of the educational

conditions that impact Black males and ultimately improve their life outcomes.
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ﬁ GEORGIA
| SOUTHERN

“d®. UNIVERSITY

Georgia Southern University

Department of Leadership, Technology, and Human Development

Superintendent Letter
October 21, 2013
Dear Superintendent,
My name is Marshall Fernando Aker. I am a doctoral student at Georgia Southern University

located in Statesboro, Georgia. I am currently pursning the EDD in Educational Leadership. To

complete my program requirements, I am carrying out a research study. I am writing you to ask
your permission to conduct this study with some of the teachers in your school district.

The research study is entitled: A Study of Black Teachers’ Perceptions of the Academic
Achievement of Black Males in Elementary Schools in Fural Georgia. The purpose of this research
is to seek insights regarding the education of Black males in elementary schools in rural Georgia
through explonng the perceptions, experiences, and strategies of Black elementary school teachers.
I am requesting to conduct audic taped focus group interviews with some of the elementary school
teachers in your disirict. There will be no mvolvement of students. The names of each teacher,
school, and school district will be assigned psendonyms on the transeniptions of the research report.
Thank you for considering my request to conduct the study in your school district. I believe the
results will beneficial to your district and to school districts throughout the state. Please do not
hesitate to contact me via telephone (706-474-4643), mail (90 Stoney Point Terrace, Covington,
GA, 30014) or email: (ma01647 @ georgiasouthemn edu).

Thank you in advance for your ime and consideration.

Sincerely,

Marshall Femando Aker
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ﬂ GEORGIA
' SOUTHERN
“@®. UNIVERSITY

Georgia Southern University

Department of Leadership, Technology, and Human Development

Introduction Letter

Hello, my name is Fernando Aker. I am a doctoral student working under the direction of Dr. Brenda Marina at
Georgia Southern University. In partia] folfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education, T am
conducting a research study entfitled: A Study of Black Teachers” Perceptions of the Academic Achievement of
Black Males in Elementary 5chools in Fural Georgia

The purpose of noy research smdy is to explore the peTceptions, experiences and practices of Black elementary
school teachers wheo have been successful in developing positive relationships with Black male stadents and
promaoting their academic achievement Through ensaging Black elementary school teachers in a focus group
discussion, I hope to identify significant factors that they perceive as impacting the educational achievement of
Black males. Ultimately, a8 major goal of this stody is to identify what the teacher participants perceive &5 DeCessary
in improving academic achievement snd educational outcomes for Black males.

I am writing you becanse you have been idenfified as a teacher who has been successfil in promoting high academic
achievement and establishing positive relationships with Black male smdents. Therefore, I am asking you to
comsider participating in ory smdy.

If you are a Black teacher with at least one year of experience working in an elementary school, you are mvited to
participate in this research study. The focus proup discussion will be scheduled at convenient time and location for
the participants. Dhring the discussion, participants will be asked questions that will allow them to share their
experiences and perceptions regarding the achievemsnt of Black male stodents. The discussion may take 50 minntes
to two hours.

I will serve as the moderator during the fscus proup discussion by asking the participants open-ended questions.
However, &s 8 parficipant, you do not have fo answer any questions that you do not want to answer. In addifion, you
may withdraw or decline participation at any time.

Althoungh your participation in this study is strictly voluntary and not required. I do hope youo consider participating.
I believe that participants in this stady may provide valuable knowledze and insightful stories to help illuminate the
challenges and opportnites for Black male students.

If you are willing to participate in this study, please notify me by emsil at Fernando_akerigpomam k17 g us.

Apain your participation in this study is sirictly voluntary; however, I hope you will agree to participate becanse I
believe your perspective can be very beneficial in improving the educational and life chances of Black male
smdents.

Plesase feel fiee to email me with any questions you may have Thank you for your attention and response regarding
this request.
Sincerely,

Fernando Aker
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ﬂ GEORGIA
SOUTHERN

“@P. UNIVERSITY

Georgia Southern University

Department of Leadership, Technology, and Human Development

Dear Teacher:

My name 15 Marshall Fernando Aker. [ am a doctoral student workmg under the direction of Dr. Brenda
Manmna at Georgia Southern University. In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degres of
Doctor of Education, ] am conducting a research study enfitled: & Study of Black Teachers" Percephons
of the Acaderme Achievement of Black Males in Elementary Schools in Fural Georgia.

The purpose of this research 15 fo explore Black teachers’ perceptions, experiences and ideas regardimg
the education of Black males in elementary schools in mural Georgia. Through enpaging Black
elementary school teachers in a foms group discussion, this study seeks to identify significant factors
that Black teachers perceive as impacting the educational achievement of Black males. Ultimately, a
major goal of the study is to 1dentfy what Black teachers percerve as necessary in improving academic
achievement and educahonal cutcomes for Black males.

If you are a Black teacher with at least one vear of expenence at your cwrrent elementary schoel, you are
imvited to participate in thi= research study. Althoupgh vour participation 1o this stady 15 stricthy voluntary
and not required, ] do hope you consider participating. Participants mn this research study will discuss the
acadermie achievement of Black males m nual Georgia m focus group discussion with other Black
teacher=. Iwill serve as the moderator duning the discussion by asking the paricipants open-ended
queshions. Participants will be encouraged to share their thoughts. However, as a participant, you do not
have to answer any questions that vou do not want to answer. Inadthnam,jnumymﬂ:ﬂnwurdechne
participation at any time. ﬂmfucnsgrmpd:scusmmmaymkebetwemgﬂmmmsmmhms ITwnll
use an 1Pad to digitally andiotape the focus group discussion. As the focus group session oecurs, Twall
also take notes to caphre sipnificant moments and points of emphasis dunng the diseussion. Additional
questions may be asked when appropriate to clanfy understanding as needed. Careful attention will be
gven to promote secunty of the research and confidentialhity of research participants. The following steps
will be taken o protect the paricipants” confidentiabity. 1) Access to the dimital audio files from the
focus group discussion will be password protected with a secure passcode. 2) The digital recording
device (iPad) will be kept in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s home. 3) Psendonyms will be
assigned for each participant in the study as well as the schools and school distnets. Participants wall not
be 1dentfied by name mn subsequent documents or fransenphons. 3) Focns group transenphons, notes
and subsequent documents will be secured on the researcher’s personal computer with password
protection fo prevent mmauthonzed users. 4) Aundio files, notes and transeniptions will be destroyed after
three years.

Thas sindy does not presant any greater psychological, emotional, or physical nsks beyvond the normal
rizks expenenced by educators mn their daily routine.

There 15 no drect benefit to vou for your paricipation i the stndy. However, we hope that mnformation
obtained from the stody may provide valuable knowledge that can be used by educators and stakeholders
to positively mmpact the lves of Black male students.
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If you have questions about this study, please contact me (Fernando Aler) at 7T06-474-4643. You may
also contact Dr. Brenda Marnna, Dissertation Committee chairperson at 912-478-5600. For questions
concenung your rights as a research participant. contact Georgia Southern University Office of Research
Services and Sponsored Programs at 912-478-0843.

Your consent to participate in this research is strictly voluntary and vou may decline to participate, refuse
to answer any question(s). or withdraw anytime during the study without penalty or retribution. Please
note that your signature will serve as your consent to participate in this study.

You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep for your records. This project has been reviewed
and approved by the GSU Institutional Feview Board vnder tracking number H16000.

Title of Project: A STUDY OF BLACK TEACHERS™ PER.CEPTIONS OF THE ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT OF BLACK MAILE STUDENTS IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL IN FRURAL
GECRGIA

Principal Investigator: Marshall Femnando Aker, 90 Stoney Point Terrace, Covington, GA 30014,
7064744643 Femando _akergputnam k12 gans

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Brenda Marina Georgia Southern University, Department of Leadership,
Technology, and Hunan Development, P.O. Box 8131, Statesbore, GA 30460, 912-478-0510,
bmarina @ georgiasouthem edn

Participant Signature Date

L, the undersigned, verify that the above informed consent procedure has been followed.

Investigator Signature Date
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APPENDIX D

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS
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Focus Group Questions

The following questions will be used to facilitate discussion in the focus group

1.

2.

10.

How does attending school in a rural environment impact Black males at your school?
How do discipline policies/practices impact Black males in your school?

How do academic policies/practices impact Black males in your school?

Are there any other school policies/practices that impact learning opportunities for Black
males at your school?

Is a teacher’s race important to teaching and educating Black male students?

Does the make-up of the current teaching force affect Black male students in your
school?

In elementary school, do Black boys learn anything about how they are valued in school
and what is expected of them in the future?

Do you have specific teaching strategies for Black males? Do you feel that these
strategies are effective?

What do feel is most important to promote Black male academic achievement?

What messages do you believe Black males need to receive to promote their academic

success?
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IRB APPROVAL LETTER
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Georgia Southern Liniversity
e of Boesearch Services & Sponsored Programs

Institutional Heview Bowrd (IRE)

Phose: %) 2-478.0843 Venzey Hall 202
Py B 803

Fas: 9124780714 IRRi:GeorgiaSouthern cdu Statesbore, G 360

Tixe hdarshall Fernando Aker

From: Cfice of Research Services and Sponsared Programs

Addministrative Suppon Offiec for Research Oversight Committes
(IACUCABCRE)

Imitial Approval Date: (& 201 3

Fapiration Dare: ORILMA
Subjeets Status of Apphication for Appreoval 1 Undize Human Subjecis in Research
Expedited

After ateview of your proposed research project numbered H L0060 and otbed *A Study of Black
Teachers' cophings of | i A hey i i Bk b Pelales i v 5 i
Geporgia™ it appears that | |y the research subjects are @l minimal risk, (2) appropriste safeguards are
planned, snd (3 ) the research aclivities involve only procedures which gre allewable. You ure ssthorized 1o
carallup 1o o maximuom of 16 subjecis.

Tirerefire, i wushorized i phe Fegerof Pulicy fie dre Prowection ef faman Subjeors, §Dam pleased i
woify vow ifvar tve fastivatiomal Review Board fas approved vour proposed resenrch, Descripiion: This
study seeks to examine the perspective of Black teachers régarding the academic achievement of
Black males in elementary schools in rural Georgia.

1F wt (e end of this approval period there have been no changes to the rescarch protocol: wou may regquest
sm extension of the approval perind. Total projeet approval on this application may oot esgeed 36 months.
b additional tie is required, o new application may be submitted for continuing work. In the interim,
please provide the 1RE with any i formation concerning any sipenificant adverse event. w hether or ol it is
believed o be related o the stady, wilhin fve working davs of the event. In addrion. i g change or
i featnn of the approved methodelogy becomies neces=ary, you must notfy the 1BE Conrdinalor priere
to initianing any such changes or modifications. A1 that tme, an amended application for IRB approval
may be submited. Upon completion of vour data cellectron, vou are reguared 1o complete a Beseared
Staly Tormininion form o netify the [RE Coordinmor, so vour fike may be closed,

Sincerely,

tle Magra

Ebeanor Haynes
Compliance CHficer
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PARTICIPANT PROFILE DOCUMENT
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DEMOGERAPHIC PROFILE

Thus study seeks to explore the experiences, voices, and perspectives of Black teachers to illuminate the challenges
and opporfumities regarding the education of Black males. As a part of the study, participants" demographic data
may be peeded to help interpret information gained durmg this study. This demosraphic profile 15 inchded to belp
ascertain information that may not be revealed m the focus group discussion. Participants are asked to complete and
return this form

. Name:

. Preferred Psendomym:
. Age:

. Number of Years Teaching: Grade(s): Subject(s)

. Where did you attend elementary, middle, high school and college?

. Did you receive any special awards or recognitions while in high school or college?

. What orgamizations were you involved in during high school or college?

. What extracurmicular activities were you involved in duning high school or college?

. Describe your family’s sociceconomic status when you were growing up:

Wealthy Upper-middle class Middle class Lower-Middle class Poor Very Poor
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Personal Autobiographic Information

- Please discuss any significant events/experiences that you had during your schooling
years that impacted your development and perspectives on education.

- Discuss any of your teachers that you had while in school and how their expectations,
attitudes or actions impacted you.

- Please discuss why you decided to become a teacher.

- Discuss what you feel are significant factors impacting the education of Black male
students.

- Discuss strategies/techniques that you may use with Black boys.



