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ABSTRACT 

The achievement gap has been identified as a significant challenge faced by school 

districts across the nation and has been an item on the national agenda for quite some time. 

Students that are part of the identified disaggregated groups are not achieving at the same rate 

as their White and Asian counterparts.  While urban schools have had to deal with disparities 

in student achievement across racial lines for decades, suburban districts are now faced with 

greater numbers of students who are not demonstrating success and achievement academically.  

As a result, school districts are challenged to design programs to meet the needs of students 

that have fallen into the gap; and they must come up with ways to fill the academic gaps that 

individual students have in order to demonstrate progress.  In response to the achievement gap, 

districts are designing interventions and programs that specifically address the needs of these 

students.  Data driven decision-making is a direct result of the progress that school districts 

and schools must show for every student and student group. 

This study identifies how the Ganton School District, a suburban district outside of 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, is addressing the achievement gap through district-level and 

building-level leadership.  Efforts evidenced through programs and initiatives are identified 

that are having an impact on the success and academic achievement of black students that have 

fallen into the gap in the Ganton School District.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

The United States Department of Education describes the Achievement Gap as the 

difference in academic performance between different ethnic groups (Johnston, 2011).  

While this is a useful definition that clearly expresses the idea, the achievement gap is, in 

fact, a multifaceted problem that requires examination from multiple perspectives and such 

a definition does not describe this complex issue. “An achievement gap between black and 

white students has been documented consistently at all education levels” (Simms, 2012).  

There is evidence that some of these gaps grow over the course of students’ educational 

careers.  Throughout this paper, the terms African American and black (and in some cases 

when referring to minority groups) may be used interchangeably to refer to students of 

African descent.   

Minority groups also have lower overall average levels of educational attainment, 

and are heavily underrepresented among recipients of bachelor’s, graduate and professional 

degrees (Miller, 2003).  The gaps are not just apparent in test scores, but also in attendance, 

graduation rates, drop-out rates, grades, percentages of students in honors and advanced 

placement classes.  All these areas reveal, virtually uniformly, white students with greater 

rates of success (Alson, 2003).  Black students account for 17 percent of all public-school 

enrollments in the United States.  This subgroup however is very diverse and includes high 

achieving students, different family income levels, and family backgrounds (Center on 

Education Policy, 2010).  According to the United States Department of Education, the 

percentage of White student enrollment is declining and is expected to continue to decline 
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at least through the fall of 2023.  With minority students representing about 26.3 million 

of the estimated 50.7 million students in 2017, minority enrollments continue to increase 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018).  

Suburban school districts, which in 2010-11 represented 20% of all operating 

districts in the United States, face a unique set of challenges in closing the achievement 

gap.  As disaggregated data continues to be made public and contribute to policy 

development, an area of focus is the discrepancy between the academic achievement of 

racial and ethnic groups.  Suburban school children of color in the aggregate do not perform 

as well as their white counterparts.  In fact, the academic achievement gaps in many 

suburban communities are greater than those of urban school districts (Alson, 2003; Evans, 

2005).  “While students of color in suburban school districts perform better than their racial 

peers in urban settings, the academic achievement gap between white and minority children 

in these districts is larger than the national recorded data. It is important to note that many 

urban districts have such a small percentage of white student populations that it is very 

difficult to analyze the data in these terms” (Alson, 2003).  However, patterns have 

emerged showing that there are also significant racial disparities in high-achieveing 

suburban schools.  And historically, efforts to close the achievement gap have focused on 

minority students in low-income areas.  As early as 2003 however, even greater disparities 

between white and black students in suburban middle- income communities have been 

recognized (Flaxman, 2003; Anderson, Medrich, & Fowler, 2007; Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2012).  Differences in levels of achievement have been documented in suburban 

areas with both poor, segregated schools as well as excellent racially integrated schools 

(Ferguson, 2002).  There are two studies both conducted in the early 2000’s that began to 
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bring to light the unique approaches needed for suburban school districts to narrow and 

ultimately close the achievement gap.  The works of Ogbu (2003) and Ferguson (2002) are 

two major studies that have helped to understand the achievement gap in suburban school 

districts and focus on academic engagement of black students in suburban school districts.  

Ogbu’s study is ethnographic and in response to community concerns of academic 

disengagement of black students.  The work of Ferguson looks at data from numerous 

school districts by surveying youth to determine engagement levels of black students.  Both 

studies will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3 of this paper. 

Over the last fifteen years, some suburban school districts have begun to work 

collaboratively to uncover the issues contributing to the achievement gap and also identify 

strategies to narrow gaps.  In 1999, a group of fifteen middle-and-upper middle income 

districts in ten states formed the Minority Student Achievement Network (MSAN) in order 

to jointly seek ways to narrow the racial achievement gaps in their schools.  This network 

of school leaders identified key patterns in an effort to better understand the experience of 

minority students (Ferguson, 2002).  In 2004, the Penn Center for Educational Leadership, 

at the University of Pennsylvania’s Graduate School of Education, collaborated with the 

Cheltenham School District and the Pennsylvania Department of Education, to initiate the 

Delaware Valley Minority Student Achievement Consortium (DVMSAC) which became 

the Delaware Valley Consortium for Excellence and Equity (DVCEE) in 2013.  The name 

change was made to better reflect and align with the organizational mission.  The Penn 

Excellence & Equity Consortia focuses on inter-district collaboration and shared learning 

to eliminate disparities among minority students.  DVCEE has also served as the 

foundation for the development and implementation of the New Jersey Network to Close 



 

4 

 

the Achievement Gaps (NJNCAG) in South Jersey, and the Long Island Consortium for 

Excellence and Equity (LICEE) (Graduate School of Education PCEL, 2018)  

Leadership is one of the most important factors in any school reform initiative.  

District level administration in cooperation with building level administrators are in a 

position to bring about change to large groups of students and provide necessary support 

to teachers and staff in order to implement change and bolster academic achievement.  As 

leadership is commonly charged with identifying areas for professional development, 

analyzing data and identifying trends, and allocation of resources, building and district 

level leadership guides the direction of schools and districts and can be the catalyst for 

significant change (Marzano & Waters, 2009).    

I am a third generation educator and come from a family that values and promotes 

education.  My parents were very involved in my schooling and as a black female educated 

in the Philadelphia public school system, I was exposed to strong academic programs and 

opportunities that enhanced my learning.  The black-white achievement gap was not a 

familiar reality to me until later in life when I became a teacher. The decision to pursue 

education as a career was not deliberate as I went on to enroll in a teacher certification 

program the August after graduating from college.  It was my parents urging that led me to 

consider a career in education as an option by becoming certified; what was to be an option 

ultimately became my career and my experiences have been diverse and rich.    

As a novice teacher, my first experience was teaching in an inner-city school and a 

sizable percentage of the student population was black and lived below the poverty 

line.  The resources in the school were limited in terms of services provided to address their 

academic needs, and the students consistently underperformed as compared to state and 
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national averages.  I became interested in strategies that could be implemented to positively 

impact student achievement related to achievement gaps, and I began to pay attention to 

examples and models that demonstrated progress.  There were few, if any models that 

resembled the typical inner-city public school and in the examples that could be found, 

such details as selection of students and alternative funding leading to increased resources 

were a part of the implementation.  After teaching for a few years in the inner-city school, 

I obtained a teaching position in a suburban school district and my perspective on the 

achievement gap quickly began to change.  In a school district where disaggregated data 

clearly show the differences in achievement among racial groups, the achievement gap was 

identified as a major problem that required specific and targeted strategies to move towards 

narrowing the gap.  What I observed in my first year in this suburban school district was a 

problem faced by school districts across the country, and perhaps the world, and that 

is giving priority to the achievement gap and developing strategic plans to address it.  I 

began to think that if one school district could address the achievement gap and produce 

results; perhaps this could be a model that could be shared with other school districts, even 

those with different demographics and resources, but certainly those that serve black 

children.          

Significance of the Study 

The impact to individual students throughout their academic career as it relates to 

levels of achievement offers justification to focus efforts toward closing the Achievement 

Gap.  Research has shown that there are significant economic implications to the United 

States economy related to the staggering achievement of racial groups, particularly people 

of color.  Socioeconomic status (SES), as defined by educational attainment, income, and 
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occupational status reveals severe long-term consequences of the Black-White 

achievement gap. In schools across the United States black children are more segregated 

in the schools they attend than any other racial or ethnic group (Simms, 2012).  The work 

of Dr. Ronald F. Ferguson highlights racial disparities in high-achieving suburban school 

districts as he notes that there are key patterns identified in such school districts. According 

to Ferguson, “suburban schools are not exempt from the patterns of segregation as some 

schools in these areas are like the poorest most segregated schools in the inner cities.  High-

achieving suburban school districts in particular face a unique problem in regard to the 

achievement gap” (Ferguson, 2002). 

“The segregation in some suburban areas is extensive and demographers have 

concluded that a system of "American apartheid" exists, with the result of diminished 

educational opportunities for African Americans of all socioeconomic levels” (Jackson, 

1999).  There are also schools in suburban areas that have adequate resources, high student 

achievement, and solid reputations in the area of academics yet still have achievement gaps 

between white and minority students.  Despite the overall demographics of a school and 

the pervasiveness of the achievement gap according to data, the inequity continues to be of 

great concern across the country; thus, has gained priority on the national agenda.    

 “The achievement gap is one of the most pernicious and intractable 

problems in education: the damage it does is almost incalculable and it 

has resisted the best efforts of some of our most dedicated and creative 

educators.  It drives many of the systemic problems in education – 

including a grossly inflated dropout rate for African American and 

Hispanic students – and it is the foundation of some of the most 

demanding policies in education, such as No Child Left Behind and 

specific state accountability initiatives” (Johnston, p.1).    
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When the definition and paramenters of the achievement gap are slightly adjusted 

to account for the dominant culture versus minority culture, researchers in other parts of 

the world report that achievement gaps exists in other countries.  Identified as learning 

gaps, patterns of inequity can be observed throughout the world and across cultures 

(Fanning, 2007).   

  The identification of economic impact because of the achievement gap is an issue 

that has been raised in connection with strategies to close the gap.  A summary of findings 

published in an April 2009 report states that the achievement gap imposes on the United 

States the economic equivalent of a permanent national recession (McKinsey & Company, 

2009).  In addition findings from this report include information about how the 

achievement gap in the Unites States involves huge differences between school systems 

serving similar students.  Issues of inequity permeate the achievement gap reaching beyond 

the classroom and beyond schools and school districts. 

School reform took center stage on the political agenda during the administration 

of President George W. Bush and has continued to be a priority through the administration 

of President Barack Obama as stimulus funds have been committed to spur innovation that 

will close the gap.  The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation defined terms of school 

accountability and became a catalyst for change in addressing inequities.  Proficiency rates 

of standardized testing were marked as the measure of school effectiveness and have helped 

to further define the gaps in achievement.  There have been opponents of NCLB that put 

forth that measuring proficiency rates is an inaccurate way to measure the problem (Dahlin 

& Cronin, 2010). While there may be disagreement over the details of the school reform 

legislation, testing provides some insight and information as to how students can be better 
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educated thus moving toward narrowing and closing achievement gaps.  Growth models 

have been introduced in the last decade and schools are making use of these valuable data 

to garner more student specific information, as well as identify trends within subgroups.  

There is research and documentation of the existence of an academic achievement 

gap existing between black students and their white counterparts in the United States that 

dates back to slavery and was perpetuated throughout history.  Darby and Rury identify an 

ideology that has supported white supremacy in today’s schools. The Color of Mind is a 

term that describes a racial ideology, which along with school practices, has denied blacks 

in America a proper education over time.  “Philosophy dictates that confronting the Color 

of Mind and its manifestation within racially diverse schools today is an imperative of 

justice.” (Darby & Rury, p. 2).  The literature has been growing at a rapid rate since the 

federal government’s No Child Left Behind legislation, which sets rigorous goals and 

timeframes for school districts to close the gap.  And while much of the literature does 

suggest that there are strategies that may be implemented to narrow the gap, a national 

consensus does not exist on a single strategy or set of strategies to solve this problem.  It is 

suggested that the unique qualities of each school community make it difficult to put forth 

a solution that would fit all settings (Fanning, 2007).  There are a myriad of programs that 

have been put in place to address the achievement gap in various settings.   

Darling-Hammond (1997) identified principles which successful schools follow. 

These included high/universal standards, a performance-based assessment, and a school 

culture that is respectful and welcomes family involvement.  There are many models that 

have been researched, identified, and implemented in schools across the country to narrow 

or close the gap.  Instructional strategies, professional development, leadership practices, 
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and family engagement to name a few are some of the primary strategies highlighted in 

current research.  While global strategies provide a starting point for school districts to 

implement changes, it is necessary for implementation to be specific to the needs of the 

institution, community, and students most importantly.    

School districts occupy center stage in education reform and education policy in 

the United States.  And while they are of such importance in terms of policy and reform 

because of funding through public investment, little is known about the impact of school 

districts on student achievement (Whitehurst, Chingos, & Gallaher, 2013). Current 

accountability systems have essential elements that challenge school leaders to 

demonstrate results and research is emerging related to district leadership and its 

correlation to student achievement.   

There is extensive research that provides explanations and causes of the 

achievement gap in the United States.  One study highlights three explanations of the 

Black-White achievement gap that effectively summarize much of the available research 

on the topic; family background, peer pressure, and school effects (Simms, 2012).  Through 

the identification of explanations and causes, innovative programs and school district 

initiatives may be tailored to meet the needs of the targeted student populations.  One study 

conducted by the Society for Research on Educational Effectiveness which looked at 

NAEP data and state tests across the United States found that the black-white achievement 

gaps has narrowed in the last decade or more.  While there is considerable variation across 

the states, NCLB was not found to have a strong effect on the achievement gaps (Reardon, 

Greenberg, Kalogrides, Shores, & Valentino, 2012).  For this reason, models that are more 

setting specific may be more beneficial to continuing to narrow the gaps.  As school 
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districts look to address trends negatively impacting minority students, national data and 

findings may have limitations that do not render helpful information.  A model for 

implementation for similar settings may be identified through this dissertation. 

The studied setting, the Ganton School District, is a suburban school district that 

has been formally addressing the achievement gap for the last decade through its 

involvement with the DVCEE.  The total student population is about 4298 among six 

schools, four elementary, one middle school, and one high school.  The school district’s 

Comprehensive Plan for 2014-17 states that by 2018 the district will be a learning 

community with: Diversity that has eliminated achievement gaps and fostered a culture 

where diversity is valued. The focus of this paper will be to clearly identify all efforts in 

closing the gap by detailing specific programs and initiatives employed by the school 

district.   

Throughout the research, elements of leadership emerge as a common theme in 

student achievement and school improvement which are factors in addressing the 

achievement gap.  One study of four Boston charter public schools identified three common 

characteristics of schools that have shown progress in narrowing the achievement gap: high 

expectations for student outcome measured by college completion; safe and orderly 

learning environment; and an all-school adherence to leadership’s vision in the context of 

the school’s mission (Hays, 2013).  The third characteristic relates directly to the emphasis 

on the importance of leadership and has implications on district-level leadership.  While 

schools execute programs and directly address student achievement, the school district 

often identifies a larger vision and mission which need to align with school efforts.    
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There is extensive research about the impact of the school principal and building 

level leaders on student achievement.  However, it has been noted that school district 

officials must provide key elements of direction for schools to be successful.  Elements 

such as a policy and planning framework and resources for professional development and 

school improvement are general provisions that must be made by district leadership to 

support schools (Lashway, 1999).  Leadership has the capability to implement notable 

change.  Of the extensive research conducted on the components of effective school 

leadership, there are several identifiers that are commonly held as critical factors of 

effective leadership: safe and orderly environment, mission and vision, stakeholder 

involvement, monitoring school progress, instructional focus, high expectations for student 

performance, and professional development (Nettles & Herrington, 2007). 

The work of Marzano and Waters (2009) highlights the impact of district leadership 

on student achievement.  Their findings include a direct correlation between district 

leadership responsibilities and student achievement, the five responsibilities with 

statistically significant correlations are: 

- The goal setting process;  

- Non-negotiable goals for achievement and instruction;  

- Board alignment with and support of district goals;  

- Monitoring the goals for achievement and instruction;  

- Use of resources to support the goals for achievement and instruction  

When these responsibilities are met by school district leadership, there is a measurable 

effect on student achievement.  The positive effect on achievement has been identified 
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through standardized testing results in mathematics and reading (Marzano & Waters, 

2009). 

Research Questions 

Over-arching question:  

To what extent if any is the school district in question aware of and responding 

effectively to the achievement gap? 

Supporting sub-questions include: 

1. Attitude: To what extent, if any, are the perceptions of the 

achievement gap that leaders of the district possess consistent with 

the district's stated priority of narrowing the achievement gap? 

2. Action: To what extent, if any, are educational practices and 

programs employed specifically to address the achievement gap? 

3. Outcomes: To what extent, if any are district level initiatives 

helping to narrow the achievement gap?  How thoroughly is this 

information shared and known among key groups throughout the 

district?   

Definition of Terms 

Achievement Gap. Achievement gaps occur when one group of students outperforms 

another group and the difference in average scores for the two groups is statistically 

significant (that is, larger than the margin of error). The NAEP reports on the Hispanic-

White achievement gap and the Black-White achievement gap and uses NAEP scores in 
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mathematics and reading for these groups to illuminate patterns and changes in these gaps 

over time. 

Suburban School Districts. A school district serving students in an area classified in one of 

the following ways according to the Office of Management and Budget: 

 Large- territory outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area with 

population of 250,000 or more.  

 Midsize- territory outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area with 

population less than 250,000 and greater than or equal to 100,000 

 Small- territory outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area with 

population less than 100,000 

Source: office of Management and Budget (2000). Standards for Defining Metropolitan 

and Micropolitan Statistical Areas; Notice. Federal Register (65) No. 249. 

Subgroups. Subgroups refer to students within a larger group who share specific 

characteristics, such as the subgroup of male students and the subgroup of female students 

within a school or within a grade in a school. Information from student records is often 

reported for subgroups of students by gender, race and ethnicity, English proficiency status, 

migrant status, disability status, and economic status. 

Race is based in the following five categorizations: 

American Indian or Alaska Native: A person having origins in any of the original peoples 

of North and South America (including Central America), and who maintains tribal 

affiliation or community attachment.  

Asian: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast 

Asia, or the Indian subcontinent, including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, 

http://nces.ed.gov/statprog/2002/glossary.asp#american
http://nces.ed.gov/statprog/2002/glossary.asp#asian
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Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam.  

Black or African American: A person having origins in any of the black racial groups of 

Africa. Terms such as "Haitian" or "Negro" can be used in addition to "Black or African 

American."  

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander: A person having origins in any of the 

original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.  

White: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, 

or North Africa. (United States Department of Education, n.d.) 

District Leadership. Superintendent, assistant superintendent, director of curriculum, 

directors, supervisors, principals, assistant principals, elementary curriculum specialists 

Policy. A definite course or method of action from among alternatives and in light of given 

conditions to guide and determine future decisions. 

Delimitations 

The perceptions of administrators in the Ganton School District framed and drove 

this study to determine the extent to which the school district is addressing the achievement 

gap.  While there may be other stakeholder groups whose perceptions may inform the issue, 

beginning with the perceptions of leadership may establish themes that are present 

throughout the district.     

1. This study will focus on district and building administration perceptions of the 

programs, policies, and initiatives which are addressing the achievement gap in the 

school district. Student, parent, and other stakeholder views will not be included 

2. The statewide reporting of disaggregated groups has changed and no longer include 

African-American (black) as a sub-group.  The Ganton School District continues 

http://nces.ed.gov/statprog/2002/glossary.asp#black
http://nces.ed.gov/statprog/2002/glossary.asp#native
http://nces.ed.gov/statprog/2002/glossary.asp#white
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to report the data with African-American data separated.  This study will look at 

district data available over the last ten years to identify trends and for analysis of 

effectiveness. 

3. Building data and input from building administrators will be included and analyzed 

for schools with programs specifically targeting the achievement gap.     
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The achievement gap is a complex reality faced by educational institutions and has 

become a priority in terms of improving the achievement of all students.  This review of 

literature gives an overview of the achievement gap and focuses on factors directly related 

to closing the gap in suburban school districts. Over time there has been legislation that has 

been passed that mandates school improvement measures; which combined with the unique 

perspective of the achievement gap in suburban school districts poses specific challenges 

for district-level leadership efforts to close the gap. Through a review of relevant literature 

this chapter will explore the ways in which school districts are using data for school 

improvement; designing and implementing programs; and instructional strategies designed 

for student achievement for at-risk student groups. All these topics may be major factors 

considered by school district leadership school improvement efforts.  Throughout this 

dissertation, the terms African American and Black may be used interchangeably to refer 

to people of African descent, which is consistent with the literature as both terms are 

present.    

The Achievement Gap 

Historically there have been inequalities, injustices, and gaps in the delivery of 

education in the United States.  Dating back to the period of slavery when blacks could not 

learn to read and write or be formally educated, this country has struggled with educating 

all students since its inception.  In his 1933 work, Carter G. Woodson asserts the following 

regarding the education of black people in the United States: “The education of the 

Negroes, then, the most important thing in the uplift of the Negroes, is almost entirely in 
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the hands of those who have enslaved them and now segregate them.” (Woodson, p.14) 

Woodson’s work, which was written during the time of segregation, but when blacks could 

be formally educated, is one of the first academic treaties of what American society 

practiced at that time (Woodson, 1933).      

The disparity that exists in public education in the United States has become known 

as the achievement gap; this refers to the difference in achievement among groups of 

students, particularly African American and Latino students compared to White and Asian 

American students.   

The achievement gap was identified and quantified over a century ago by United 

States Army recruiters who found that black recruits were scoring lower on aptitude tests 

than their white counterparts.  It was at this time that the achievement gap began to be 

identified and studies have expanded on these findings (Paige & Witty, 2010).  Several 

factors have been cited as being contributors to the achievement gap beyond race; 

socioeconomic status, income and education of student’s parents; however, race and 

ethnicity are also correlated with socioeconomic status (Ravitch, 2007).  Efforts to educate 

all children were initiated by the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 

and were further highlighted by the 1983 federal report A Nation at Risk: The Imperative 

for Educational Reform (Williams, 2003). 

The gap has narrowed in recent years in some districts across the country.  During 

the 1970’s and 1980’s because of national efforts to reduce poverty, many programs were 

put in place which had a direct impact on education.  Federally funded Head Start, the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act and the Civil Rights Act were some of the 

programs that benefitted public education which in turn helped to narrow the gap at that 
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time. However, the average African American students scored below 75 percent of the 

white students on standardized tests (Paige & Witty, 2010).  Small gaps exist when children 

begin school and the gaps widen as they continue through school, according to data from 

the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). 

In 2000, the U.S. Bureau of the Census conducted a study in terms of predicted 

future achievement (Williams, 2003). According to the results, among Blacks, Asians, 

Latinos and Whites, the numbers showed a great deal of disparity. For example, the data 

reveal that the numbers of those graduating from high school are as follows: Blacks, 87%; 

Asians, 94%; Latinos, 62%; and Whites, 91%. However, those who were predicted to have 

completed college were: Blacks, 54%; Asians, 80%; Latinos, 29%; and Whites, 62%.  Even 

more critically, the gap really grows as far as graduating with a bachelor’s degree, where 

the percentages were Blacks, 16%; Asians, 49%; Latinos, 6%; and Whites, 30%. The 

percentages nearly double in terms of the number of Whites over Blacks who obtain at 

least a bachelor’s degree. The gap widens, as predicted for every one-hundred 

kindergartners’ (Williams, 2003). 

Paige and Witty (2010) have described the need to close the achievement gap as 

the “greatest civil rights issue of our time”. They refer to at least three extremely important 

outcomes of closing the gap: addressing any stereotype that involves inferiority among 

black intellectuals: providing opportunities for wealth among African Americans at a 

greater rate than the present; and several ‘reductions’, including incarceration rates among 

African Americans. Other specific issues that should be addressed are related to extension 

of insurance coverage and simultaneously increasing the life span of people of color. 
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In an attempt to identify why the achievement gap exists, research ties 14 factors to 

student achievement in and outside of school: birth weight, lead poisoning, hunger and 

nutrition, reading to young children, television watching, parent availability, student 

mobility, parent participation; rigor of curriculum, teacher experience and attendance, 

teacher preparation, class size, technology-assisted instruction, and school safety (Barton, 

2004).  Data available for each of the 14 factors revealed an existing gap by race/ ethnicity 

and income.  The factors were not weighted as far as impact or relevance to the gap.   

Barton (2004) identifies the developmental environment in which birth weight, lead 

poisoning, and hunger and nutrition are considered.  Infants with low birth weight are at 

risk for impaired development; in 2000, 13 percent of black infants were low in birth weight 

compared to 7 percent of white infants.  Lead poisoning has been known to pose a threat 

to the health of children that come in contact with lead-based paint in the home, which can 

be found in housing built before 1946.  The last available data shows that the number of 

black children under the age of six living in homes with lead-based paint is more than three 

times higher than white children the same age.  Black and Hispanic children are also three 

times more likely to have insecure food supply leading to hunger than white children.  

Home learning conditions like reading to young children, television watching, and 

parent availability have also been linked to student achievement.  The acquisition of 

language skills and literacy development can be developed and supported by parents 

reading to young children regularly.  Black and Hispanic children are read to less than 

white children and children in poverty less than those in higher socioeconomic homes.  In 

addition, television has been associated with lower achievement as the risk for attention 
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problems rises by 10% when children between the ages of 1 and 3 years old watch 

television daily (Barton, 2004).  

When students change schools frequently or within a school year there can be an 

impact on learning and achievement.  One study in Kentucky found that students who 

frequently changed schools also scored lower on tests.  Student mobility is related to social 

conditions such as affordable housing and jobs (Barton, 2004).  The last national data 

available on the rate of student mobility revealed that 41 percent of students who frequently 

changed schools were below grade level in reading and 33 percent were below grade level 

in mathematics.     

In reference to parent participation, the online Child Trends Data Bank concluded 

that …students with parents who are involved in their school tend to have fewer behavioral 

problems and better academic performance, and they are more likely to complete secondary 

school (2003). The importance of parental involvement has been cited in numerous studies 

and the research continues to support the need for parents to be involved at high levels in 

their children’s education thus positively impacting their achievement in school (Samples, 

2009). 

There are six school factors that Barton (2004) cites as those that are associated 

with student achievement. While these factors have not been weighted in terms of impact 

and significance, they are: rigor of curriculum, teacher experience and attendance, teacher 

preparation, class size, technology-assisted instruction, and school safety.  The rigor of 

curriculum has to do with exposure to advanced courses and placement in AP courses in 

high school.  Minorities continue to be underrepresented in advanced placement 

examinations (Tyson, 2011).  Teachers having at least five years’ experience make a 
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difference in student achievement and minorities are more likely to be taught by 

inexperienced teachers.  Minorities are more likely to be taught by out-of-field teachers 

and unqualified individuals.  In addition, teacher absentee rates for minorities are double 

the rate for white students.  Classes with higher numbers of minority students are more 

likely to have 25 or more students.  Access to computers and the Internet are less likely to 

be available to minority and low-income students and the advanced uses of such 

technologies shows a wider gap in terms of use.  

Singham (2003) has uncovered what he asserts are myths surrounding the reasons 

for the achievement gap such as biased standardized tests, tests that do not match the 

learning styles of black students, less money spent on educating black students, 

socioeconomic differences, negative peer pressure, teacher biases, and lack of family 

support for education.  Instead of focusing on any one of these potential causes, Singham 

suggests that the focus be on mathematics instruction that does not necessarily target the 

gap as there is a correlation between the highest level of mathematics a student has studied 

and degree completion.  While all the components noted by Singham may be considered 

myths as determining factors contributing to the achievement gap, there is evidence that 

black students lag behind white peers on standardized assessments used to measure school 

district progress towards annual goals of student achievement and national graduation 

rates.  There is ongoing debate about how to objectively measure student progress, and 

while not perfect, standardized tests provide an opportunity to measure the skill level of 

students (Muhammad, 2015).  The reasons why there is a gap in achievement between 

black and white students is important, though a shift in focus on why it exists to how to 

eliminate it is of importance is the gap is to be closed (Rothstein, 2013).   



 

22 

 

In contrast to what Singham asserts are myths, one study looked at the reading and 

mathematics standardized test scores of students in the 10th grade during the 2001-02 

school year.  Data in the form of surveys was collected from students, parents, teachers, 

librarians, and school administrators to gather information about school experiences and 

activities.  The study revealed that the primary predictor of test scores was the 

socioeconomic status of the family (Rowley & Wright, 2011).   

Though it seems like an obvious component, good teaching reduces the gap 

therefore planned programs of professional development need to be at the forefront of 

school district agenda’s as efforts are made to close the gap.  It takes about ten years of 

support and professional development for novice teachers to become accomplished 

professionals (Singham, 2003).  Long-term induction and professional development 

programs that last over ten years may prevent novice teachers from being ill-prepared to 

meet the needs of the students they teach and from leaving the profession.      

Legislation and Judicial Intervention for School Improvement 

Narrowing or closing the achievement gap is one of the rationales for standards-

based reform, which aims to ensure that additional attention is paid to low-performing 

students and that expectations are similar for all students (Ravitch, 2007). Over the years, 

legislation to address the gaps and deficits in education has garnered widespread attention 

to the issue of student achievement.  In the early 1990’s, the Texas Model was developed 

which focused on improvement for each student versus aggregate groups of students.  This 

education reform model gave way to the measures and practices currently being utilized 

across the country with the premise that every student deserves to be well educated 

(Nelson, McGhee, Meno, & Slater, 2007).  The lack of achievement of black students has 
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however been an issue in this country for several decades, and one may look at the Texas 

Model as a culmination of the movements and legislation over the years.     

The historic Brown v. Board of Education case marked the efforts to begin to end 

segregation in the nation’s public schools.  The landmark decision changed the landscape 

of American schools and created major shifts in the education of children in this country.  

The decision gave way to rethinking how resources are allocated in schools, but more 

importantly, how segregation affected education.  Justice Warren questioned whether racial 

segregation deprived minority students of educational opportunities (Gold, 2005).  This 

question gave way to the consideration of race and education, which impacted the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) and is also the same issue that 

is at the core of the achievement gap today.     

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 was enacted to serve 

minority and economically disadvantaged students by addressing education deficits and 

ultimately the “War on Poverty” initiated by President Lyndon Johnson (Bloomfield & 

Cooper, 2003). Specifically, Title I of the ESEA which is titled Improving the Academic 

Achievement of the Disadvantaged provides funding for schools to serve the needs of 

students who are struggling academically.  The purpose of this title is to ensure that all 

children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education 

and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement 

standards and State academic assessments.  

In 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEE) published 

the document A Nation at Risk.  The document addressed economic problems faced by the 

United States as it proclaimed that the country was at risk of losing its place in the global 
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economy. The A Nation at Risk report was followed by the standards movement in 

America.  The report recommended even tougher standards to remedy the fact that America 

lacked a workforce ready for the global economy; inquiry in the science classroom was 

identified as the needed factor (Meadows, 2007). In the ensuing two decades, the 

percentage of students taking four years of each core academic subject increased 

dramatically (Hallinan, 2004). 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act enacted in 2001 was a direct attempt to 

narrow the racial achievement gap that exists in the United States by putting forth a national 

standard for education.  This legislation increased the federal government involvement in 

public education to an unprecedented level (Manna, 2006).  Proponents of NCLB argued 

that the legislation would result in more attention given to the achievement of underserved 

populations such as minorities and economically disadvantaged students (Bloomfield & 

Cooper, 2003). The goal of the policy was student achievement for all American children, 

thus directly addressing the achievement gap.  NCLB included four reform principles: 

accountability for student achievement, increased local control and flexibility, high quality 

teachers using scientifically based practices, and parental options (Stecher, Hamilton, & 

Gonzalez, 2003).   

The accountability component required states to measures for progress which 

included annual testing of students in grades 3-8.  States received federal funding to design 

and implement the tests.  Schools had to demonstrate Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in 

the efforts to obtain 100 percent proficiency by 2014, as the legislation was originally 

written (Stecher, Hamilton, & Gonzales, 2003).  Little guidance was given to schools and 

districts in the NCLB legislation as to how to improve student achievement, thus providing 
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increased local control and flexibility.  Schools and districts could choose curriculum, 

instructional practices, professional development, administrative support, and all other 

aspects of schooling that best suit the needs of their respective student populations.  

Districts were encouraged to use data to adjust practices and policies to increase 

achievement (Stecher, Hamilton, & Gonzales, 2003). 

Another key component of NCLB was that schools must be staffed with high 

quality teachers and use scientifically based practices in instructing students.  Teachers and 

aides had to have certain qualifications which included certifications and education.  NCLB 

did not mandate specific teaching strategies; however, improvement of teaching was 

influenced by the accountability aspect of the legislation. The reporting of sub-group data 

was designed to give teachers more specific information to address learning deficits among 

students, thus using strategies such as small group instruction and differentiated instruction 

to enhance student learning (Stecher, Hamilton, & Gonzales, 2003).      

Parental options were a part of the NCLB legislation.  Parents had some authority 

in deciding the fate of low-performing or “failing” schools. Schools had to inform parents 

on a yearly basis of AYP.  In the case of failing schools, the options available to parents 

under these circumstances were: allow them to withdraw their child and choose a 

successful school, receive tutoring or related services to improve student achievement, or 

restructure the school to charter or magnet schools (Bloomfield & Cooper, 2003).  

While NCLB has promoted much change in public education, there are many 

stakeholders who were not satisfied with the legislation and its effects.  One of the major 

implications of NCLB was an emphasis on teaching for the test.  Curriculum was being 

driven by standardized assessments with emphasis being placed on the subjects that were 
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tested and the shift moved away from teaching well-rounded subjects (Nelson, McGhee, 

Meno, & Slater, 2007).   NCLB was reenacted in 2011 with some revisions.  The legislation 

was revised after it was passed to modify the goal of proficiency as well as the AYP 

stipulations and measures.  Instead of requiring100 percent proficiency by 2014 as was the 

target of NCLB, the revisions provided more flexibility and more realistic goals for 

schools.  The changes included that by 2020 all students would graduate from high school 

or be on track to go to college or start a career.  In addition, the Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) requirements changed as schools focused on individual student growth over time as 

opposed to whole groups of students comparing the percent proficient to a fixed target 

(Jennings, 2010).  

In the early 1990’s the state of Texas began revamping its educational system 

through reform measures focusing on student achievement.  The focus shifted from 

aggregate groups to looking at individual student improvement.  This became known as 

the Texas model, as this was a unique way of measuring student achievement and school 

effectiveness that no other states had in practice.  The reform was based on four critical 

components: declaring what should be learned (curriculum); measuring what is learned 

(assessment); creating a system of public reporting and accountability; and doing what is 

necessary to improve student learning (Nelson, McGhee, Meno, & Slater, 2007).  This 

model became the framework for the reform that was placed on the national agenda and 

ultimately transformed the educational system. 

Suburban School Districts 

Suburban school districts face a unique circumstance as it relates to the 

achievement gap and educating minority students.  According to Ferguson (2002), about a 
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third of African Americans in the United States live in suburban communities.  With the 

passage of the No Child Left Behind legislation, high performing suburban school districts 

have been forced to face the alarming realities of the racial disparities in achievement as 

accountability measures incorporate disaggregated data to determine progress (Diamond, 

2005).  In addition, this top-down and bottom-up pressure from the accountability of NCLB 

is compounded by pressures from community organizations and parents’ groups that blame 

the local school district for the under-performance of minority groups.  As a result, district 

leadership is forced to develop new approaches that create evidence that students are 

achieving.     

Sociologist Pedro Noguera has done extensive research and work with school 

districts across the country to help to close the achievement gap in schools.  In particular, 

he has worked with suburban school districts to address their unique circumstance as it 

relates to the achievement of minority students.  He cites the work of two suburban school 

districts in the Metropolitan New York area and their efforts to reduce disparities in 

academic achievement.  Close examination of both districts revealed that there were strong 

connections between social conditions, academic placement procedures, and the widening 

of the racial achievement gap (Noguera, 2008).  It was found that while both districts were 

moving in a positive direction, there was no evidence that there was significant change in 

the achievement of minority students.  As a result of the findings, there is support for the 

importance of educational leaders to emphasize the relationship between race and student 

achievement to promote change and progress.                 

Diamond (2006) has identified three ways in which African Americans in suburban 

settings are disadvantaged; structurally, institutionally, and ideologically.  By having 
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limited access to resources outside of schools in the greater society, African Americans are 

limited to resources that are part of the structure of society, resources which are more 

readily accessible to whites.  The institutional disadvantages are directly related to 

placement inside of schools as African Americans tend to be placed in “least advantaged 

locations”.  The ideological disadvantages are the devaluing and questioning of culture and 

intellectual capacity that African Americans experience not only in schools, but in the 

greater society (Diamond, 2006). 

A mistaken belief exists that African Americans who live in suburban communities 

are highly privileged because they are often more well off than African Americans who 

reside in urban communities.  While African American in the suburbs may be in better 

positions economically than urban African Americans, they are not typically as well off as 

whites in the same areas.  In a study conducted in a Mid-Western school district, though 

the median income was relatively strong at $80,000 per household with 40% earning more 

than $100,000, the African American families were at the bottom of the wealth distribution 

(Diamond, 2006).  In addition, residential segregation is an issue in suburban school 

districts.  In one study cited by Diamond, residents were racially segregated with minorities 

being concentrated in the far southern and western areas of the city and whites being 

everywhere else.  For complete integration to exist, 70 percent of the whites in the 

community would have to move.    

The work of Bonilla-Silva makes a connection between the education sector and a 

racialized social system and asserts that African American students are placed in a 

vulnerable position as compared to their white counterparts.  Factors such as race, income, 

and wealth were examined, and patterns identified that structural inequality exists putting 
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African Americans at a disadvantage.  This is the case in communities that appear to be 

racially equal.  Wealth has an impact on education with implications for students of color.  

The ability to provide books in the home, tutors for students, computers, other educational 

materials, as well as private school and college are considerations made in determining the 

equality in availability of resources at the institutional and structural levels of society 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2001).  

In 1996 the Board of School Directors in the Shaker Heights School District in 

Shaker Heights, Ohio established a committee, Project ACHIEVE, that was charged with 

the task of determining the nature of and reasons for the widening academic achievement 

gap between black and white students (Ogbu, 2003).  The report submitted by the 

committee in 1997 offered reasons primarily related to societal and school factors which 

became the catalyst for a focus on community forces.  This ethnographic study, which 

lasted over eight months, was funded by the school district and the invitation to conduct 

such study was prompted by angry black parents that wanted to see change (Ogbu, 2003).    

Shaker Heights is a diverse and highly educated community with about one-third 

of its population being African American and 60% of all residents over the age of 25 

holding at least a bachelor’s degree.  While black students are well represented in the 

advanced placement courses offered at the district’s high school, the achievement gap in 

the Shaker Heights schools was most clearly identified through the disproportionate 

number of black students in the lowest achievement tracks (Singham, 1998).  Lead by John 

Ogbu, researchers looked at the community forces contributing to academic disengagement 

and low achievement of minority students, thus impacting the achievement gap. An 

ethnographic research approach was applied which included group and individual 
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discussions, individual interviews, formal documents, and participant observation.  The 

framework of the study was the cultural-ecological theory of schooling in which the school 

engagement of minorities is influenced by societal and school factors and community 

factors (Singham, 1998). 

  The findings of the Shaker Heights research resulted in recommendations for the 

school district and the community to collectively solve the problems of low academic 

performance and disengagement of black students as both the community and the school 

play a pivotal role in the perceptions of the importance of school as well as school 

performance.  The school, community, and societal issues most impacting and adversely 

affecting black students which were identified in this study were: race relations and 

schooling; expressive responses to identity, culture, language, and ability; the opportunity 

structure and its links to education; educational strategies; and leveling or tracking (Ogbu, 

2003).   

A study of a Midwest suburb identified patterns and structural inequalities that have 

contributed to the achievement gap in the affluent suburb.  Issues such as racial segregation 

in the community and economic disadvantages are contributors, and it is noted that wealth 

has important implications for education (Diamond, 2006).  At Lakeside High, the patterns 

of segregation observed in the community were also observed in the school as they moved 

through school, with the separation being especially acute in grades five through eight.  

The differentiation of students into distinct educational environments reflected in student 

achievement on standardized tests, as well as black student representation in upper-level 

courses (Diamond, 2006). 
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Ronald Ferguson conducted a study of minority achievement in suburban school 

districts in which secondary students were surveyed to gather information about what 

students of different racial and ethnic groups were experiencing in schools that might affect 

their engagement and achievement.  During the 2000-01 school year, ninety-five schools 

across fifteen school districts surveyed middle and high school students using a survey 

called “Ed-Excel Assessment of Secondary School Culture” (Ferguson, Clark & Stewart, 

2002).  The findings of this study include four recommendations for schools: Assume no 

motivational differences; Address specific skill deficits; Supply ample encouragement 

routinely; Provide access to resources and learning experiences (Ferguson, Clark & 

Stewart, 2002). 

District-Level Leadership 

It has been stated that it is also important that leadership at the district level be 

asserted to close the achievement gap (Marzano & Waters, 2009).  In other words, those 

things that must be done at the school level should be monitored and supported by policy 

and implementation initiated by the district.  Marzano conducted a study using data 

collected from 1970-2005 of district leadership impact on student achievement and 

identified specific leadership behaviors associated with student achievement.  The five 

“responsibilities” or “initiatives” relate to goals and leaders should engage in the behaviors 

in order to foster achievement.  These behaviors are: ensuring collaborative goal setting; 

establishing nonnegotiable goals for achievement and instruction; creating board alignment 

with and support of district goals; monitoring achievement and instruction goals; and 

allocating resources to support the goals for achievement and instruction (Marzano & 

Waters, 2009).      
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When leadership is involved in goal setting and monitors the goals, schools and 

districts can be tightly coupled as it relates to student achievement.   A system-wide focus 

on student achievement produces results which can be seen in the world’s highest-

performing school systems.  District leadership, therefore, must play an integral role in the 

development and implementation of programs addressing student achievement.      

Paige and Witty propose that leadership is a key ingredient in racial equity and 

justice.  They have identified Authentic Leadership as what is needed and define it by the 

presence of three key qualities:  leadership that identifies and confronts major barriers to 

advancement of African Americans; unselfish leadership that focuses on others; and 

leadership that is virtuous by generally accepted American standards.  The authors note 

that Authentic Leaders do not necessarily have to be African American; however, the 

individuals identified as Authentic Leaders have played a pivotal role in the advancement 

of African Americans in the United States (Paige & Witty, 2010). 

Singleton and Linton (2006) identify three critical factors and characteristics of 

anti-racist leadership in their work regarding achieving equity in schools.  Passion, practice, 

and persistence are the three key characteristics of anti-racist leadership that is committed 

to closing the achievement gap must possess.  Passion for education and more importantly 

a belief that students of color can succeed is a driving force behind leadership committed 

to educational equity.  The essence of passion as it relates to educational equity is 

engagement and willingness to change. It is a prerequisite for succeeding in schools with 

diverse populations.  The second characteristic, referred to as the foundation of anti-racist 

leadership, is practice which comes after districts and individuals have developed passion 

for equity in their schools.  By establishing a language for and process for communication 



 

33 

 

about racial matters, educators begin the process of practice as it relates to addressing issues 

of race and diversity in schools.  The third characteristic is persistence and is considered 

the key to anti-racist leadership.  Legislation has perhaps placed an emphasis on equity 

issues in education and makes persistence critical in moving in the direction of student 

achievement in diverse settings (Singleton & Linton, 2006).      

Educators from all parts of the world are concerned about addressing achievement 

gaps that exist internationally.  As a result, the idea of Global Collaboration has been put 

forth to begin to share effective strategies to see that all children are offered equitable 

educational opportunities; and educational leaders should be placed at the forefront of 

facilitating the collaboration (Fanning, 2007). The identification of ethnocentrism in all 

parts of the world has supported the idea that the achievement gap is not an isolated 

problem, but rather one that all countries may face as result of the effects of ethnocentrism.  

Ethnocentrism is defined as “the attitude that one’s own culture is the only good one and 

that other cultures are more inferior to one’s own the more they differ from it” (Crapo, 

1993; Wagner, 2014). Responsible educational leaders will strive to guide their school 

community to understand the impact of ethnocentrism and its symptoms, including the 

achievement gap. 

Much focus and attention have been given to the achievement gap in the United 

States; however, there are other countries that have issues regarding the education of 

minority populations that do not receive equal education (Wagner, 2014).  The existence 

of the achievement gap across the world may also be in part attributed to Ethnocentrism.  

In Iran, members of the Baha’i Faith are considered an undesirable minority group by the 

ruling class.  As a result, members of this group of people are not given equal educational 
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opportunities by the Iranian Islamic Republic.  In China, the Tibetan people have charged 

that the Chinese government has routinely given better facilities and teachers to the Chinese 

and have provided unequal and separate classrooms for Tibetan and Chinese students.  The 

Roma people of Europe, often labeled as Gypsies, have complained in many European 

countries of discrimination.  Over time, evidence of discrimination in educational 

opportunities has been presented to international courts by the Roma people as they have 

faced discrimination throughout Europe for hundreds of years (Fanning, 2007).   

It is the responsibility of school district leaders to frame the local agenda for student 

learning.  The agenda must include goals, status of current performance, causes of 

problems, needs for intervention, and actions to be taken.  These key components of 

monitoring student learning in which leaders must engage in support of the goals of the 

school district and student achievement.  Leaders are expected to develop consensus around 

district goals and priorities for action, as they must influence the thinking and actions of 

local stakeholders in their efforts toward meeting district goals (Anderson & Macri, 2009).   

In several regions across the country, organizations have been developed by school 

leaders and in some cases through university partnerships to address the achievement gap 

in schools.  The Minority Student Achievement Network (MSAN) and The Delaware 

Valley Consortium for Excellence & Equity (DVCEE) (formerly the Delaware Valley 

Minority Student Achievement Consortium or DVMSAC) are examples of these types of 

organizations developed to support the academic achievement of minority students.   

MSAN is a national coalition of multiracial, suburban-urban school districts that have come 

together to study and eliminate achievement gaps that exist in their districts. MSAN 

districts have student populations between 3,000 and 33,000 and are most often well-
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established first-ring suburbs or small/mid-size cities. Additionally, the districts share a 

history of high academic achievement, connections to major research universities, and 

resources that generally exceed neighboring districts” (MSAN, 2018).   

The Delaware Valley Consortium for Excellence & Equity (DVCEE) formerly the 

Delaware Valley Minority Student Achievement Consortium or DVMSAC), is a 

collaborative association of 26 suburban school districts, an intermediate unit, and 

an education association, located throughout southeastern Pennsylvania, southern 

New Jersey and northern Delaware.  DVCEE members are committed to working 

together to enhance the achievement and well-being of all of their students, and 

most specifically, to increasing the academic performance, engagement, and future 

success of their students of color. (Penn Center for Educational Leadership, 2018). 

 

Leadership for Equity 

As school districts populations increase to serve more diverse populations, issues 

of equity arise and leadership is faced with how to engage in equitable practices.  Curtis 

Linton (2011) writes, “the definition of equity works to describe what an equitable 

classroom, school, and school system look like: Educators provide all students with the 

individual support they need to reach and exceed a common standard (Linton, p. 87).”   This 

requires changing operations in a system in order to equitize the system.  Equity requires 

change and leadership is charged with making changes necessary for student achievement.  

Linton developed a framework for equity which includes three commonalities that form 

the basis of the Equity Framework: culture, practice, and leadership.  The three 

commonalities each encompass strategies that are present in schools that engage in 

equitable practices.  The concept is “a framework-style guide to what schools need to do 

close and eliminate achievement inequities- and guarantee the success of all students- 

regardless of race, socioeconomics, ethnicity, gender, and language (Linton, p. 53)”. 
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The Sanger Unified School District in California focused on equity and 

implementing equitable practices including culture, practice, and leadership and saw 

significant increases in student achievement at a rapid pace.  District leadership established 

lines of communication, built trust, and focused on reshaping their institutional culture; 

data became the base for discussion about student needs and learning.  In addition, the 

Sanger School District practiced collaborative competition, which is described as “when 

schools work together to improve collective capacity but drive each other’s success higher 

and higher as they try to outperform one another” (Linton, p.92). Changing the focus of 

district practices to students which was a change in the culture of the district, the Sanger 

Unified School District saw system-wide equity reform that resulted in increased student 

achievement.   

The vision of leadership is an important component in the transformation necessary 

for equity in schools.  Howard (2010) provides examples of schools in which the work of 

the school leadership consistently promoted academic achievement through equitable 

practices by demonstrating an unyielding belief in students’ success and challenging non-

believers who believed that students could not be successful.  The school profiles were 

inner-city schools serving predominantly black and economically disadvantaged children. 

The five common attributes identified in the four schools studied were: visionary 

leadership, effective instructional practices, intensive academic intervention, explicit 

acknowledgment of race, and parental and community engagement (Howard, 2010).   

Using the Data 

Following NCLB and the accountability placed on schools to demonstrate student 

achievement, the use of data to make instructional decisions became the norm in districts 
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across the country (Kronholz, 2012).  Initially the data were not necessarily most useful to 

teachers as the data that came from the state tests were from the previous year and the data 

reflected information about groups not necessarily individual student needs.   Since the mid 

2000’s the use of data has become more developed and specific to instruction as school 

districts have better aligned instruction and assessment so that the data are relevant and 

helpful to what is going on in the classroom.  School reform and improvement models 

include an emphasis on the use of data to make decisions about programs and instruction.  

Data can be the most important factor in determining the direction of planning for 

instruction and ultimately student achievement.   

Data can be a powerful tool that can result in a change in schooling; they tell us 

where we are, where we need to go, and provides a roadmap for reform.  An early twentieth 

century scholar and former dean of education at Stanford University, Ellwood Cubberley 

stated, “Standardized tests have meant nothing less than the ultimate changing of school 

administration from guesswork to scientific accuracy.  The mere personal opinions of 

school board members and lay public… have been in large part eliminated” (Hess & Mehta, 

2013).  While the context of Cubberly’s work dates back almost a century, the relevance 

of the impact of data is current and applicable to its use today.   Data collection is only the 

first step in their use in school-based decision-making.  Data provide an input into judgment 

rather than replacing it, as data alone should not be used to make decisions since they 

provide further information not resolution (Hess & Mehta, 2013). 

Hess and Mehta identify four problems with how data are used: the problem of use; 

the problem of judgment; the problem of politics; and the problem of purpose.  The 

“problem of use” is related to lack of professional development and teacher training 
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coupled with district expectations that data be used.  Hess and Mehta suggest that the 

problem of use stems from asking educators to use data without building reasonable 

processes for their use which can lead to ineffective use and resentment.  The “problem of 

judgment” stems from failure to recognize that data are a tool and that their use still requires 

practitioners to make decisions and figure out what is being done right, what is being done 

wrong, and the difference between the two.  There is a reliance on human skill, judgment, 

and expertise associated with the use of data.  The “problem of politics” is that data cannot 

be used to solve political debates revolving around public education.  Some reformers 

suggest that the use of data may end political debates; however, people interpret findings 

in different ways and consequently, the debate cannot be eliminated.  Data can, however, 

be used to inform political debates.  The “problem of purpose” deals with the part that data 

play in the grand scheme of the school system.  Much attention has been paid to student 

achievement data, resulting in “data-driven” systems; however, other key operations and 

practices are given little attention.  Without a full perspective and a myriad of information, 

the data do not inform all practices related to the educational process.  

There are four key practices to be implemented with the use of data for their use to 

be meaningful and relevant: build human expertise; create structures to support data use; 

change the climate around data; and collect a wider range of data.  To build human 

expertise an organization must focus on building technical expertise so that educators can 

use the data, thus creating a culture of analysis and inquiry.  Organizations must also create 

structures to support data use.  This includes defining roles in the use of data, training and 

supporting teachers in data use, and the use of management information systems to store, 

access, and examine data.  Another important practice to implement is to change the climate 
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around data as they should be a tool to help analyze and act on the environment.  The focus 

has been on standardized testing as it relates to data; it should be shifted to make their use 

more practical and relevant.  And finally, organizations should collect a wider range of data 

and go beyond test scores in the collection and use of data (Hess & Mehta, 2013). 

   Bernhardt (1998) suggests that data analysis include four measures to gather and 

use information effectively in comprehensive school improvement.  Demographic data, 

perceptions data, information about student learning, and school processes are the four 

measures identified.  Demographic data include information such as enrollment, 

attendance, drop-out rate, ethnicity, gender, and grade level. Perceptions data include 

perceptions of the learning environment, values and beliefs, attitudes, and observation. 

Student learning refers to standardized tests, norm/ criterion-referenced tests, teacher 

observations of abilities, and formative assessments. School processes are description of 

school programs and processes (Bernhardt, 1998).  As the measures intersect the data 

becomes more specific and useful.  School level data analysis can produce answers and 

ultimately results when a snapshot of the data includes a broader view of all the factors 

involved in student achievement. 

The School District of Philadelphia began to see positive results from the use of 

data-driven decision making in its schools.  The district’s approach to school improvement 

using data emphasized the use of data-driven instruction and decision-making by including 

six-week benchmarks and assessments and increased and standardized professional 

development.  Because of this approach the district recognized performance growth over 

four consecutive years.  There were five key practices to performance –driven practices 

that the School District of Philadelphia implemented when the growth was achieved: 
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effective data gathering; outcome assessments; monitoring and feedback; ownership of 

outcomes; and, building a learning organization (Panettieri, 2006).   

The achievement gap is a profound issue in this country, and perhaps worldwide, 

that has implications beyond educational communities.  The causes of gaps in achievement 

between racial groups have not been specifically identified; however, there is tremendous 

pressure to close gaps thus prompting educators and politicians to take a closer look at the 

issue.  School improvement rests on the success of all students and is primarily measured 

by standardized testing and other data sources.  As school districts must produce evidence 

of student achievement and academic growth, it becomes imperative that data support and 

show that the historic gaps in achievement are closing and that programs are in place to 

ensure such achievement and growth.   

This study will focus on the efforts of one suburban school district to close the 

achievement gap and will identify those efforts that are supported by district-level 

leadership and thus filter down to the students through specific initiatives and programs.  

The study will examine stakeholder perceptions and the effectiveness of identified 

programs which target students that historically fall into “the gap”.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Questions 

Over-arching question:  

To what extent if any is the school district in question aware of and responding effectively 

to the achievement gap? 

Supporting sub-questions include: 

1. Attitude: To what extent, if any, are the perceptions of the achievement gap that 

leaders of the district possess consistent with the district's stated priority of 

narrowing the achievement gap? 

2. Action: To what extent, if any, are educational practices and programs employed 

specifically to address the achievement gap? 

3. Outcomes: To what extent, if any are district level initiatives helping to narrow the 

achievement gap?  How thoroughly is this information shared and known among 

key groups throughout the district?   

Pennsylvania Reporting System for Schools 

In 2013 local education agencies in Pennsylvania moved away from measuring 

Adequate Yearly Progress utilizing four Annual Measurable Objectives (AMO) for the 

required federal reporting measures.  The four specific AMO for Required Federal 

Reporting Measures (RFRM) include: Participation Rate; Graduation or Attendance Rate; 

Closing the Achievement Gap; All Students; and Closing the Achievement Gap: 

Historically Underperforming Subgroup HUS. Closing the Achievement Gap is 
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determined by comparing the percentage of students proficient or advanced and in the 

baseline year (2012-13) with 100%.   The benchmark is closing the gap by 50% over a six-

year period. 

Prior to 2013 school data included the subgroups according to those defined by 

NCLB: major racial/ ethnic groups (White, African American, Latino/ Hispanic, Asian or 

Pacific Islander, American Indian or Alaskan, and Multi-Racial or Multi-Ethnic students), 

students with Individualized Education Plans (IEP’s), students with limited proficiency in 

English (LEP’s), and economically disadvantaged students.  These subgroups are now 

limited to the “All” group which includes all students that do not meet the criteria for the 

Historically Underperforming Subgroup (HUS) which includes IEP students, ELL 

students, and EDD students. The reporting of race/ ethnicity as a condition affecting 

achievement was eliminated. The N size for all groups is 11, which is a change from 40 

under the former reporting system.     

Site Selection 

The studied school district has been involved with community and regional 

discussions about closing the achievement gap and publicly identifies the issue as one that 

warrants attention based on school district data reported.  Situated in a northern suburb 

which covers 15.2 square miles outside of the city of Philadelphia, the school district serves 

4,298 students in grades Kindergarten through twelfth.  As the achievement gap continues 

to garner national and perhaps international attention, organizations that have recognized 

the impact and importance of this issue may serve as models to inform policy and programs 

addressing this widespread problem.  Furthermore, the impact that leadership has on setting 

priority and providing direction may be consistent with the results related to the 
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achievement gap in this school district.  There is a clear mission statement which includes 

cultural diversity and student achievement.  Minority student enrollment is 24% of the 

student population with a majority of this group being Asian.  The population of black 

students is about 7%.  Economically disadvantaged students are 13%, and the special 

education student population is about 11%.  The graduation rate in the Ganton School 

District is 100 %, which is above the statewide average of 89%.  School district data 

demonstrates inconsistent trends for HUS groups over time.   

A majority of the black students at the elementary level attend two of the districts 

four elementary schools and the community from which the students come is split between 

the two schools for zoning purposes.  Historically, the black community and parents have 

not been very active in the school district, however in recent years, a small group of black 

parents that are not from the majority black section of the district have come forward to 

establish a voice and seek change in terms of equitable practices in the Ganton School 

District.  

Subjects 

The study targets the programmatic results of actions implemented by district level 

administrators in one suburban school district by gathering and analyzing the opinions of 

administrators to glean their perceptions of the impact of the programs designed and 

implemented to address the achievement gap.  The school district being studied is 

comprised of four elementary schools (1,900 students), one middle school (1,000 students), 

and one senior high school (1,400 students).  Two of the four elementary schools are 

designated as Title I schools, therefore funding is allocated, and programs and resources 

are in place to support student achievement of at-risk students.  The student to teacher ratio 
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in the school district is 15:1.  Each elementary school has one full-time administrator in the 

building, the middle school has two, and the senior high school has four 

administrators.  The district professional staff is comprised of 379 teachers and 

administrators and there are 327 supporting staff positions.  The superintendent’s tenure is 

3 years.  

Procedure 

The first step in beginning this study will be to send letters to school district 

administrators explaining the purpose of the study and detailing collection methods to be 

used, as well as the desired participant groups.  Upon approval of data collection 

instruments (survey and interview) and the identification of a participant sample 

(administrators to be surveyed), I will distribute letters of explanation to these specific 

groups: All Principals, Assistant Principals; Curriculum Coordinators and Coaches; 

Psychologists; Central Office Administrators.  The surveys will be completed online, and 

the letter will give directions for accessing the survey. 

The timeline of the study will be over a three-month period during which surveys 

will be distributed, collected and analyzed.  The survey window will be two weeks.  This 

will be followed by interviews conducted of district-level administrators and building 

principals.  The last step will be to compare district standardized test data to the survey and 

interview results to draw conclusions and make a statement about policy and program 

impact and effectiveness.    
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Data Collection 

The data collection strategies will be to conduct interviews, distribute surveys, and 

analyze school district data available through public and non-public sources.  Surveys will 

be distributed electronically using an online collection resource and survey recipients will 

have online access to respond to the survey.    

Following the completion of surveys and analysis of survey data, interviews will 

be conducted of district-level administrators and principals of the elementary schools and 

the middle and high schools.  The data collected through the interviews will be used to 

compare the survey response data and possibly clarify any misconceptions or 

contradictions that the survey data may present.  Interview questions may also dig deeper 

into the possible questions and issues that survey responses may raise.  

Individuals to Interview (about 1 hour each session, 3 sections, additional session/time for 

respondent validation): 

3 Elementary Principals, 2 Secondary Principals: The three elementary school principals 

and the two secondary principals may provide detailed and specific information regarding 

programs at the elementary and secondary levels that are in place to increase student 

achievement for at-risk student populations which include black/HUS students.  In 

addition, they may provide assessment and analysis of program effectiveness specific to 

disaggregated student populations.  Though there are four elementary schools, one of the 

principals was not available for interview as they accepted a position outside of the district 

during the time that interviews for this study were being scheduled.    

Pupil Services Director: This individual may provide detailed and specific information 

about special education programming and how the school district uses data to make 
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individual student and program decisions, particularly special education students that are 

black and/ or economically disadvantaged.    

Director (s) of Curriculum: These individuals may provide insight into school district 

decisions regarding curriculum selection and implementation, instructional programming, 

and professional development specific to the achievement gap.  The school district has one 

Elementary Director of Curriculum and one Secondary Director of Curriculum.  

Superintendent: This individual may provide information about school district initiatives, 

policies, procedures, practices, and the development of the school district’s strategic plan 

related to student achievement and the achievement gap.  In addition, information about 

several issues may be collected: the political and community platforms that influence and 

inform the operation of the organization; the communication of priorities and matters of 

importance to professional staff, parents, students, and other stakeholders; support of 

professional staff and key community members in efforts to address the achievement gap; 

the allocation of funding and other resources to support issues of priority, specifically the 

achievement gap.  Finally, an assessment/ analysis of how this school district’s efforts 

compare to those in the region and perhaps the nation. 

Survey Recipients- 37 people (about 30 minutes to complete online): 

The survey recipients that are administrators represent individuals at the building 

level, who have a direct charge as instructional leader to monitor and meet district level 

targets for student achievement.  They are informed of policy and have a responsibility to 

ensure that procedures are being followed.  Their attitudes of the achievement gap may be 

reflective of the district level priority and this group may be informed of actions and 
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outcomes from the perspective of observing and supervising the professional staff on the 

“front lines”.   

4 Elementary Principals 

2 Secondary Principals 

1 Elementary Assistant Principal 

4 Secondary Assistant Principals 

10 Curriculum Coordinators and Coaches 

5 School Psychologists 

A review of documents was conducted to collect additional information and further 

validate survey and interview responses.  Documents included are both public and non-

public information and include the following types of materials: PA Department of 

Education Comprehensive Plan 2014-17, School District Bulletins, School District Board 

Policies and Superintendent’s Administrative Procedures, and Pennsylvania Department 

of Education (PDE) PSSA Data by school. 

Instruments 

Subject group survey- see appendix 

The supporting research questions themes (attitude, action, and outcomes) are how 

the survey items and interview questions are divided to gather and measure participant 

responses consistent with the design of the research.  Questions are fixed-response items 

using a Likert scale (1-5) with some open response questions to gain the unique 

perspectives of respondents in their own words. 

Interview- see appendix 
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The purpose of the interviews was to delve deeper into the ideas and concepts from 

the surveys.  The interviews provide insight and details that support or better explain survey 

results.  In addition, the interviews serve to provide specific information about school and 

district programs and policies.  The interviews are also divided into the themes that 

correspond with the research questions; attitudes, actions, outcomes. 

Data Analysis 

The unit of analysis for this study is the school district, therefore the subjects for 

the interviews and surveys are the school district administrators.  Through the analysis of 

interview and survey data the identification of themes and patterns in responses may reveal 

perceptions of district leadership, which translate to efforts toward addressing the 

achievement gap; it is such perceptions that may initiate practices, implement policy, and 

create programs that impact student achievement, specifically for black/ HUS students. The 

methods of data analysis used in this study are coding and triangulation.       

In addition, the theoretical framework that I developed may be used as a tool to 

explain findings.  The theoretical framework has key components that work together to 

determine the existence of and provide an explanation of how the provision of anti-racist 

leadership may close the achievement gap in the Ganton School District.   

Research Design 

The Mixed Methods- Case Study/ Case Study Analysis utilizes an informative, 

small sample consisting of non-standardized observations and interviews (Leedy & 

Ormond text, p. 96).  The data has been analyzed to search for themes and categories (with 

an acknowledgement that the analysis is subjective and potentially biased).  To ensure 
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internal validity of this study, a Triangulation method was employed- multiple sources of 

data collected with the hope that they will all converge to support a hypothesis or theory.  

This study will also have the ability to provide replication in different contexts.  Validity 

in this qualitative research has been supported using feedback from others (opinions of 

colleagues in the field), as well as a thick description of such factors as the setting studied, 

participant responses, district policies and programs.  The use of respondent validation has 

also been used to ensure that the conclusions of the researcher match the opinions and 

views of the participants interviewed.  

Ethical Considerations 

This study was submitted to the Temple University IRB for review and it was determined 

that the research is not involving human subjects as defined by DHHS or FDA regulations.  

Consequently, Temple IRB review and approval is not applicable.   

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework is developed from the work of Singleton and Linton’s 

anti-racist leadership model.  This model includes three critical factors necessary for school 

systems to close the achievement gap; passion, practice, and persistence.  Each 

characteristic must be present and engaged for anti-racist leadership to exist and operate in 

a manner that produces student achievement of black children.  The theoretical framework 

is discussed further in chapter 4.     
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Role of the Researcher 

As a school district administrator in a neighboring school district and being the 

spouse of an administrator in the studied setting, the role of the researcher is critical and 

may be subject to biases which may be inherent in such a position.  As a result, analysis of 

findings will be evaluated by a third party to check for possible bias, omission of relevant 

facts and details, as well as to offer perspective that may lead the researcher to dig deeper 

and expand the scope of the research to provide increased objectivity.  I seek to identify 

perceptions which can be translated to, practices, policies, and programs that are positively 

impacting a significant educational issue.  

The personal connection that I have to the achievement gap has supported my desire 

to study the topic and find solutions that may benefit students of color.  While my own 

educational experience was positive, and I was able to achieve at high levels, I have 

recognized firsthand that the achievement gap is significant and a very real problem in this 

country and suburban school districts face a unique challenge.  I am a black female, raised 

in an upper-middle class home and educated in inner city schools. I benefited from the 

support and advocacy of two parents that were educators.  They navigated the school 

system on my behalf and saw to it that I had solid academic experiences that put me in a 

position to pursue higher learning.  It wasn’t until I became an educator that I realized that 

inequities exist in school systems and that black students are often at a disadvantage.  As a 

professional, I became determined to find answers and perhaps solutions to the problem.  

My dedication to all students, and the obligation I feel to represent the under-served have 

defined a professional purpose that is the motivation behind this research.       

 



 

51 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of survey and interview data collected to measure 

and determine school district leadership perceptions and practices which may lead to 

student achievement specifically as it relates to closing the achievement gap. The setting 

of this study is a suburban school district located 20 miles north of a major city.  

Information and data collected were limited to individuals in school and district leadership 

positions to determine perceptions and establish a baseline of district efforts.  The survey 

invitation was sent to thirty-seven individuals in leadership positions (see Table 2).  The 

interviews were limited to building principals and key central office administrators with 

roles directly related to curriculum and instruction (see Table 7). 

Through the presentation and analysis of survey data and interview data, the 

researcher aims to identify themes that may describe the extent to which the district is 

making efforts to narrow and ultimately close the achievement gap.  Consistency of 

responses and information shared may reveal what school district leadership has 

communicated to professional staff regarding the issue in the schools as well as identified 

programs and policies that are currently in place.  

Theoretical Framework 

The work of Singleton and Linton (2006) identifies the keys to anti-racist 

leadership: passion, practice, and persistence, which represent the lens through which this 

research has been viewed and establishes a theoretical framework to better understand the 



 

52 

 

research findings.  The language has been adjusted; however, the words for each research 

category are synonymous with the language used by Singleton and Linton.  The research 

identifies passion as “attitudes”, practice as “actions” and persistence as “outcomes”.  

Passion is “an essential characteristic of anti-racist leadership”.  The authors 

identify the key to this aspect of anti-racist leadership as finding the underlying attitude to 

instruction.  Attitude underlies everything necessary in successful teaching and educators 

can become passionate for equity work as a will to succeed with students of color develops. 

School leaders must decide where they stand on matters of equity and find passion for it.  

The essence of passion is engagement and willingness to change (Singleton & Linton, 

2006).  Culture and history provide perspective for educational leaders that are culturally 

proficient.  Principled efforts that have impacted the work of such leaders have been 

desegregation, integration, race relations, human relations, antiracism, anti-oppression, 

tolerance training, cultural competence, and multicultural transformation (Lindsey, Robins, 

& Terrell, 2009).  Those leaders that possess passion and demonstrate cultural proficiency 

may move efforts toward the transformative shift to a commitment of educational equity 

for all learners. 

Practice is “the foundation of anti-racist leadership” and it includes developing the 

necessary skills to tackle institutionalized racism.  As educators communicate about racial 

matters, they become able to restructure schools in ways that improve student performance 

(Singleton & Linton, 2006).  Practice has to do with exercising skills that become actions.  

The actions taken by educators and school leaders are what directly impact student 

achievement and become measurable and aligned with passion and attitudes.  Culturally 

proficient practices are developed by leaders that have a vision and a mission that serves 
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all students.  They are aware of the cultural issues that affect learning and they have access 

to resources necessary for an appropriate learning environment within the school (Lindsey, 

Robins & Terrell, 2009).   

Persistence is “the key to anti-racist leadership” as it takes time to achieve 

sustainable results, and teacher effectiveness with students of color is a direct result of 

persistent efforts.  Without persistence, schools can move from one improvement initiative 

to another without developing lasting systemic change.  Outcomes are measurable and 

reflect persistent and intentional efforts that have been sustained over time (Singleton & 

Linton, 2006).  The implementation of educational change involves “change in practice” 

which can occur at many levels; the classroom, the school, or the school district (Fullan, 

2007). Such changes can be what may produce the outcomes necessary for closing the 

achievement gap in schools.  Educators that are persistent with changes in practice that 

positively impact student achievement and success may recognize outcomes that are 

sustainable to school systems.    

Figure 1 reflects the completion of a shape with all three factors in place; passion, 

practice, and persistence.  Without any one of the sides or factors, the shape is incomplete 

and does not close the achievement gap.  This framework provides a lens through which 

this research may be viewed as attitudes (passion), actions (practice), and outcomes 

(persistence) and by which these constructs can be measured and analyzed.  When all three 

components are in place, the achievement gap may be closed. 
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Figure 1 Theoretical Framework: Anti-Racist Leadership 
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Research Questions 

Over-arching question:  

To what extent if any is the school district in question aware of and responding effectively 

to the achievement gap? 

Supporting sub-questions: 

Attitude: To what extent, if any, are the perceptions of the achievement gap that leaders of 

the district possess consistent with the district's stated priority of narrowing the 

achievement gap? 

Action: To what extent, if any, are educational practices and programs employed 

specifically to address the achievement gap? 

Outcomes: To what extent, if any are district level initiatives helping to narrow the 

achievement gap?  How thoroughly is this information shared and known among key 

groups throughout the district?   

Participants 

School districts generally define leadership roles by supervision of staff and 

responsibilities related to decision-making for the school and district. Such responsibilities 

may vary by role in different school districts.  In the studied setting, school district 

leadership includes central office administrators, building principals, assistant principals, 

curriculum coordinators, curriculum coaches, and psychologists.  All the people in these 

roles in the school district were invited to participate in the online survey which asked 

participants to measure agreement with various statements about the achievement gap.  The 
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pool of participants for the interviews was narrowed down to include individuals with 

explicit decision-making responsibilities related to student achievement as well as the 

supervision of curriculum and instruction in the district and the individual schools.  Table 

1 lists the tenure of administrators in distributions ranging from less than one year to ten 

or more years.      

Table 1 Administrator Tenure 

Years in Current 

Position 

Number of Respondents  

Less than one year 2 10.5% 

1-3 years 5 26.3% 

4-6 years 4 21.1% 

7-9 years  4 21.1% 

10 + years 4 21.1% 

 

As shown in Table 1 more than half of the administrators have four or more years 

of experience in their current role, as more than sixty percent have been in their current 

position for 4-10+ years.  One to three years was the largest individual distribution with 

about a quarter of respondents having three or less years of experience.  The administrative 

staff of 37 is spread across six school buildings, four elementary schools and two secondary 

schools, with 21 of the positions being assigned primarily to the central office or with 

responsibilities at more than one school in the district. 

Survey of School Administrators 

The survey invitations were sent to individuals via email to their school district 

accounts and they were asked to respond within two weeks of the invitation being sent.  

The survey closed after fourteen days at which point 51% of the administrators responded.  

Respondents measured their agreement with statements about the achievement gap 
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utilizing a Likert scale, with “5” corresponding with strong agreement and “1” strong 

disagreement. The survey questions were divided into three sections consistent with the 

research questions: attitude, actions, outcomes.  Table 2 lists the administrators that were 

invited to participate in the survey by role, as well as the number of invitations sent and the 

number of respondents. 
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Table 2 Summary of Survey Respondent Participation by Position 

District Role/ Position Number of 

Invitations 

Number of 

Respondents 

Central Office Administrator   11 9 

Curriculum Coordinator & 

Coach   

10 3 

(2) 

Curriculum Coach    (1) 

Principal   6 5 

Assistant Principal   5 2 

Psychologist   5 1 

 37 N=20 

Overview of Survey Questions 

Survey questions and responses are presented in table format in tables 3, 4, and 5.  The 

complete survey may also be found in the appendix.  

Attitude section: Questions in this section were designed to measure awareness of the issue 

of the achievement gap in the school district and measure the importance of the issue from 

the perspective of school district leadership.  Survey data reflects strong agreement with 

the importance of the issue as well as awareness.       

Action section: Questions in this section were designed to determine if any programs and 

initiatives are currently being implemented in the school district specifically to address the 

achievement gap.  Survey data shows moderate agreement with the provision of 

programing and the allocation of resources in place to address the achievement gap.    

Outcomes section: This section focused on measuring results of district efforts to close 

the achievement gap and the extent to which district actions are producing results based 

on the perceptions of those surveyed.  Survey data reflects that respondents are aware of 

overall outcomes for students, but they may not be specific to the achievement gap.    
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Table 3 Attitude Survey Responses 

Attitudes Questions 

District Responses 

Strongly 

Agree: 

5 

Agree: 

4 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree: 3 

Disagree: 

2 

Strongly 

Disagree: 

1 

Mean 

Providing all students the 

opportunity to learn and 

succeed is important in this 

school. 

15 1 0 0 0 4.93 

Providing all students the 

opportunity to learn and 

succeed is important in this 

school district. 

17 2 0 0 0 4.89 

District leadership has 

identified the achievement 

gap as a problem that 

warrants attention, action, 

and resolution. 

16 2 1 0 0 4.78 

I am familiar with the issue 

of the Black-White 

achievement gap in 

America's schools. 

14 5 0 0 0 4.73 

The achievement gap is a 

problem that schools and 

educational institutions 

must solve. 

15 3 1 0 0 4.73 

My personal priority(ies) 

as an educator for student 

achievement are aligned 

with school district 

priority(ies) specifically 

for at-risk, Historically 

Underserved Students 

(HUS), and minority 

students.  

*not included in summary 

10 7 0 0 0 4.58 

The achievement gap is a 

problem that families and 

communities must solve. 

12 4 3 0 0 4.47 

The Black-White 

achievement gap is an 

issue in this school district. 

9 8 2 0 0 4.36 

Summary of District 

Attitudes 

*not included in 

summary 

     4.66 

Average for Attitude Questions = 4.56 
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Table 4 Action Survey Responses 

Actions Questions 

District Responses Strongly 

Agree: 

5 

Agree: 

 

4 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree: 

3 

Disagree: 

 

2 

Strongly 

Disagree: 

1 Mean 

The school district mission justifies and 

supports the need to provide interventions 

that narrow and ultimately close the 

achievement gap. 

7 10 2 0 0 4.26 

Hiring practices are reflective of seeking 

highly qualified staff that are trained and 

experienced in providing instruction to 

diverse learners. 

3 8 7 1 0 3.68 

Professional development programs 

address strategies specific to closing the 

achievement gap. 4 7 5 3 0 3.63 

There are specific programs in my school 

that meet the needs of struggling students 

and students that may fall into the 

achievement gap. 

2 7 4 2 9 3.60 

Curriculum materials reflect diversity and 

appreciation of culture and meet the 

academic needs of at-risk student 

populations such as ethnic and racial 

minorities. 

1 9 9 0 0 3.57 

Programs and supports are evenly 

distributed across the school district to 

support students in all the local schools. 0 10 4 5 0 3.26 

Adequate funding is allocated to 

programs supporting at-risk student 

populations, specifically African 

American students in this school district. 

2 7 4 5 1 3.21 

Adequate funding is allocated to 

programs supporting at-risk student 

populations, specifically African 

American students in this school. 

1 5 4 5 1 3.00 

The community and all stakeholders are 

involved and committed to addressing this 

issue. 2 2 7 8 0 2.89 

Average for Action Items = 3.37  
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Table 5 Outcomes Survey Responses 

Outcomes Questions 

District Responses 
Strongly 

Agree: 

5 

Agree: 

 

4 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree: 

3 

Disagree: 

 

2 

Strongly 

Disagree: 

1 

Mean 

The school district leadership 

supports the efforts of the 

professional staff to address 

the issue of the achievement 

gap. 

9 8 2 0 0 4.37 

Students in the school district 

are achieving at high levels 

compared to students across 

the State 

8 7 4 0 0 4.21 

Students in the school district 

are achieving at high levels 

compared to students across 

the county 

7 9 2 1 0 4.14 

Professional staff supports the 

efforts of district leadership to 

address the issue of the 

achievement gap. 

3 10 3 3 0 3.68 

Parents in the school district 

are aware of district efforts to 

address the achievement gap. 

1 11 4 3 0 3.53 

Students in this school are 

achieving at high levels 

compared to students across 

the district. 

1 4 8 1 0 3.36 

Black and HUS students in 

this school district are 

achieving at high levels 

compared to peers across the 

state. 

0 6 6 7 0 3.07 

There is significant parent 

support to continue the 

implementation of policies and 

programs related to this issue 

1 3 7 8 0 2.84 

Black and HUS students in 

this school district are 

achieving at high levels 

compared to peers across the 

district 

0 5 6 8 0 2.80 

Black and HUS students in 

this school district are 

achieving at high levels 

compared to peers across the 

county 

0 2 7 5 0 2.79 

Average for Outcome Questions:  3.78 
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Table 6 Additional Survey Responses 

Additional Comments from Survey Respondents: 

 

The school district of Ganton has traditionally seen students that achieve at high levels 

of academic success.  Not all stakeholders support a need to change current practices in 

an effort to close the achievement gap for all students. 

Comment aligns with Attitudes 

Closing the achievement gap in this district, I believe, is related to socioeconomic more 

than race.  Also, without the support of community and family, schools cannot do this 

on their own.  With that said, we must learn how to engage these students in the early 

years, nurture healthy and positive relationships with families in order to maintain this 

commitment to education until graduation and beyond.   

Comment aligns with Actions 

We should focus on the challenges K-12 and analyze our programs across the 

continuum rather than focusing on building level. Does it make sense to concentrate 

efforts at primary grades? What can we do to continue engagement of middle school 

students who may have competing interests or home responsibilities? If we need to add 

supports, what resources can be reallocated? We can't just add to the budget; we need 

to make thoughtful decisions and choices that better serve ALL of our students, but we 

do have limited financial resources. We have to prioritize goals and make tough 

choices to find the funds to reach those goals. 

Comment aligns with Actions 

 

Summary and Analysis of Survey Responses 

The survey was sent to thirty-seven administrators and twenty responses were 

received.  The mean for the Attitudes section was significantly higher than both Actions 

and Outcomes.  The weighted average of the eight Attitude questions (see Table 3) resulted 

in a mean of 4.66.  The mean of the answers to the Actions questions is 3.37 and is based 

on a weighted average of nine questions (see Table 4).  Finally, the Outcomes mean is 3.78 

based on a weighted average of ten questions (see Table 5).  Paired samples t-tests were 

computed to compare the means of the three components. The comparison of the Attitude 

versus Outcomes means was significant (t=10.23; p= .000), as was the comparison of the 

Attitudes versus Actions means (t=8.30, p=.000).  The comparison of the Outcomes versus 

Actions means was not significant (t = 2.15, p = .051). The superiority of the Attitude scale 
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over the other two provides additional support for the findings of the interviews as 

administrators cite efforts and priority of the issue is high. The non-significant difference 

between Outcomes and Actions is consistent with the interview data as both actions and 

outcomes are areas in which the school district has minimal impact at this time. 

A Mixed Methods Approach 

The survey was conducted to obtain structured response categories and ideas that 

could be used to frame the interview responses and establish base findings that would 

support the collection of interview data.  The dominant research method in this study was 

qualitative as the interviews provided depth of information that supported the general 

findings of the survey data. The survey data were intended to develop an initial data set for 

more in- depth collection of information from the research participants.   

Research Finding 1: Passionate Leadership 

The perspectives of district school administrators from different groups were 

collected through survey responses, which provided the basis of the findings.  The results 

built a case to dig deeper as survey participants responded to statements by identifying 

levels of agreement with the research sub-topics: attitudes, actions, and outcomes; strong 

agreement (4.56), neutral (3.37), and neutral to agreement (3.78) align with the specific 

findings revealed in the interview data.  The results of the survey indicate that attitudes are 

aligned with the district stance on closing the achievement gap; however, actions and 

outcomes were not as clear. Responses fell into the category of “neither agree nor disagree” 

to “agreement”.  This is consistent with what the interview findings revealed.  The 

following themes have been identified to summarize the research findings and will be 
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discussed further in the next section; Attitudes: A Focused Priority; Actions: A History of 

Admiring the Problem; Outcomes: Moving in the Right Direction. 

As the interviews were conducted, the themes that emerged were consistent with 

the emphasis that survey results revealed, and information gathered established a clear 

picture of where the school district stands in terms of leadership efforts towards closing the 

achievement gap.      

The Constant Comparative Method of analysis was utilized to analyze the interview 

data.  This method, together with the theoretical sampling constitute the core of qualitative 

analysis in the grounded theory approach developed by Glaser and Strauss (Boeije, 2002). 

This method is important in developing the theory that is grounded in the data.  Applicable 

steps will be employed from a five-step procedure in the analysis of interviews in the 

qualitative data analysis (Boeije, 2002):   

1. Comparison within a single interview. 

2. Comparison between interviews within the same group. 

3. Comparison of interviews from different groups. 

4. Comparison in pairs at the level of the couple. 

5. Comparing couples. 

This research includes comparisons across two groups, building principals and central 

office administrators, and finally comparison to the Superintendent’s perspectives.    

  



 

65 

 

Interviewing of School District Administrators 

The purpose of conducting the interviews was to gain more specific and in-depth 

information as a follow-up to the survey. Selected school district administrators provided 

information and details about school district efforts to address the achievement gap.  The 

questions were designed to glean both a district and school perspective as individuals that 

were interviewed held positions in schools and at the district level. The interview consisted 

of sixteen questions and was divided into three sections consistent with the research 

questions.  Table 7 identifies the school district positions/ roles that individuals interviewed 

hold and assigns codes for identifying the responses which follow each question.  

Responses for each question from every interview are not included in this chapter to avoid 

repetition.  In addition, responses that did not apply or did not explicitly answer the 

question were not included as well.   

 

Table 7 Interviewing of School District Administrators 

Interview Participants Identifying Codes 

Central Office Administrators 

Superintendent 

Elementary Curriculum 

Secondary Curriculum 

Pupil Services 

COA (1-4) 

COA 1 

COA 2 

COA 3 

COA 4 

Principals 

Elementary School 1 

Elementary School 2 

Elementary School 3 

Elementary School 4- na 

Senior High School 

Junior High School 

 

Elementary Principals: 

EP 1 

EP 2 

EP 3 

Secondary Principals: 

SP 1 

SP 2 

NA- Not interviewed 
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Interview Findings 

Attitude Interview Questions: Questions in this section were designed to gather specific 

information about the achievement gap in the school district, to include individual 

perceptions of administrators and the identification of programs and policies in place to 

address the issue.    

Research Question 1 (Attitude): To what extent, if any, are the perceptions of the 

achievement gap that leaders of the district possess consistent with the district's stated 

priority of narrowing the achievement gap? 

Research Finding 2: A Focused Priority 

School district leadership convey strong messages about the importance and priority of the 

issue of the achievement gap.    School district leadership at the building and district levels, 

as well as individual and collective perspectives reflect alignment with the district’s stated 

mission. Administrators express support of the implementation of programs that benefit at-

risk students and have identified the achievement gap as a long-standing issue in the school 

district. There is a renewed sense of priority related to the achievement gap that has come 

from the current superintendent and it is clear to the district level administrators and the 

principals that the issue should be at the forefront of planning for instruction and measuring 

efforts to increase student achievement.  

The identification of the issue in the school district has been clearly stated and is articulated 

by leadership in various forums. 

On the topic of diversity, the Mission Statement clearly states: 

By 2018 the School District will be a learning community with: 



 

67 

 

Diversity- that has eliminated achievement gaps and fostered a culture where diversity is 

valued. 

 

Principals at both the secondary and elementary levels recognize the achievement 

gap as an issue in the school district.  SP1 noted that it has existed in the school district 

for at least two decades.  EP3 highlighted that the black student population is small in the 

school district and still underperforms compared to white peers. Central Office 

Administrators also affirmed the existence of an achievement gap in the school district 

and pointed to standardized testing as the primary measure used to determine the gap. 

Respondents all answered in the affirmative to the question regarding the existence 

of the achievement gap in the school district. It was highlighted by respondents 1 and 6 

that the achievement gap has been acknowledged for at least a decade. In addition, 

responses included the PSSA as a measure of the existence of the gap. 

In general, elementary and secondary principal responses acknowledged the 

importance of the issue in the school district but hesitated to draw on actions that are 

producing results.  The indication is that the issue is relevant and closing the gap is a 

recognized priority.  However, the shared view is that beyond recognition of the issue, 

more can be done to solve the problem of black students’ lack of achievement compared 

to their white peers in this school district. 

The work of Marzano and Waters (2009) identifies responsibilities that leaders 

should engage in to foster student achievement.  This research reveals that there is evidence 

of the school district leadership displaying the behaviors, which may be observed to 

different extents.  These include: ensuring collaborative goal setting; establishing non-

negotiable goals for achievement and instruction; creating board alignment with support of 
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district goals; monitoring achievement and instruction goals; and allocating resources to 

support the goals for achievement and instruction. 

Collaborative goal setting is implemented in the comprehensive and strategic 

planning of the school district.  In addition, it can be observed through the work of the 

committees specifically assembled to address the achievement gap as the voices of 

different stakeholder groups are brought to the table to develop plans and initiatives.  In 

addition, the goals of the district appear to be clear and shared among leadership and 

communicated uniformly to the staff and school district community. Non-negotiable goals 

for achievement and instruction are not as clearly defined as the school district has 

struggled for many years to meet the needs of all student groups.  As significant gains have 

not been met in closing the gap, the goals set cannot be considered non-negotiable at this 

time.  Creating board alignment, monitoring achievement and instruction, and the 

allocation of resources are responsibilities that leadership is fulfilling in relation to the issue 

of the achievement gap.  The investment in these areas is relatively new and has not been 

in place long enough to demonstrate effectiveness; however, district administrators express 

the existence of the three responsibilities in district efforts (Marzano & Waters, 2009).     

The second interview question prompted respondents to consider their individual 

perspectives on the issue beyond the identification of the issue which was the focus of 

question one. Consistent with question one, respondents conveyed a high level of district 

priority and commitment to the issue from their individual and personal perspectives.  

While there was no discrepancy in the identification of the issue, individual perspectives 

varied mainly around steps or actions being taken.  Participants highlighted the inability to 

measure direct actions beyond the clear identification of the issue.   
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In response to the district programs that are currently in place, participants’ 

responses included building specific programs that individuals believe are positively 

impacting the achievement gap: Title I, Response to Instruction and Intervention (RtII), 

and the adoption of new curriculum programs- which are elementary level programs for all 

students.  At the secondary level, de-tracking at the high school and the Connections 

program are specific programs which have been put in place to address the achievement 

gap that exists between black and white students in the school district (Duflo, Dupas & 

Kremer, 2009).  Burris and Garrity (2008) suggests that school districts that are de-tracking 

should begin at the level that tracking starts.  In the Ganton School District, tracking had 

been implemented at the junior and senior high schools and recent elimination of tracks 

began with the ninth-grade cohort with a plan to extend the de-tracking each year to the 

higher grades. Schools that want to dismantle their tracking system should begin by 

analyzing grouping practices in their school and district, regardless of the label used by the 

district. This analysis should focus on the long-term effects of the school's grouping 

practices (Burris & Garrity, 2008).    

The Support of Programs  

Interview respondents suggested that there is a great deal of buy-in in the beginning 

with programs but that the necessary support from different groups wanes as 

implementation continues.  One respondent, EP4, cited the Cultural Proficiency initiative 

in which staff members and community members participated and supported the direction, 

but that the focus shifted from Cultural Proficiency to curriculum approaches and ongoing 

professional development in that area.  EP4 also noted that changes in administrative 

staffing at the district level may have contributed to the change in focus and/ or approach.  
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In addition to a new superintendent since the beginning of the Cultural Proficiency 

initiative, the district also has new people in positions such as Director of Curriculum and 

Director of Pupil Services.  The following quote is from the interview with COA4:  

I think there's always been an interest both from the last superintendent and the 

current superintendent, and I think that our new superintendent is increasing her 

support of programs that help students who are specifically underachieving. She's 

committed to it. (COA4) 

There is a renewed sense of commitment to the issue of the achievement gap as the 

current superintendent has been clear in her messages about the district’s stance on the 

issue.  Administrators express that support is demonstrated at various levels and her 

commitment has become evident as programs and initiatives are established.   Interview 

respondents from each group, Principals and Central Office Administrators, offered 

favorable responses about the current leadership as compared to historical perspectives. 

An Elementary Principal, EP2, said the following about the use of data in decision making 

and student achievement:  

We've embraced the data driven piece of it. We've embraced really looking at our 

children's data and owning it a little bit more so than ever. Having taught in this 

building and in this district, I've seen us come from where you didn't even look at 

a test score to now it's like driving everything that you're doing. We've come that 

far. When I started PSSA's were only in 5th grade and 8th grade. They weren't used 

really for students, and children could just decide to take them or not take them. 

We've seen this become such a major part. (EP2) 

The use of data is key in the tracking and measuring accountability in schools and 

decision making regarding student programming for individuals and groups of students.  

While there has been criticism regarding how data are used, it is the most reliable factor 

that schools and policy makers have been able to use to track student achievement, school 

improvement and effectiveness, and educator effectiveness.  School data, specifically 

reported standardized test scores, have become public information that is used to rank and 

score schools and districts across the state and the country.  In addition, schools and 
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districts are held accountable for the achievement of disaggregate groups as data are more 

readily available.  This has become a major indicator of the achievement gap in America’s 

schools (Bernhardt, 1998; Fullan, 2007). 

School accountability measures require states to measure for progress, which in 

Pennsylvania continues to be through annual testing of students in grades 3-8.  Districts 

have been encouraged to make adjustments to suit the needs of their student populations 

through changes in curriculum, instructional practices, and professional development to 

name a few (Stecher, Hamilton, & Gonzales, 2003).  The Ganton School District has 

considered and made changes to these areas to positively impact student achievement and 

the efforts are continuous in each of the three areas. Ongoing and focused analysis is one 

way in which schools may measure accomplishments in the area of improvement activities 

and programs (Johnson, 2002).  The Ganton School District includes regular Curriculum 

Summits which are meetings held to review programs and determine effectiveness by 

looking at data and trends.       

Implementation of Programs 

With the adoption of new curriculum programs in reading and mathematics in the 

last three years at the elementary level, as well as de-tracking at the secondary level, 

building level and district level administrators are optimistic about the direction of the 

district in terms of the use of effective programs and the necessary support being provided. 

Research supports standards-aligned curriculum with exposure to rigorous content to close 

the achievement gap (Johnson, 2002). Administrators in this school district are optimistic 

about the impact that new programs and initiatives in the area of curriculum are having on 

student achievement.  COA4 shared the following about the allocation of resources: 
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I would just reiterate and say that I think that the current superintendent and the 

current board have really recognized, and in part because of the way the state is 

presenting the data, that we are not doing what we need to do to close that gap. 

They are willing to put financial resources behind it. (COA3)   

 

Another Central Office Administrator, COA2, offered the following regarding the need for 

programs to address the achievement gap before students enter elementary school:  

Programs. Well, at the elementary levels, I think the programs need to stretch before 

students even get here and then really focus on the preschools and the early 

intervention. And not just early intervention through special education but getting 

into preschools and getting the support to families and to students before they even 

hit the age of 5. A lot of the research shows that by the age of 8 or 9, all those 

interventions ... the more you can do at that age is really going to impact the ability 

for the students to move forward. (COA2) 

 

Interview responses and survey data indicate that support of programs is not the 

issue; rather, the new programs in place have not yet had the time to produce results.  

Programmatic changes to the curriculum have been made to support the change in state 

standards, the Pennsylvania Core standards.  In addition, the programs that were selected 

include components to address at-risk learners which aligns with the goal to close the 

achievement gap.  The school district has allocated financial resources and spending to the 

purchase of the new mathematics and reading curriculum programs.  The adoption of new 

curriculum has been cited by administrators, both Central Office Administrators and 

Principals interviewed, as the primary programmatic change to address the achievement 

gap at the elementary level.      

Key Stakeholders 

In addition to the support of the superintendent and the school board, district 

administrators also believe that support from teachers is growing and that has to do with 

the use of data and data-driven decision making.  Educational change depends on what 
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teachers do and think. As districts build the capacity of the teaching staff and provide data-

based evidence of effectiveness, the buy-in and support for programs increases (Bernhardt, 

1998; Fullan, 2007).  In speaking about the support of programs to close the gap, one 

district administrator shared the following: 

I think at this point we are 100% on board with it, we also are getting positive 

feedback from teachers of the high school who may have been a little concerned 

about moving in this direction. We did a presentation at the education committee 

to present the midyear progress on our detracking in 9th grade, and there was 

rejoicing when we were able to present these wonderful results. Kids are succeeding 

and we're very, very proud of them and proud of the work that we're doing. So, I 

would say that there is a high-level of support at this point from our teachers, from 

the administration and from the board. (COA4) 

 

The school district regularly disseminates information and updates about the 

progress and necessary changes with the initiatives and programs that are in place to 

address the achievement gap.  Through the Excellence in Equity Committees, which meet 

regularly, the discussions are ongoing regarding topics of race, academic performance of 

minority students and other sub-groups in the school district, as well as the impact of 

district policies and procedures on these groups.  This group not only includes the student 

perspective at the secondary level, but also parents, teachers, administrators, and school 

board members.      

 Anderson and Macri (2009) cite leadership as those responsible for framing the 

local agenda and developing consensus around goals and priorities.  The influence of 

leadership on stakeholders in the process of meeting district goals and framing the agenda 

is key and the Ganton school district engages different groups in discussions and initiatives.  

The school board has been in support of the engagement strategies that have included 

committees, meetings with panelists that share information, staff development geared 

specifically toward Cultural Proficiency, and the adoption of new programs in the 
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elementary and secondary schools.  Marzano and Waters (2009) identify five basic findings 

related to leadership responsibilities which were discussed in Chapter Two of this research.  

The third finding, “creating board alignment with and support of district goals”, is found 

to be consistent with the approach that the superintendent of the Ganton School District 

has taken regarding the issue of the achievement gap.  The school board has demonstrated 

commitment to support the actions taken by the district such as the adoption of new 

curriculum programs, resources devoted to de-tracking, and supporting professional 

development of teachers and administrators.         

Action Interview Questions: Questions in this section were designed to gather specific 

information about how the perceptions of leadership translate to actions that may lead to 

the development of supports in the areas of academic programming, professional 

development, family engagement, and the use of student data.  

Research Question 2 (Action): To what extent, if any, are educational practices and 

programs employed specifically to address the achievement gap? 

Research Finding 3: A History of Admiring the Problem  

The school district has taken the approach of improving curriculum and instruction for all 

students with the idea that the achievement gap will be addressed by implementing best 

practices.  At the secondary level there is specific programming to address the achievement 

gap; de-tracking and the Connections program.  The elementary schools do not have 

specific programs for the achievement gap.  Information from elementary principals 

indicates that there may be specific reasons why the programs are not at the elementary 

level including; small numbers of minority students at each individual school, and 
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programs that are already in place to support at-risk students such as RtII in addition to the 

adoption of new curriculum programs in mathematics and reading at the elementary level.      

De-tracking 

The de-tracking initiative began in 2015 at the Senior High School and started with 

the current ninth grade cohort.  Secondary principals and central office administrators share 

successful outcomes in the early stages of this programmatic change. In previous years the 

school district offered three tracks for instruction, and in the highest track minorities were 

consistently underrepresented.  This change was in response to offering more opportunities 

for increased rigor and challenge to minority students and the early results indicate that de-

tracking is having a positive effect on student achievement (Archbald & Keleher, 2008).       

I think our tracking system has certainly done nothing but perpetuate the 

achievement gap. I think when you walk into a track three class in the high school, 

the sub groups that I just identified as being part of the achievement gap, are in 

many cases readily identifiable in those classes. (SP1) 

 

The school district has identified the de-tracking at the high school as the main 

effort toward closing the achievement gap.  While elementary programs are few, the data 

over time have indicated a need to look at programming at the secondary level because of 

lack of performance and achievement of minority students and de-tracking became the 

focus and priority in recent years.  After years of discussion, planning, and pressure from 

community groups to do something for black students, the school district eliminated 

“tracks” at the high school.  The initiative is closely monitored for effectiveness and data 

are the primary tool for measurement (Burris & Welner, 2005). 

Administrators report that at the elementary levels there is not a specific initiative 

like de-tracking implemented in the elementary schools to close the achievement gap.  The 
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district’s response of de-tracking at the secondary level was because of data analysis.  At 

the elementary level, minority students are spread across the school district and no one 

school has a significant number of minority students.  This has resulted in the data not 

showing specific patterns in the individual schools, until the population comes together at 

the secondary level.  Elementary school principals recognize the needs of individual 

students and utilize the resources in place but note that the resources are those available for 

at-risk students in general, and not black students that may fall into the achievement gap.   

Suburban school districts face a unique challenge in addressing the achievement 

gap in terms of gaining the support of the entire community around issues of equity and 

the performance of minority student groups.  Educational leaders must emphasize the 

relationship between race and student achievement to promote change and progress 

(Muhammad, 2015; Noguera, 2008).  The Shaker Heights School District provides an 

example of a suburban school district that sought to outwardly address the achievement 

gap and the study produced findings that can be translated to concrete steps to be taken.  

The study conducted by Ogbu (2003) included engaging community stakeholders and 

discovery of factors that contributed to academic disengagement.  The Ganton School 

District seems to have considered these factors as the current programs in place at the 

secondary level include community engagement and a mentoring program that seeks to 

engage black students in the academic setting.  

The Connections Program 

The Connections Program is a mentoring program that was started in 2012 in the 

Ganton School District with the goal of supporting minority students academically through 

introducing mentors and positive role models and providing an opportunity to develop 
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relationships of support.  The program targets high school students and has depended on 

the support of district staff to mentor the students and implement the program.   

This is our fourth or fifth year of connection scripts at our high school, where we 

meet once or twice a month specifically with African-American students to give 

them the opportunity to get together. We've tried a number of different ways. 

They're feeling very positive.  We've partnered with a consultant who has worked 

out a curriculum for African-American students around four buckets, which include 

personal branding .... so how do other people perceive me? Communicating with 

confidence, team building and communicating with confidence, personal branding, 

team building and emotional intelligence, and it is a really strong set of ideas, 

students had a lot of success. (COA4) 

 

By adding a mentoring component to district efforts to address the achievement 

gap, the social and emotional impact of the achievement gap has been given a venue for 

discussion and validation for black students and the staff mentors that participate. It has 

been a vital component of the district programming for black students as the black parent 

community has highlighted the issues for years and sought support for their children 

beyond the academics.  In the Shaker Heights study, the identification of role models was 

a component of the research that revealed that black students selected role models who 

were not conducive to academic success.  The most admired were athletes, sports heroes, 

and entertainers (Ogbu, 2003).  The Ganton School District mentoring program has 

intentionally included black professional staff from the district so that the students may 

identify with individuals in the school setting and develop relationships of support and 

connection.       

COA4 also added the following about the Connections program: 

We've just started a connections program at our middle school with a plan to 

continue to move that opportunity down, and when you help students feel less 

lonely, get a chance to be together and it's going pretty well. (COA4) 
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Looking at the effectiveness of the Connections Program has prompted the school 

district to consider implementing models at the middle school and possibly the elementary 

schools in a different form.  The need for layers of support for black students became 

apparent over the years, and the Connections Program was developed as a way to offer 

such support.  Administrators report that black students shared feelings of isolation, 

loneliness, experiences with racism, and issues with racial identity, which prompted the 

development of the program.  As the school district continues to investigate inequities 

among student populations, particularly black students, there is an effort to offer support 

in various ways.  Conversations have begun at the elementary level to expose black 

students to programs that affirm culture and race.  Mentoring programs can be beneficial 

for children of all ages.  In a study conducted on the effectiveness of mentoring programs, 

seven outcomes were identified for synthesis: mental health, socio-emotional health, 

education, substance use, relationships, reproductive health, and behavior problems.  In six 

out of nine programs that served elementary age students, at least one outcome worked for 

students served by the program (Lawner, Beltz, & Moore, 2013).       

Mentoring programs serve to help youth in what are described as the four domains 

of youth development: education and cognitive attainment; health and safety; social and 

emotional well-being; and self-sufficiency as youth age into early adult years (Jekielek, 

Moore, & Hair, 2002).  The goals of the Connections Program target social and emotional 

well-being to support the education and cognitive attainment of black students in the school 

district.  This emerged as a need as parent groups over the years highlighted the negative 

experiences of their children and a lack of connection to the school community.  The district 

administration initiated the program through the recommendations of a committee charged 
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with cultural proficiency and sought the assistance of minority faculty and staff members 

for support.  The goal of first establishing identification and connection to the mentors 

served as a foundation for the program.  The minority students, specifically the black 

students, expressed a desire to feel connected and come together in support of one another.    

Response to Instruction and Intervention (RtII) 

Elementary school administrators have identified the Response to Instruction and 

Intervention (RtII) program as the school district’s reading program for at-risk students.  

While it has been implemented in previous years, recent efforts have been geared toward 

implementation with fidelity and uniformity across the district.  Response to Instruction 

and Intervention RtII is an early intervening strategy and carries dual meaning in 

Pennsylvania. It is a comprehensive, multi-tiered, standards aligned strategy to enable early 

identification and intervention for students at academic or behavioral risk. RtII may be 

considered as one alternative to the aptitude-achievement discrepancy model for the 

identification of students with learning disabilities after the establishment of specific 

progress measures (Response to Instruction and Intervention, 2009). 

Leadership is key in the RtII process, as it is the responsibility of administrators to 

make key decisions about the RtII model in the school.  They must also coordinate 

discussions among the teacher participants that guide the decision-making about student 

programming and support.  Leadership commitment to the model is another factor that 

impacts the success of the intervention plan at the school and district levels (Kukic, 2008). 

The school district implemented the program in 2010; however, district administrators 

report that the implementation has not been consistent across the district.  Efforts to re-

vamp the program have been underway, and principals reported that they look forward to 
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the positive impact that the program may have for at-risk students, which captures those 

that historically fall in to the achievement gap.  

I think the biggest one for us and for a lot of districts is going to be an RTII or an 

MTSS model. The district had one many years ago. It fell apart, and so now really, 

it's a convoluted piecemeal approach to intervening for students. Now that we have 

just adopted STAR and we for the first time have good, consistent data across grade 

levels and across buildings, I think some of us are recognizing that the kids that 

we're providing interventions for aren't necessarily the kids that need them. (COA3) 

 

Elementary principals all cited RTII as an intervention believed to be in place to 

address the achievement gap and each conveyed different levels of commitment and 

implementation in each of the schools.  There is a shared interest in engaging in district-

level discussion about how to implement the program with fidelity and allocate resources 

to utilize the research-based approach to reading instruction.  The principals are not able to 

identify trends in data and effectiveness because RTII is implemented differently in each 

of the schools.   

Outcomes Interview Questions: Questions in this section were designed to measure the 

extent to which attitudes and actions are producing outcomes that may lead to narrowing 

the achievement gap in the school district.  Through the identification of trends in data, 

program evaluation and modification, and support of programs, school leaders provided 

information that may determine the outcomes of the programs in place.   

Research Question 3 (Outcomes): To what extent, if any are district level initiatives helping 

to narrow the achievement gap?  How thoroughly is this information shared and known 

among key groups throughout the district?   
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Research Finding 4: Moving in the Right Direction 

The school district notes slow and inconsistent progress toward narrowing the achievement 

gap.  Administrators are hopeful that new initiatives will have significant impact on the 

achievement gap by positively impacting student achievement for all students.  There is 

evidence that the school district continues to be open to implementing new programs 

specifically designed to narrow the achievement gap based on research and data. The 

approach to address the issue from the standpoint of achievement for all is in part due to 

changes over the last several years including personnel changes, new curriculum programs, 

and re-allocation of resources. 

Information is widely shared among stakeholders, and representatives from each group are 

included in discussions about the issue of the achievement gap.      

Excellence in Equity 

The Excellence in Equity committee was developed in response to the need to 

include all voices in discussions about student achievement and equitable practices. The 

group represents students and families from different races, religions, cultures, and sexual 

orientations.  The committee is comprised of sub-groups that meet individually and come 

together to host events and meet to discuss and review equitable practices in the 

community.   

We have the Excellence in Equity, district level committee that has numerous sub 

committees within, everything from African-Americans to Asian-Americans to gay 

and lesbian students and more. Which are targetedly looking at ways to enhance 

the experience for students, who may not fit the regular mainstream group. And 

again, mirroring the Superintendent’s Vision and Mission for all of us, to say that 

all students can and will achieve in GANTON, I think is key for us being mindful 

of the need to provide opportunities for kids that will help them succeed and 
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achieve, not only in the state standardized way, but just in the school setting as well. 

(SP2) 

 

The Excellence in Equity Committee is one of the most profound ways in which 

the school district is addressing the achievement gap.  The committee provides a venue for 

discussions, raising concerns, and including voices in the work of the school district to 

achieve success for all students.  Interview respondents all highlighted the committee as a 

primary way that the district obtains information from key stakeholders about how existing 

programs impact the community and ways in which improvement can be reached.  Another 

key component of the committee is the student voice that can be heard from many 

perspectives, particularly minorities.  As the school setting is considered at very basics 

levels, students are encouraged to participate in school improvement by becoming involved 

and voicing the concerns of their respective groups.  

I kept saying if there's a need in our community to support a particular perspective, 

then we want to know about it so that we can build some bridges and understand 

each other better. But I would say that's part of our district initiative. (COA4) 

 

Building understanding among groups in the school district community and 

providing meaningful and supportive outlets for student groups has become a focus for 

improving student achievement and strengthening the community (Linton, 2011).  Over 

the years, parents of black students formed a united front that at times was not well 

received.  In addition to taking an adversarial approach to solving the problem of gaps in 

achievement among cultural groups, members of different groups wanted the opportunity 

for their voices to be heard yet were not necessarily aligned with the black parent groups.  

The Excellence in Equity Committee provided an opportunity to bring groups together 

through a united purpose with different goals.  The committee continues to grow as 

different minority groups join the larger group and bring their experiences in the school 
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district to the table for continued discussions on equity and student achievement (Petrilli, 

2013). 

New Curriculum Programs 

The district has adopted new curriculum programs in the areas of mathematics and 

reading at the elementary level.  The elementary administrators interviewed conveyed hope 

and confidence in student achievement being positively impacted by the implementation 

of the research-based programs.  The decision to change programs in each of the content 

areas was a result of the need to provide instruction that would better prepare students for 

meeting and exceeding the Pennsylvania Common Core Standards.   

District programs and policies. I think our curriculum, the selection of Eureka, and 

also ReadyGen to look at increasing critical thinking, reasoning, and problem 

solving, basically adding a level of rigor for all students. As we expect a higher 

level of achievement, that raises the bar for everyone. There are programs in our 

building and district wide. (EP3) 

 

At the elementary level the focus has been on increasing rigor and targeting at-risk 

students.  There have not been specific measures taken for the achievement gap, and 

elementary principals all expressed a desire to look more closely at the data to identify 

trends for black students specifically.  In each building there are so few black students that 

the data say very little about the group; however, when the students come together in the 

secondary grades beyond the elementary schools, the trends become glaring. This has 

translated to targeted programs at the junior and senior high schools and broader program 

changes to the elementary curriculum.  

 

Broadly speaking, we've implemented new K-5 mathematics and English Language 

Arts. I think both of those programs, the mathematics program, is challenging for 

all students. Our English Language Arts program has a lot of multiple perspectives 
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and chose different kinds of people, and also requires high achievement from 

everyone. So just from a curriculum perspective, I feel good about the direction 

we're going and the standards we're setting for all kids. (COA4) 

 

There is strong support for the new programs from administrators though the 

support from teachers has not been strong since the initial implementation of the math and 

reading programs.  Issues of professional development and teachers feeling unprepared to 

teach new concepts and skills caused challenges at the start.  The district offered support 

in various ways in a timely manner, which eased the concerns of the staff.  The increased 

rigor that the programs offer initially resulted in lower student achievement; however, over 

time, administration has been able to report positive results. 

Community Support 

School district administrators identify several groups as key stakeholders in support 

of closing the achievement gap, and information is shared at various levels and in different 

ways.  Research indicates that supportive school boards are important in the success of 

school improvement and reform initiatives (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). The 

Board of School Directors in the Ganton School District has been supportive of the 

Superintendent’s efforts to spotlight the issue of the achievement gap.  Efforts and 

initiatives continue to be funded by the board and identify the school board as a partner in 

prioritizing the issue of the achievement gap.  Leadership has the responsibility of engaging 

the community and garnering support even on challenging issues (Blankstein & Houston, 

2011).   

There are several parent groups that have a voice in the discussion of equity; 

however, the Concerned African American Parent (CAAP) group has been identified by 

administrators as the main voice in the early discussions on the achievement gap.  The 
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group has held regular meetings and presented concerns to school district administration 

over the years about minority student achievement and the achievement gap in the school 

district.  While the group has not sustained a consistent following, the Excellence in Equity 

initiative includes a parent group that represents the voices of African American parents 

and students.  In addition, the Connections mentor program is supported by parents and 

community members that are invested in closing the gap in the school district.  The 

engagement of different groups in the community increases student learning opportunities 

and the capitalizes on the opportunity to increase parent awareness and support of district 

programs (Blankstein & Houston, 2011; Constantino, 2003).  

There are varying levels of support of school district staff.  Administrators 

recognize that teachers want to see student achievement for all; however, the buy-in to the 

various programs and initiatives is not always consistent among teachers.  The most widely 

disputed initiative was de-tracking at the secondary level, as teachers’ main source of 

frustration seemed to be the need to differentiate within a course as opposed to maintain 

leveled courses.  As de-tracking has commenced, and teachers have received support to be 

successful, buy-in and support has increased.  In addition, the district has done continuous 

review of data, which in its early stages has shown success, and teacher support grows as 

positive results are seen (Oakes, 2005).  

 At the elementary level, while there have not been specific programs for addressing 

the gap, teacher support of new curriculum programs grows as teachers become more 

comfortable with teaching the programs.  In the early stages, in both mathematics and 

reading, teachers were asking for more professional development to feel prepared for the 

challenges that teaching a new program can bring (Meier & Wood, 2004).  
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A study published in 2009 by the National Education Association (NEA) convened 

more than 125 community conversations in 21 states and engaged in conversations about 

working together to close achievement gaps.  This public engagement project highlights 

examples of community engagement in different settings that produced positive results in 

student achievement.  Unique to each setting and the challenged faced by the school 

districts, the study demonstrates and highlights how different stakeholder groups can be 

the catalyst for change in the schools (Moldauer, 2009; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 

2005).   As the Ganton School District continues to work towards closing gaps, continuing 

conversations in the community may be beneficial as different groups may get involved in 

ways that bring about positive changes and increased support of the district mission.     

Summarizing the Findings: The Superintendent’s Perspective 

The Superintendent of Schools offered important perspectives on the work of the 

Ganton School District. The responses and information shared were generally consistent 

with information gathered from interviews with principals and central office 

administrators.  The Superintendent of Schools demonstrates knowledge and acute 

awareness of the needs of the students across the district.  The administrators convey 

support of the initiatives that the Superintendent has implemented during her tenure.     

In recognition of the existence of an achievement gap with black students in the Ganton 

School District, the Superintendent of Schools shared the following: 

We have groups of students who have been marginalized in the past, African 

American students, students with disabilities, we have a very small number of 

English language learners, that number is starting to increase slowly… we have 

clearly demonstrated that there is an achievement gap with several of our 

historically underperforming subgroups. 

 



 

87 

 

The Superintendent, Central Office Administrators, and Principals are all in agreement 

about the existence of an achievement gap in the Ganton School District and that it is a 

significant problem that needs attention and takes priority.  The data-driven approach that 

the school district has implemented in recent years has brought issues of inequity to the 

forefront and prioritized discussions around student achievement to those groups that are 

not making progress.  The Superintendent has clearly stated her vision for the school 

district, which is clearly defined in the Comprehensive Plan, and also articulated by district 

administrators. 

Well, my vision for the district is that every student will succeed, they will reach 

the post- secondary outcomes that they and their parents are aiming for. We simply 

can no longer continue to ignore the fact that we've not had equity for all of our 

students. Equity being, everyone gets what they need, not that everything is equal. 

I'm a special educator by training and long practice, and I firmly am convinced that 

equity is necessary so that every student has the opportunity to succeed. 

 

The vision is clear, and administrators are in support of the Superintendent’s goals 

for achievement for all students. This message is present in district documents, articulated 

at open forums including various stakeholder groups, and leadership makes sure that it is 

reflected in each of the school buildings and in the district department’s work.  The idea of 

success for all students encompasses individual student groups; however, the mission 

statement delineates closing the achievement gap in reference to the black-white 

achievement gap.  

The Excellence in Equity Committee was highlighted by all district administrators 

and principals that were interviewed.  The Superintendent recognizes this program as a 

way that engages all cultural groups in the community and provides an outlet for parent 

voice on issues of equity.   
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We have our Excellence in Equity which began as the African American Students 

and Families committee, but we broadened it, we now have one for Asian American 

students and families, Hispanic. We have a community and faith-based group, we 

have a gay; I forget the acronym; gay, lesbian, transgender questioning group. So, 

we have a significant number of various groups that involve parents, and parents 

for the most part run these, we support them, we participate, but we look for parental 

support there. That has been very successful, so that's a lot of parental engagement. 

We also have a very successful program at the high school, Connections, someone 

may have described Connections to you. 

 

A community that strives for equity has demonstrated its importance by creating 

avenues for diverse voices and facilitating dialogue around difficult topics of race, culture, 

and diversity (Howard, 2010).  The Excellence in Equity Committee and the Connections 

program serve as intentional methods of putting cultural proficiency at the forefront and 

giving attention to sensitive topics that impact student achievement. The Superintendent 

referenced these efforts and the district administrators echoed the message of importance 

that these initiatives hold in the district’s efforts to address the achievement gap. 

The implementation of new curriculum programs is the primary strategy for closing 

the achievement gap at the elementary level cited by school district administrators.  The 

Superintendent discussed the feedback from teachers and the acknowledgement of issues 

and concerns coming from teachers.  

I think at the elementary level, built into our new math program, we're in year 3 of 

that program, and we are constantly getting feedback from our teachers. We're 

doing the same with the rollout of our new English language arts curriculum, and I 

can tell you; Or program I should say; I can tell you that we're getting a lot of 

negative feedback from many of our teachers with concerns about the program. 

Could it be that this is just year 1 implementation and their heads are spinning? 

Because we also have a new science curriculum which they are writing, and we 

have been doing a tremendous amount of curriculum work. So, is it that the teachers 

just need to work through this, I would think that probably is what's going.  

 

The Superintendent possesses a broad scope of district programs, policies, and 

initiatives.  The review of program effectiveness happens at various levels in the school 
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district and teachers are afforded the opportunity to provide input and feedback, especially 

with the implementation of new programs at the elementary level.  The Superintendent has 

remained aware of the issues and concerns that teachers have had and building level 

administrators have been the first line of support and resource for elementary teachers.  In 

addition, the principals and central office administrators have served as facilitators of 

problem-solving focused efforts to ease the transition from one curriculum program to 

another in reading and mathematics.  The Superintendent has coordinated the efforts of key 

district administrators to identify, plan, implement, and assess the effectiveness of 

programs, policies, and initiatives to address the achievement gap in the Ganton School 

District.  All administrators, the principals, central office administrators, and the 

Superintendent have remained united in support of all the children of the school district 

and are committed to continuing the work of closing the achievement gap.  In discussing 

the research interview process with the Superintendent, she shared the following which is 

an affirmation of her vision and the work of the district:      

Yes, I knew that you had spoken with many of our people, and they could've given 

you much deeper information about almost every one of these categories. But from 

my 30,000-foot view, I think we've recognized a problem, we developed a plan to 

address it and we are addressing it, and there's commitment from everybody. 

 

The Ganton School District has recognized that the achievement gap is an issue and 

is making efforts to address it through programmatic changes and developing cultural 

proficiency.  While attitudes are strong and in support of changing the direction of the 

problem, the actions and outcomes are not as clearly defined.  In recent years, under the 

direction of the current Superintendent, gains have been made as the community is able to 

identify specific measures being taken at the secondary level.  The elementary schools are 

gaining resources and support as it has been recognized that the problem does not begin in 
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secondary school, and that if interventions begin sooner, perhaps the gap may be narrowed 

as students’ progress through school.  At this time, the district has decided to make 

universal changes to curriculum in the elementary schools and focus on best practices 

providing resources to at-risk students through equitable practices.  School district 

leadership convey confidence in the direction that the district is moving on the issue of the 

achievement gap, and consistently looking at data has become common practice in order 

to determine results. 

Summary 

The aim of this mixed-methods study was to identify the efforts of school district 

administrators geared towards addressing the achievement gap for Historically 

Underperforming Subgroups (HUS) in the school district.  Three categories to collect and 

analyze data were selected: attitudes, actions, and outcomes- that provided a lens through 

which the perceptions, programs and initiatives may be identified.   

A survey was conducted to determine base ideas and information that would inform 

the interviews and gauge general perceptions from district administrators.  The survey 

results indicated consistency with the interview patterns demonstrating that Attitudes/ 

Passion is very high related to the issue, while Actions/ Practice and Outcomes/ Persistence 

are lower than the first category.  Interviews with administrators noted specific programs 

at the elementary and secondary levels, which are believed to be in place to address the 

achievement gap.  At the elementary level specifically, central office administrators and 

principals did not identify such programs as specific to addressing the issue.  Central office 

administrators and principals offered consistent information regarding the history of the 

issue, key stakeholders involved, and current efforts of district leadership.   
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Overall, the findings outlined in this chapter display the current position of the 

district on the issue of the achievement gap and the measures that have been taken to 

increase student achievement of black students to narrow and ultimately close the gap.            
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this mixed-methods case study was to identify the policies, practices, 

and programs implemented by district leadership to address the achievement gap in one 

suburban school district.  While the focus was on efforts at the elementary level, the 

research indicates that the efforts to date focus on the secondary level and are reflected in 

this study.  This study answered three questions: 

1. Attitude: To what extent, if any, are the perceptions of the achievement gap that 

leaders of the district possess consistent with the district's stated priority of 

narrowing the achievement gap? 

2. Action: To what extent, if any, are educational practices and programs employed 

specifically to address the achievement gap? 

3. Outcomes: To what extent, if any are district level initiatives helping to narrow the 

achievement gap?  How thoroughly is this information shared and known among 

key groups throughout the district?   

A survey of school district administrators was conducted to gauge the general 

perception of administration in three areas related to the research questions: attitudes, 

actions, and outcomes.   The research began with the survey to identify base findings 

that would support the collection of interview data.  Administrators at the building and 

district levels were sent a survey that included statements in three sections consistent 
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with the research questions.  The survey window was two weeks and of the thirty-seven 

administrators included, twenty responded. 

The second part of the research was interviews of district level administrators and 

building principals including nine individuals, five principals and four central office 

administrators.  The purpose of the interviews was to gain deeper understanding and 

information from key administrators in the school district.  The interviews questions 

(see Appendix) were divided into three sections reflecting the research questions with 

the purpose of gathering specific information about perceptions, policies, programs, 

and initiatives related to closing the achievement gap in the schools in the Ganton 

School District. 

Through the synthesis and analysis of the survey and interviews, patterns emerged, 

and three major themes were established, “A Focused Priority,” “A History of 

Admiring the Problem,” and “Moving in the Right Direction.”  These themes will be 

summarized in this chapter.  Chapter 4 presented the findings of the research which 

were developed through the analysis of survey data, interview discussions with central 

office administrators and principals, and related literature and research.  This chapter 

will summarize the findings, present implications for practice, as well as future research 

and lessons learned through conducting this study.    

Themes/ Summary of Findings 

Three major themes emerged in the research through the survey data and the 

interview discussions.  Each theme developed through the consistency of information and 

perspectives of research participants, both survey and interview, as the synthesis of 

attitudes, actions, and outcomes solidified, and findings became complete. The themes 
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provide a picture of leadership efforts and where the district stands in terms of addressing 

the achievement gap.   

Research Finding 1: Passionate Leadership  

The quantitative findings which were developed through the survey data revealed 

consistency with the three major themes that emerged from the interviews.  The leadership 

expresses passion for the issue, however the practice and persistence are not obviously 

recognized.  The Attitude scale measured high priority of the issue of the achievement gap.  

The Actions and Outcomes show that the school district has minimal impact in these areas 

at this time.     

Research Finding 2:  A Focused Priority (Attitudes/ Passion) 

School district leadership at the district and school levels convey dedicated support 

for the superintendent’s mission in which the closing of the achievement gap is clearly 

stated.  The achievement gap between black and white students in the Ganton School 

District clearly exists, and individuals acknowledge the importance of the issue as well as 

the history of the problem in the school district.  The achievement gap is not new in the 

Ganton School District, however with the current superintendent, there has been a renewed 

sense of importance in addressing the issue and there has been a resurgence in 

conversations about the achievement of black students.  

School District Mission  

Closing the achievement gap for all students is clearly stated in the school district 

mission statement.  The superintendent has articulated its priority, and district leadership 



 

95 

 

are aware of the importance of the issue from the district standpoint and are in support of 

acting to close the gap.  There is acknowledgement that there is a problem, leadership is 

passionate about addressing the problem, and stakeholder groups support establishing the 

issue as one of importance that requires support and resources.  To recognize whole system 

change, Fullan has developed eight interactive factors that are linked to measurable student 

results.  The first factor, “foster deep commitment to the moral imperative” relates directly 

to the development of a mission statement inclusive of language and action that is 

connected to addressing such issues as the achievement gap in schools (Blankstein & 

Noguera, 2015).  The inclusion of closing the achievement gap in the mission statement is 

critical step in facing the issue head on with resources and a commitment to making change.      

Impact of Leadership 

Leadership at the building and district levels stand united in support of addressing the 

achievement gap in the Ganton School District.  The superintendent has set the agenda and 

has made student achievement for all students a flagship issue with the support of the Board 

of School Directors.  Marzano and Waters (2009) cite the execution of five leadership 

responsibilities in order to positively impact student achievement: collaborative goal 

setting, non-negotiable goals for achievement and instruction, board alignment and support 

of district goals, monitoring goals for achievement and instruction, and use of resources to 

support achievement and instruction goals (Marzano & Waters, 2009). While the district’s 

strength varies in each of the areas of responsibility, there is evidence that consideration 

has been made in these areas.      
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Research Finding 2: Implications for Practice 

Continued Conversations about Race and Achievement 

Conversations about achievement gaps should include elementary educators for secondary 

planning.  The concerns about students and their achievement individually and as groups 

manifest before the students enter secondary school.  In addition, their needs may be 

identified before middle school and certainly high school.  The educators involved on the 

elementary level can offer insight to provide continuity of services and strategies. A core 

principle of Cultural Proficiency, which is a model for shifting culture of the school or of 

a district, is cultural competence which is a behavior that aligns with standards and moves 

an organization toward culturally proficient interactions (Lindsey, Robins, & Terrell, 

2009).  Engaging in open and direct discussions about student achievement and race, 

leadership may become intentional and focused in their efforts to close the gap, as it has 

been noted that race matters in teaching and learning (Singleton & Linton, 2006). 

Different Ways to Look at Data 

To identify the achievement gap at the elementary level, it is necessary to consistently look 

at the elementary data as opposed to school-based views.  With such small numbers of 

black students in each elementary school, trends and patterns in the data may be missed 

and opportunities for targeted programming may be overlooked.  The district has identified 

an achievement gap with black students at the secondary level, however this gap does not 

suddenly appear when the students leave elementary school.  A closer look at data reveals 

patterns with at-risk students that emerge in elementary school and can be tracked to 

remediate and support with consistency.  As the Ganton School District continues to 
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explore the use of data management systems to track student achievement, a consideration 

for looking at elementary data to reveal achievement gaps through a district lens may result 

in programming that is specific to the achievement gap in the elementary years.  Bernhardt 

(1998) has identified four measures for effective data analysis; demographic data, 

perceptions data, information about student learning, and school processes.  By focusing 

on the demographic data and perceptions data more closely, the Ganton School District 

may conduct deeper analysis of the achievement gap to more clearly see patterns at the 

elementary level (Bernhardt, 1998). 

Research Finding 3: A History of Admiring the Problem (Actions/ Practice) 

The survey data revealed that the actions/ practice is an area that needs further 

development and attention in the Ganton School District.  There is recognition of the 

problem and the issue is a stated priority, which is reflected in attitudes/ passion of district 

leadership.  District leadership noted that the existence of the achievement gap has been 

present for decades, and that discussions have been ongoing regarding the recognition of 

the problem and possible steps to be taken towards resolution. Despite the recognition of 

the problem and ongoing discussions, the achievement gap is a pervasive area of concern 

which has at times been a contentious issue between the district and groups of black 

parents.  The actions being taken are not being recognized as significant and are not 

directed at the elementary level.  At the secondary level, the efforts are relatively new, with 

implementation of de-tracking and the Connections program which both began within a 

two-year period prior to the start of this research.   
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Research-Based Programs and Practices 

The Ganton School District has utilized research-based curriculum programs for decades; 

however, the recent implementation of new curriculum in mathematics and reading at the 

elementary levels has included programs that have components to target “at-risk” learners.  

The school district leadership emphasize the adoption of the innovative programs in the 

efforts to address the achievement gap at the elementary level (Franco, Ott, & Robles, 

2011).  Central office administrators highlight professional development as a strategy to 

push achievement in a positive direction and complement the adoption of the programs.  

The elementary principals recognize the support that central office and the superintendent 

have offered as the programs have been put into place (Farr, 2010). 

A Secondary Approach  

The Connections Program was the districts first initiative working directly with students in 

response to students feeling culturally isolated and in need of support and mentorship.  The 

program included minority staff members, aides, teachers, support staff, and administrators 

hat visited the high school on a regular basis and engaged in discussions and activities that 

promoted cohesiveness and connection among the students and staff members.  The 

program gave way to a larger initiative, the Excellence in Equity Committee, which seeks 

to reach a broader audience on issues of equity and student achievement in the schools. 

The Shaker Heights study, which focused on the academic disengagement of black 

students, investigated mentoring and tracking in the school district and the impact on the 

achievement of black students.  The findings indicated that while there was no formal 

tracking at the secondary level, the upper-elementary tracking resulted in students assigned 
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to certain courses because of the upper-elementary path.  This form of tracking affected 

instruction and showed differences in instructional patterns at different course levels from 

elementary through high school (Ogbu, 2003).  

In 2015 academic tracks were eliminated at the high school which was in direct 

response to the existing achievement gap between black students and white students in the 

Ganton School District.  Historically, the lowest academic tracks enrolled a majority of the 

black student population at the high school.  Black students were not represented in the 

higher tracks and it was argued that the opportunity to achieve was limited by the 

misrepresentation of black students in college preparatory level courses (Hallinan, 2004).  

The de-tracking began with the ninth-grade cohort, and the plan was to continue de-

tracking the following year with the current grade and eliminate tracks for incoming high 

school students.  In its initial stages, administrators are hopeful that exposing at-risk 

students, that historically have been in the lowest track, to rigorous coursework and 

differentiating in the classes to meet all student’s needs, the students can succeed and 

achieve beyond what historical data reflects for students in the lowest track (Scott, 2001).     

Research Finding 3: Implications for Practice 

Collaboration with Administrators 

There is extensive research that supports the collaboration of teachers for the purpose of 

professional development.  The collaboration of administrators can mirror that of teachers 

in terms of the outcomes and benefits (Farr, 2010; Krownapple, 2017).  It can provide the 

necessary support and structure for transformation of schools through the use of internal 

capacity.  Collaboration among elementary administrators can serve the purposes of; 
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collectively strategize and analyze data, evaluate best practices, and discuss concerns about 

groups of students by grade level, gender, race, and the disaggregate group data, which are 

all important tasks in monitoring student achievement (Lindsey, Robins & Terrell, 2009).  

The regular opportunity for administrators to come together to look at data and make plans 

based on district patterns and trends at the elementary level, because of small numbers of 

students in individual schools, may highlight areas of need and encourage administration 

to look at resources differently and allocate appropriately to better support student needs.    

Specific Programming for Black Students 

Current efforts at the elementary level are designed for at-risk students, not necessarily 

black students that fall in to the achievement gap.  To provide more targeted assistance, 

programs need to be specific and intentional based on the needs of black students in the 

school district (Howard, 2010; Tyson, 2011).  Administrators and teachers should conduct 

ongoing review of data and adjust programming as necessary (Fullan, 2007). These efforts 

have materialized at the secondary level in the Ganton School District in the form of de-

tracking and a mentoring program. The decision to de-track at the secondary level was a 

direct result of analyzing the data and designing programming to respond to the needs of 

the students.  In addition, the Connections Program has provided support in the form of 

mentoring and relationships for black students as the de-tracking directly addressed 

academics.  It is recommended that a similar approach be taken to address elementary needs 

in this area. As discussed in Chapter Two of this paper, the work of Ronald Ferguson points 

out four recommendations related to the provision of specific programming for black 

students: Assume no motivational differences; Address specific skill deficits; Supply 

ample encouragement routinely; Provide access to resources and learning experiences 
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(Ferguson, Clark & Stewart, 2002; Miranda &Webb, 2007).  Consideration of these four 

recommendations may translate to specific programming for black students to address the 

achievement gap (Scott, 2001).  

Develop a Board Policy for Equity 

The school board has been supportive of district administration in the efforts to address the 

achievement gap and has demonstrated ongoing commitment to allocate resources and 

provide continued support.  As policy governs the organization, there needs to be explicit 

policy written to close the achievement gap to execute the district mission and establish 

clear guidelines for actions to be taken by the school district around this issue.  “Policy 

permeates and dominates all aspects of school operations. It also presents the most 

powerful lever for the exercise of leadership” (National School Boards Association, 2018).  

As the school board continues to provide support, the implementation of a clear policy will 

further extend the efforts moving in the direction of the superintendent’s vision (Vollmer, 

2010). 

Research Finding 4: Moving in the Right Direction (Outcomes/ Persistence) 

The Ganton School District has recognized gains in student achievement though the 

achievement gap continues to be an issue. Administration is dedicated to finding resolution 

to inequities and finding new ways to deliver instruction to at-risk students.  Professional 

development on a variety of topics has been a consistent strategy, and with the 

implementation of specific programs, the district is confident that positive outcomes will 

be seen in the achievement of all students.  The regular review of data from curriculum-

based assessments, benchmark assessment data, and standardized assessments, the district 

https://www.nsba.org/services/school-board-leadership-services/key-work/policy
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will engage in programmatic reviews to determine the effectiveness and make 

modifications as necessary (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).    

School Reform Efforts 

As school districts examine reform efforts around an issue of concern, Johnson (2002) has 

established a framework for measuring equity in schools to close the achievement gap.  The 

framework includes the following steps which have been observed to different degrees in 

the Ganton School District’s process: 

1. Building leadership and data teams   

2. Examining Outcomes  

3. Assessing Policies and Practices 

4. Listening to Student and Parent Voices 

5. Evaluating Programs and Interventions 

The leadership has established the ongoing review of data using an online data 

management system, and the information is used at the elementary level to look at student 

achievement at benchmark points throughout the year.  The secondary schools have 

focused on exposing all students to college preparatory instruction by de-tracking at the 

high school and the Connections mentoring program is an additional support for black 

students.  The review of data continues to be a regular practice at both the elementary and 

secondary levels, and programs are evaluated annually to determine effectiveness and 

impact on achievement (Rothstein, 2004).  
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Continued Stakeholder Support 

The administration is the group that has been in full support of district efforts to address 

the achievement gap.  The Board of School Directors support the superintendent and have 

demonstrated commitment to achievement for all students by supporting the programmatic 

changes brought forward by district administration.  Teacher support continues to grow as 

they become comfortable with the changes that equate to change in practice in the 

classrooms.  The school district has consistently offered resources to support initiatives 

such as the adoption of new mathematics and reading programs, and de-tracking at the high 

school, and as teachers recognize the commitment from administration the buy-in from this 

stakeholder group continues to grow.  Family and community partnerships are highly 

visible at schools that successfully serve students most vulnerable to disparate educational 

opportunities and outcomes (Timar & Maxwell-Jolly, 2012.)  Parent groups have various 

levels of support based on personal investment in the issue.  Black parent groups continue 

to look to district administration for changes that will produce results, and because of the 

Excellence in Equity Committee, there are more parent groups that generally support equity 

for marginalized groups of students in the school district.  The larger committee seeks to 

identify beneficial strategies and create a venue for ongoing dialogue about equitable 

practices (Samples, 2009).  

Research Finding 4: Implications for Practice 

Research-Based Curriculum 

At both the elementary and secondary levels, the school districts utilize research-based 

curriculum programs for instruction.  At the elementary level, the recent implementation 
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has been cited by administration as an action being taken to address the achievement gap 

indirectly.  The district should continue the use of such programs with fidelity as best 

practices in education include the utilization of research-based materials for instruction 

(Downey, Steffy, Poston, Jr., & English, 2009). 

Professional Development 

The district should continue professional development around anti-racist leadership and 

courageous conversations to develop the cultural proficiency of the staff and refocus efforts 

on addressing the achievement gap (Coggins & Campbell, 2008; Kelleher, 2003).  The 

district began professional development on the topic in the last ten years; however, the 

attention to the issue through professional development waned and then with new 

leadership, the approach changed.  Findings in this study reveal that with the leadership, 

the first characteristic of anti-racist leadership, passion, is present; however, the district 

should do more work in developing the practice and persistence components and the 

cultural proficiency of the staff to see results (Singleton & Linton, 2006; Nuri-Robins, 

Lindsey, Lindsey, & Terrell, 2012).   

Data Analysis 

The school district has demonstrated data-driven decision making regarding student 

programming through initiatives such as de-tracking at the high school and RTII in the 

elementary schools (DiCarlo, 2012).  Through more specific and detailed analysis at the 

elementary level to include collaboration and sharing of information among elementary 

schools, the district may recognize patterns and trends that can better inform district-wide 

programming to target the achievement gap at the elementary level (Bernhardt, 1998).  The 
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school district now utilizes an online data management system (STAR) in the elementary 

schools, which may be a tool to accomplish targeted elementary data analysis.  

Determining Anti-Racist Leadership 

The Ganton School District leadership have identified an issue, expressed concern 

for the issue, and are taking steps toward resolution.  At this time, it cannot be determined 

that anti-racist leadership is present.  Anti-racist leadership includes the strong and 

identifiable presence of each of the three characteristics; passion, practice, and persistence.  

The data supports that passion is a highly present characteristic of leadership. There is 

evidence of the other two characteristics, however neither are developed and highly 

identifiable.  Practice and persistence are less present and the leadership seems to realize 

these characteristics are lacking. 

In the survey data it was first revealed that the superiority of the Attitude scale over 

the other two scales measured strong agreement to the identification and importance of the 

issue in the Ganton School District.  The interview data further supported the survey data 

as administrators express that the issue of the achievement gap is a focused priority.  The 

other two areas reveal that there is attention to the practice/ actions, and the persistence/ 

outcomes are not clearly identifiable at the elementary level.  Therefore, anti-racist 

leadership cannot be determined to be present in the Ganton School District at this time 

(Singleton & Linton, 2006).            
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Figure 5.1 depicts the efforts of the Ganton School District as the characteristics of anti-

racist leadership attempt to take form to close the achievement gap.  The figure reflects the 

existence of passion which is moving in on the achievement gap to close the shape of the 

triangle around the issue.  The characteristics of practice and persistence are not obviously 

present in this case; therefore, they are not moving in close to the issue to form the shape.  

As shown in Chapter 4r, when all three characteristics are present, the shape of a triangle 

forms and closes around the achievement gap.  As the Ganton School District continues to 

examine the issue, implement policies, programs, and devote resources to addressing the 

achievement gap, the shape may form and close around the achievement gap. 

Lessons Learned/ Insights 

Suburban school districts face a unique challenge in addressing the achievement 

gap in America’s schools.  Many suburban districts have adequate resources, parent and 

community support, competent staff and administration, but have fallen short when it 

comes to the achievement of black students compared to their white peers.  As a school 

Persistence 

Achievement Gap 

 

Figure 2 Theoretical Framework- Anti-Racist Leadership in the Ganton School District 
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principal in a neighboring suburban school district to the studied setting, I learned that the 

challenges of each school district have some commonalities; however, at the core, the 

challenges may be very different based on several factors and differences.  The community 

and history of relations between the groups in the community and the school district, the 

staff to include the administration and their level of experience, and the priorities of 

leadership are major factors that may present unique challenges to different school districts. 

My experience as an educator has been in a suburban school district that faced the 

issue head-on over a decade ago because of community pressure and the rising 

accountability movement.  The district leadership has remained relatively consistent; 

therefore, the initiatives related to closing the achievement gap have been sustained and 

even grown.  The school district studied in this research has seen a change in leadership 

and fractured community groups that have not put consistent pressure on the school district 

because the groups have not necessarily been united.  While the resources available to the 

communities are relatively similar, there are a range of factors that impact the ability to 

enhance student achievement and narrow or even close the achievement gap. 

  The community is a major force impacting change in a school district.  In the 

Ganton School District the community voice is heard, yet the partnership component as it 

relates to this issue is absent on some fronts.  The relationship between the school district 

and some black parent groups became adversarial over time and their voices faded in the 

mainstage conversations.  The voices were replaced over time by new groups of black 

parents, but the consistency and relationship necessary to move the issue forward has 

lacked strength.  I’ve learned through this research that the community has a great deal of 

influence and the organized parent groups may see more change over time than those that 
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struggle to clarify purpose and move the issue forward in a way that engages district 

leadership.    

In addition to the community organization and support of an issue, the staff buy-in 

and support of programs must be present for change to happen.  Leadership conveyed that 

they are on board but gaining the support of the teaching staff has presented some 

challenges.  Leadership can establish priorities but must also work on gaining and 

maintaining the support of the staff to see results.  The de-tracking at the high school is an 

example in the Ganton School District that highlights how an initiative can take off with 

the support of staff.      

Perhaps the most impactful lesson learned through this research is the importance 

of leadership at various levels in an organization, and the necessity for the superintendent 

to provide clarity of purpose to be an agent of meaningful change and influence student 

achievement.  Leadership provides structure and supports an organization through 

unexpected changes and difficulties.  Issues of major importance such as the achievement 

gap cannot be given a bottom- up approach to resolution if systemic change will be 

recognized.  The perceptions of leadership directly impact the work that they do and can 

certainly drive the direction of an organization and the level of priority of an issue.    

Limitations 

1. The findings will be restricted to the district in which the study is being conducted.  

Implications are only for this district and ones of a similar profile. 

2. Resources (human resources, financial resources) may vary from district to district, 

thus implementation of programs and practices may be not be replicated in other 

school districts.  
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3. The commitment of district leadership to implement programs and practices may 

be limited to the individuals in this study.  The extent to which their commitment 

impacts the perceptions, which translates to programs and practices may not be the 

same in another school district, or as individuals leave their positions in the school 

district. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The following are recommendations for future research on this topic: 

 Conducting a comparative study of the leadership in two or more districts.  A 

comparison of leadership efforts may highlight the strategies that are working and 

not working. 

 Expanding the study to include the perception of teachers by measuring attitudes, 

actions, and outcomes related to instructional practices. 

 Conducting a study that compares teachers’ perceptions to administrator 

perceptions of the issue of the achievement gap in a given setting. 

 Conducting a quantitative study of the achievement of black students in the Ganton 

School District over an extended period. 

 Conducting a cohort study of black students in a school district to measure the 

achievement of the students given the programs and resources offered to them 

over time, taking into consideration such changes as leadership, staffing, and 

program offerings in the school district. 
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Conclusion 

The achievement gap is an international issue that will continue to demand attention 

until resolution is found.  Groups of students achieving at levels less than peers is not 

acceptable in this global society where opportunities are waiting on the other side of formal 

education for those that demonstrate proficiency in the core subjects.  All students must be 

given the chance to access instruction and make academic gains throughout their schooling 

experience.  School leadership is charged with the responsibility of ensuring that such 

access is granted, and roadblocks to opportunities are removed.  The aim of this mixed-

methods case study was to examine the efforts of leadership to close the achievement gap 

in one suburban school district for elementary students identified as at-risk, specifically 

black children.  In the Ganton School District, there is an intentional focus on the academic 

achievement of black students at the secondary level.  In the elementary schools, there is 

awareness of the problem and actions being taken, however the focus remains on “best 

practices” for “all students.”  To effectively and totally address the issue of the achievement 

gap of black students in the Ganton School District, discussions, initiatives, programs, and 

policies should specifically address the problem.  The selection of programs and practices 

that support the achievement of all students through differentiated instruction is s step in 

the right direction; the history of the achievement gap implies that more is needed if change 

is going to happen for black students and closing the gap. 

The leadership in the Ganton School District is aware of the issue and demonstrates 

commitment to closing the achievement gap as attitudes/ passion are strong.  The process 

to implement effective action/ practice to recognize positive outcomes/ persistence is 

developing and showing signs of progress in the right direction. As the district has focused 
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efforts on the secondary schools, they may be able to identify areas for replication and 

modification at the elementary schools.       
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY 

  

 My position in the School District is: 

(Select your position) 

Central Office Administrator_____ 

Principal_____ 

Assistant Principal_____ 

Psychologist_____ 

Curriculum Coordinator_____ 

Curriculum Coach_____ 

 

 I have been in my current position for: 

0-3 years    4-6 years    7-10 years    11+ years  

 

 I have been employed by this school district for: 

0-3 years    4-6 years    7-10 years    11+ years  

 

Attitude: 

Likert 1-5: Strongly Agree- Strongly Disagree 

 I am familiar with the issue of the black-white achievement gap in America’s 

schools. 

 The achievement gap is a problem that schools/ educational institutions must 

solve. 
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 The achievement gap is a problem that families and communities must solve. 

 Providing all students the opportunity to learn and succeed is important in this 

school district. 

 Providing all students, the opportunity to learn and succeed is important in this 

school. 

 The black-white achievement gap is an issue in this school district. 

 The black-white achievement gap is an issue in this school. 

 My personal priority(ies) as an educator for student achievement are aligned with 

school district priority(ies) specifically for at-risk, Historically Underserved 

Students (HUS), and minority students. 

 Leadership and administration has identified the achievement gap as a problem 

that warrants attention, action, and resolution. 

Action: 

Likert 1-5: Strongly Agree-Strongly Disagree 

 The community and all stakeholders are involved and committed to addressing 

this issue. 

 The school district mission justifies and supports the need to provide interventions 

that narrow and ultimately close the achievement gap. 

 Adequate funding is allocated to programs supporting HUS, specifically African 

American students in this school district. 

 Adequate funding is allocated to programs supporting HUS, specifically African 

American students in this school. 
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 Programs and supports are evenly distributed across the school district to support 

students in all the local schools. 

 There are specific programs in my school that meet the needs of struggling 

students and students that may fall into the achievement gap. 

 Curriculum materials reflect diversity and appreciation of culture, and meet the 

academic needs of at-risk student populations such as ethnic and racial minorities. 

 Hiring practices are reflective of seeking highly qualified staff that are trained and 

experienced in providing instruction to diverse learners. 

 Professional development programs address strategies specific to closing the 

achievement gap.   

 

Outcomes: 

 Students in this school district are achieving at high levels compared to peers 

across the: 

County 1    2    3    4    5 

State    1    2    3    4    5 

 Students in this school are achieving at high levels compared to peers across the: 

County 1    2    3    4    5 

District    1    2    3    4    5 

State    1    2    3    4    5 

 Black/HUS students in this school district are achieving at high levels compared 

to peers across the: 

County 1    2    3    4    4 
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State    1    2    3    4    5 

 Black/HUS students in this school are achieving at high levels compared to peers 

across the: 

District    1    2    3    4    5 

County 1    2    3    4    5 

State    1    2    3    4    5 

 Professional staff support the district leadership’s efforts to address the issue of 

the achievement gap. 

 The district leadership support professional staff’s efforts to address the issue of 

the achievement gap.   

 District parents are aware of district efforts to address the achievement gap.  

 There is significant parent support to continue the implementation of related 

policies and programs. 
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APPENDIX B. 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  

 

- What is your role in the school district and how long have you been in this 

position? 

- Please tell about your school/ district demographics and describe your 

school/district community. 

 Attitude: 

1. Is the achievement gap an issue in your school/district?  Please explain. 

2. What is your perspective on this issue in this school/ district? 

3. What district programs and policies do you believe directly impact and address 

the achievement gap? 

4. What school programs are in place in your school/ district in order to directly 

address the achievement gap? 

5. How would you define the school district’s stance/position on the issue of the 

achievement gap in America’s schools?  To what extent is this position reflected 

in the district practices? 

6. How would you describe the district level implementation and support of 

programs specifically designed to meet the needs of Historically Underperforming 

Student (HUS) groups? 

7. Who are the key stakeholders in this district? What is the level of commitment of 

these stakeholders to this issue? 
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Action: 

1. Please consider the mission statement for your school/ district. Is addressing the 

achievement gap clearly addressed in the school district’s mission and/ or 

Strategic Plan?  If so, how long do you believe that efforts have been made (by 

the district) to address the issues? 1-5 years? 6-10 years? 11-15 years?  

2. Please describe any programs that are in place to support the academic 

achievement of minority, HUS students, and those that historically fall into the 

achievement gap? 

3. In what ways do/ or might the professional development plans support teachers in 

targeting the academic needs of student groups, particularly minority and HUS 

students? 

4. How is family engagement related to your efforts to narrow the achievement gap 

in your school/ district? 

5. How is student data used to inform programming/ curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment in your school/ district?  Are there different approaches for minority 

(black) and HUS students? 

Outcomes: 

1. What trends does school/ district data reflect regarding the achievement gap? 

2. How are programs evaluated in regards to student achievement? Are there 

specific tools to measure effectiveness?   

3. How often are programs reviewed in order to make modifications to better meet 

student needs?  
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4. How would you describe the support of programs designed to close the gap 

(teacher support, parent support, student participation)?  


