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ABSTRACT 

 Urban, suburban and rural school districts across the country are all grappling 

with issues concerning the plight of students of color and in particular males of color who 

continue to lag academically behind their female counterparts and in particular their same 

age male complements. 

This qualitative research study explored factors and procedural operations 

contributing to the founding, expansion and ultimate success of a predominantly African 

American single gender public charter high school serving young men located in a large 

metropolitan northeastern city.  Study participants included teachers, school 

administrators, school board members, and other school staff who agreed to participate in 

this study, conducted over a two-year period.  At the time of the study, the school 

enrolled 498 young men and employed approximately 47 staff, which included teachers, 

non-instructional personnel and administrative staff.  In addition to first-hand interviews 

accounts, findings were documented through field observations, review of anecdotal 

records such as Staff and Student Handbooks, teacher lesson plans and standardized test 

scores, which included the state-mandated annual examination.   

Three primary findings emerged from almost 100 hours of the study and were 

operationalized bounded by a conceptual framework around three distinct themes: (1) 

teacher/student developed relationships in the classroom and outside the classroom, (2) 

school climate and culture, and tangible policies and procedures developed to encourage 

a peaceful and purposeful school environment, linked to incentives, a documented rigid  

            i 

 



 

 

disciplinary style approach to education, and (3) the role of consistent and effective 

school governance from a committed Board of Trustees and the resiliency and sustainable 

leadership of school administrators.  These three conceptual domains formed the basis 

that this school has made key strides in demonstrating social and academic success in the 

lives of African American males.  The findings also amplify that despite discourse which 

suggests the underachievement of Black boys in schools, the young men attending West 

Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School (pseudonym) enrolled with a variety of assets 

which included mentors, parents who demonstrated immense interest in the success of 

their children, peer to peer supports, high attendance records and resiliency in negotiating 

challenges between their communities of residence and the school. 

These findings are significant for single gender schools, urban public education, 

charter and independent schools, classroom management and the influence of a Latin-

based foundation as they provide the critical ingredients desired to improve K-12 spaces 

delivering increased opportunities for postsecondary success and future workforce-ready 

participants.  The results of the study tell us that teachers, administrators and other school 

personnel play a key role in delivering a specific set of actions items which tend to 

illuminate assets that young men bring to school which eventually contributes to their 

successful matriculation through high school.  Further, results identify key functions of 

school policy and procedures that produced an academically rich, culturally sensitive and 

safe environment which contributed to maintaining high academic performance, 

increased student attendance and a unique set of in school and non-traditional extended 

day activities for African American males. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

By several accounts, school districts across the country, large, urban, rural and 

suburban are struggling with seeking evidenced-based solutions to narrow the 

achievement gap between ethnic, socio-economic, and gender populations.  The reform 

of traditional public education has become a widely debated topic from local, state and 

federal elected officials, policy analysts, and think tank organizations.  Recently Congress 

reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) through Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). This reauthorization (2018) was “intended to replace the 

narrow one size fits all No Child Left Behind Act, ESSA’s predecessor giving states and 

school districts new flexibility and a more holistic approach, that will provide high level 

and quality supports to ensure the academic success of all students.” 

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/index.html.. Further ESSA seeks to strengthen 

teacher selection, teacher quality, teacher training and evaluation as a means to focus on 

classroom and pedagogical rigor.  

 The recent national political climate and the innovative restructuring of public 

education in the second Bush Administration, continuing through the present Trump 

presidency have forced the expansion of charter schools and the right for educational 

choice through voucher or choice programs.  While these debates continue, according to 

the Mueller & Lee “post-secondary education and the private sector workforce  
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contend that high school graduates are ill equipped to succeed at the college level, and 

unprepared to comprehend high quality work-based standards”, (2013).  

Even President Obama in his (February 2009) State of the Union address 

remarked “dropping out of high school is no longer an option, three quarters of the fastest 

growing occupations require more than a high school diploma” (p. 4). He further 

emphasized a need to pay critical attention to this issue by stating, “we have one of the 

highest high school dropout rates of any industrialized nation, and this is a prescription 

for economic decline”. (www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office).  

An even more relevant and often intense national discussion is the widening 

achievement gap and dropout rate between school-aged African American males, and 

their White and Asian counterparts.  Black male school attrition, poor academic 

performance, and college enrollment and persistence rates are seen, in part, as a function 

of Black males’ inability or disinterest in fulfilling their roles as conventional learners in 

a school setting (Davis, 2003, p. 518). Education advocates, policy analysts, educators, 

parents and other stakeholders agree that K-12 education research policies have done 

little to support African American school-aged males toward successful high school 

completion. During the last two decades the status and academic achievement of African 

American males in education has been one of the most consistently researched topics 

(Jackson & Moore, 2006; Jenkins, 2006).  Reports and trends continue to point to a 

dismal trend of African American boys, who, by most accounts are “forced out” of the 

traditional public schools and early entry into the criminal justice system, a lifetime of 
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crime, low paying and menial jobs. Davis (2003) contends, “these discussions 

surrounding the educational status of Black males and the nature of their precarious 

educational position is infused with compelling descriptors such as worlds apart, 

epidemic of failure, and left behind” (p. 518).   

While many social, economic and environmental factors impair and contribute to 

the underachievement and low performance of African American males, this growing 

disparity calls for an urgent need to address those injustices and provide practical, scale-

able and sustainable solutions to the problem. Studies and reports continue to record the 

scores of school age White males and females of various backgrounds who continue to 

outperform African American males.  This disparity has created an achievement gap with 

obvious consequences impacting future employment, an inability to access higher 

education and also creating a pipeline to early involvement in the criminal justice system. 

According to a report from the Justice Policy Institute analyzing data from the United 

States Department of Education and the National Center for Education Statistics, “at the 

end of 2000, 791,600 Black men were behind bars, while 603,032 were enrolled in 

colleges and universities” (Western, Schiraldi & Ziedenberg, 2003, p. 9).  

These factors underscore the severity of problems facing African American males 

in this country, with severe consequences for the nation’s educational, criminal justice, 

socio-economic and political landscape.  This study was aimed at examining a small 

charter high school, designed specifically to educate low-income, inner-city, African 

American young men by providing a challenging Latin-based educational foundation to 
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cultivate their intellectual and social abilities.  In this chapter, I discuss the problem and 

the professional and personal reasons that attracted me to this specific study.  Using both 

national and local data, a theoretical construct and research, I draw critical attention to the 

need for this study as it impacts the national economy, health, future educational 

attainment, and socio-political ramifications for this country.  It also highlights the role 

that educators, policy analysts, parents and other stakeholders can play in the reformation 

of possible statistics, and the contribution adults can make to ensure African American 

males can achieve academic parity and eventual success in careers and postsecondary 

education.  

Further, I discuss the purpose of my study and the new models of school 

leadership and teacher preparation as important facets in developing different approaches 

to creating high achieving, rigorous communities of learning for African American 

males.   The research questions will follow with sub questions to gather more intense data 

as it relates to factors contributing to the success of African American males in a single 

gender educational setting.   

Statement of the Problem 

The statistics about the plight of African American males in the K-16 circle in the 

United States can be depressing and appear irreversible unless reasonable and 

untraditional approaches are implemented.  The facts are far-reaching and widespread, 

especially in urban settings.  Concurrently as I was preparing this chapter, renowned 

television journalist and social commentator, Tavis Smiley hosted a (Public Broadcasting 
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System (PBS) special calling attention to the school-aged African American male 

population by asking the question, “Are Black boys too important to fail (2011)?”  In this 

account, Smiley highlights that only 50 percent of Black boys graduate from high school 

and that half of the 2.2 million Americans in prison, on probation or parole are African 

American males (2011).   

At the same time of the airing of this broadcast, the United States Department of 

Labor, Bureau of Statistics (2011) reported that Black males represent about 8% of 

students enrolled in K-12 schools, they incurred one or more out-of-school suspension at 

a rate of 28%, compared to 24% for White males who represent 26% of students (U.S. 

Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights, 2012).  During that same time, Black 

male students were at the bottom of four-year high school graduation rates in 35 of the 48 

states and the District of Columbia where estimates could be projected for the 2012-2013 

school year (Schott Foundation Report, 2015). 

The oft and well-documented underachievement of African American school-

aged males throughout the country is one of America’s most glaring educational 

injustices and highlights a social and racial inequity.  According to the Schott Foundation 

(2011) in 2009, nine percent of African American males, and 33% of White males were 

proficient or higher in reading on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP).  One year earlier, the national graduation rate was forty-seven percent for 

African American males compared to seventy-eight percent for White males (Schott 

Foundation 2011). Even on suspension and incarceration indicators, African American 

males far outpace other ethnic gender groups.  According to a report by the Oakland 
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Unified School District’s African American Male Achievement Task Force (2011), in the 

2006-07 school year Black male students in public schools in the U.S. were suspended 

nineteen percent compared to seven percent for White males; and, in 2001, Black males 

nationally had a thirty two percent chance of incarceration compared to six percent for 

White males.  

Almost two decades later these complex realities such as those described by the 

Oakland Unified School District’s report continues to exist.  According to Fergus, 

Noguera & Martin (2014), “pervasive unemployment, racial discrimination, and police 

abuse and misconduct were all mentioned with great frequency by educators who seemed 

to understand that many students they served (males) had little chance of being successful 

because of a broad array of obstacles created an unjust and event racist society” (p.1). 

According to national reports, African American males are graduating at 55% in 

comparison to their White male counterparts who achieve a high school diploma at 78% 

(Greene & Winters 2006). In that same report, both authors agree that 59% of African 

American females graduate, while only 48% of African American males earned a 

diploma. The figures are even more staggering when evaluated by race. While 78 percent 

of White students and 72 percent of Asian students graduated in the class of 2003, only 

55 percent of Black and 53 percent of Hispanic students earned a diploma (retrieved from 

at http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_48.htm).  

The consequences for dropping out are specifically dire for African American 

males. Low skilled individuals within this group tend to have the lowest rates of 
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employment and high incarceration rates (Western, 2007, Austin 2008).  These statistics 

signal an urgent need for scaled comprehensive school reform to provide intense and 

strategic interventions to support African American male students. Over the last twenty-

five years, social, educational and economic outcomes for Black males have been more 

systemically devastating than outcomes for any other racial or ethnic group or gender 

(Schott Foundation, 2008).    

To further complicate the issue around issues confronting African American 

males, experts argue that high suspension rates, early entry and no exit out of special 

education programs, social promotion, poor skill levels in core content areas, and high 

absentee rates are but a few of the factors, that, if not addressed early, leads to the 

dropout rate among this population of students (Balfanz, 2007; Garibaldi,1992).   A 

longitudinal study by Johns Hopkins University and the Philadelphia Education Fund 

(2002), an independent non-profit further highlights the need to address this problem 

since African American male students exhibit signs of disengagement or lack of interest 

in education as early as the 5th grade.  All of these reports and data point to a 

marginalized population of young men demonstrating symptoms of becoming over-aged 

and under-credentialed in high school, ultimately leading to being “pushed out” of a 

system created to provide a thorough and efficient education.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The past few decades has highlighted increased political discussion both local and 

national on the achievement gap between African American males; their White male 

counterparts; and females regardless of racial and economic background.  Enough studies 

have elevated even more intense debate that young people across the spectrum who 

receive a quality education based on the zip codes, where they reside and the types of 

public schooling available to them.  Based on the overwhelming data collected for this 

study, coupled with a poor public perception and media controversy about Black boys, 

this population of society remains vulnerable, and a national crisis related to their future 

is a gloomy prediction.  However, very few studies offer the overwhelming number of 

assets young men bring to schools and classrooms and that schools and teachers are the 

go-betweens to ensure the academic success of African American males. 

Despite electing its first African American male President, while some would 

argue that Barack Obama is proof that to some degree African American men have found 

some success; the data presents a different picture especially among school-aged African 

American young men in urban centers. School aged African American young men are 

facing an epidemic, in school and in the criminal justice system. Throughout America, 

but especially in the inner cities, African American men are disproportionately 

surrounded by poverty, violence, mass incarceration and disease (Muwakil 2006).  

For decades, various school districts, charter schools and Education Management 

Organizations (EMO’s) have experimented both formally and informally with gender 



 

 9 

separate classrooms, academies, or schools. Several urban school districts have expressed 

interest in single-sex class organization as a means of addressing the escalating academic 

and social problems noted among large numbers of their low-socioeconomic status (low-

SES), academically at-risk African American male students (Singh, Kusum, Vaught, 

Claire, Mitchell & Ethel, 1998). Informally, according to literature reviewed, school 

leaders and teachers have used this method of instruction as a way to decrease student 

behavior while maximizing academic capacity in classrooms.  In other cases, all male 

classrooms catered more towards students identified in need of special services requiring 

an Individualized Education Plan (IEP).  According to Murrell (1992), males in 

particular, have been channeled into special education programs, tracked into less 

challenging course work, and perceived as lacking the ability and motivation to succeed 

and perform well in school. On the surface these informal single gender academies 

appear to be highly segregated and used as a form of punishment rather than as a reward 

or an opportunity to receive a high-quality rigorous education using a highly skilled 

classroom teacher to boost student morale and performance.  

These programs lacked parental involvement and coherence, consistency, and 

continuity.  Often the programs were created with the long-term goal to support male 

student achievement that resulted in the failure to support student growth and persistence 

rates from year to year.  Due to the scarcity of single gender programs, generally in high 

mobility school districts such as New York, Baltimore and Philadelphia, a student could 

be in an all-male classroom one year, transfer to another school mid-year or the following 

year, and be returned to the general education setting.  As a result, students became 
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disenfranchised from a system that offered incoherent, inconsistent and illogical 

standardized curriculum, school culture and climate, and, changes in teacher led 

instruction, delivery and values. 

Formally, single gender secondary education programs can be traced to the late 

1700’s and early 1800’s in America, Kennedy (2008); however, over the course of their 

existence very few spaces were available to minority students including African 

American males (Borsuch, 2011,  2013). Historically, these programs were designed for 

White affluent or middle-class children and families with the financial ability to afford a 

religious based education.  Though sufficient data and information point to single gender 

programs designed for traditional public-school districts, many of these were dismantled 

or integrated as a result of Title IX of the Civil Rights Act (1964).  According to the 

Office of Civil Rights, Title IX prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex in educational 

programs and activities that receive or benefit from federal financial assistance. The 

website further states “generally a provider may not exclude, deny or provide different or 

lesser services to applicants or beneficiaries on the basis of sex.”   

Single gender programs before the enactment of Title IX deliberately excluded 

historically marginalized and underrepresented African American males by requiring 

entrance exams and other sets of prerequisites that attracted White middle class males, 

and parents with the political influence, financial will, and academic acumen to facilitate 

high performing environments for their children.  Parents who lacked the political 

fortitude and the resources to navigate the bureaucracy were relegated to poor performing 

neighborhood schools.  
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Until the inequalities and the inequity facing African American male 

environments are understood and addressed, it is unlikely that this population will realize 

major systemic results in academic achievement.  As a result, according to the National 

High School Center, until a comprehensive set of strategies and nontraditional 

approaches are implemented, African American male dropouts will reach 12 million over 

the next ten years at a cost of more than $ 3 trillion to the American taxpayer (2007).   

This study is an attempt to understand factors contributing to the success of 

African American males in a 9-12 school setting and to further examine the instructional 

and programmatic features of a school that has demonstrated educational achievement of 

African American males.  Through this study I was able to fully explore interventions 

provided by school leaders, teachers and other school personnel (Board of Trustees and 

other non-instructional staff) to ensure that the in-school resources provided to ensure the 

academic and social success of students in reaching graduation standards and ultimately 

their route two-year and four-year degreed programs or employment in the private sector 

community.   

Further, this study sheds light on the growing disparity in literature on the well-

being of African American males in K-12 schooling and seeks to elevate the assets that 

young men bring to enrich their high school experiences while building on a set of timely 

indicators that supported their successful high school matriculation.  

This study will highlight a single gender school for boys, which, at the time of 

this was in its eighth year of serving African American male students and showed 
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continuous growth results in closing the achievement gap and placing young men on 

track for high school graduation.  The focus on this high school will provide valuable 

data to the education research community, think tank organizations and policy analysts 

on the essential components needed to educate African American boys.  Research exist 

that discusses the pros and cons of single gender education; however, very little research 

sheds light on nontraditional approaches contributing to the high school success and 

graduation off African American males. In an era of educational accountability, high 

stakes testing, and standards to reach Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) by 2014, this 

research will illuminate the need for independent, research-based, educational options to 

support the future success of African American males.  

Research Questions 

The definitive goal of this study is to understand school culture, teacher and 

student values, student and staff accountability, and the role of parental inclusion and 

involvement in answering the following questions: 

1. What are the operational features and guiding practices used in the 

development of a single gender public charter school educating African 

American males in an inner-city urban community?  

2. What is the role of school leadership, teachers and other school-based 

personnel in the implementation of strong school climate which contributes to 

a culture of academic success and achievement? 
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3. What best practices of a single gender school for African American males can 

be replicated to help address concerns about the academic performance and 

dropout of African American males? 

Definitions  

 
The key terms and definitions, essential to the foundation of this study are: 
 

African American or Black - Residents and citizens of the United States of 

America whose ancestral roots can be traced to Africa.  Both ‘African American’ 

and ‘Black’ will be used interchangeable throughout the study and literature 

review. 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) - a method of accountability through No Child 

Left Behind legislation which ensure that all students specifically under-

performing and minority, achieve standards similar to high performing schools 

Charter Schools - Independent public schools approved by the local education 

organization which provide students with options best suited to their individual 

interests 

Choice Schools – Schools providing an array of educational and after school 

opportunities for students to attend any school of their choice 

Coeducational Schools -- Institutions educating both sexes within the same 

classroom or school building  

Gender Gap – a measurable difference between the educational achievement of 

male and female students 

High Performing Schools – Schools demonstrating a rigorous, challenging 

education program and student achievement exceeds neighborhood-based schools   

Low performing schools – Schools that fail to meet Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) targets two or more consecutive years.  These schools must offer eligible 

students the chance to transfer to higher performing local schools, receive tutoring 

or attend after school programs   

Magnet Schools – schools that offer a specialized educational or vocational 

curriculum. They operate like other public schools; however, students must 
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adhere to a specific entrance test and maintain a criterion for year-to-year 

attendance 

Privatization - Restructuring of a school to, and the transfer of ownership and 

management to an external private for-profit agency 

School Reform - A change of the traditional school to help schools organize, plan, 

implement and sustain system wide improvement 

Single Sex Education - also known as single gender education is the practice of 

providing education where male and female students attend separate classes or are 

in separate buildings or schools   

Small Learning Communities (SLC) - also referred to as schools-within-schools 

provides a personalized comprehensive learning opportunity to better meet the 

needs of students in large high schools.  SLC’s generally serve 300-400 students 

Social Promotion - The practice of promoting students to another grade, to keep 

them with their peers despite low academic achievement  

Title IX -Federal legislation enacted in 1972 deny exclusion from participation in 

educational and athletic activities based on sex  

Vouchers - provide students who live in failing public schools with financial 
opportunities to attend private schools of their choice  

 

Significance of the Study 

Single Gender Education by referenced accounts is not a new concept in K-12 

education circles, nor is it a novel concept or reform model in urbanized education.  

While recent discussions and controversies may make the topic seem sophisticated, single 

gender education has garnered more than a century of significant discussion.  It should be 

highlighted as noted by Nappen (2005) that three types of single gender public schools 

have been marketed in the United States:  
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(a). Public schools that have separate boys and girls located within the school   
      facility;  

(b). Public schools that are entirely all male or all female;  

(c). Public schools that offer select grade levels that are entirely single sex.  

It should be noted for this study charter schools are considered public schools, or 

public schools that are operated independently of a public-school district but funded 

through a local tax base.  

There are many examples of Single Gender Education programs throughout 

Europe and early America dating back to the 17th Century (Cable & Spradlin, 2008).  

Originally, education occurred in single gender settings.  Single Gender Schools were 

primarily created out of prestige, religious, or vocational intents, and “continued to thrive 

through the late 1960’s to teach different lessons often in parallel subject matter” 

(Pollard, 1999, p. 2). During these early times classes were intended to prepare boys and 

girls for different roles in life; for example, boys were taught agriculture or industrial arts 

while girls were taught home economics (Cuizon, 2008). Single gender schools 

flourished in Pennsylvania under a “Lancasterian” model where the first all-male school 

was created in 1838; its counterpart, now known as Philadelphia High School for Girls 

was created ten years later in 1848 (Edmonds, 1902).   

Single Gender Schools, widely acclaimed until the Title IX Act of 1972 was 

enacted to achieve gender equity in sports, and the unintended consequences made single 

gender schools illegal.  Title IX states: 
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“No person shall on the basis of sex be excluded from participation in be denied 

the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program or 

activity receiving federal assistance”. 

Several attempts in the 1990’s to pass legislation permitting single sex schools 

failed (United States General Accounting Office, 1996). Section 5131(a)(23) of the 2001 

reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (No Child Left 

Behind), authorizes the use of funds to establish single sex schools and single sex classes 

within coeducational settings.  The paragraph states that the schools must be “consistent 

with the law.”  Draft regulations were published by the United States Department of 

Education governing the implementation of single sex schools (United States Department 

of Education, 2004).  The regulations state: 

1.  Coeducational schools that operate single sex classes must provide a rationale 

for the classes, such as historic failure of girls to enroll in certain classes 

offered for both sexes. 

2. They must provide either a single sex class for the other gender or a 

coeducational class in the same subject at the same schools. 

3. They must conduct periodic reviews to determine if conditions still render the 

single sex class necessary. 

Charter Schools have recently emerged under new guidelines and accountability 

standards are becoming popular and effective, offering an alternative approach to 

traditional public schools.  Charter schools are publicly funded entities and usually 

operate under the management of the local education agency or a school district.  Some 
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unique features of charter schools allow freedom from collective bargaining units; ability 

to hire and fire staff; and experimentation with curricula of interest to the school; and, the 

development of internal policies and procedures. In short, a single gender charter school 

can unilaterally make its own decision on program design, fiscal allocations, budget 

decisions, and criteria for student admission.  

Most recently in the state of New Jersey, special legislation was introduced and 

signed by Governor Christie, authorizing a new model of education dubbed as the Urban 

Hope Act.  This act allowed for new schools to be built under the name Renaissance 

Schools and be operated by private partners.  The term Renaissance Schools differ from 

state to state; however, for the purpose of this discussion, there are schools that are 

managed by an experienced outside organization, in cooperation with the local school to 

operate highly qualified schools for students in a specific catchment area. 

In an era of Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) which replaced No Child 

Left Behind, (NCLB) schools are being held accountable for demonstrating high 

academic standards through the use of assessments, programs and resources offered by 

State Departments of Education.  This study demonstrates the need to create 

neighborhood-based, positive, high-performing, educational spaces where quality 

teaching and learning is the standard, historically underprivileged, underachieving 

African American males.  According to a policy brief from the Alliance for Excellent 

Education, “many of today’s neighborhood comprehensive high schools are now known 

as “dropout factories” (Tucci, 2009, p. 1).   
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Now more than ever, transformation is critical for schools to create cutting edge 

and innovative opportunities and access for students who deserve a high school diploma 

leading to a path that does not include the criminal justice system or a lifetime of poverty. 

Purposefully, transformation is used in lieu of “reform” as very limited success for 

school-aged African American males can be found since the term has been bantered 

about over the past twenty years.  While research and arguments exist on the relevance of 

charter schools or the importance of single gender education and the benefits for either 

sex, very little research and literature is available on the success of single gender schools 

for African American young males.  As a result, data generated by this study could assist 

policy analysts, in understanding the most effective characteristics in predicting the 

academic success and achievement of African American males.  Finally, the data 

collected from research will be significant in assisting educators in designing and 

implementing programs to reduce the number of African American male dropouts in 

urban school districts.  

Qualitative Research Methodology 

Much of the literature review completed for this proposal examines data ranging 

from test scores, dropout rates, suspension rates, socio-economic conditions and their 

impact or relatedness to factors contributing to the academic success of a single gender 

school for African American males. The literature review indicates a field saturated with 

studies, methods and designs quantifying the circumstances leading to school failure, 

high dropout rates and ultimately, the incarceration of African American males. 

Similarly, studies abound making comparisons between the failures of African American 
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school-aged males and their lack of achievement through the use of content specific 

subjects such as Mathematics, Literacy and Science.   Though much of the more recent 

debated topics surrounding the lack of achievement are applied to Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Math (STEM), a vast amount of research on this topic tends to be 

quantitative in nature. 

This study allowed immersion in the natural setting to explore occurrences as they 

unfolded, and present descriptive rich data on the findings.  As a result, this study 

required a qualitative approach in understanding and presenting the data collected.  This 

required me to become an essential element of the investigation to be able to gain a 

holistic and comprehensive picture.  As Patton (2007) contends, this method allows one 

to gain a deeper and more intricate understanding of an issue.  Finally, Jacob (1998) 

describes qualitative research as a generic term for investigating methodologies as 

ethnographic, naturalistic, anthropological, field or participant observer research.  

Qualitative research highlights looking at variables in the physical setting in 

which they were found; and in which the interaction between variables occurs. 

Exhaustive data will be collected through open-ended questions that provide direct quotes 

using voices of the participants, common themes and threads throughout the collection of 

data. This differs from quantitative research, which attempts to gather data by objective 

methods in providing information about relations, comparisons, predictions and attempts 

to remove the investigator from the investigation (Smith, 1983). 
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Case study is used in many situations to contribute to our knowledge of 

individual, group, organizational, social, political and related phenomena (Yin, 2009, p. 

4). To even hope to inform the understanding of emergent behavior one must look 

holistically and seek synthesis instead of analysis, and a qualitative approach provides 

this perspective (Merriam, 1998). A case study approach affords the ability to collect 

diverse, thick data and combine semi-structured interviews with a purposive sampling 

(Kerlinger, 1989) with document analysis.  A qualitative case approach affords the ability 

to analyze patterns across cases and demographics and seek to describe common areas 

across participants.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

This chapter outlines the foundation of the research study and seeks to understand 

factors that limit the educational attainment, and social success of school-aged African 

American males.  The next chapter in this dissertation includes a review of literature 

related to challenges that impact the schooling of African American males leading to a 

widening achievement gap, high dropout and graduation rates, which fuel involvement 

with the criminal elements that have informed the field of education, social sciences, 

higher education, and policy; the review will also be grounded through a socio-political, 

pedagogical and pop media perspective.  In addition, Chapter 2 will include a theoretical 

framework as it structures a foundation on factors contributing to the success of a single 

gender school for African American males. Chapter 3 details the research design 

methods, population sample, data collection process and the treatment of data to ensure 

ethical standards are maintained.  In Chapter 4,  the findings of this qualitative study will 
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be presented based on more than 100 hundred hours of interviews with school leaders, 

school staff and board members and will also highlight field notes, archival information 

gleaned from test scores, student and staff handbooks, my attendance at School Board 

meetings and participation in out of school activities.  In Chapter 5, implications for 

policy practice and future research based on data and information collected will be 

highlighted.
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Chapter Overview  

 This chapter includes a discussion of the literature pertinent to this study as an 

alternative method of schooling to improve the academic and future success of African 

American males.  The review focuses on literature examining the social, economic, 

academic, and other school external conditions contributing to increased interventions for 

African American males in schools; and to use a conceptual framework categorizing 

three central themes essential to the success of African American males in a single gender 

school. However, to explore the assets and achievement gap between African American 

males and their same age racial counterparts, this review presents the crisis, state of 

education and their overall impact on African American males. 

Conceptual Framework  

 There are many lenses through which to examine the academic experience of 

Black males in public education, (Rhoden, 2013).  Despite attempts to study and 

experiences in school (Nicolas, Helms, Jernigan, Sass, Skrzypek & DeSilva, p. 268).  In 

this study I have proposed a conceptual framework which envelopes three focal points to 

understand the academic achievement of Black youths, few authors have embedded their 

research in a historical understanding of the variables that relate to Black students.  This 

framework also takes into consideration the complex relationship between students and 

their peers, school staff, parents and other school community stakeholders, and ways in 

which they all work together to create a successful and safe school environment. 
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Figure 2.1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 24 

The purpose of this framework is to provide additional information that the three 

constructs identified in Figure 2.1 are not unrelated to the success of African American 

males in a single gender setting.  The items function as interconnected variables 

supporting the achievement of African American males in a single gender school serving 

grades 9-12. 

 Conceptual frameworks represent ways of thinking about a problem or ways of 

representing the inner workings of complex phenomena (Bordage, 2009, pp. 312-319).  

These frameworks, besides providing a reference point and structure for discussion of 

current literature, methodology, and results, identify the boundaries of the work and 

enable individuals and teams to move beyond descriptions of the “what” to explanations 

of “why” and “how” (Vaughn, Cleveland & Garrison, 2013). 

 Throughout this study, the Conceptual Framework served as a guide in the 

collection of data from the responders which allowed me to form a basis or foundation 

for cataloging the data into specific categories.  In this case, it was clear that professional 

development and teacher training overlapped key categories focused on teacher student 

relationships, school climate and culture and school leadership.  I will expand on these 

three areas in other chapters. 

 Mentoring can be either formal or informal.  Formal mentoring takes place when 

the mentoring relationship is fostered through an authorized mentoring program (Tillman, 

2001); informal mentoring develops organically.  In this case cross cultural mentoring 

occurs when individuals with different racial/ethnic identities establish a mentoring 

relationship (Merriweather & Morgan, 2013).  In this case I have employed the 

terminology cross cultural mentoring as a fact of consideration since the students 
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involved in this research study were at the time primarily young of color, the teachers 

were overwhelmingly Caucasian and the administrative team – both Principal ate CEO 

are African Americans. 

 Notably, several considerations point to the potential need for mentoring 

interventions for Black male youth. Black boys in the U.S. face many challenges, many 

of which stem directly from the failures of key institutions that shape their development 

and prospects for healthy futures, (Sanchez & al. 2017). 

One way to explore and understand the success of African American males in 

school is to examine the in-school relationships between teachers and students. While 

empirical studies exist to document the impact that community and school-based 

mentoring programs have had on Black male students, more work needs to center 

students’ perceptions of Culturally Relevant Care (CRC) and definitions of effective 

mentorship (Watson, Sealey-Ruiz & Jackson, 2016).  Operating from the standpoint that 

education should be a humanizing process in which young people gain a heightened 

awareness of their capacities and a will to enhance their lives and the lives of those 

around them, makes it necessary to disseminate more research that documents promising 

approaches in which adults and youth are able to experience a form of ‘education as the 

practice of freedom’ (Hooks, 1994). 

 A quasi-experimental study of the Benjamin E. Mays Institute (BEMI) 

Afrocentric mentoring program with a sample of African American 8th-grade students 

found that participants in the mentoring program had higher grade point averages (GPA) 

than students in the comparison group, while controlling for 6th-grade math scores on a 

standardized test (Gordon et al. (2009). 
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 Similarly, Garbarino (1999) argues social environments, such as home and school 

is another plausibly relevant moderator, and widely recognized factors among multiple 

age groups, social support is a multifaceted concept, which contains at least two distinct 

dimensions.  One primary factor is the role of individuals outside of in fostering prosocial 

behavior, by modeling the core values of the community and society (Garbarino, 1999). 

 There is sufficient evidence to support the concept of effective school leadership 

and the notion that effective leadership guides teaching and learning through modeling 

effective strategies, building positive collaborative relationships, and demonstrating 

support for teachers as they implement new strategies in the classrooms (Bush & Bush 

2018.   According to Westerberg, effective leaders clearly articulate a vision of effective 

instruction and assessment and provide precise examples of what this vision looks like. 

Also, important, a common language and terminology is established and used by all to 

communicate instructional and assessment concepts.  

 Throughout this study it should be noted that teachers, in most interviews 

acknowledged that administrators can be perceived as lacking in sound pedagogical skills 

and understandings about the challenges involved in teaching. However, through 

effective modeling, developed relationships and team-building between teachers and 

school leadership, teachers felt supported and were able to view administrators as more 

capable, trustworthy, and deserving of respect, all of which supported a healthy school 

climate. 
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Achievement Gap of African American Males 

For some time, it has been widely discussed that Black males are 

underrepresented in most categories associated with academic success and 

underrepresented in categories associated with failure, high suspension and dropout rates 

(Center for Metropolitan Education, 2009; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Skiba et al, 2002).   

Studies on the overrepresentation of Black males facing high suspension, dropouts and 

failure rates have been widely reported as early as 1975 (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975). 

Also, other studies posit that Black males are severely underrepresented in most rigorous 

academic programs, including gifted programs, honors courses, and Advanced Placement 

while being vastly overrepresented in remedial academic programs (Jencks & Philips, 

1998; Darling-Hammond, 2002).  Even in the areas of science and math, achievement 

rates tend to be higher for White, Asian and Latino males than for females from these 

peer groups, while Black males perform at a lower rate than Black females in these 

subject areas (Center for Metropolitan Education, 2009; Noguera, 2008).  

Few studies have taken into account the disparity within the educational trajectory 

of Black males in a K-12 scale, but have studied this problem in segmented; silos, 

elementary, middle and high school.  For example, one group of studies suggest that 

indicators and early warning signs of elementary school students are strong predictors of 

which students are likely to drop out later (Belfanz & Herzog, 2005; Alexander et al, 

1997; Parthenon Group, 2005). Evidence also suggests that minority males have the 

greatest academic difficulty following the move to middle schools and high schools 

(Billings 2011; Monroe, 2005; Roderick & Camburn, 1999).  A study by Roderick and 

Camburn (1999), found that African American males in Chicago were approximately 
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50% more likely to fail major subjects in the first semester of ninth grade than African 

American females (Education Research Journal).   

Noted scholars have long documented that Black males constitute only six percent 

of the nation’s overall population, but forty six percent of the country’s prison 

population, and more than any other sub group, young Black males between the ages of 

fifteen and twenty four are likely to die from homicide (Task Force, 1990; Watson & 

Smitherman, 1991).  The United States Department of Justice Statistics (2007) reported 

that in 2006 the number of inmates in state and federal prisons increased to over one and 

a half million from 2005. That same report notes, thirty five percent of state and federal 

male prisoners were African American even though African Americans constituted only 

12.5% of the United States population in 2006.  In addition, the Justice Policy Institute, a 

Washington, DC based think-tank writes, “at the end of 2000, 791,600 Black men were 

behind bars while 603, 032 were enrolled in colleges and universities.”  That same report 

acknowledges that in 1980, before the prison boom, Black men in college outnumbered 

Black men behind bars by a ratio of more than 3 to 1 (Justice Policy Institute, 2009).  

These data suggest that African American males are three times more likely to be 

incarcerated than non-African American males (United States Department of Justice, 

2007).  As a result, fifty-two percent of African American males who do not complete 

high school have been incarcerated at least once by the age of 30 (Zeiderberg & 

Schiraldi, 2002). Moreover, sixty eight percent of male prison inmates did not graduate 

from high school, with thirty five percent of prisoners reporting behavior, academic 

problems, and academic disengagement as the main reasons for not obtaining their high 

school diploma (United States Department of Justice, 2003).  These startling statistics 
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suggest that issues within the educational system may offer one explanation for 

understanding the overrepresentation of African American males in the United States 

justice system (Blake, Darensbourg & Perez, 2010).  

The disproportionate achievement gap between African American males and their 

different race, same age cohort is also another emerging topic that has aroused intense 

debate among K-12 pedagogical ranks, social researchers and policy analysts. For 

decades this segment of America’s educational, political, cultural and racial landscape 

met with criticism and empathy, generating a wealth of recommendations with very few 

research-based interventions to support school-aged boys of color.  Popular and scholarly 

literature concerning African American males provides a troublesome picture of these 

men and boys (Davis & Polite, 1999). They are depicted as dysfunctional, alienated, and 

threatening subpopulations which some have dubbed species (Gibbs, 1988). In Chicago, 

for example, the national media has created a frenzy alarming the public on the number 

of young Black males murdered at the hands of other Black males.  Similar stories 

abound in urban environments like Philadelphia, DC, Detroit and New York (Chicago 

Sun Times, 2011).  Urban settings tend to be highly populated by minorities, less well 

funded, and characterized by high unemployment rates, gangs, and crime (Gold, 2007; 

Aaronson, 1997) which much of the research indicates is linked to poor student 

achievement, which according to the research are linked to poor student achievement 

(Strayhorn, 2010).  Urban schools are generally defined as schools located in major cities, 

urban fringes (Polite and Davis, 1999) or metropolitan statistical areas (MSA’s) (U. S. 

Census Bureau, 2000). 
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Undoubtedly, this discourse and popular stereotypical ideas of Black male 

deviancy spill over into schools in ways that influence how Black males are perceived 

and treated by others (Allen, 2010).  As such, teachers, bystanders and society as a larger 

group, regularly interpret the behaviors and style of Black male youth as aggressive, 

disrespectful, defiant, and intimidating even when such behaviors were not intended to be 

so (Davis 2003; Delpit, 1999; Ferguson, 2000; Ferguson, 1998; Ferguson, 2005; Monroe 

2005).   

The academic success of this population is limited, and few researchers focused 

primarily on the disproportionate failure rate; suspension and expulsion rates; the 

achievement gap; high rate of early entrance into special education programs; and 

inequitable disciplinary patterns of African American males.  Limited data is available 

that focused on nontraditional approaches and interventions to support boys of color 

within a K-12 public education system.  Most studies on the effect of single sex education 

have come from the postsecondary sector, where the focus of research has been on the 

effect of mixed gender environments on college women's achievement and their 

academic decisions (McDonald, 1980). Davis (2003) states “despite the prevalent view 

that achievement matters, research studies provide only modest evidence about the effects 

of disengagement among Black boys in the early grades” (p 513).  

Under the present NCLB legislation to improve academic performance for all 

children by 2014, racial and gender inequities in school achievement are particularly 

problematic in areas where there are larger concentrations of African American (Harper 

2008).  Black males in particular are far less likely to graduate from high school, or 

attend and finish college than their white peers (Harvey & Anderson, 2005; Holzman, 
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2004; Schouten,2004).  Nearly six decades since the landmark segregation case, (Brown 

vs. Board of Education) African American boys and their educational attainment and 

success, continue to provoke salient debate among critics, researchers and policy makers. 

Read any popular or scholarly publication and it frequently conveys that African 

American males constitute a population at risk (Jackson & Moore, 2006).   

While the Black male crisis has generated a significant amount of popular media 

and scholarly attention, it has not necessarily led to systematic improvement for the group 

(Trammel, Newhart & Johnson, 2008). Nowhere is the plight and attention of African 

American males more prevalently displayed than through scores of newspaper articles, 

documentaries, film and other printed material.  This continuous proliferation of negative 

imagery of African American males in popular culture, point a finger to the failing 

traditional structure of education.   

Based on available research and literature, it appears that researchers, policy 

makers and movie producers have done more to document and publicize the failures of 

African American males than devote resources and opportunities to ensure their social 

and academic success.  Mass media rarely focuses on the positive accomplishments of 

African American males (Palmer, Davis, Hilton, & Moore, 2010).  These negative 

imagines that African American males are exposed to at an early age through the mass 

media have also been attributed to their academic disengagement (Hooks, 2004; Jackson 

& Moore, 2006; Palmer & Hilton, 2008).  Through these medium young African 

American males are often described in the media and other venues in disparaging terms 

such as dysfunctional, lazy, uneducable, or dangerous (Gibbs, 1988; Majors & Billson, 

1992; Mincy, 1994; Parham & McDavis, 1987). Pop culture and the movie industry have 
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also weighed in with its fair share of ‘gangster thuggism’, in films such as “Friday”; 

“Boys in the Hood”; and “The Wire,” further popularizing the notion that African 

American males are unintelligible, uneducable and dangerous (J. F. L. Jackson & Moore, 

2006).   

“Boys in the Hood”, produced by John Singleton, became a rap culture hit in 

America offering a raw portrayal of African American males in America.  At the very 

beginning of the movie cold statistics on screen tell it all: One out of every 21 Black 

males will die of murder. Most of them will perish at each other's hands (Howe 1991). 

“Friday,” another film starring Ice Cube features two obviously young unemployed and 

uneducated African American men breezing through the entire movie drinking alcohol 

and smoking marijuana.  The media in this sense contributes to the inability of African 

American males to achieve a high school diploma (Davis, Hilton, Moore & Palmer, 

2010). 

Even more appealing to the American pop culture is “The Wire,” a Baltimore City 

based, Home Box Office produced docu-drama, featuring scores of African American 

young men enchanted with street life.  Over its five seasons, the drama rarely, if ever 

highlighted any positive aspects about African American men, but told the vivid heart 

wrenching realities that confront African American young men in urban settings 

throughout the United States.  Each season of “The Wire,” viewers could expect in 

chronological order to explore the illegal drug trade, the seaport system, city government 

and the bureaucracy, the school system, and the print news media.  The school system 

segment offered a persuasive view of the realities facing African American boys in the 
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Baltimore Public School System.  “The Wire” has become arguably one of Americas best 

documentaries ever produced. 

“Beyond the Bricks,” a documentary film project and national community 

engagement campaign, was created with the goal of promoting solutions for one of 

America’s critical problems in education: the consistently low performance of Black 

males in school. The film follows two African-American young males as they struggle to 

achieve academic success and “stay on track” in the public-school system of Newark, NJ. 

The project provides strong commentary on the plight of African American males from 

some of the country’s prolific leaders, experts and scholars who are focused on Black 

boys and their education including Newark Mayor Cory Booker, the Reverend Al 

Sharpton, Schott Foundation President Dr. John Jackson, and other educational, policy 

and political experts. Noguera (May 2009) agrees by indicating that they are, “intelligent, 

capable, confident, and defy all of the stereotypes out there” (Beyondthebricks.com).  

Though the film focuses primarily on students from Newark, NJ, the issues that were 

addressed extend to urban enclaves throughout the nation (Justice Roars, 2011).   

A similar documentary, Waiting for Superman (2010), amplified the need for 

increased interventions for African American male students, (Trip, Gabriel 2010).  The 

film offers a compelling indictment on the American public education system, where 

those most affected are children of color. The film’s most emotional moment revolves 

around five children whose futures depend on winning a lottery to a charter school. 

Anthony, a Washington fifth grader raised by his grandmother in a marginalized 

neighborhood, is among 64 applicants for 24 spots at the Seed School, a charter school 

from which 9 out of 10 students go on to college (Holden, 2010).  These references 



 

 34 

indicate a heightened interest in alternative educational options such as independent 

schools, charter schools and other alternative methods of education to improve the 

academic and social success of African American males both in school and out of school.  

One such intervention that continues to gain national attention as a method of 

improving academic and social outcomes for African American males is the 

implementation of single gender classrooms and schools. Cable and Spradlin (2008) 

argues in support of single gender programs noting, “the performance of African 

American and Hispanic students in single sex schools is stronger on all tests, scoring on 

average almost a year higher than similar students in coeducational settings” (p. 6).  

Implementing single sex schools help to boost the academic performance of boys 

and support on time high school graduation.  According to Blazer (2006), “single gender 

schools and classrooms create an environment that reduces distracting behaviors, 

improve student academic performance, provide more exposure to same sex role models, 

reduce sex role stereotyping, and provide students with socio-emotional benefits that 

contribute to increase levels of self-esteem and reduces absenteeism and dropout rates” 

(p. 2).   

  It is unclear how many single-sex public schools exist, but estimates from several 

advocates and opponents fall between 80 and 200, up from a handful, 15 years ago. 

Hundreds of co-ed schools offer at least one single-sex class, and several experts agree 

that the number has risen since 2006, when the U.S. Department of Education issued new 

rules making it easier for districts to launch such schools and classes (Lemagie, 2011). 

While these classrooms and schools continue to expand nationally the research is still not 

plausible and as a result inconclusive. Even as single gender schools and classes spread, 
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research is lacking on whether they improve academic and social success. According to a 

(2008) report prepared for the U.S. Department of Education, which included a review of 

studies on single-sex schools, the results were mixed, though they suggested some 

support for the idea (Lemagie, 2011). 

Just as there are a vast number of proponents of single gender schools and 

classrooms, the critics have also voiced criticisms about their relevance.  The American 

Association of University Women, (AAUW), has long been a leading opponent of single 

gender schools.  In its Breaking through Barriers Report (2009), AAUW argues against 

the need for single sex schools since there is no real crisis among school-aged boys.   

Campbell and Sanders (2002) and Haag (2002) report that while the self- esteem 

of students who attend single-sex schools is improved, academic performance is about 

the same compared to their peers in coeducational settings. Friend (2006) found that 

same-gender grouping for eighth grade students did not produce significant differences in 

science achievement and classroom climate. Bracey (2007) reviewed the literature and 

found that there was limited support for single- sex schools having either a harmful or an 

advantageous affect for both single-sex and coeducational settings.   

History of Single Gender Education in the United States 

For the purpose of this research emphasis was placed primarily on  literature and 

studies related to single sex schools in the following:  charter schools operated by a 

privately run organization or a Local Education Agency (LEA); charter school approved 

by a state department of education or a LEA; Single gender schools within a traditional 

public school setting; and, independent non parochial single gender schools.  Literature 
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on single gender classrooms within the context of a coeducational school system was 

used only as secondary data, as the research is diluted and offered insignificant albeit 

useful information for the purpose of this study.  It should be noted that three types of 

single gender public schools currently exist: (a) public schools that have separate boys 

and girls schools located within the same facility; (b) public schools that are entirely 

single gender; (c) and public schools that offer select grade levels that are entirely single-

sex. (Nappen, 2005). This review of literature will examine pure single gender schools: 

all male elementary, middle, and high schools; or grade configuration combination K-12 

schools; such as a 6-12, K-8, or 9-12, essential to fully understand implementation, 

school culture, climate, and outcomes to support the academic and social success of 

African American males in a single gender educational setting.  

In 1991, the City of Detroit, in its attempt to address the dropout rate and provide 

positive role models for African American males, introduced single gender academies 

(Meade, 2003); however, a three-judge panel barred it as being unconstitutional (Garret 

V. Board of Education, 1991).  As a result of the ruling, Detroit schools were forced to 

abandon the movement for Single Gender education programs and altered the model, 

which later became single gender classrooms, which also proved ineffective.   

In another example, the state of California started Single Gender Academies in 

public, urban middle schools as one method of closing the achievement gap among its 

poor performing students.  Within a year, these academies grew into full single gender 

schools. This was the state’s answer to a school reconstitution effort, as schools faced 

enormous pressure from the district and state to increase its academic performance on 

standardized test scores.  Within two years of implementation, the single gender 
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movement was abandoned in the state.  A study conducted by Datnow, Hubbard & 

Woody (2001), found the movement to be a failure noting, two major problems: the lack 

of a gender equity-driven agenda; and the overriding goal of helping primarily at-risk, 

low-achieving students instead of addressing gender inequities and empowering.  Sadker 

and Zittleman (2001) agreed positing that California provided no training for teachers and 

no clear rationale for implementing single gender programs. 

New York City and Philadelphia also attempted to revamp public education 

particularly for boys.  As large urban city districts, both, employed the assistance of 

privately managed companies or External Management Organizations (EMO) to bring 

single gender projects to local scale.  In Philadelphia, the Fitzsimons Boys Academy, 

managed by an outside management provider, Victory Schools, continues to fail based on 

the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) and local district standards.  The 

Fitzsimons model did not provide any new features or was not allowed to customize its 

teacher certification which was hampered by contractual bargaining agreements.   

Operating traditionally under the umbrella of the larger school district, the school 

was unable to provide incentives or new opportunities to spur growth on behalf of its 

teachers and students. Fitzsimons utilized the same middle school format, teachers, and 

curriculum practices; and after five years of management by Victory Schools, conditions 

remained the same.  With high suspension, dropout, and serious incident rates the school 

returned to local school district management in 2008. (School District of Philadelphia, 

2008) 
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Alternately, Fitzsimons’ competing sister school, Rhodes Young Women’s 

Leadership Academy started at the same time with similar results.  Over time with new 

leadership the school shifted its focus to a rigorous standardized curriculum and gained 

notoriety for site-based management with local control to select its own teachers, a strict 

student code of conduct, and parental accountability.  The school steadily improved from 

a culture of underperforming expectations to meeting Safe Harbor and Adequate Yearly 

Progress in 2008 (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2008).    

In Chicago, Urban Prep Academy boasted some rather remarkable statistics to the 

delight of proponents of the single gender movement.  In 2006, according to Tim King, 

CEO and Founder, “only four percent of the entering freshmen class at the school, a 

charter all male predominantly Black high school, located in of the city’s most 

beleaguered and economically suppressed neighborhoods could read at grade level”. Yet 

in June 2011, 100 percent of the school’s second graduating class was accepted to four-

year colleges or universities, many on full academic scholarships (CNN, 2011).   

More than a decade since No Child Left Behind, the research on independent, 

charter, single gender schools for African American males has yet to be accomplished.  

Beyond the failed experiments in Michigan, California and New York, substantial data 

exist on the achievement gap between African American boys and other ethnic gender 

sub-groups.  Huge bodies of research can also be found on teaching strategies for Black 

males, and the differentiated learning styles and theories of boys and girls. For example, 

the experiment in California began at a reconstituted middle school and the results of 

student success as they were promoted to high school could not be found at the time this 

study was conducted. 
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Despite more than one hundred years of single gender education in the United 

States, research studies related to these categories of schools is limited and incomplete 

resulting in noted social scientists beckoning a need for valid research either supporting 

or refuting single sex education. (Cable & Spradlin, 2008).  It should be noted that a 

growing number of literature reviews have offered that single gender programs is another 

intervention to assist in the personal, academic and social needs of African American 

male students.  Cable & Spradlin (2008) cite reasons in favor of single sex education “the 

characteristics of the students attending themselves, a greater degree of order and control, 

a reduction of sex bias in teacher/ student interaction, a reduction of sex stereotypes in 

curriculum and opportunities, and an elimination of sex differences in school setting” (p. 

6). 

  Critics of single gender education have increasingly voiced their opposition to the 

movement by making comparisons to segregation.   The issue became highly 

controversial and politically charged in Michigan and Miami where all boys academies 

were declared discriminatory and were forced to either become co-ed or close their doors 

(Sadker & Zittleman, 2005).  In Detroit School District for example, private academies 

created for failing Black male students were ruled to be in violation of Title IV 

legislation. Baltimore and Miami likewise developed Back male classrooms, more 

specifically, homerooms that focused on the academic psychological and social 

development of pupils (Holland, 1991).  New Orleans and Portland created alternative 

learning strategies and resources specifically aimed at meeting the educational needs of 

African American male students. (Garibaldi, 1992).   
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In Philadelphia, enrollment at Central High School, a publicly run prestigious all 

male school was constitutionally challenged by a female student attending Philadelphia 

High School for Girls who made claims that the curriculum offered at Central was more 

superior.  This lawsuit paved the way to the redesign of an elite all male school, which 

now enrolls a 54% female student population.   

Prior to the 1972 enactment of Title IX, many of these gender issues in public 

education were ignored and disregarded. For years, religious and private schools have 

been experimenting with strategies of gender equity utilizing student separation into 

single-sex classrooms (Cable & Spradlin, 2008) citing “Single sex schools and 

classrooms have long existed in educational institutions such as religious, private and 

preparatory schools” (p.1).  Unfortunately, with the high cost of private education, 

socioeconomic conditions limit African American families from affording a private 

education for their children.    

Single sex education is now growing in popularity in urban public circle since the 

2002 passing of the No Child Left Behind Legislation allowing local education agencies 

to use innovative programs funds to support same gender schools and classrooms 

consistent with existing law (Noventy, 2011). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

further emphasizes the importance of issues in gender bias. Finally, in 2006, “the U.S. 

Department of Education announced changes in Title IX regulations, expanding 

opportunities for public schools to legally offer the option of single-sex instruction” while 

diminishing prohibitions in single sex education (Noventy 2011; Gurian et al., 2009, p. 

235).  
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As discussed previously, the advent of single gender education is not a new 

innovation; however, its prevalence as a strategy for educating boys of color has grown 

exponentially over the past ten years (Fergus & Noguera 2010).  Other reports show the 

number of single sex classrooms are on the rise in the United States (Viets, 2009).  Adcox 

(2007) posits, “Until last year, single sex classes were allowed in only limited cases, such 

as gym and sex education classes. The United States Department of Education has made 

it easier to allow same sex education anytime schools think it will improve students’ 

achievement, expand the diversity of courses or meet the individual needs of students” (p. 

4). According to the National Association for the Advancement of Single Sex Public 

Education (NAASPE) directory, approximately 95 schools are categorized as single sex 

schools, while more than 445 coeducational public schools offer single sex classrooms. 

Sax (2006) adds, “at least 223 public schools across the country already offer some single 

sex classrooms – up from four in 1998.” 

While recent discussions and controversy may make the topic sophisticated and 

trendy, the volume of literature suggest that single gender education has garnered more 

than a century of salient debate.  Recently, the topic has become one of the most renewed 

interests of study among policy analysts, social researchers and educators due to the 

overwhelming and inordinate number of problems and hardships, and challenges that set 

young Black men apart from the rest of the United States population. (Noguero, 1996).  

The need for interventions to save a growing population, who by most accounts in the 

literature are often described as “crisis”, “endangered”, “at risk” and other negative 

identifiers are even greater among the general public who either romanticize Black youth 

or have become seemingly afraid. 
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Data Depicting the Plight of African American Males 

The experiences of Black males in schools are diverse in both success and failure 

(Allen, 2010). Subsequently, Black males are at a high risk of academic failure, dropout, 

suspension, expulsion or referral to special education programs.  While a vast body of 

literature exist points to the failure of African American young men when compared to 

their female same race counterparts, and White young men of same age and grade 

category; a good deal of evidence has amassed about the challenges that Black men face 

in school settings (Polite & Davis, 1999; Davis & Jordan, 1994).  African American 

males have fewer familial resources and may receive less guidance and support from 

families through their educational process (Simmons & Blythe 1987). Adolescents whose 

parents maintain high involvement and support during high school do significantly better 

and are more likely to adopt positive coping strategies in response to academic difficulty 

and stress (Stevenson, 1986; Newman, Myers, Newman, Lohman & Smith, 1988).   

Specific attention to the condition of education for African American males is 

justified by a growing body of theoretical and empirical data that suggest that Black men 

differ from their non-Black and same race opposite sex counterparts in a number of 

significant ways (Cockley, 2001; Cuyjet, 1997, 2006; Strayhorn & Stokes, 2007).  Black 

men represent one of the smallest proportions of high school graduates enrolling in 

college when compared to other racial or ethnic subgroups; Black women usually 

outnumber Black men two-to-one (Cuyjet, 2006); and Black males face tremendous 

obstacles in American society (National Urban League, 2010).    
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To further illustrate this point, at the end of the 1990’s unemployment rates 

among less educated young Black men (age 16 through 24), who were not enrolled in 

school and not institutionalized, were nearly 30 percentage points below the 

unemployment rates of young White men with comparable characteristics; and these gaps 

grew even larger during the labor market downturn that began in 2001 (Holzer, 2007).  

African American males versus other groups are least likely to have the academic skills 

that provide the basis for meeting new academic challenges (Roderick, 2005).  

In Philadelphia, males were outscored by female in each of the performance 

indicators (proficient/advanced, basic and below basic) on the 2019 Pennsylvania State 

System of Assessment, a statewide test used to measure student academic achievement 

and ability (School District of Philadelphia, 2019).  In addition, adolescent males with 

poor academic skills have the greatest difficulty in meeting new academic demands 

including moving on to more advanced material e.g. Algebra, coping with increased 

study demands and adjusting to changes in teaching style and pedagogy. (Eccles et al, 

1991).   

A recent report from the Schott Foundation paints a rather disturbing and bleak picture of 

the status of African American males trying to navigate a K-12 pipeline in the United 

States.   That same report highlights a national achievement gap of 31% when African 

American males are compared to White males as measured by the 2008-09 cohort.  This 

unflattering data sheds light on an American public education system that continues to 

fail and “push out” a vulnerable and historically marginalized population of African 

American males. This report highlights trends that have deleterious effects on school-

aged African American males.  Some findings include:   
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• More than half of African American male students did not receive diplomas with 

their cohort in school year 2005-2006 

• More than 30 U. S. states are identified as states of emergency where graduation 

rates are listed as less than 65%.   

• The ten worst performing states enrolled 1,600,000 Black male students, which 

represents 40% of the Black male public, school population.  

• Michigan, Wisconsin, New York, Illinois and Wyoming states all show a 

graduation gap ranging from 32% - 50% between African American and Non-

African American males.   

• The ten best performing states enroll a very small population of African American 

male students and are considered resource rich without socio-economic labels.  

• African American males do much better in schools where most of the students are 

White, non- Hispanics  

Pro and Cons of Single Gender Education 

The literature review of single sex schools or single gender classrooms for 

African American males is mixed and scant, though it has been widely known that Black 

males are underrepresented in most categories with academic success and 

overrepresented in categories associated with failure (Fergus, Martin, Mincy, Noguera & 

Zilanawala, 2010).  This issue is especially salient for Black boys who, relative to other 

groups, are more likely to experience suspension, expulsion, and academic failure in 

school (Laing, 2010).  
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In pre-Kindergarten through 12 grade, it is often noted that one of the most 

significant barriers to the achievement of Black males contributing to high dropout rates, 

include early entry into special education programs; high suspension rates; expulsion 

from school, arrests in school setting and early involvement in the criminal justice system 

(Gregory, Skiba & Noguera, 2010; Kunjufu, 2001).  For example, whereas science and 

math achievement continue to be higher for White, Asian, and Latino males than for 

females from these groups, Black males perform at a lower rate than Black females in 

these subject areas (Fergus & Noguera, 2010).  The academic achievement of school-

aged Black males in the U. S. tend to fall below most major gender ethnicity groups; 

however, Black males have outscorsed Black females on SAT scores in recent years 

(Grimaldi, 2007).   

High rates of school dropouts, suspensions, expulsions and non-promotion of 

Black males are concerning and demand attention (Grimaldi, 2007; Kunjufu, 2001, 

Toldson, 2008).  Black boys often comprise the lowest performing group within a given 

school district and are at significantly higher risk of dropping out than any other 

American students.  The declining graduation rate is a national problem hovering around 

50% across the nation and 60% of our boys who drop out eventually wind up in the 

criminal justice system (Dove, 2009). 

Single gender education research suggests increased support for the development 

of nontraditional approaches for educating African American males.  Proponents of 

single gender education point to a growing body of research that indicates that boys and 

girls tend to have different learning styles (Kasic, 2008). Some say contemporary 

classrooms are too structured suppressing boy’s energetic natures and tendency to 
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physical expression; others contend that boys need more structured discipline in school 

(Meade, 2006). While some blame a feministic approach for boy’s difficulties while 

others argue that “myths” of masculinity have a crippling impact on boys (Sommers, 

2000; Pollack, 1998).   

Leonard Sax, prominent researcher and family practitioner believes single sex 

education can be another opportunity for freedom and opportunities for male students.  

Sax notes, “I think in coed schools, the focus is on how you look; at the single sex school, 

the focus is more on who you are.  And a very good case can be made that single sex 

education is actually better preparation for the real world.  Besides in the real-world cute 

won’t get you far; it won’t get you the kind of jobs you want.  The focus on who you are 

is going to be much more advantageous (Sax, 2008).  Sax further notes “one of the main 

advantages of a single sex classroom is that the differences between boys and girls can be 

exploited to the benefit of both (Washington Post, 2010). 

The National Association of Single Sex Public Education (NAASPE) in 2007 

reported, “the benefits of single sex schools are not only academic”. Just as importantly 

single sex education has also shown to broaden students’ horizons, to allow them to feel 

free to explore their own strengths and interests, not constrained by gender stereotypes” 

(p. 8). 

In “Gender Matters” (2005), Sax references a study conducted at Virginia Tech 

University where researchers found that boys’ brains were developmentally years behind 

girls when it came to qualities such as fine motor skills.  Sax states, “that puts boys at an 
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immediate disadvantage in school where many are frustrated by trying to read and write 

before they’re able to read, and as a result they check out mentally and underperform”. 

Professor of Neuroscience at the Chicago Medical School, Lise Eliot disagrees 

with Sax and does not accept the arguments for single gender schools stating, “that the 

claims that boys and learn differently because their brains are different is just not 

supported by real scientific data” (Washington Post, 2008).  She further states in her 

book, “Pink Brain Blue Brain” (2009), “that girls reach puberty two years earlier than 

boys, but separating what is biologically driven from what is culturally imposed can be 

tricky especially considering the messages girls and boys get starting at birth (p.5).   

 Rosemary Salmone, states, “Single-sex education is another issue in which the 

principles of individual liberty (in the form of choice) and equality (in the form of equal 

educational opportunity) are clearly recognizable and mutually reinforcing. If equality is 

truly a fundamental goal of public education, particularly in the inner city, then public 

schools should afford to the disadvantaged, with potentially greater personal and social 

returns, the same choice and opportunity that historically have been enjoyed by those 

attending private schools” (1999, pp. 231-297).  

Benjamin Wright, a former Deputy Superintendent for Alternative Programs, in 

the School District of Philadelphia, recently noted about his tenure as principal at 

Thurgood Marshall Elementary, an all-male school in Seattle, “the average boys’ score in 

reading increased from the 10th percentile to 66th percentile after the introduction of 

single gender classrooms”.  He further noted the decline in disciplinary referrals, 

“reducing from an average of 30 per day to fewer than two” (Coalition of Schools 
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Educating Boys of Color Conference, 2011). 

Much of the literature related to single sex classes and schools are quantitative in 

nature making comparisons between test scores and student achievement. Yet many 

experts contend that much of the success of single sex schools stems from a demanding 

curriculum and a focus on extracurricular activities, gains that would have been seen 

regardless of whether the opposite sex was in attendance (Novotney, 2011).  

The challenge of the literature review is the inconsistency and quality of 

implementation of single gender academies or schools, especially in urban settings. Much 

of the research has been conducted in the private and parochial sectors, not in public 

schools. (Mael, 1998). Research that has been conducted in the public sector has mostly 

occurred in countries outside the United States, where single gender schools are more 

common than they have been here in the last thirty years (Datnow, Hubbard & Conchas, 

2001).  Educational research on single sex classes and schooling is inconclusive and 

controversial (Herr & Arms, 2004). This further underscore the need and importance for 

this study to explore how single gender programs operate in the public setting. The 

development of single gender schools is central to the national debate on restructuring 

and transforming schools to meet the demands of urban young people.  

The controversy regarding single sex education has been debated between 

lobbyists, policy makers, national think tanks, proponents and critics alike.  Much of the 

debate dates back to early reform movements, when public outcry that girls were being 

“shortchanged” to a fair and a right to an educational program (American Association of 

University Women, 1992), and that traditional public-school systems were “failing at 
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fairness” (Sadker & Sadker, 1994).  Studies and national reports highlight and draw 

attention to unequal treatment between girls and boys in public schools.  The National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), continues their position 

against single gender classrooms and schools arguing, “that segregation in any form 

could lead to forced re-segregation” (Hopkins, 1997).  To date, the NAACP maintains its 

historical opposition to single gender schools.  

 Sadker and Sadker (1994) found in co-educational settings that girls were 

frequently overlooked and passed over in instructional programs since boys apparently 

were more aggressive in seeking the attention of their classroom teacher.  It was believed 

that girls and boys achieved minimally in coeducational settings and as a result did not 

receive the benefits offered through a fair and equitable education. 

American Association of University Women (1998) in a later article, reported that 

there is “no clear evidence that single sex education is better than co-education, and 

underscored the need for more research since the impact of single sex education on boys 

and girls have not surfaced.  Although the report revealed that more parity existed and 

girls were finally receiving equal treatment, it generated additional studies that promoted 

the importance and need for “girls’ achievement and success” to be a central issue across 

the nation. 

In recent years the review of literature highlights the creation of academies to 

benefit African American males in states such as California, Michigan, New York, and 

Maryland, only to become diluted or return to coed status due to political and legal 

pressure.  
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It can also be argued that reform efforts of the past two decades have not provided 

desired results for young people, in particular, Black and Latino boys, a segment of the 

American population that has been labeled as historically disadvantaged.  These facts are 

evident and have been discussed at length prior to the landmark “A Nation at Risk” 

(1983) up to No Child Left Behind (2001) and Race to The Top (2010).   

President Obama’s Administration, has gone a step farther to earmark funds 

through its’ 2008 stimulus package and other funding mechanisms to create 

nontraditional approaches to expand on the work and initiatives of the Bush and Clinton 

Administrations. These proposals challenge the traditional public-school system, and 

promotes emerging charter and private providers that there’s a wealth of data pre and post 

Title IX regulations that places great value on single gender education.   

Despite almost six decades since Brown Vs. Board of Education, and almost 

thirty years since the landmark, “A Nation at Risk” (1983), the American educational 

system is fraught with separate and unequal opportunities for historically 

underrepresented and underserved populations (Strayhorn, 2008).   This achievement gap 

is greatest for African American male students, and the gap has not narrowed appreciably 

since the early 80’s (Kirp, 2010).  Just as there is a lack of agreement in the policy arena 

regarding whether to foster single sex education, education research on the subject 

presents some ambiguity and lack of agreement as to its benefits (Herr &Arms, 2004).  

Other studies on the effectiveness of single gender schools relied on research that was 

conducted in parochial schools (Riordan, 2002). Riordan believes that based on his 
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parochial school assessment, single sex schools are more effective for at-risk students 

from socio-economic backgrounds, especially students of color for both sexes. 

 

Summary of the Reviewed Literature 

The composition of literature accumulated for this literature review involves the 

disenfranchisement and the plight of African American school-aged boys in the United 

States and the extent to which their circumstances lead to a widening gap between their 

same sex Caucasian cohorts and that of their opposite gender same race counterparts.   

The literature reviewed covered various scholarly research ranging from the social 

sciences, psychology, education, law, and policy studies and their impact challenging, or 

advocating the need for single gender education.  Further research was conducted through 

popular media and the negative imagery presented of African American males.  This 

study attempts to construct an argument towards the need for more challenging and 

relevant single gender schools for African American males resulting in a reduction of the 

dropout rate while increasing the college admission rate of this student population.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODS 

 

Chapter Overview 

Delineated in this chapter is the rationale for the design and method of this study. 

Primarily, the chapter will justify why a qualitative approach was selected.  Second, this 

section will discuss the role of the researcher and the professional and personal 

experiences, which formed a foundation for a desire to understand the factors 

contributing to the success of a single gender school for African American males.  Third, 

the study site and population sample and an explanation for their selection will be 

discussed.   Fourth, the methods that I intend to use for the collection and the treatment of 

the data will be presented.  

 “The educational performance of boys has generated much notice of late. They 

are falling behind girls at just about every grade level and dropping out of school in ever 

greater numbers” (Gilbert, 2007, p. 9).  The literature reviewed addresses a myriad of 

reasons why school districts across the country are implementing single gender schools.  

Urban districts have implemented single gender programs as a way of decreasing the 

dropout rate while increasing the graduation rate of this subgroup of students, while 

suburban districts have done so as a way of easing fiscal constraints by cutting back 

expenses without sacrificing their ability to provide a quality education to students 

(Ogden, 2005).  

This is an exploratory case study (Yin, 2009) examining the success of African 

American males in a single gender school. Creswell (1998), defines case study as “in 

depth” exploration of a “bounded” system using extensive data collection as it’s 



 

 53 

foundation (p. 476).    One central overarching question that will guide this study is: 

What are contributing factors to the academic success of a single gender school for 

African American males? In addition, three related supporting questions would direct the 

focus of this study as follows:  

1. What are the operational features and guiding practices used in the 

development of a single gender public charter school educating African 

American males in an inner-city urban community?  

2. What is the role of school leadership, teachers and other school-based 

personnel play in the implementation of strong school climate which 

contributes to a culture of academic success and achievement? 

3. What best practices of a single gender school for African American males can 

be replicated to help address the increasing dropout rate and academic failure 

of African American males? 

The nature of the chosen topic and the research questions outlined above dictates 

the use of a qualitative research methodology.  Data will be collected through semi 

structured interviews with a purposive sampling (Kerlinger, 1986) of students, educators, 

and parents at the school, and from documents which will be collected from the school 

selected for study, the School District of Philadelphia, and the Pennsylvania State 

Department of Education. 
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Qualitative Research Methodology 

 

  Much of the literature review completed for this proposal examines data ranging 

from test scores, dropout rates, suspension rates, socio economic conditions and their 

impact or relatedness to factors contributing to the academic success of a single gender 

school for African American males. The literature review indicates a field saturated with 

studies, methods and designs quantifying the circumstances leading to school failure, 

high dropout rates and ultimately, the incarceration of African American males. 

Similarly, plentiful studies abound making comparisons between the failures of African 

American school-aged males and their lack of achievement through the use of content 

specific subjects such as Mathematics, Literacy and the Sciences.   Though much of the 

more recent debated topics surrounding the lack of achievement are applied to Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM), a vast amount of scholarly research on this 

topic tend to be quantitative in nature. 

Through study, I became immersed in the natural setting to explore occurrences 

as they unfolded, and presented descriptive rich data on the findings.  As a result, this 

study will require a qualitative approach in understanding and presenting the data 

collected.  This required me to be an essential element of the investigation to be able to 

gain a holistic and comprehensive picture.  As Patton (2002) further contends this method 

allows one to gain a deeper and more intricate understanding of an issue.  Finally, Jacob 

(1998) describes qualitative research as a generic term for investigating methodologies as 

ethnographic, naturalistic, anthropological, field or participant observer research.  
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Qualitative research highlights looking at variables in the physical setting in 

which they were found; and in which the interaction between variables occurs.  

Exhaustive data will be collected through open-ended questions that provide direct quotes 

using voices of the participants, common themes and threads throughout the collection of 

data. This differs from quantitative research, which attempts to gather data by objective 

methods in providing information about relations, comparisons, predictions and attempts 

to remove the investigator from the investigation (Smith, 1983). 

Case study is used in many situations to contribute to our knowledge of 

individual, group, organizational, social, political and related phenomena (Yin, 2009 p.4). 

To inform the understanding of emergent behavior one must look holistically and seek 

synthesis instead of analysis, and a qualitative approach provides this perspective 

(Merriam, 2009). A case study approach affords the ability to collect diverse, thick data 

and combine semi-structured interviews with a purposive sampling (Kerlinger, 1986) 

with document analysis.  A qualitative case approach affords the ability to analyze 

patterns across cases and demographics and seek to describe common areas across 

participants.   

                                         Role of the Researcher 

The purpose of this study is to investigate factors contributing to the success of 

school-aged African American males in a single gender school.  Further, other factors 

will be examined to understand more concretely how school leadership, pedagogical 

delivery, student selection and teacher, and parental involvement creates a rigorous 
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culture of high expectations and academic achievement supporting African American 

males. 

The interest in conducting this study was developed more than twenty years when 

I was approached by an international Foundation, a financially endowed humanitarian 

organization, and Opportunities Industrialization Center (OIC), an internationally 

recognized self-help organization, to implement a four-year intervention program for 25 

students at risk of dropping out of school in grades 9-12.  At the time, the study was 

regarded as one of a few national multi-years, year-round longitudinal studies which 

sought to identify the critical factors impacting the dropout rate among African 

American students from low income background, who were eligible for free and reduced 

lunch programs.   

While this study aimed on measuring the differences between a control and an 

experimental group, it was clear that regardless of the treatment offered to one group, the 

end results were quantitatively similar for both males and females in either group.   In its 

final report researchers from Schirm, A., Stuart E., & Mckie E., 2006) suggested a few 

points for consideration relative to the program and students in the control group: 

• Program participants graduated from high school more often (63 vs. 42 percent) 

• Program participants dropped out of school less often (23 vs. 50 percent)  

• Program participants went on to postsecondary education more often (42 vs.16 

percent) 

• Program participants attended a 4-year college more often (18 vs. 5 percent) 

• Program participants attended a 2-year institution more often (19 vs. 9 percent) 
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• Program participants became teen parents less often (24 vs. 38 percent). 

 
 When disaggregated, the results extracted from a national report, 

http://www.aypf.org/publications/compendium/C1S37.pdf, on October 1, 2011 

paint a more sobering picture of African American males that failed to address the social 

and academic achievement of African American males enrolled in the program.  Based 

on the collection of data from both the control and experimental male participants over 

the four-year period, the following pieces of data points still resonate.  

• Prior to their entrance to the program, (the beginning of the 9th grade year), male 

participants demonstrated early warning signs of dropping out at the middle 

school level.  Those signs consisted of high rates of absenteeism, suspensions, and 

some were classified as in need of special education. 

• Services based on an Individualized Education Plan (IEP).  

• Male participants continued the pattern of dropout behavior through the first year of 

program implementation with an increase of disciplinary referrals, in and out of 

school suspension despite receiving strategic and intervention supports in 9th 

grade. 

• In the second year of high school, eight of twelve males in the control group and six 

of eleven males in the experimental group were involved in the criminal justice 

system. 

• That same year two of eleven male students in the experimental group were 

incarcerated; one due to a homicide; the other to a misdemeanor. 

• In both control and experimental groups more than half of the male participants 
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through annual surveys admitted to fathering a child while still in high school. 

• Male participants in the control group attended four-year colleges at a higher rate 

than the experimental group; however, only two participants completed, while 

none of the male participants in the experimental group completed an education 

beyond two years at the college level. 

• One male student in the control group was murdered one year after graduating high 

school. 

Concurrently, the desire to conduct this research study stems from my work as a district 

administrator in one of New Jersey’s largest school district where African American 

males demonstrate signs of dropping out of school beginning at the 6th grade, overage for 

present grade, leading to a graduation rate of 53% among this population of students.  

More recently, this sobering statistic intensified an interest in examining and 

understanding how nontraditional approaches to school leadership and teacher selection; 

school climate and culture; and school organization improves student performance by 

creating a culture of high expectations in a single gender school for African American 

males.   

Informally, other administrative positions in another school district, facilitated the 

transformation of a general education school into a school district operated single male 

school, and successfully created single gender classrooms within the confines of a co-

educational school.  Without any surprise there was firsthand observation of an increase 

in student achievement scores, attendance, and even a decrease in disciplinary referrals 

among African American male students when placed in same sex classrooms with strong 

nurturing instructional experts who can also infuse cultural and gender values.  
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With growing emphasis and an increasing national debate on the implementation 

and authenticity of single gender schools, this research will be used to further my 

personal and professional growth.  This research will also contribute to a limited body of 

literature on single gender education for school-aged African American males in an 

urban setting.  The results of this study could be used to expand the field of single 

gender education, inform policy studies and provide a more comprehensive tool kit to 

increase professional development opportunities for educators to ultimately improve 

academic and social outcomes for African American male in urban school districts. 

 For the past two decades I have worked in multiple urban public-school 

environments as a direct service provider, teacher, and principal and now as a district 

administrator.  In addition, I have had a strong interest in identifying factors contributing 

to the African American male dropout rate while providing empirical-based solutions to 

reduce this national crisis.  The same is also noted through my devout affiliation with 

fraternal, social, and educational entities in the Philadelphia area and nationally. My 

present employer and school district will not be used as a part of this study to not incur 

bias through the findings.    

Site Selection 

This study was conducted at an all-male high school, referred to hereafter by the 

pseudonym West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter (WPPCS) located in a major 

metropolitan city along the northeastern seaboard. WPPCS is situated in a poor, urban, 

high crime neighborhood that enrolls approximately 500 African American boys in ninth 

through twelfth grade.  Chartered by the state in 2007 when it first enrolled 144 young 

ninth grade males WCPCS was temporarily contained in modules or temporary 
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classroom units, until it moved to its present location, which is a refurbished Catholic 

Church and rectory. 

This single gender school was selected for geographic availability, population 

desirability, and the ability to investigate a single individual or group through the 

collection of extensive data (Slavin, 2007).  Generalization beyond the scope of this 

population sample is not the purpose of this study.  This site has the characteristics and 

elements of a single gender school meeting the comprehensive needs of African 

American males and provides the opportunity for responses to the proposed research 

questions outlined earlier in this chapter.  The school has also yielded academic growth 

using the Pennsylvania State Standards Assessment (PSSA), in accordance with No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB), and has received national recognition for the 

implementation of a rigorous Latin and Humanities based curriculum while fostering 

highly regarded conditions for school climate and culture. 

According to its website, the school offers a rigorous instructional program that 

builds on a Latin-based foundation, a language that has not demonstrated widespread 

success for African Americans.  Further, WPPCS demonstrated moderate success 

through an environment that promotes a respect for culture and community while 

fostering high expectations for the social success of African American males.  WPPCS’ 

inaugural graduating class of the state's first single-sex college preparatory charter 

school attracted many dignitaries including state and national elected officials, policy 

researchers and media outlets.  This study highlights best practices, examine teacher led 

pedagogical techniques, school leadership, parental inclusion and involvement, and 

rigorous school policy and standards in the design and implementation of a rigorous 
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learning environment to educate African American young men.  As a result, interviews 

were conducted and with school leaders, teachers, guidance counselors, Board members 

and other school personnel. 

Selection of Participants 

The participants consisted of 8 staff employed at West Philadelphia Preparatory 

Charter School.  Although there are other single gender schools and classrooms in the 

area, purposive sampling of this specific single gender school will be utilized in 

anticipation of scheduling conflicts and limited time constraints (Kerlinger, 1989).  

Limiting the sample to one single gender school allowed for time in building trust and a 

relationship with participants for meaningful and quality information for this study. 

Purposive sampling also has four domains that are appropriate for this study: 

• An emergent sample design; 

• A serial selection of sample units; 

• Continuous adjustment of focusing on the sample; and 

• Selection to the point of redundancy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Glaser, 1978). 

This method provided an opportunity to analyze attitudes and characteristics that 

leads to the academic and social success of students. Employing the “snowball”, “chain”, 

or “network” sampling method to permit the gathering of rich, intense and quick data to 

conduct the study.  This strategy is also called convenience sampling which is best 

described as locating a few key participants who easily meet criteria and ask each 

participant to refer you to another participant, or who else to talk to regarding the study 

(Merriam, 2009).  Utilizing this method of participant selection avoided possible biased 

recommendations by teachers and administrators. 
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Availability, access and convenience for the researcher was also considered at the 

start of this study, as the research sample site provides geographic access allowing for 

observations at parent association, school board, and faculty meetings and other 

extracurricular activities offered to students.  Bogdan & Biklen (1998) explains that 

researchers go to where the people they will study, playgrounds, homes, schools and 

other territories. This process enabled trust allowing the participants to feel less formal 

and comfortable when in an interview setting.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

During the study, I utilized a site emersion, semi structured format with a 

purposive sampling of teachers, school leadership which included CEO and school 

principal and a member of the Board of Trustees (Kerlinger, 1989). Merriam (2009) 

describes semi-structured interviews as in the middle of structured and unstructured 

where either all of the questions are more flexibly worded or the interview is a mix of 

more or less structured questions. The semi-structured approach will allow the researcher 

without using a script, to ask specific questions to gain discovery and understanding 

while giving the participant flexibility in responding to suggested lines of inquiry or 

issues raised that requires further clarity.   

Bogdan & Biklen (1998) further explains that with a semi structured approach 

“you are more confident of getting comparable data across subjects.”  Young (2004) 

states that semi structured interviews allowed some suppleness for follow-up questions 

when necessary and to expound on new information while the interview is being 

conducted. 
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The process of data collection began immediately upon the first interview or site 

visit.  In addition to interviews with students, parents, and school staff, other data 

providing evidence was collected.  These additional documents included student records 

and transcripts, school curriculum guides, standard operating procedures and student code 

of conduct, admission, expulsion and exclusion policies and summaries and agendas from 

parent meetings and professional development workshops. The anecdotal data and 

documents to be reviewed for this study were compiled from several departments at the 

School District of Philadelphia such as the Office of Research and Accountability, the 

Office of Charter Schools, the Pennsylvania Department of Education and records at the 

school. Bogdan & Biklen (1998) states that these types of data, ground the study to the 

empirical added further authenticity to the research.   

Document review was also be utilized as a process for data collection.  These 

additional data included the following: 

• School curriculum, grading policy, student code of conduct;  

• Suspension rates, dropout, enrollment activity, behavior and disciplinary 

procedures; 

• Counseling notes and other guidance protocols; 

• Summaries of parent meetings; and  

• Feedback and agendas from professional development activities 

Reviewing documents decreased the threat of making chance associations and provided 

multiple sources of evidence in understanding factors contributing to the success of 

African American males in a single gender setting.  The documents review served as 
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another opportunity for the researcher to better understand information provided through 

interviews. 

According to Kvale (1996), other reasons to collect data include: obtaining 

descriptions of the lived world of the interviewee with respect to interpretations of the 

meaning of the described phenomena, and his or her relationship to it; interpreting the 

meaning of central themes in the life world of the subject; seeking qualitative knowledge 

expressed in normal language; obtaining nuanced descriptions of different aspects of the 

subject’s life world’s; and descriptions of situations and action sequences are elicited.  

Interviews were recorded with the use of a digital audio recording device and 

audio transcription with the assistance of audio transcription software.  Rubin & Rubin 

(1995) notes that recording interviews helps get the material down in an accurate and 

retrievable form. This method of data collection was chosen to focus on information 

provided by participants, pay attention to body language and follow-up questions that 

may be required. Immediately following each interview, a manual transaction 

accompanied by field notes was employed.  This transaction format remained consistent 

for all participants. 

I conducted all of the interviews in a natural setting familiar to each participant.  

These one-on-one interviews were conducted in an office or private area to allow for 

confidentiality and limited distraction from other students or school personnel.  

In reporting data for this study, the site and participants were held as confidential, 

so I report them using pseudonyms.  Each participant was informed of the purpose of this 

research study and the required process to protect anonymity and confidentiality using a 
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signed statement of consent from each participant.  The signed consent forms delineated 

the use of audio devices, transcripts, field notes, interview protocol including information 

such as location of interview, length, date, time and permission to record the interview. 

The research participant’s transcripts, audio files, field notes and other information 

related to this study were privately stored in a locked, fireproof file cabinet.  

 I have received authorization from the Office of Regulatory Affairs Office at 

Temple University, which is the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the University to 

conduct this research study. The approval from the IRB was used to access each 

participant following the established protocols for human subject research.   

Data analysis utilized in this study reflected the process described by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), employing their notion of constant comparison to guide first the gathering 

and then the categorization of the data.  I constantly compared each subsequent interview 

with the data collected from each preceding interview and identified themes or patterns 

that may materialize to establish categories for data coding, segment grouping, and 

identifying themes. 

Methods of Verification 

Every available method was used to safeguard the integrity and validity of this 

study to make a contribution to the emerging literature on single gender classrooms and 

schools; and to enhance the field of educational leadership and policy studies.  Strategies 

were employed to increase the trustworthiness of this qualitative case study (Merriam, 

2009) and to guarantee and adhere to ethical procedures. I was immersed in the research 

site for a sustained period of time in gathering and collecting essential data to understand 
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the factors contributing to the success of African American males in a single gender 

school.   

Various interviews gathered pertinent data and allowed for the discovery of 

attitudes, characteristics and perceptions in fully understanding the academic and social 

success of African American males.  In addition, an analysis and personal observation of 

school climate and culture also provided concrete details on the relationship between 

school performance and student engagement.   

Use of member checks during the interview process helped to ensure that accurate 

and internally legitimate data are collected from participants.  As a result, collecting 

vague and inconsistent data was reduced through feedback sessions with participants.  

Feedback sessions with participants helped to strengthen the data analysis by making 

certain that transcribed data are perceived as was initially intended by the participant.  

Merriam (2009) describes this process as, “taking data and tentative interpretations back 

to the people from whom they were derived and asking if they are plausible” (p. 229). 

Consultation with experts associated with single gender male education programs, 

including my dissertation advisor was used to gather advice on the body of work 

proposed for research.  Teachers, principals, parents, local officials of social service 

organizations providing services to African American males will be used for consultation 

and discussion.  I also consulted with colleagues in doctoral programs who are engaged 

in similar research related to this topic of study.  Journals, periodicals, and think tanks 

that have published studies in this area were also be utilized during data analysis and 

interpretation.  The Conceptual Framework discussed in Figure 21. guided this study 
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emerged from literature and research findings related to three areas with schools that 

inform outcomes for African American male students.  Culture/Climate, Leadership and 

Student/Teacher Relationships.  The Conceptual Framework also formed the basis for the 

organization of the findings, analysis and conclusions in Chapters 4 and 5.  The 

framework provides a meaningful way to analyze the data and present it in a coherent 

way.
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CHAPTER 4 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Chapter Overview 

 

In this chapter, I have also presented a profile of each of the study participants to 

give the reader a general view participant’s professional and education background all of 

which led to their involvement in a single gender school serving African American male 

students. I also used responses of the participants to answer the following research 

questions: 

1. What are the operational features and guiding practices used in the development 

of a single gender public charter school educating African American males in an 

inner-city urban community?  

2. What is the role of school leadership, teachers and other school-based personnel 

play in the implementation of strong school climate which contributes to a culture 

of academic success and achievement? 

3. What best practices of a single gender school for African American males can be 

replicated to help address the increasing dropout rate and academic failure of 

African American males? 

Background of Participants 

The following represents a profile of each of the eight participants involved in this 

study. Initially data was collected on twelve participants; however only eight participants 

presented a wealth of information and were interviewed on two or three separate 

occasions.  Each interview ranged between forty-five and seventy-five minutes.  
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Four participants interviewed for this study did not provide extensive or enough 

data to be included in this study when questions were posed about their colleagues, 

school climate or the school administration.  On the surface, these four participants 

showed a disinterest in the study or the line of questioning and were one-time interviews, 

which lasted less than twenty minutes and were not included in the data collected for this 

research.  These four participants included teachers, Board of Trustee members, and a 

special education coordinator.  

All participants expressed a strong desire in working with the population of 

students to which they were assigned. As a whole, they have amassed a unique 

perspective in serving African American male students either through external 

professional development and training or through a personal desire to support the 

academic achievement of West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School and the young 

men who are enrolled.  

Table 4.1 below identifies participants included in this study, professional role at 

the school, ethnicity and gender.  Identities have been protected through the use of 

pseudonyms as discussed earlier. This information is followed by a narrative profile for 

each participant in the case study.  
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Participants Background and Role at WPPCS 

Table 4.1 

Participant Position at 

WPCS 

Race Gender Years 

employed 

at school 

Marcus Teacher  Caucasian Male 4 

Jill Operations 
Coordinator 

Caucasian Female 5 

Mindy Teacher Caucasian Female 5 

Randy Teacher Latino Male 5 

Yuille Board Member/ 
Discipline 
Hearing Officer 

African 

American 

Male 7 

Dr. T Principal African 

American 

Male 5 

Dr. Boyce CEO / Founder African 

American 

Male 8 

Justin Dean of Students Caucasian Male 7 
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Marcus 

A Teach for America (TFA) alum, Marcus, has a rather imposing presence by 

most standards, carries a boom in his voice, which is a match for his wooly beard, burly 

build and an animated “move about the classroom” style of teaching.  He completed a 

two-year commitment to Teach for America (TFA) at two separate traditional public 

schools, the latter was a transfer due to budget cuts in the school district.  Teacher 

transfers were at a high rate during school year due to shrinking class size, school 

closures – many students leaving to attend an increasing number of charter schools.  

On one particular school day, I spent an hour prior to the interview observing the 

setup of his classroom, instructional delivery, student behavior and overall response from 

students based on his interactions with them.  His classroom was rather small, barely able 

to fit the twenty-four desks and chairs, neatly arranged in rows of five.  The classroom 

was painted a vibrant Eagles green color unlike the typical dull colored classroom usually 

found in a traditional public school.  His classroom had a homey feel adorned with 

framed pictures of athletes, sports clippings, college banners and motivational quotes.  

Student work and classroom rules were neatly displayed on a bulletin board. On a white 

board was the agenda for the day – do now, lesson, lecture and wrap up. 

Prior to the ringing of the bell to signal the start of class he was positioned at the 

door welcoming each student with a high five, a handshake or a laughable quip about 

something that occurred the day before.  Occasionally he would remark as the young men
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filed in with enormous energy yet orderly, "the agenda for the day is on the board, you 

may get started quietly. 

The presence of an unfamiliar person invading their territory was noticeable as 

they whispered around the room.  Their whispers however could be easily heard given 

their emerging adult voices, "who that?" Followed by a response from a classmate, "I 

don't know, I think he's here to observe Mr. M.”  The interruptions were enough to force 

Marcus to make a simple introduction and a few minutes to discuss my research project.  

Without hesitation I quickly sensed that I would be barraged with questions to avoid their 

classwork which prompted me to make a general statement – My primary objective is not 

to interrupt your instruction but to gather data about the school.  I ended by sharing with 

them if they would like to learn more about my study to meet me in the school cafeteria 

during their lunch period. 

Jill 

Jill is considered a veteran staff at West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School.  

A late twenties, Caucasian woman she has worked in a variety of areas at the school, 

popular with faculty and staff, and widely respected as the founder of the school’s 

performing arts program.  Jill’s present role cuts across all disciplines and staff at the 

school, where her primary task now is to raise the school’s profile, and seek new and 

untraditional ways to cultivate new funding streams through the philanthropic and the 

business community to support the school programming.   

I first met Jill at a fundraiser she hosted for the school, which attracted scores of 

donors, who enjoyed a night of singing and dancing (all performed by the young men)
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through the arts department she founded.  More than one hundred of Jill’s friends, 

business acquaintances, and friends of West Side packed the room.  All were Caucasian 

except for four African American men: A Board Member, the schools Founder/ Chief 

Executive Officer, my guest and me.  

Although Jill’s arrival to West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School was 

through non-traditional pedagogical methods and networks, she was quick to address 

various mechanisms teachers use to hone their skills using a “share pair” method to 

differentiate instruction.  WPPCS, like traditional school districts and charter schools 

across the country, has continually invested in a younger and diverse teacher selection 

pool generated by a Teaching For America (TFA), a national non-profit group that places 

recent college grads in urban schools for two years. Jill was able to share with me that the 

increase of TFA teachers at WPPCS has generated a return-to- school “boom” and a 

turnkey system of professional development for many of the teachers. 

 

Mindy  

 

Mindy is a rookie compared to the other faculty members involved in this study.  

Though new to WPPCS, she previously taught United States History at an all-girls 

Catholic school in the Mission District in San Francisco since 2006.  She also taught US 

History at another charter school in the area prior to accepting a new assignment at 

WPPCS.  She describes her previous teaching position at in glowing terms and platitudes 

comparatively to her new role at WPPCS. 

Mindy earned an History degree from an all-women’s college which made her 

foray and interest in single gender teaching even more compelling.  At the time of the 



 

 74 

study only one other teacher interviewed for this study was a product of single gender 

education.  Mindy credits her experiences as a student at an all woman's college and as a 

teacher in a single gender school for forming her passion for working at West 

Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School. 

Randy 

Randy is a third-year teacher of AP Language and Literature at West Philadelphia  

Preparatory Charter School; his first stint in a charter school though he is a Board of 

Trustee at a coed middle school in another state.  He spent four years in a traditional 

public school in another state where he taught language.  He was born in the Philippines, 

grew up in Michigan and Colorado, and received degrees from the University of 

Colorado-Boulder and Harvard University, where he and his wife both received their 

master’s in education.  Randy and his wife both taught in the same middle school in a 

neighboring district, however parted ways with the school after developing interest in 

working at a single gender school for boys. 

As a primer for my interview with Randy, I spent some time “getting to know” 

Randy through the school’s website page and met several times informally prior to 

interviewing him.  It was well-spent time reviewing different ways instructional lessons 

are assigned, homework assignments, and ways other anecdotal information is 

communicated to students and parents.  His school web page provides ways students can 

make extra credit, and outlines a day-by-day schedule and month-by-month syllabus of 

assessments and work to be completed with a companion timeline.  While examining his 

lesson plan, he promptly remarked at the start of the lesson that any information needed 

was posted on his page, then he dived immediately into the instruction for the day. 
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Randy, short in stature, his classroom instruction delivery is professorial, using a 

non-traditional form of presenting information.  His classroom is adorned with rich print 

where almost every space is used to elevate or clarify points expressed in his lessons. I 

couldn’t help but draw a quick comparison to a college professor rather than the hundreds 

of teachers I have observed over the years.  His first interest with a single gender setting 

occurred at a coed public school in his former school district, which led me to inquire 

about his interest in WPPCS Charter. 

Yuille 

A Board Member who assisted with the founding of the school and as a funder 

employed through a national philanthropic organization that assists with small schools’ 

startup. Mr. Yuille also serves as the Hearing Officer on issues related to discipline. Prior 

to becoming immersed in his work at West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School, Mr. 

Yuille was successful in launching the Bill Gates funded Black Alliance for Education 

Options (BAEO), a philanthropic organization that supported the expansion of small 

“boutique charter schools across the country. 

A graduate of a historically Black men’s college, he fully understands the 

importance of single gender schools for African American males given his college 

experiences.  He credits his alma mater for giving him the skills and opportunities to give 

back to the school and to African American males.   

 Though he lacks traditional training in the field of education, Yuille described his 

experiences working with a variety of charter school organizing groups and other 

philanthropic organizations which provided more opportunities to marginalized students 
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in urban spaces and options that they would not otherwise receive in public school 

settings.  Thus, his proposal to an internationally recognized foundation which provided 

the seed money for the founding of West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School. 

Justin 

 
Justin attended West Palm Beach Atlantic University in Palm Beach, Florida, 

where he earned a degree in History and Special Education.  He had worked in other 

charter schools in the area five years prior to his tenure at WPPCS, where he taught 

special education in the areas of autistic support, mental retardation high functioning, and 

learning disable students.  He had also taught inclusion and history and is now in this 

third year at in administration at WPPCS. 

Our interview was held in the small quarters that Justin shares with a part time 

Teacher of History and a teacher of Physical Education.  His office mirrored the other 

office spaces used by non-instructional personnel such as School Climate Officers, 

Special Education personnel, School Nurse and College Counselor.  The tightness of the 

office made our interview difficult, and often I had to pause and restart as a result of the 

shared space.  Justin left his previous teaching assignment at another charter school 

because, “I felt stagnant.  I did not want to be there because I felt the school was not 

moving in the right direction so I went to the principal’s office in the middle of the school 

year and resigned my position.” 

Dr. T. 

 

  Dr. T. arrived at WPPCS in 2011, from what can be described as a wealthy 

suburban school in a neighboring state.  Prior to his start of employment at WPPCS he 

completed a doctorate in Philosophy at a research university in the 
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Northeast.  He received an undergraduate degree in English Education and Linguistics, 

and a Masters’ degree in Education Administration from university in New York.  He 

was a teacher, Assistant Principal, Director of Guidance, and Principal before accepting 

the position at West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School.   

Dr. T.'s pride and admiration for the all-boys school was obvious throughout the 

entire interviews and was obvious through his responses to the questions posed to him.  

When queried about the differences between an inner-city public charter school in 

comparison to his former wealthy suburban middle school, he very quickly responded: 

By most accounts participants who were interviewed for this study Dr. T, was 

highly recommended by Board members and endured a rigorous interviewing process 

which included parents, teachers and the school’s Chief Executive Officer.  According to 

Dena one of the founding teachers at WPPCS and whose story in included in this 

research, “we wanted to make sure he was the right fit for our family and especially the 

boys.”   

Dr. Boyce 

  I first heard of Dr. Boyce long before I decided to research West Philadelphia 

Preparatory Charter School.  He was a panelist on a conference led by the Coalition of 

Schools Educating Boys of Color advocating the need for more single gender institutions. 

He made an appealing argument and presented an array of data supporting his case.  For 

several years, Dr. Boyce's passion plea remained with me which drove my desire to 

further understand the inner workings of this school.  In a separate interview for a policy 

course, Dr. Boyce described being driven to support single gender education – as being 
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personal; his sons attended an all-male private school and he desired the same for inner 

city youth. 

Although he was met with opposition from such groups as the Women's Law 

Project, the Education Law Center, the American Civil Liberties Union voicing their 

opposition to an African American all-male school, he stayed the course and over time, 

supporters of the school outweighed the detractors. 

  As a former Board Member at the private all male Franklin Academy, Dr. Boyce 

had access to numerous people and human capital who placed a high value on single 

gender education and skillfully capitalized on those relationships. Dr. Boyce provided 

substantive and relevant information; these interviews occurred informally with only the 

use of a notepad on three different occasions over a one-year period.  Two formal 

interviews were subsequently conducted; the first in his office and the second at a 

restaurant at his request. The interviews with the CEO were approximately two hours 

long.  All other interviews were conducted at the school site, during the school day, 

usually on prep time donated by staff in between scheduled classes or after school.  The 

interviews were extremely difficult on school site given the high demand for classroom 

space in a building, which was formerly a convent and renovated for school use. 

Organization of Findings 

The organization and presentation of data collected for this study were structured 

around three specific research questions:  

1. What are the operational features and guiding practices used in the 

development of a single gender public charter school educating African 

American males in an inner-city urban community?  
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2. What is the role of school leadership, teachers and other school-based 

personnel play in the implementation of strong school climate which 

contributes to a culture of academic success and achievement? 

3. What best practices of a single gender school for African American males can 

be replicated to help address the increasing dropout rate and academic failure 

of African American males? 

While these research questions were used to guide and cement the foundation of 

this dissertation, a specific set of questions was used to guide the interviews conducted by 

school personnel.  These questions used varied based on the role each participant played 

at the school and their relationship to the students at the school.  

To organize these data, a Conceptual Framework (2.1) was used based on teacher/ 

student interaction and relationship, school climate and teacher staff leadership each 

identifying and highlighting themes collected using research questions discussed 

throughout this study.  Through this Conceptual Framework, I was able to actualize three 

reoccurring themes which were gleaned from the participants’ responses.  These three 

themes focused primarily on the relationships established between teachers and students, 

from my observation was more of a mentor /mentee relationship where teachers exacted 

relationship with students beyond the school day, above what was expected from teachers 

and staff.  The issue of school climate and culture was also identified as a premier factor 

– much of this discussed at length through policies and procedures developed by the 

school to ensure a safe, high achieving setting beneficial for staff and students.  Finally, 

an area of significant development identified by participants was strong and consistent 
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leadership on the part of the administrative team with the support of the Board of 

Trustees. 

Teacher/Student Relationship 

 

It is important to reiterate here that the participants in this study covered a range 

of classroom faculty, school staff such as Dean of Students and School Operations 

Officer and leadership which included School Principal and School Founder.  Teachers 

interviewed provided a substantial amount of information partly due their daily direct 

contact with students in the classroom.  Direct instruction varied from classroom to 

classroom based on my observations and teachers self-reporting.  As an example, 

Marcus’ classroom setup and arrangement were bright with print rich materials using 

sports as a metaphor and obviously portrayed generous overtones of masculinity to 

stimulate the interest of the young men.  Also present was an abundance of successful 

African American male images from various genres such as music, the arts, science and 

sports. When probed about his classroom logistical arrangement and set up Marcus 

responded:  

“So, the relevant piece is important, I try to include a good balance of poetic quotes 

mixed with pictures of favorite athletes but then I also try to put in my own personal 

interests, movie posters and different things like that. I really think it needs to be a 

good balance of like letting them know that I understand their likes and interests 

but then on the other side fascinating them with different likes and interests.” 

I became more curious and wanted to understand the methods used by Marcus to 

authentically connect with the young men, especially since they manifested a genuine 

bond between the young men and their teacher even with an obvious bystander in the 
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classroom taking notes.  Between questions and answers about the lesson students’ 

stories about their lives, Marcus would impart anecdotal moments about his life.  Here he 

provides one such example: 

“A big part of what I tried to do is I try to fascinate my students by doing things 

that they aren’t used to seeing or wouldn’t normally know how to respond to. I have 

a pink and yellow bike so sometimes I roll in on my pink and yellow bike and that 

just sort of fascinates kids like what? Like is that really your bike? So, I don’t know. 

That’s kind of a stupid example but different little things like that. Or I’ll put on 

some piece of classical music and I’ll get like super excited about it and just sort of 

sharing my excitement and sort of fascinating them with things that are important 

to me that make me who I am with it not having it be all about that dipping into the 

things that they like.” 

I noted his exuberance about his young charges and desire to support African American 

young men who wanted a way out of poverty using education as tool.  I was further 

intrigued by the way Marcus used the metaphorically used a pink and yellow bike as a 

motivational technique to engage the young men in a conversation prior to the start of the 

instructional unit. Though I later determined that he was not fan of sports, but in earlier 

conversations with his charges understood knew their likes and dislikes, hence another 

avenue for him to grab their attention using the teams and techniques they liked as an 

incentive to drive discussion and teach his lesson as Marcus notes below: 

“I was forced like three or four years ago to make the transition from college 

basketball to the NBA just so I can come in every Monday morning and be able to 

talk about Dwight Howard’s stat line or how many points Lebron James put up last 
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night and different things like that I know the students are interested in. So, showing 

them that piece but then also bringing in sort of different things that aren’t used to 

what they’re seeing so fascinating them while at the same time being relevant. So 

that’s a big part of how I set up my classroom and how I deliver my lessons. It’s a 

combination of my personality mixed with sort of firmness and seriousness and 

then mixing that in with their interests and likes and stuff.” 

College Counselor, Mrs. Owens was attracted to WPPCS since the school’s inception.  

Having worked in a guidance capacity both in single gender all male and coeducational 

schools alike, described to me during in our initial that having the advantaged of working 

in both settings her preference “was to work in an all-male school because it was 

comfortable”, and it allowed her to bring the resources she had in raising her twin sons 

who both attended a single gender school.   

“I was a chaperone for the state Latin convention, so I went out and met some of 

the West Side Prep boys who were out there and just totally fell in love with them.  

I just thought they were fantastic and everything.... And sometime later I just 

happened to see the ad in the paper when they were looking for the college advisor 

and for me it was like the absolute perfect job because I was going to get to work 

with the population that I wanted to work with but I can also only do college. It was 

kind of the absolute perfect scenario for me.” 

Here Marcus descriptively theorizes and sheds greater light on the intersection of 

‘creating the ideal classroom instructional relationship while mentoring African 

American males: 
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“Well there are a couple of different reasons of why WPPCS – the single gender 

piece was really important to me. I really enjoyed working with the young men and 

the young women but I wanted to I guess focus my mentorship. I was really 

interested in just sort of focusing in my mentoring opportunities on the young men 

in the city of Philadelphia because in a lot of my years I saw a lot of young men 

who weren’t getting a lot of direction, weren’t getting a lot of positive mentorship 

and sometimes it was hard for me to just sort of zone in on the men without…I 

wanted to zone in on the men but at the same time I still had 60 or 70 girls that I 

was teaching. So, coming to West Side was exciting for me because it allowed me 

to sort of focus my mentorship on young men and one of the big pieces of my 

educational strategy is just character development. I really appreciate English and 

Language Arts and reading and writing and I think that development is 

extraordinarily important especially in moving on into the future of these kids but 

character development is even more so important to me I think so it was allowing 

me the opportunity to explore that.” 

Most notable of the key school features highlighted by Randy were intertwined 

between direct intervention and strategies for African American males and creating a safe 

space where the young men can speak openly and directly without fear of having to guard 

themselves because female counterparts are present:
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“I think, one is an opportunity for me to teach high school because I had previously 

taught 8th grade for the four years before I went to graduate school so that was part 

of it. And part of it was I guess the prospect of teaching all boys was something that 

appealed to me just because I had actually taught at East Camden Middle School 

when Ms. Kenney had (it); the sections divided by gender. They had male classes 

and they had female classes and then there was an honors class that was mixed 

gender and I actually liked how that was and so the single gendered idea appealed 

to me as well. And kind of as I said earlier, this school (WPPCS) seemed to be 

organized and well run. It seemed to have the resources behind it to do kind of what 

it needed do.” 

Likewise, Jill who was a veteran teacher before leaving the classroom to help 

operationalize the daily programming of the school day agreed with Marcus:  

“My first year (teaching) was at Benjamin Banneker High School. Due to the 

shrinking size of the school and budget issues within the district, I was asked to 

transfer schools after my first year there and that’s when I landed at Overbrook 

which coincidentally was the place I was hoping to get placed when I first came to 

this to begin with so that was a nice little transition for me. I spent four good years 

at Windmere and felt like I had sort of plateaued there and there was not as much 

room for growth anymore as a professional. I knew I wanted to stay in teaching but 

wanted to just sort of change things up and shake things up in some way and was 

contacted by West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter to interview here. I did the 

interview. I was really impressed by the school and started teaching here this past 

Fall.” 
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After arriving at WPPCS, Marcus became particularly impressed with the size of 

the student body of approximately 450 young men, and reminisced of his past teaching 

experiences, schools and their enrollment numbers doubling in size which made mentoring, 

building personal relationships with students and individualizing character-based 

initiatives possible. 

 

The mentorship opportunities, “getting to know kids”, and character development 

described by Marcus are concurrent responses throughout the data collection and 

research, occurring almost in an organic fashion and from my observation appears to be 

an expectation by the young men.   

One example observed at WPPCS, was the naming of classrooms from room 

numbers, which occurs in traditional school settings, to classrooms taking on the form of 

the colleges and universities which makeup the degree granting institutions of faculty and 

staff.  These classrooms were adorned with banners, flags, and a plethora of memorabilia 

and other types of paraphernalia providing an atmosphere where college is the 

expectation after high school.   

Scheduled mentoring happens during scheduled courses and through afterschool 

clubs and organizations. For example, each year the school’s master schedule roster is 

constructed, teachers are scheduled to oversee one “out of certification” course, which 

provides additional time to foster one on one relationship building and increased 

opportunities for mentoring and character development of the young men.
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School Climate and Culture 

In preparing and organizing the responses to this question, unlike other questions, 

I was able to gather significant responses from all of the interviewees.  There responses 

were natural, wide ranging and cut across all competencies – instruction, positive school 

performance, leadership style of administrators, school programming and elements of the 

school that are considered as “non-negotiables” by the school staff. 

To Marcus, the notion of teacher accountability and autonomy are new concepts 

that were avoidable and non-existent in other schools that assisted him in improving his 

method of delivery or building instructional integrity to support students.  Here he notes 

how classroom accountability allows for flexibility in the instructional program and the 

ability to be creative in the classroom: 

I think number one, while I guess I’ve always had freedom in the schools that I’ve 

been at. Here one of the biggest things that strikes me is the accountability. When 

I was a first year teacher, I didn’t want any sort of accountability because I was 

awful at what I was doing and I was learning the ropes, trial by fire and any time a 

principal or vice principal came and it scared me but as I got going I realized that 

there was no sense of accountability and then because of that there was no sense of 

encouragement or affirmation and what I was doing. 

At WPPCS, Marcus theorizes that the ability to have classroom autonomy has 

allowed him lots of advantages to become more creative in his instructional delivery, but 

the feedback from leadership gives him the tools needed to ascertain whether he’s headed 

in the right direction.  He highlights the following: 
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“But coming here, one of the things I’m most thankful for is the level of 

accountability, Dr. T coming into my classroom, other teachers coming in and 

observing me and telling me maybe what I can improve on, what I should focus on 

more, etc. and then it’s always backed up with positive affirmation and 

encouragement and it makes me want to be a better teacher when I’ve got Dr. T 

coming in and then writing like a four page synopsis of what he saw in my 

classroom and filling it with positive affirmation and telling me how good of a job 

I’m doing. So that makes me want to work harder and that makes me want to be a 

better teacher so that’s one thing I really appreciated about West Philadelphia 

Preparatory Charter School. Just like I said before, the commitment of the teachers, 

the commitment of the staff and one of the things that’s been different here is Dr. 

T is the educational and curriculum sort of leader of the school and that’s what a 

principal is supposed to be I think and in past schools there wasn’t sort of that 

sort of leadership I guess in driving instruction, in driving the curriculum and stuff 

like that. So, there’s a couple things, I guess.” 

In fact, the accountability factor as described by Marcus is a symbiotic occurrence 

at WPPCS.  In addition to the scheduled observation time between the school leader and 

teacher, there are also daily "check ins" that occur in each classroom.  These daily "check 

ins" provide instant feedback to the classroom teacher providing real time information on 

classroom culture, preparation for instructional units and other deliverables mandated by 

the instructional leader. 

When pressed about the barriers that hinder the progress of and the positive 

trajectory of school-aged boys, Marcus in a solemn response cited: 
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“Well I think there's (the using a pregnant pause) I've definitely seen a lot of apathy.  

I think that's a barrier... I think to be quite honest with you in schools were there 

were I have taught, there were both genders present there was a lot more apathy to 

succeed to do well” 

Jill describes the pedagogical culture differs from that of traditional school 

entities as a result of accountability, creativity and autonomy.  Though she has been away 

from the classroom for two years she offers:  

“I had a lot of liberty and a lot of autonomy over my own instruction which allowed 

me to be malleable throughout the year and by the time I got to my third year 

teaching it I had learned, I was able to switch things around and really create 

something that I thought really worked.” 

WPPCS fosters this type of creativity and flexibility by also gauging teachers’ 

interests and passion outside of their assigned instructional content.  Jill believes this 

flexibility develops a well-rounded and academically successful student, further 

concurring with Marcus: 

“And I think that teachers are encouraged to add in as much co-curricular 

enrichment as they can, meaning field trips, speakers, the more you can get kids out 

and get professionals in I think teachers are encouraged to do a lot of that which I 

think is really, really important because it allows the kid…it makes tangible the 

classroom learning for the real world. So that’s a piece that I think is really 

important. I mean I could brag about the different programs that our teachers are 

doing over the summer. There are a couple of teachers; Serita taught in Costa Rica 

last year.
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There are other document experiences such as this, that encourages teacher 

growth and development beyond the professional offerings at the school.  While it 

demonstrates a commitment on the part of school leadership, it promotes an opportunity 

or incentive give the low pay scale generally offered to teachers in the charter school 

sector.  This opportunity to collaborative and engages in cross cultural pedagogical 

discourse outside of the normal school’s professional learning is another mechanism that 

enhances their content and practice.  This outside professional development.  Here Jill 

offered some concrete examples: 

“I think that teachers are encouraged to add in as much co-curricular enrichment as 

they can meaning field trips, speakers, the more you can get kids out and get 

professionals in I think teachers are encouraged to do a lot of that which I think is 

really, really important because it allows the kid…it makes tangible the classroom 

learning for the real world. So that’s a piece that I think is important. I mean I could 

brag about the different programs that our teachers are doing over the summer.” 

Also adding: 

“And that’s the instructional flexibility that teachers have that is really helpful in 

that way because you can really individualize your instruction with the group that 

you have and I think that’s really important.” 

 Jill came to West Philadelphia Preparatory Charter School through a non-

traditional teacher preparation program but quickly established herself as a content expert 

in language arts.  Through an assortment of instructional training programs and teacher 
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training networks Jill was able to solidify her role as a permanent teacher through these 

certification methods.  She was also quick to identify home grown school-based 

approaches using a “share pair” method to assist in differentiated instruction.  These are 

all efforts used by the school to build a continuous superior level of high expectations for 

staff and students WPPCS, similar to traditional school districts and charter schools 

across the country, has continually invested in a younger and diverse teacher selection 

pool generated by sources such as Teaching for America (TFA), a national non-profit 

group that places recent college grads in urban schools for a two-year placement. Though 

some schools frown on TFA placements due to the short-term nature of its teachers, 

WPPCS – through documents provided has been able to retain many of their TFA 

placements once they become alum of the program.  Jill was able to share with me that 

the increase of TFA teachers at WPPCS has generated a return-to- school “boom” and a 

turnaround system of professional development for many of the teachers.  She describes 

her professional development options in greater detail: 

“Anyway, so professional development, I mean there’s constant opportunities. I 

mean teachers usually run them so a teacher will come with whatever their specific 

strength is and share that with the faculty. That’s generally how it’s done. And then 

out of those usually comes; like we have a Respected Leadership Conference 

happening next week which is a kind of day long series of workshops for the kids 

involving women’s issues and respect for women, personal branding, those kinds 

of the things. And that came out of a PD so I feel like we’re very; they don’t happen 

for no reason. I think there’s usually some benefit from them and programs usually
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get rolled out because a teacher who is particularly interested in self branding for 

students will come in and talk about that and they’ll say oh wait, let’s do this day 

long thing and offer it to the kids so it’s very interconnected. It’s not like 

professional development’s its own island that the teachers sit through. It’s always 

very useful I think which I think is good.” 

 Dr. Boyce’s interview confirmed Jill’s statement about professional development 

with the following: 

“We have summer sessions with the teachers where we talk about the curriculum, 

about the school rules, about the way we set up classes.  We have a lot of things we 

do in every class.  Every class you go in starts with a do now.  Every class you go 

into has the homework on the board, so that’s a no brainer for kids.  When you 

come into the classroom you know those are the two things you do.  And then we 

can start TFA teachers off with a structured way of running the class but over time 

we want them to put more of them in the into the way the class and the curriculum 

operates because people teacher better when they are teaching stuff that they know 

a lot about and that they are real comfortable with and that they are enthusiastic 

about because kids pick up on that.” 

Dr. Boyce a leading voice in the region on topics related to single gender and 

independent schools added: 

“They provide good people; we'll be able to find people out of their pool but my 

experience with TFA has been very satisfactory.  From the very first two we had 

we got bright hardworking people.  One thing I like about TFA is that the only
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way they know how to teach school is the way we do it here.  So, I don't have to 

deal with the way my old school used to do it.  No, no this is the way we do it 

here and they fall right in line with that regard.  We have had a very good success 

rate with TFA.  We've only had three core members that didn't make it past their 

first year; we've only had three and we've had a lot of TFA.  I mean probably 

close to thirty-five TFA either current or former core members have worked here.  

More than half the people we hire are TFA.” 

Dr. Boyce acknowledged eventually though he lacked the repertoire and skills to 

be the instructional leader and to drive the school to academic proficiency, it would take 

strong teachers to meet state and district standards.  Concurrently while the school was 

being founded TFA was emerging as a growing force in urban districts in supplying 

schools and school districts with new teachers which West Side Prep took full advantage 

of according to Dr. Boyce: 

“It is important to note that at the time of the collection of data for this study all of 

the teachers interviewed were considered current or former TFA alumni members 

who exited the program at the end of their contractual obligation.  Generally, TFA 

participants are contracted for a three-year period, usually returning to graduate 

programs in various disciplines.  In education circles TFA has received mixed 

reviews due to the high rate of turnover at the end of their contracts.  In the case 

of West Side Prep, I found that some teachers made a deliberate effort to exit the 

TFA program to onboard with WCPCS because they were particularly impressed 

with school climate, leadership and generally liked the collegiality among staff
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members.” 

As I walked the hallway with Jill, my field notes reflect the attention the young 

men pay to their personal grooming, white shirts tucked neatly in tan khaki pants, red 

neck ties knotted perfectly, and Black back packs moving quietly throughout the 

hallways.  The transition time between each class was less than two minutes as students 

moved briskly up one set of stairways and down another set with precision like 

movement.  It was an eerie feeling for me as an administrator as I congratulated Jill, who 

responded almost too quickly and before my compliments were completed:  

“It is definitely congealed more and more per year which I think is a really good 

sign. The first year was our inaugural year so you’ve got this kind of built in culture 

like we’re doing new and innovative and progressive and great. But that last for a 

year so you’ve got to find ways to create that environment and how is that done? I 

would say Dr. Boyce is obviously the first person who consistently and I think these 

little things make a difference. He’s in the hallways all the time checking kids ties 

and yeah it’s like okay Dave, the tie thing is getting old or don’t quote me, off the 

record, but it is the attention; like the tie is the microcosm of the macrocosm right 

so the tie, it’s not about the tie but it really is about the tie. The more a student has 

respect for okay, I got to align my tie. No fat knot in my tie. It’s this little annoying 

thing to them that they do but I think that that is why our whole role out of climate 

and why it feels like such a successful, I sound every ineloquent right now but, are 

you getting what I’m saying?” 

The uniform factor is one of the single most important factors emphasized from 

the time an application is completed and stressed throughout the orientation sessions. 
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The messaging to parents at each of these orientation sessions “if your child cannot make 

a commitment to three hours of study every day, participation in a club, and fully comply 

with the school’s uniform policy this is not the place for your child”.  

Jill echoed similar sentiments offered by the school’s principal Dr. T: 

“So, I think it is attention to those little, like the uniform, the perfection of the 

uniform and the perfection of the behavior in the hallway and that expectation, 

keeping that expectation and never wavering I think has created that feeling that 

you feel. It’s that and it’s also a genuine love I think that the teachers and the staff 

have here for the kids and that’s what I would say actually if I really had to say 

something about the teacher selection process. I think that’s something that has to 

be inherent, a quality that a potential teacher here has to have. I think you really 

got to have a lot of heart and kids feel that.” 

Jill also pointed to an area many policy analysts and education researchers of 

“turnaround” and “renaissance” and “single gender” schools have long referenced as 

another important factor in producing a culture of high expectations and school climate – 

school leadership.  Jill acknowledged the change in leadership and one conditional shift 

to a culture of high performance and positive school culture is as a result of the school’s 

leadership: 

“The leadership of the school has changed a lot between…I didn’t teach last year. 

I stopped teaching the year before so I never worked under Dr. T and I think that 

he has done wonders for this entire institution. And especially in terms of, and I 

don’t want to sell him short, I think especially in terms of the climate of the 
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school, CEO’s presence is very important but I would say Dr. T is as well because 

he is a leader who students totally understand the rules and the expectations but 

they have nothing but respect for him. I honestly think he’s one of the only 

principals I’ve never heard a student make fun of ever. Like I don’t think they 

would dare.” 

I have observed Dr. T in action, in professional development sessions, 

orientations, and leadership meeting.  Student centered, data driven, and resolute in his 

belief that it takes a culture of high expectations to turnaround a school headed to path of 

success. 

“It was a pretty heterogeneous school in a lot of ways in terms of income and in 

terms of racial and ethnic identities.  We had probably about half of the school 

was Hispanic and then the rest was kind of a mixture of White students, 

Philippine students and African American students.  And that school actually, 

there's a lot of similarities to West Side Prep, I think because it is small, it has that 

kind of school culture and I really liked working there a lot.” 

Likewise, Randy who has been associated with the school shortly after its 

founding days provided great detail on the mechanics or how the climate and culture of 

the school supports the young men in their desire to become academically successful 

while developing socially through a variety of accountability measures.  Randy describes 

the shaping of the culture at the school as a collective, “all hands-on deck” and “we sweat 

the small things” approach to discipline, uniforms, and student support services 

management: 
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“There are certain non-negotiable like the uniforms, fighting obviously in certain 

things that will just if it happens it’s just straight to administration. But for the 

most part the administration has communicated to us that they trust us to be 

responsible and to kind of have our own rules and expectations for what happens 

in our classrooms. And they’ve also stated unequivocally that they would support 

us as long as we’ve been sticking to what we claim that they would support us so 

if your classroom consequences, after I tell you three times whatever then you go 

to the administration and you get a detention and they will support that.” 

 
One significant accountability tool used by school staff to track academics, 

communication with parents, homework assignments and student discipline is through 

PowerSchool.  PowerSchool, an online technology platform and student management 

system is now replicated by many charter schools across the country, but had its 

foundation during the small schools’ movement and charter schools. In an effort to help 

me understand how the system works Randy offering: 

“If you assign a kid a detention, there are certain things you have to do. You have 

to put that in the PowerSchool then Pascale (Dean of Students) runs that report 

every day and kind of sees who has been given the detention and then the 

administration will actually hold those detentions which is nice. The other end of it 

is if you do write up somebody for detention, you’re expected the call home or 

email home or just notify someone that there’s detention and here’s why. So, it’s 

very individual based with the support of the administration.” 

The school’s climate and culture staff in previous years used a paper-based system, 
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which had time constraints, and many students became lost in the paper chase.  Here 

Randy describes the before and after: 

“Does it work? Yes and no. I feel like it creates more positive culture in the school. 

It didn’t used to be this way before Mr. Pascale and you had demerit slips that you 

would write out for the kids. So, in theory you enter the demerit slips, so many slips 

equal a detention; so many detentions equal a suspension. So that was the original 

theory and I don’t think that worked for several reasons. It sounds really good, it 

sounds really straightforward, and it sounds very clear and systematic. But one, I 

think he created a very negative culture because I would always be sitting here 

writing demerits and I felt like a cop. Here’s your ticket. So there’s that and there 

was also the idea that it was really hard to track and nobody kept up with it right 

and that you lose the sense of the individual in that kind of system which sounds 

strange because I’m a pretty strict teacher but you do lose the sense of the 

individual.” 

Using anecdotal information collected from sources at the school, the need to 

improve the school culture came during the transition from one principal to another.  It 

should be noted here that at one juncture in the development of the school, the Founder 

/CEO served dual capacity until the growth of the school generated sufficient funding 

which allowed for the hiring of a full-time principal.  The first principal however was 

short lived which required another change in leadership one year later.   

These administrative transition and changes, and other vacancies in school 

leadership created some negative implications which began to erode the portions of the 



 

 98 

 
established school climate according to school faculty and staff.   Staff requested a bold 

new set of eyes and a fresher perspective to guide the academic program while paying 

attention to the unique and personalized needs of the young men.  Randy credits the new 

leadership team who were emboldened to change the climate: 

“I think a lot of it has to do with the leadership. I think Dr. T is very strong leader 

and Justin as well and I think the combination of the two of them is a pretty 

powerful combination in creating a positive culture. And things are generally a lot 

better organized, a lot more positive than in other places I’ve worked. There are a 

lot more, like I told you they try to focus on the students as individuals, they try to 

treat the staff in the same way and try to be understanding of our time.” 

Summary of Broad Findings 

 Participants responded in great detail on the various procedural and 

implementation strategies used by teachers at the classroom level and school leaders to 

continuously improve school climate throughout the building.  Through anecdotal records 

I was also able to gather information that a plethora of incentives were also used to 

maintain a positive school climate.  Some of these incentives included attendance 

initiatives, increased after school activities based on on-going student surveys, a wide-

ranging, school-based performance system and a teen court system which is a peer 

accountability measure when students are found to have violated school rules. 
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School Leadership 

A fairly significant amount of information was revealed over more than 95 hours 

of teacher classroom observation; collection, review and transcription of interviews; 

review of school anecdotal records such as staff handbooks and assessment of field notes, 

I contend that most of feedback from the participants was parallel to each other.  Some 

responses yielded lots of data regarding the participants comfort level such as 

instructional delivery, other responses yielded lots of information by the culture of the 

school which impacts instructional pedagogy and the ability to implement a rigorous 

academic program which would meet the future career and college readiness goals of the 

student. 

  In response to the question posed above, I will make every attempt to reduce any 

redundancies in comparison to the two previous research questions.  Randy, in one of his 

responses, said that autonomy at the classroom level is as important as the autonomy 

required for school leaders in operating an efficient school organization: 

“I think a lot of it has to do with the leadership.  I think Dr. T. is a very strong leader 

and Justin as well and I think the combination of the two of them is a pretty 

powerful combination. Dr. T is a big fan of not wasting our time which I am a 

gigantic fan of which allows me to focus my energies elsewhere.  For example, 

when Dr. T first arrived he said we did not have to turn in lesson plans, that he 

would trust that we are planning for classes appropriately and if there was a 

concern, or the department chair had a concern that you weren’t doing that that they 

might ask you to start turning in lesson plans weekly.”
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A Board member also reacted to school leadership this way: 

“I was really involved the first full year of classes and it was Dr. Boyce’s leadership 

and he just knew that to do with these kids.  The very first day we get their classes 

were held in trailers.  The first few days I go down to Dr. Boyce’s and they (students) 

are lined up outside his office, half the students for some disciplinary reason.  Oh 

my God this is not a good idea.  This is not going anywhere.” 

Dr. T. gives full credit to the leadership of the school and the success that has 

resulted solely to Dr. Boyce's style, knowledge of charter policies and processes used for 

the efficient operation of schools: 

“I think he (Dr. Boyce) is exceptional in the way he crafted this Board.  Because it 

seems to me that a lot of charters are building these boards in an effort to make their 

jobs easier... they are surrounding themselves with 'yes' people... where he has 

constructed this group to have powers in industry and education and school choice.  

So, he really has 'on call' these people who can serve as consultants on most issues 

that arise... whether legal or the type of learning that you want. Construction of a 

building... so there is that power base needed. That this place was built from.” 

Much of what Dr. T. described I was able to witness firsthand through my 

attendance to several of the board meetings over the course of the school year.  The board 

was (at time of the study) comprised of nine members from different occupational 

backgrounds including a hedge fund manager, two attorneys, a hospital CEO and a bank 

president. 
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Comparatively the local school district's board comprising five members did not 

offer the knowledge capacity or professional expertise as West Philadelphia Preparatory 

Charter School. 

On a personal note I was curious from the start of the research about the role of 

school leadership in relationship to the success of the school given that Dr. Boyce served 

in two critical roles; concurrently as the school's founder and inaugural leader and now as 

the Chief Executive Officer.  In between those three roles, a principal was hired to 

oversee the instructional program; and within one year of his hire separated from the 

school. Also, as discussed earlier in this chapter and admitted, Dr. Boyce lacked the 

instructional expertise to manage the pedagogical aspects of the school but knew what the 

school needed in a leader.  According to Dr. Boyce: 

“I think that my set of skills was meant to get the school off the ground.  I think in 

Dr. T what we have is somebody who can manage a high-performance 

educational institution, that's what we are looking and I made it real clear from the 

very first time I met him.  I didn’t hire him to be me.  I'm already me.  We got me.  

We need somebody else. We need a different kind of guy and he's that kind of 

guy – who is collaborative, a guy that's comfortable enough to delegate, a guy 

who is supportive of the staff and the children and a guy who they can look up to 

and follow and that's what we got in Dr. T.”
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Summary of School Leadership 

This chapter highlights specific indicators and factors which were implemented to 

support the achievement of a charter school for African American males.  In the 

beginning of the chapter I presented a profile of each individual interviewed and also 

painted a picture of the school environment, pedagogical methods used by teachers and 

other school staff, implementation of techniques utilized by school leaders to provide an 

innovative and safe learning environment for students.   

Through the course of interviews conducted with school staff, Board members 

and school leaders over the course of an entire school year three specific themes emerged 

in the data collected which were recorded and presented in the interviewees’ own words. 

Three different interview protocols were used based on the role of the interviewee at the 

school.  In many cases follow-up questions not included in the protocol were used when 

necessary based on the response from the person interviewed. 

In the next chapter I will further discuss how a charter school or traditional public 

school like WPPCS can be replicated as a charter or a traditional public school to reduce 

the dropout rate among African American males, thus reducing the school to prison 

pipeline while creating more opportunities for a population to meet success at the post-

secondary level.  I will also further discuss implications and policy considerations for 

school leaders and to address the dropout rate among students of color in particular 

African American males.
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CHAPTER 5  

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

  The purpose of this research was to explore and understand some of the 

operational aspects, developed policies, and procedures to avoid gaps in programming 

and opportunities for a marginalized group of young men in a single gender public 

charter school.  Classroom and instructional opportunity gaps are perpetuated by 

educators with good intentions who engender beliefs about students of color (Warren, 

2017, p.29).  For the purposes of this study opportunities were examined through three 

major themes related to human capacity in the form of the types of teachers selected to 

teach and the types of relationships which emerged between teachers and students, the 

rate of time sustainability of school leadership which included the CEO and principal, 

and to a similar degree the opportunities which were developed to create a strong climate 

and culture within the building. 

I spent many hours interviewing school leaders and staff, reviewing school test 

data, digesting anecdotal records to fully understand the complexities of the operations 

and functions and in particular the role of school leaders and teachers in building 

developing solid relationships with the young men. 

 In this chapter, I will discuss how this school, using the Conceptual Framework 

(2.1) is an ideal laboratory for replication to assist the academic achievement of African 

American males in urban pockets.   
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School Background: 

 From the onset this study was complicated for a variety of reasons.  At the time 

that I approached the school to be a site for exploration very few procedural strategies 

were in place making the case difficult to draw on prior years’ experience.  From the 

beginning the school endured its fair share of reorganization ranging from staff and 

leadership turnover to issues regarding student disciplinary issues and the exit of a 

students for academic reasons.  For example, one school day while completing an 

interview with a participant we learned of fighting between students from a rival high 

school a few blocks away from the school which resulted in the stabbing of six students.  

Fortunately, none of these stabbings were fatal.  

 Several weeks later a similar incident occurred which prompted WPPCS to 

initiate a zero-tolerance policy which mandating students to participate in an expulsion 

hearing process as a way to avoid future acts of misconduct.  This would become a 24-

hour zero tolerance policy for any acts of misconduct on and off school property. 

The school for many years was either celebrated or criticized (depending on the 

researcher) as the only single gender all boys, public charter school in the state and 

bordering states.  As noted earlier in this research the local school intermediate unit has 

had a long history of proving high quality, single gender education with Girls.  Through a 

lawsuit in 1983 the traditional all boys school in the state was forced to reconfigure to 

allow a co-educational program to include women. WPPCS as a public charter entity, 

through its lottery system, allowing only boys, without preview of previous academic 

records or disciplinary status. 
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As mentioned throughout this study Latin is the foundation of the academic 

program of the school. While Latin may be as referenced throughout this research as a 

difficult foundation for African American males – this study identified a significant 

number of young people who entered the school at 9th grade on test scores ranging from 

2nd through 11th grades.  Through a robust offering of academic courses, arts and science 

programs, beyond the school days activities and service-learning opportunities, many 

students have reached academic and social success which probably would not have been 

possible in a traditional school setting.  

The school boasts a rich array of course offerings that are not found in traditional 

school settings and most found in suburban districts.  The extended day programs offered 

at the school are another advantage for strong consideration at WPPCS.  Here I should 

offer that my first-hand knowledge of the school occurred in the early morning hours as I 

was taking a summer jog along a famous route and saw a group of African American 

young men disembarking a school van as a part of a crewing team.  After a quick inquiry 

the young men identified themselves as students from a local charter school, hence the 

beginning of my passion for this research.  These courses range from Advance Placement 

(AP) in more than twelve academic fields to Coding, Science Technology and 

Engineering, Psychology, Robotics and Graphic Arts Design.  This is just a small 

sampling of the array of courses offered at the school.  The school’s other clubs include 

gardening (in concert with a local community-based organization), Anime, Chess, Bee 

Keeping, Lacrosse, Men with Tools.  I highlight these as non-traditional programs 

offered by urban schools, however; this school includes most of the other extended day 

programs such as basketball, football baseball etc. 
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Fergus, McCready and Martin in an analysis of a similar study notes that 

“leadership (OST) have been shown to be uniquely correlated to cumulative GPA, and 

that students involved in such programs, whether school based or community based 

received higher grades than those who are not” (2011, pp. 112-113). 

All of the aforementioned programs are considered factors that richly contributes 

to the ongoing academic and social success of the young men.  The school has 

demonstrated painstakingly remarkable opportunities that are untraditional in nature and 

generally reserved for more affluent school districts and by nature require fiscally prudent 

budgets to maintain physical facilities and the use of trained personnel, some of which 

are not full-time school staff.   

Regarding the budget line to operate these programs, the school does not receive 

full funding from the local school district.  My review of several years of school worth of 

school budgets itemizes that while the local school district receives 100% funding per 

child from the state, only 75% per child is received by the school.  This presents intense 

pressure by the school to become adept at fundraising to incentive the programs to 

support the young men. 

Replication Considerations 

Staff / Student Relationship and Professional Development 

 From the onset of this study through my direct observations, field notes and 

participants interviews, it became obvious that the school has made all deliberate 

attempts to foster a caring network of teachers and other supportive school personnel to 

support the needs of the young men during school time and through out of school time.  
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In some instances, teachers serve as mentors to the young men a practice that is highly 

encouraged by school administrators.  “It is common and it has been researched that 

developing these positive and supportive relationships can be difficult particularly among 

African American young men due to previous strained relationships” (Fergus, Noguera & 

Martin, 2014, pp, 118-119).  At this school in particular staff were provided with intense 

and ongoing professional development on cultural competencies to build these 

relationships. 

WPPCS, according to local district records, perform below academic proficiency 

standards, has since met growth standards on many indicators and has self-reported a 

noticeable number of young men who pursue post-secondary education at the two year or 

four-year levels upon high school graduation (School District Performance Data, 2019). 

According to the school these record number of young men who pursue post-secondary 

education beyond high school are a result of the leadership’s vision to invest in a college 

advisor rather than a school counselor (participants interviews).   

Despite several failed attempts to interview the person responsible for ensuring a 

strong appetite for student’s post-secondary attainment, I was able to garner from 

interviewed participants, that the school procedural provides for college essays to be 

completed in English classes beginning in the 10th grade and refined in each subsequent 

year until the 12th grade.  The college essays, financial aid applications, reviews of 

college visits and summaries of guest speakers are all compiled in an electronic based 

product based on my review is a product.  To support the young men in their quest to 

achieve post-secondary goals, the idea and vision for the use of a College Advisor who 

typically spends 2-3 years (10th grade through 12th grade) with students is a return on 
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investment that has yielded significant results for the school.  The use of the Naviance 

system is also ideal as it doubles in use both at school and home which includes parents 

in their child’s post-secondary education process. 

Likewise, the prevalence of ongoing professional development for teachers and 

school staff to meet the needs of a school serving predominantly African American male 

students, denotes that school leaderships plans to improve academic outcomes and gains 

for students. The professional development offered by the school leadership is multi-

tiered and time is set aside on assigned school days, after school and during summer 

recess. 

The three-tiered professional development approach occurs by teacher content 

area; school wide climate and culture and through school wide testing data results.  

Additionally, teachers who are contracted by Teach for America also receive varying 

sessions of professional development with corps members generally in the area of teacher 

induction practices for state certification process, classroom management, culturally 

relevant teaching and other specific content-based trainings. 

School based training is more customized based on specific needs of the school 

and carefully crafted to meet explicit needs of the subject area.  Professional development 

sessions at the school level, for the most part, are led by chairs of the major content 

departments which are Math, Science, English, Social Sciences and the Arts.  Other 

content areas such as Music, Foreign Languages and Physical Education meet on an as 

needed basis.  The school also relies on strong relationship with a local university which 

provides additional training related to curriculum, writing, analyzing data and using data 

to inform instructional practice. 



 

 109 

School Leadership 

 One noticeable feature of the school, now in its 13th year of service to African 

American males, is consistent school leadership. As noted earlier in Chapter 4, Dr. Boyce 

who was interviewed for this dissertation was the Founding CEO and Principal.  Dr. 

Boyce’s tenure with the school started two years prior to the founding of the school, and 

has been lauded by various people as one of the foremost leaders in the single gender 

movement. In the schools’ infancy Dr. Boyce skillfully bought together curriculum 

experts and other thought leaders in the field of single gender to produce an application 

that was passed and agreed upon by the local school board. 

 Dr. Boyce also relied on his experiences in the public-school sector as a school 

leader as another component in effectively managing the early years of the school.  

Relying on my field notes after several interviews with Dr. Boyce, he notes that as the 

school leader he lacked the relevant classroom experience to oversee the curricula and 

pedagogical aspects but understood that in the founding of the school, organizational, 

financial and governance required a high level of detail.  Thus Dr. Boyce, in 

collaboration with a strong and committed Board made up advocates of single gender 

education from various K-12 and post-secondary backgrounds, financial and private 

sector entities.  Dr. Boyce skillfully led the school as the Chief Executive Officer until his 

retirement in school year 2019. 

 Commencing in the third year of the schools founding, the school hired its second 

principal.  Dr. T has been praised for his pedagogical acumen and leadership skills by 

local and national experts.  He was carefully selected by a field which consisted of 
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teachers, parents, Board of Trustees and school community members.  Dr. T succeeded 

Dr. Boyce as CEO upon his retirement.  

 Throughout this study, based on interviews collected, field notes and other 

anecdotal information, it is clear that quality and consistent leadership is an important 

factor to maintain an effective and successful school organization.  In this case, based on 

staff interviews, that is a highly desired model that has worked exceedingly well, and also 

contributed to an expansion of the school as authorized by the local school board. 

 Likewise, the Board of Trustees has maintained consistency in providing strong 

governance and oversight to school leadership and operation.  As mentioned earlier, the 

Board of Trustees is made up of many influential leaders of the comprising various 

vocational backgrounds. Board of Trustees play an extremely active role in the fiscal 

management, and each of the members are representatives of different committees such 

as, finance, human resources, facilities and fundraising. 

 My perspective and based on the research collected, from the beginning, the 

founding CEO and Board of Trustees exercised prudent judgement and were deliberate in 

their attempts to cautiously recruit, identify and employ the leadership desired to support 

the school in making academic success and organizational achievement.  This is an area 

of significance that could be replicated.  

School Climate and Culture 

 WPPCS in an attempt to provide a quality educational program to support the 

post-secondary attainment goals and success of the students operated a rigid school 

culture.  One of the values tested by school staff was to coalesce around a vision 
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developed by the board, school leadership and staff that all students would graduate high 

school and be prepared to enter a four-year college.  A review of my field notes indicated 

this as a simultaneous top down and bottom up goal for the entire school.  Walking 

through the hallway, college banners adorned the walls, and each classroom emphasized 

the name of the college attended by the classroom teacher.  Students rarely used room 

numbers but instead made references such as “I am on my way to Cornell University” 

when traveling throughout the building. 

 The culture of high expectations is also set before the students arrive in the 9th 

grade.  Once the lottery is completed, students and parents must attend an orientation 

where school rules and policies are discussed.  In August, prior to the start of the school 

year, another mandatory orientation is held with school staff and students where 

classroom rules, school guidelines, uniform policies, structure of classes, curriculum 

guides, infractions, processes and reasons for school expulsion are explained.  As noted 

in one of my interviews with Randy “we sweat the small stuff”. 

 In ‘sweating the small stuff’ school violations can occur for an enormous array of 

issues from the least, which include could include classroom disruptions, talking during 

hallway movement time to using profanity.  These are called Level One offenses which 

can carry penalties which include written warnings, parental contact and meetings with 

the principal.  Level One offenses can elevate based on repeated school violations which 

could eventually lead to out of school suspension and abstention from special and after 

school programs.  The more egregious to the more egregious school violations which are 

Level Three which could lead to notification to the Police Department and the local 

school district and referral to the Board of Trustees for expulsion.  At the time of this 
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study, less than ten students were referred to the Board of Trustees for expulsion.  Other 

students who had received demerits or threatened with expulsion withdrew from the 

school and returned to their neighborhood school to avoid sanctions on their school 

record. 

 The use of uniform is another significant factor in the life of the young men.  As 

Shakespeare once remarked “for the apparel oft claims the man”, a quote that is often 

cited during school assemblies.  Staff pays strict attention beginning at the door during 

school entry up to and including school dismissal.  Uniforms are considered a gold 

standard in many high performing schools and school districts and most researchers point 

to uniforms as a boost the self-confidence and high esteem of students.  Through my 

classroom observations and field notes, school uniforms play an integral function to the 

character building of the young men and is a direct correlation to daily function of the 

schools’ climate. 

 The school has employed a lengthened school day beginning at 8:00 a.m. through 

4:00 p.m.  In addition, students in need of remediation are required to participate in 

before school or after school study programs which means an even longer day for some 

students which could be a significant void for those young men who desire to participate 

in extracurricular activities.  I should note here that the school also utilizes an extended 

year program in particular particularly for students who are identified as needing 

additional supports as a result of low performance on standardized testing or who entered 

the school below grade level.  As mentioned before some students entered 9th grade, 

reading three to five grades below grade level.  To be given the extra credit and resources 
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needed to achieve grade level status is an enormous feat for many of the young men and 

their families.   

Limitations of the Study 

 The experiences and the information of staff and leadership who participated in 

this research are exclusive to them, their developed relationships with students and this 

specific single gender school.  The conclusions from their experiences and the best 

practices provided will be used to inform practice and policies at other single gender 

schools or single gender classrooms. 

By design, this qualitative research was limited to one school to explore and 

understand factors contributing to the academic success of a single gender school for 

African American males.   According to Blumberg and Blumberg (1985), methodologies 

that will yield findings that have potentially the most impact on practice will be found in 

the qualitative, not the quantitative tradition. These limitations are enumerated one by one 

and they often relate inadequate measures of variables, loss or lack of participants, small 

sample sizes, errors in management and other factors typically related to data collection 

and analysis (Creswell 2008).  Other researchers, education practitioners, and policy 

analysts are eager to understand the in-school plight of African American males and are 

seeking solutions to provide scalable and rigorous schools to support the academic 

success of this population.  According to Creswell (1998), “these limitations are useful to 

other potential researchers who may conduct a similar or replication study” (p. 207).  

This study was restricted to teachers, school staff and administrators at one public 

charter high school in a major metropolitan city along the eastern seaboard which 
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enrolled students in grades nine through twelve and implemented a single gender school 

beginning in the 2007-2008 academic years.  Other high schools in the school district 

with an all-male population, or schools that serve single gender classrooms were 

excluded from this study.  This public charter school was selected for geographic 

availability, population desired, and the opportunity for consistent contact with 

participants and immersion in the field.   

Since this study was limited to one single gender school in a large school district, 

it does not allow for generalization to the broader population of African American males 

in schools throughout the district or the country. Further the limitation of this study is 

underscored by the fact that the purpose of this study was to understand factors 

contributing to the school success of African American males.  Success in this case was 

not only limited to test scores, but more on the success of the young men as evidenced 

through their school attendance, academic achievement in school subject matter, 

participation in out of school and school related success, capitalizing on the assets the 

young bring to the school.  Generalization beyond the scope of this population sample is 

not the purpose of this study.  This sample allowed for responses to research questions 

since it has the necessary characteristics and elements of a school meeting the needs of 

African American males.  As a result, this study provided useful data and information to 

future researchers studying similar age, gender and demographic populations.  One 

important limitation in qualitative research is the possible lack of objectivity by the 

researcher. However, to mitigate bias toward any participant during the information 

gathering process, an interview schedule for semi-structured interviews with structured 

questions and possible follow-up questions was utilized.   
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This school and its leadership have made tremendous strides to ensure the climate 

and culture is woven through all aspects of the operations of the school.  To implement 

these programs, requires considerable significant financial and human resources that are 

generally unfunded line items in any school budget.  Extracurricular activities available 

to the young men in this school are considered nontraditional in comparison to those 

offered in other urban high schools.  The school prides itself in maintaining a fiscally 

prudent budget to ensure that the programs offered and the human resources needed to 

operate these activities become available as a result of significant fundraising on the part 

of the Board of Trustees and staff and through the efforts of strong and consistent grant 

writing.  
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