GIVE TEACHERS THE MIC: AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE
LITERACY GAP AND EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP

A Dissertation
Submitted to
the Temple University Graduate Board

In Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION

by
Tawny Lashell Threats
May 2025

Examining Committee Members:

Judith Stull, Advisory Chair, Policy, Organizational and Leadership Studies
Christopher W. McGinley, Policy, Organizational and Leadership Studies
Lori Shorr, Policy, Organizational and Leadership Studies

Joseph DuCette, External Reader, Psychological Studies in Education



ABSTRACT
This dissertation examines literacy disparities in education, focusing on the roles of
leadership, teacher demographics, and professional development in addressing these
gaps. Using surveys (n=50) and interviews (n=8), findings highlight the critical influence
of transformational, transformative, and distributed leadership in fostering equitable
learning environments. Transformative leadership addresses systemic inequities, while
transformational leadership inspires innovative practices, and distributed leadership
emphasizes collaboration and shared responsibility.
Teacher-student demographic alignment emerged as a significant factor in improving
engagement and cultural understanding. Professional development and early
interventions during transitional academic periods were found to be pivotal in addressing
literacy challenges.
Recommendations include targeted resource allocation, data-driven interventions, and
systemic policy reforms to reduce disparities. This research provides actionable insights
for educational leaders and policymakers to create inclusive, effective learning

environments that address literacy inequities and improve outcomes for all students.
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CHAPTER 1

THE ISSUE

Introduction

Education is the cornerstone of both individual and societal progress in the United
States. Although the nation is globally recognized for academic excellence, it continues
to confront deep-seated educational inequalities that trace their origins to historical
segregation and systemic disparities (Darby, 2018; Coleman, 1968). Landmark studies
such as the Coleman Report (1966) revealed that persistent achievement gaps,
particularly between Black and White students, are closely linked to the legacy of
segregation. More recent research by Hanushek et al. (2019) and Von Stumm (2017)
further underscores the significant influence of socio-economic factors on academic
performance, emphasizing the ongoing challenge of addressing these gaps with strategies
tailored to local and group-specific needs (Cabral-Gouveia et al., 2023).

This dissertation aims to investigate critical aspects of the literacy and education
gap in the United States by exploring three fundamental questions: What strategies do
teachers employ to reduce the literacy gap? At what point do these disparities become
overwhelming? Additionally, what role does educational leadership play in mitigating
these challenges? By examining both historical and contemporary factors—including the
impact of colonial policies, landmark reforms such as Brown v. Board of Education and
ESSA, and the recent disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic—this research
seeks to understand the complex dynamics that contribute to literacy disparities. Drawing

on teachers’ perspectives, the research will assess the effectiveness of classroom practices



and leadership support in narrowing these gaps, ultimately informing policy and practice
aimed at creating a more equitable educational landscape.

The significance of this research lies in its recognition of reading as an essential
tool for students to tackle complex topics as they progress through school. Literacy is not
just the responsibility of reading teachers; it is a fundamental skill that should be
prioritized across all subjects. Teachers across disciplines play a crucial role in shaping
students' reading abilities, yet their voices are often overlooked in discussions about
literacy. This study aims to amplify the perspectives of all educators, not just reading
specialists, to better understand effective strategies for closing the literacy gap.

Furthermore, this research highlights the critical role of educational leaders in
addressing literacy disparities. By examining how teachers perceive leadership support in
literacy development, this study provides valuable insights into how administrators can
contribute to closing the gap. Understanding literacy through the lens of teachers ensures
that policies and practices are informed by those directly working with students,
ultimately fostering a more equitable educational system.

A Historical View of Literacy

The historical roots of literacy rate disparities in the United States can be traced
back to the colonial and enslavement periods (Reece & O'Connell, 2015). During this
time, enslaved Americans were deliberately denied access to education, leaving them
illiterate and with limited opportunities for advancement. In stark contrast, their white
counterparts had access to schools, books, and the legal right to learn to read, creating a
foundation for enduring racial disparities (Leach & Williams, 2007; Reece & O'Connell,

2015).



These inequities persisted long after slavery was abolished, becoming
institutionalized through practices like school segregation. A significant turning point
came in 1954 with the landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision, which declared
school segregation unconstitutional (Leach & Williams, 2007). Achieving true
educational equality requires ongoing efforts. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s
and 1960s played a pivotal role in addressing these inequities by advocating for
desegregation and expanding educational opportunities for African American students
(Reece & O'Connell, 2015).

The Coleman Report (1968) release marked a significant milestone in
understanding educational inequities domestically. The report revealed that family
background plays a pivotal role in academic success, with children from academically
advantaged households often outperforming those from less privileged ones. This finding
was surprising at the time, as it suggested that family background significantly influenced
student achievement more than school facilities or funding. The report also highlighted
stark disparities in educational performance and access, particularly for African
American students. It emphasized the importance of the quality of peers and teachers in
shaping student outcomes (Coleman, 1968).

Nearly two decades after the Coleman Report, A Nation at Risk (1983) brought
renewed attention to the widening educational disparity among racial, ethnic, and socio-
economic groups. The report called for rigorous standards and improved instruction to
close the achievement gap. The report also set the stage for the passage of the No Child
Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001 (Evans, 2009). The Bush administration implemented

significant reforms to tackle these challenges. NCLB emphasized accountability through



standardized testing, placing pressure on teachers and schools to improve student
outcomes (Evans, 2009).

Building on these efforts, the introduction of the Common Core State Standards
aimed to establish consistent benchmarks across states, shifting the responsibility for
addressing achievement gaps directly to schools (Mathis, 2010). Criticism of NCLB's
rigid policies led to its replacement in 2015 by Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).
ESSA retained a focus on reducing performance disparities but granted states greater
flexibility in developing their policies (Pilgrim & Martinez, 2013). ESSA also recognized
persistent inequities in literacy instruction and underscored the role of literacy in
supporting students' emotional and cultural development.

Kraus and Stevens (2019) emphasize how important it is for schools to foster
skills for a well-rounded education, stressing the need for strong technological literacy in
the modern world. This historical perspective highlights the enduring impact of systemic
inequality in education. Federal legislation, such as NCLB and ESSA, sought to address
these inequities by establishing accountability measures and promoting resource equity.
Despite these efforts, significant challenges remain in ensuring that all students,
regardless of their socio-economic, racial, or geographical background, have fair access
to quality education.

COVID's Effects on Literacy

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education systems worldwide, amplifying
existing disparities in access and learning outcomes (Flack et al., 2020; Klosky et al.,
2022). Researchers have analyzed its effects on literacy development, particularly among

younger students, using a variety of methodologies and perspectives. This review



synthesizes findings from studies highlighting the pandemic's impact on literacy,
focusing on differences across socio-economic and geographic contexts. Flack et al.
(2020) explored the challenges teachers in Australia and New Zealand faced during the
transition to online learning, particularly in schools serving disadvantaged communities.
The research revealed that teachers in schools with lower Index of Community Socio-
Educational Advantage (ICSEA) scores expressed more significant concerns about access
to technology, parental support, and meeting students' basic needs than their counterparts
in more advantaged schools. These findings emphasized the digital divide and how socio-
economic factors magnified barriers to remote learning. Mphahlele and Jikpamu (2021)
highlighted the importance of curriculum adaptation and digital literacy in early
childhood education as crucial elements of the response to the pandemic. Their findings
reinforced Flack et al.’s (2020) observations by showing how structural inequalities
hindered effective learning during the pandemic.

In a regional context, Klosky et al. (2022) examined the effects of remote learning
on young children’s academic behavior and literacy development in Georgia, United
States. Through qualitative research involving parents and teachers, the research
identified barriers such as limited technology access and challenges in supporting
students with disabilities and non-English speakers. These findings echoed those of Flack
et al. (2020), showing the compounded difficulties faced by marginalized groups during
the pandemic. Klosky et al. (2022) found that returning to in-person instruction alleviated
some of these challenges, though learning gaps persisted.

Domingue et al. (2022) stressed the pandemic’s impact on younger students’ oral

reading fluency (ORF). This research, which measured ORF development in grades 1



through 4, found that growth rates were significantly lower during the pandemic, with
second graders experiencing the most significant decline. The researchers attributed these
disparities to socio-economic and district-level inequalities, findings consistent with
earlier studies (Flack et al., 2020; Klosky et al., 2022). Domingue et al. (2022) also noted
that higher socio-economic status (SES) districts showed slightly better outcomes,
highlighting the protective effect of resources and support in mitigating learning loss.

Betthduser et al. (2023) examined global educational inequalities during the
pandemic, focusing on math learning gaps. While their research centered on mathematics,
the findings paralleled those in literacy research, as they documented severe disparities
among less affluent schoolchildren worldwide. These results align with earlier
observations by Flack et al. (2020), Mphahlele and Jikpamu (2021), and Klosky et al.
(2022), underscoring the pandemic’s disproportionate impact on disadvantaged
populations.

Collectively, these studies illustrate the multifaceted and enduring effects of
COVID-19 on literacy development. Younger students were particularly vulnerable, as
evidenced by widespread ORF decline and other literacy metrics (Domingue et al., 2022;
Klosky et al., 2022). Researchers have consistently highlighted the compounded
challenges faced by low-income families, non-English speakers, and students with
disabilities (Flack et al., 2020; Klosky et al., 2022; Mphahlele & Jikpamu, 2021).
Additional research is needed to address these disparities and implement targeted
interventions that promote equitable access to quality education in post-pandemic

recovery efforts.



Impact of Teacher Demographics on Student Outcomes

The demographic alignment between teachers and students has long been a
subject of interest in education research due to its potential effects on academic and
behavioral outcomes. Studies in this area have consistently highlighted the importance of
diversity and representation in the teaching workforce, with findings revealing both
immediate and long-term benefits for students. This section reviews key research
examining how teacher demographics influence student outcomes, emphasizing the role
of shared cultural and racial backgrounds in fostering academic success and behavioral
improvements.

Early research by Dee (2004) used a randomized experiment involving teachers
and students of diverse racial backgrounds to explore the effects of teacher-student
demographic matching. The findings demonstrated that students taught by teachers of
similar racial origins exhibited higher test scores and improved behavior, suggesting that
demographic alignment enhances students' sense of belonging and motivation. Building
on these findings, Eddy and Easton-Brooks (2011) conducted a longitudinal study that
examined students' academic progress over several years. Their analysis emphasized the
long-term benefits of demographic congruence, showing that students paired with
teachers of similar backgrounds achieved higher academic performance and
demonstrated more remarkable persistence in their studies. These foundational studies
established a critical link between teacher demographics and student outcomes,
highlighting the significance of cultural representation in education.

Subsequent research further emphasized the importance of demographic

alignment in reducing behavioral issues and promoting student engagement. Holt and



Gershenson (2015) analyzed administrative data from a large urban school district and
found that demographic congruence was associated with lower rates of absenteeism and
suspensions. Their findings suggested that students feel more understood and valued
when taught by teachers who share their cultural or racial background, which fosters a
positive learning environment. Driessen (2015) used fixed-effects models to control
unobserved variables, proving that demographic matching leads to consistent academic
and behavioral improvements. These findings aligned with earlier studies' findings,
demonstrating that shared backgrounds between teachers and students yield academic and
social benefits.

Later studies explored how demographic alignment influences teachers'
expectations and recommendations for students. Fox (2016) found that teachers with
similar demographic characteristics as their students tended to hold higher expectations
and provide more personalized recommendations, significantly shaping students'
academic trajectories and opportunities. This theme was echoed in Redding’s (2019)
research synthesis, which revealed that demographic alignment positively impacts
teachers’ perceptions of student potential, leading to increased student engagement and
performance. Morgan and Hu (2020) used fixed-effects models to confirm that students
taught by demographically aligned teachers consistently outperformed their peers
academically. Their research highlighted the enduring impact of teacher demographics on
fostering inclusive and equitable learning environments.

In conclusion, the body of peer-reviewed research underscores the critical role of
teacher demographics in shaping student outcomes. Early studies by Dee (2004) and

Eddy and Easton-Brooks (2011 laid the groundwork by identifying the academic and



behavioral benefits of demographic alignment. Holt and Gershenson (2015), Fox (2016),
and Redding (2019) further emphasized its role in enhancing teacher expectations and
reducing disciplinary issues. Most recently, Morgan and Hu (2020) demonstrated that
these effects persist even when controlling for other variables. These findings highlight
the need for diversity in the teaching workforce to create supportive, inclusive, and
effective educational settings that benefit all students.

Impact of Teachers on Literacy Development

Teachers have long been recognized as critical agents in shaping students' literacy
development, playing an essential role in bridging or exacerbating educational disparities
(Evans, 2009; Hew & Brush, 2006; Kober, 2001; Sawyer, 1987; Turetsky et al., 2021).
Understanding the influence of teachers' attitudes, beliefs, and practices on student
outcomes provides insight into strategies to promote equity in literacy education (Evans,
2009; Kober, 2001).

Sawyer (1987) provided an early exploration of the effects of teacher attitudes and
classroom practices on student literacy, arguing that effective literacy instruction requires
teachers to adapt to diverse student needs. Kober (2001) later expanded this discussion,
emphasizing the structural and systemic barriers that hinder teachers' ability to promote
equity in literacy education. Building on these foundational perspectives, Evans (2009)
examined the collective sense of efficacy among teachers under the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB), highlighting how socio-economic and ethnic compositions influence
teachers' effectiveness in addressing literacy disparities. Turetsky et al. (2021) explored

teachers' biases and attitudes in various contexts, including technology integration and
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cultural perceptions, further emphasizing teachers' complex role in fostering or impeding
literacy development.

Sawyer (1987) and Kober (2001) underscored the importance of addressing
teacher biases and structural inequalities in literacy education. Sawyer's work emphasized
how teacher-student interactions shape students’ literacy outcomes, while Kober
highlighted systemic challenges perpetuating disparities. Together, these studies laid the
groundwork for later investigations, such as Evans (2009), who emphasized the role of
collective teacher efficacy in promoting equity. Evans' findings suggested that teachers'
shared beliefs about their ability to impact student outcomes are critical in addressing
gaps in literacy achievement mandated by NCLB. These insights emphasize the systemic
barriers, revealing that individual and collective teacher practices shape literacy
outcomes.

Hew and Brush (2006) added a new dimension to the discussion by focusing on
integrating technology into literacy instruction. They identified noteworthy barriers,
including limited resources, inadequate training, and institutional challenges, which
hinder teachers' ability to use technology to enhance literacy effectively. This perspective
diverged from earlier studies, such as Kober (2001), by emphasizing the importance of
equipping teachers with technological skills to address literacy disparities. Hew and
Brush (2006) noted that teachers' attitudes toward technology often reflect broader biases,
mirroring findings by Turetsky et al. (2021) regarding cultural and racial biases in
educational settings.

Turetsky et al. (2021) offered one of the most recent contributions, focusing on

the pervasive impact of teachers' biases on student literacy outcomes. They found that
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teachers often exhibit differential treatment based on students' racial, ethnic, and gender
identities, which contributes to disparities in literacy development. The research
highlighted those students of color and white females often received less constructive
feedback than white males. These findings align with those of Kober (2001) and Evans
(2009), who also emphasized the role of teacher perceptions in perpetuating disparities.
Turetsky et al. provided a more nuanced examination of the intersectionality of these
biases. While Sawyer (1987) and Kober (2001) primarily focused on systemic and
individual teacher factors, Hew and Brush (2006) and Turetsky et al. (2021) further
emphasized the importance of addressing biases and integrating technology to promote
equity in literacy education. Despite their differing focuses, all studies highlighted the
critical role of teachers in shaping student outcomes.

Collectively, these studies emphasized the central role of teachers in shaping
literacy outcomes, providing valuable insights into strategies for promoting equity. These
findings highlight the need for targeted interventions to bridge literacy gaps, from
addressing systemic and individual biases to integrating technology and fostering
collective efficacy. By synthesizing these perspectives, educators and policymakers can
develop more comprehensive approaches to fostering equitable literacy education for all
students. These efforts are essential for addressing the persistent challenges identified
across decades of research, ultimately promoting fair and inclusive literacy outcomes
(Evans, 2009; Hew & Brush, 2006; Kober, 2001; Sawyer, 1987; Turetsky et al., 2021).
How do School Leaders Support Teachers and Literature Education Gap

School leadership is critical in improving literacy outcomes by bridging gaps in

achievement and implementing evidence-based practices. Researchers highlight the



12

importance of strategic leadership, collaboration, and professional development in
supporting teachers and enhancing literacy instruction (Basma & Savage, 2017,
Filderman et al., 2021; Levine & Marcus, 2007; Vanderlinde & Van Braak, 2010). This
discussion examines research which addressed these connections and their implications
for literacy education.

Vanderlinde and Van Braak (2010) identified a gap between research and its
practical application in educational settings. Their research utilized focus group
interviews and questionnaires involving teachers, school administrators, researchers, and
intermediaries (such as teacher trainers) in Flanders, Belgium. They highlighted school
leaders' challenges in interpreting complex research findings and implementing them
effectively in classrooms. Teachers perceived the research-practice gap as more
substantial than school leaders or intermediaries, who often underestimated teachers'
difficulties. Notably, Vanderlinde and Van Braak (2010) emphasized the importance of
school-based intermediaries in bridging this gap by translating research into actionable
strategies. This finding laid a foundation for further exploration into the role of school
leaders in addressing literacy challenges.

Building on this theme, Fanning (2007) expanded the discussion globally,
examining educational disparities in countries such as the United States, Pakistan, and
China. His analysis underscored the role of school leadership in fostering international
collaboration to address achievement gaps. Fanning stresses that effective leadership
requires cultural sensitivity and an understanding of global education systems. By linking
leadership dispositions to strategies for improving literacy, Fanning provided a broader

perspective on how school administrators can navigate cultural and systemic differences
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to promote equitable literacy practices. His work complemented Vanderlinde and Van
Braak's (2010) findings by highlighting leadership's importance in addressing local and
international disparities.

Levine and Marcus (2007) contributed further by exploring the attitudes of school
leaders toward addressing the opportunity gap. Through a two-year comparative case
study in California, they identified three leadership approaches: abstract, achievement,
and opportunity gap mindsets. These attitudes influenced how leaders addressed literacy
disparities, focusing on fostering teacher collaboration. Practices such as team teaching,
project-based learning, and partnerships with families emerged as effective strategies for
bridging gaps in literacy. Levine and Marcus’s findings reinforced Fanning’s (2007)
emphasis on the interconnectedness of leadership attitudes and practical interventions.

Haines et al. (2015) broadened the focus by examining the role of family and
community partnerships in literacy development. Their research highlighted how school
leaders can facilitate collaboration between educators, families, and community
stakeholders to create a more inclusive approach to literacy. This perspective added depth
to earlier studies by emphasizing the collective responsibility of educators and external
partners in supporting student learning. By integrating community efforts, Haines et al.
underscored the need for school leaders to adopt holistic strategies that extend beyond the
classroom.

Basma and Savage (2017) conducted a meta-analysis to examine the impact of
teacher professional development on students’ reading proficiency. Their findings
suggested that shorter, high-quality professional development sessions were more

effective in enhancing literacy outcomes than more extended programs. This research
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aligned with Vanderlinde and Van Braak's (2010) focus on practical research applications
and added nuance to the discussion by emphasizing the role of professional development
in empowering teachers. Furthermore, it echoed Levine and Marcus's (2007) call for
leadership strategies prioritizing teacher training and collaboration.

Filderman et al. (2021) added a contemporary perspective by investigating how
data literacy impacts teachers’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes in K—12 settings. Their
research highlighted the growing importance of integrating data-driven decision-making
into literacy instruction. This focus on data literacy represented a shift in leadership
strategies, emphasizing accountability and evidence-based practices. Filderman et al.’s
findings reinforced the conclusions of Basma and Savage (2017), demonstrating the
critical role of targeted professional development in achieving literacy goals.

Across these studies, recurring themes emerge. Although their contexts differed,
Vanderlinde and Van Braak (2010) and Fanning (2007) emphasized the importance of
communication and collaboration among educators and researchers. Levine and Marcus
(2007) and Basma and Savage (2017) highlighted the role of teacher training in
improving literacy outcomes, with Levine and Marcus focusing on collaborative
strategies and Basma and Savage emphasizing professional development quality. The
collective insights from these studies illustrate how school leaders can act as facilitators
of change by addressing research-practice gaps, promoting teacher collaboration, and
fostering community partnerships.

Conclusion
The persistent educational disparities in the United States, focusing on the

complex factors contributing to the literacy gap. From its historical roots in segregation
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and systemic inequality to the modern-day challenges exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic, it is evident that significant barriers to equitable education remain. Despite the
efforts of landmark legislation such as the Brown v. Board of Education decision, NCLB,
and ESSA, the issue of achievement gaps continues to be deeply ingrained within the
fabric of the American education system.

The historical examination highlighted how colonial and enslavement-era policies
created a foundation of inequality that continues to affect literacy outcomes today. The
lasting impact of these policies underscores the need for an ongoing commitment to
systemic reform. In particular, the disparities exposed by studies such as the Coleman
Report (1968) and A Nation at Risk (1983) show that while progress has been made,
substantial work remains to close the gaps between different racial, ethnic, and socio-
economic groups.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic further magnified these existing
inequalities, with the digital divide and unequal access to educational resources making
the situation even worse for already disadvantaged students. Research has shown that
students from lower-income households, non-English speakers, and those with
disabilities were disproportionately affected, leading to significant setbacks in literacy
development. This pandemic-induced disruption calls for targeted interventions and
policies that prioritize these vulnerable groups, ensuring that education systems are
equipped to address their unique needs moving forward.

Teacher demographics perform a critical role in influencing student outcomes.
Studies consistently show that teacher-student demographic alignment can positively

affect academic success, engagement, and behavioral outcomes. This reinforces the need
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for a more diverse teaching workforce, capable of meeting the needs of an increasingly
diverse student population. Furthermore, teachers' attitudes, biases, and their ability to
adapt to diverse learning styles significantly impact literacy development. Addressing
these issues through professional development and training is crucial for fostering an
inclusive and equitable learning environment.

The role of school leadership has been emphasized throughout this chapter as a
pivotal factor in bridging the literacy gap. Effective leadership can shape educational
practices, provide teachers with the necessary support, and create a culture of
collaboration that fosters improved literacy outcomes. Research highlights that school
leaders must be equipped with the knowledge and tools to not only interpret research but
also implement evidence-based practices that support literacy development across all
demographic groups.

Addressing the literacy gap in the United States requires a multifaceted approach
that includes historical awareness, policy reform, targeted interventions, teacher
development, and effective school leadership. Only through a comprehensive and
collective effort can equitably access to high-quality education for all students, regardless
of their background, be ensured. As this dissertation proceeds, it will continue to explore
these issues in-depth, offering insights into how teachers and school leaders can better

support literacy development and ultimately close the achievement gap.
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CHAPTER 2

CONCEPETUAL FRAMEWORK

Introduction

This chapter is organized into several interconnected sections that together
provide an in-depth view of literacy and its impact on education. It opens by redefining
literacy beyond basic reading and writing, emphasizing its dynamic, multifaceted nature
as it spans cultural practices, social interactions, and varied communication methods—as
highlighted by Freebody (2007), Wallendorf (2001), and Altintug and Debreli (2019).
This section lays the groundwork by presenting literacy as a concept that evolves with
societal needs and cultural influences.

Following this, the chapter shifts to a sociocultural perspective. Here, the
discussion delves into how community norms, diverse narratives, and cultural contexts
shape literacy practices. By drawing on studies from Holmes et al. (2007), Cheesman and
De Pry (2008), and Jeynes (2014), it underscores the importance of culturally responsive
strategies in engaging diverse learners and addressing broader societal implications of
low literacy.

The next section examines the educational literature gap, highlighting persistent
disparities in access to literacy resources and opportunities. Building on foundational
research by Purkey and Smith (1983), Pilgrim and Martinez (2013), and Mowat (2018), it
discusses how historical and socio-economic factors continue to affect literacy outcomes,

calling for integrated approaches that bridge these divides.
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Finally, the chapter explores the role of leadership in addressing literacy
challenges. This final section reviews various leadership models—transformative,
transformational, and distributed—and their potential to create equitable, inclusive
educational environments. Drawing on the work of Graham and Nevarez (2017), Khalifa
et al. (2016), Shields (2010), and Spillane et al. (2004), it illustrates how strategic,
culturally informed leadership can foster improved literacy outcomes and support
sustainable change.

Together, these sections build a layered understanding of literacy as an evolving,
socially embedded phenomenon, while outlining actionable strategies for leaders to
enhance equity and effectiveness in literacy education.

An Examination of Literacy

The complex character of literacy, as elucidated by researchers Freebody (2007),
Altintug and Debreli (2019), and Wallendorf (2001), extends far beyond the fundamental
abilities of reading and writing. These researchers have highlighted literacy as a dynamic
and socially interconnected concept beyond traditional definitions. It encompasses
various sociocultural contexts, educational settings, consumer behaviors, and more,
illustrating its broad and multifaceted nature.

Wallendorf (2001) addresses the difficulties of attaining functional literacy
beyond essential reading and writing skills. The variations in literacy rates among various
ethnic, racial, and socio-economic groups are focused on, emphasizing the influence of
these variables on literacy levels. This illustrated the intricate relationship between
literacy and economic well-being. Wallendorf (2001) observed a decline in reading

interest, particularly among youngsters, and stressed the need to balance reading self-
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esteem with developing critical literacy skills. The research also supported a culturally
sensitive and inclusive approach to literacy education, promoting the integration of
diverse languages and cultural practices into learning.

Literacy is defined as a term that is not limited in scope, including written texts
and those conveyed via different means (Wallendorf, 2001). This viewpoint stresses the
communal aspect of literacy practices, which evolve in response to historical, cultural,
and communicative needs. Literacy encompasses integrating resources to fulfill these
requirements, comprehending the correlation between oral and written language,
employing cultural expertise to analyze texts, and acknowledging the vital role of written
communication in social interactions (Wallendorf, 2001).

Freebody (2007) investigated various facets of literacy instruction, including
theoretical frameworks, historical vantage points, policy consequences, and empirical
studies. The research highlighted the impact of social and cultural elements on literacy
instruction while critically examining the nature of literacy and its evolution. It also
explores various methods for teaching and acquiring literacy, looking at conventional and
modern techniques. This stresses the importance of including culturally relevant content
in literacy instruction, presenting literacy as an unbounded concept (Freebody, 2007).

Freebody (2007) stresses the importance of developing the concept of literacy.
The researcher uses the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization's literacy programs as evidence to demonstrate the concept's impact on
practice and policy throughout history. This progression emphasizes that literacy is not a
static set of skills but evolves and expands over time to encompass a broader range of

abilities and situations.
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This investigation reveals that literacy is a dynamic, multifaceted concept
transcending traditional reading and writing definitions. Researchers such as Wallendorf
(2001) and Freebody (2007) discuss social, cultural, and historical dimensions,
highlighting the importance of culturally inclusive practices and the evolving nature of
literacy in response to societal changes. Literacy is not a static skill but an adaptive
phenomenon that integrates critical thinking, cultural understanding, and the ability to
navigate diverse contexts. By recognizing its complexity and interconnectedness, literacy
education can become a powerful tool for promoting equity, fostering individual growth,
and addressing the diverse needs of learners in an ever-changing world.

Sociocultural Perspective

Literacy has long been understood as a multifaceted construct shaped by
sociocultural factors, including community norms, cultural practices, and societal
influences. Wallendorf (2001) challenged traditional, individualistic conceptions of
literacy, advocating for a sociocultural framework that situated literacy within broader
societal systems. By presenting literacy as a culturally embedded practice, Wallendorf
explored its role in shaping consumer behavior, identity formation, and social
participation. These findings expanded the discourse on literacy, moving beyond the
confines of education to examine its broader societal implications, including risks
associated with low literacy, such as incarceration and economic disadvantages.
Building on this foundation, Holmes et al. (2007) investigated how sociocultural factors
influenced student engagement with literacy. In a Mississippi third-grade study, Holmes
et al. analyzed the role of book characters' race in reading motivation. The results

indicated that students from diverse racial backgrounds selected books featuring
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characters of various ethnicities, suggesting that character race had minimal impact on
engagement. This research showed the potential of diverse narratives to foster an
understanding of societal diversity and interracial issues, further advocating for culturally
inclusive literacy practices.

Subsequent research by Cheesman and De Pry (2008) examined the role of
culturally responsive literacy instruction, drawing from data in the National Reading
Panel’s meta-analysis. Their work shed light on strategies for addressing the needs of
diverse learners through evidence-based methods. Cheesman and De Pry also questioned
the strong emphasis on culturally tailored materials, arguing that literacy improvements
could still occur with non-culturally specific resources. These findings brought nuance to
the discussion around culturally responsive teaching (CRT), suggesting a need for
balanced approaches that combine universal strategies with cultural relevance.

Jeynes (2014) explored the sociocultural aspects of literacy through a meta-
analysis of over 1,075,000 participants. This research revealed that societal factors such
as family dynamics, religion, and curriculum changes played a key role in narrowing
achievement gaps among Latino and African American students. Jeynes observed that
traditional interventions, like family involvement programs, were less impactful for
younger students, whereas non-standardized assessments, such as teacher ratings, proved
more valuable for older learners. This research stressed the necessity of culturally aware
adaptations in educational systems by addressing educational disparities with an
interdisciplinary perspective.

Altintug and Debreli (2019) explored the sociocultural challenges influencing

literacy instruction in Northern Cyprus, focusing on factors such as migration, economic
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pressures, and curricular reforms. Their findings revealed a mismatch between the
intended outcomes of new literacy curricula and classroom realities. Teachers identified
outdated methods, insufficient training, and cultural pressures as barriers to implementing
student-centered and critical-thinking approaches. This research aligned with
Wallendorf’s (2001) earlier assertion that literacy must be viewed as a culturally
embedded practice while also connecting with Jeynes’ (2014) argument for culturally
responsive solutions in education.

These studies provide a nuanced understanding of the sociocultural perspective on
literacy. Wallendorf (2001) and Altintug and Debreli (2019) delved into the societal and
cultural dimensions of literacy, while Holmes et al. (2007) and Cheesman and De Pry
(2008) explored diversity and evidence-based practices for enhancing literacy
engagement. Jeynes (2014) advanced this discourse by incorporating broader societal
influences into strategies for reducing educational disparities. Collectively, these
researchers enriched the conceptualization of literacy as a dynamic and culturally
embedded phenomenon, supporting the development of inclusive educational practices
and attuned to the needs of diverse learners and their communities.

Explanation of the Educational Literature Gap

Educational literature has long recognized the disparities in access to resources
and opportunities, particularly in the context of literacy. These gaps have far-reaching
consequences for intellectual, emotional, and cultural development, making them a
critical focus for educational research and policy (Martinez, 2013; Mowat, 2018; Pilgrim
& Martinez, 2013; Purkey & Smith, 1983). This section explores the progression of

scholarship on this issue, tracing the evolving understanding of literacy through
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sociocultural and cognitive-psychological perspectives and examining strategies to
address inequities.

Purkey and Smith (1983) analyzed a broad range of literature to identify factors
influencing school effectiveness. Their review included empirical studies, case studies,
program evaluations, theoretical works, and policy analyses, drawing from academic
journals, educational reports, and government documents. This comprehensive
examination sought to synthesize research to better understand the elements that
contribute to adequate schooling. Their findings emphasized that students from
underprivileged backgrounds often encountered barriers to accessing literacy materials.
These barriers created disparities in exposure to diverse literacy forms and perspectives,
demonstrating inequitable access to educational opportunities in literature.

Building on this foundation, Pilgrim and Martinez (2013) further examined the
evolving role of literacy in the 21st century. Their theoretical analysis underscored how
reading literature contributes to intellectual, emotional, and cultural development. They
focused on integrating technology and multimedia, stressing the importance of critical
thinking, collaboration, and communication through various media formats. While
Purkey and Smith (1983) focused on access barriers, Pilgrim and Martinez (2013)
expanded the discussion by addressing contemporary challenges and opportunities, such
as the influence of digital media on literacy education. The authors expressed concerns
about persistent disparities in literacy education regarding access to resources and student
outcomes. This indicates that despite technological advancements, educational inequities

remain.
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Mowat (2018) addressed the complexity of educational achievement gaps related
to socio-economic status, which was explored through a conceptual analysis of initiatives
in Scotland. Mowat critically evaluated governmental strategies to address these
disparities, drawing from various theoretical perspectives, empirical research,
international reports, and policy documents. Unlike Pilgrim and Martinez (2013), who
discussed the role of technology and modern literacy practices, Mowat (2018) advocated
for a comprehensive approach that extends beyond schools to address broader socio-
economic issues. While all three works acknowledge disparities, Mowat underscores the
importance of effectively integrating public policy with educational strategies to address
these inequities.

Mowat (2018) contrasted sociocultural and cognitive-psychological perspectives
on literacy. The sociocultural view considers literacy a multifaceted social process
involving the development of diverse skills and behaviors. In contrast, the cognitive-
psychological perspective narrowly defines literacy as the ability to read and write. This
distinction underscores the need for educational approaches incorporating a broader
understanding of literacy, aligning more closely with sociocultural frameworks to bridge
gaps in access and outcomes. Literature helps to show a persistent gap in educational
opportunities and outcomes, particularly literacy, stemming from socio-economic
disparities. As Purkey and Smith (1983) highlighted the foundational barriers, Pilgrim
and Martinez (2013) explored the modern implications of literacy in a digital age, and
Mowat (2018) stressed the importance of systemic and policy-driven approaches to

addressing inequities. These perspectives underscore the need for multifaceted strategies



25

that account for the evolving education landscape while addressing persistent inequities
through comprehensive solutions.
An Examination of Leadership
Types of leadership

With its core dedication to equity and social justice, transformative leadership
actively confronts the structural inequalities contributing to the literacy gap. Graham and
Nevarez (2017) elaborate on transformative leadership's effectiveness in creating
multicultural school cultures that promoted the success of African American male
students. By advocating for systemic changes that promote inclusivity and diversity
within educational settings, transformative leadership addresses immediate literacy needs
and the root causes of educational disparities (Khalifa et al., 2016). This approach
positions educational leaders as pivotal agents of change, committed to fostering
environments that challenge and dismantle barriers to equitable education. Their research
further emphasizes the necessity of transformative leaders to implement critical
pedagogy, social justice practices, and empowerment strategies, thereby directly
influencing the literacy gap through a targeted focus on African American male students.
Moreover, transformational leadership’s role in inspiring profound changes within
educational settings cannot be overstated (Shields, 2010). This style's focus on motivation
and innovation is particularly effective in overcoming the challenges associated with
literacy development efforts. Transformative leadership, dedicated to equity and social
justice, actively challenges the structural inequalities perpetuating the literacy gap
(Graham & Nevarez, 2017). Through advocating for systemic changes that enhance

inclusivity and diversity within educational frameworks, transformative leadership
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directly addresses the immediate literacy needs and the underlying causes of educational
disparities, as Khalifa et al. (2016) and Shields (2010) have noted.

As highlighted by Calo et al. (2015), the leadership style of literacy coaches
emphasizes a collaborative, supportive approach, aligning with the transformative
leadership model. This model fosters an environment where literacy coaches act as
facilitators, guiding teachers toward improved instructional strategies in academic
writing. The study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining an electronic survey
with open-ended questions to capture the breadth and depth of literacy coaches'
experiences and perceptions (Calo et al., 2014). A substantial sample of 270 literacy
coaches from across the United States participated, reflecting diverse educational
contexts and providing a comprehensive overview of literacy coaching practices.

A central finding of the research was that literacy coaches viewed themselves
predominantly as leaders within their schools rather than at the district level (Calo et al.,
2014). They engage in various leadership roles, focusing on supporting teachers'
instructional strategies and enhancing students' academic writing skills. Literacy coaches
are instrumental in promoting literacy across the curriculum by analyzing data, providing
resources, and facilitating professional development (Calo et al., 2014). Their leadership
extends to mentoring new teachers, modeling effective teaching practices, and leading
school-wide literacy initiatives. The study further reveals that while literacy coaches feel
prepared to work with new teachers, they need additional training to effectively support
experienced teachers and content-area instructors (Calo et al., 2014). This indicates a

potential area for professional development, emphasizing the importance of equipping



27

literacy coaches with the skills to navigate diverse instructional landscapes and
effectively address the literacy gap in academic writing.

Complementing these paradigms, the distributed leadership model emphasizes
leadership's collective and situational aspects, suggesting that effective leadership
transcends individual roles to encompass the collaborative efforts of the entire
educational community. This perspective leverages various resources, perspectives, and
expertise, highlighting the importance of shared responsibility in addressing literacy
challenges (Spillane et al., 2004). Distributed leadership enriches educational experiences
and advances efforts toward closing the literacy gap by fostering collaboration,
situational awareness, and continuous learning.

Culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) serves as a cornerstone in this
endeavor, with Khalifa et al. (2016) illustrating how such leadership fosters inclusive and
equitable learning environments by prioritizing the needs of marginalized students. This
approach is reinforced by Anderson (2017), who underscored the transformative power of
leadership in adapted educational practices to meet diverse learning needs, thereby
driving forward improvements in literacy. Khalifa et al. (2016) further identify four
essential behaviors of CRSL—critical self-awareness, development of culturally
responsive teachers, fostering inclusive school environments, and community
engagement—as fundamental in leveraging all students' cultural backgrounds and
identities to close the literacy gap.

The amalgamation of diverse leadership theories, as evidenced in the works of
Anderson (2017), Khalifa et al. (2016), Shields (2010), and Spillane et al. (2004),

provides a robust framework for combating literacy inequalities. Educational leaders can
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significantly impact literacy outcomes by adopting a multifaceted leadership approach,
paving the way toward a more literate, equitable, and inclusive society. This integrated
leadership model addresses the literacy gap and fosters an educational landscape where
all students can thrive, highlighting leadership's crucial role in advancing educational
equity and excellence. The research by Calo et al. (2015) offers valuable insights into
literacy coaches' role as educational system leaders. By supporting educators in
implementing effective literacy strategies, literacy coaches play a pivotal role in
addressing the literacy gap in academic writing. There is a need for targeted professional
development and collaborative leadership practices to empower literacy coaches,
enabling them to make a meaningful impact on academic writing instruction (Calo et al.,
2014). As educational systems continue to evolve, the leadership of literacy coaches will
remain essential in fostering a culture of literacy that bridges the gap in academic writing
skills among students. These theories collectively offer a robust framework for
addressing literacy disparities, advocating for environments prioritizing continuous
learning, equity, collaboration, and systemic change.

Educational leaders can significantly influence literacy outcomes through such
leadership paradigms, paving the way for a more literate, equitable, and inclusive society.
The exploration of these leadership theories, particularly transformative leadership as
exemplified by Graham and Nevarez (2017), underscores the potential for diverse
leadership strategies to coalesce in fostering educational environments conducive to
overcoming literacy barriers, ultimately contributing to creating an equitable and

inclusive educational landscape.
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Leadership in Bridging Literacy Gaps

The complexity of literacy disparities in educational contexts necessitates a
multifaceted leadership approach. Transformational leadership, characterized by its focus
on inspiration, motivation, and a visionary stance, emerges as a critical paradigm in this
endeavor (Anderson, 2017). This leadership style is instrumental in fostering
environments championing continuous learning and adaptation, essential for mitigating
literacy challenges. Anderson (2017) underscores the role of transformational leaders in
embodying a vision of a literate and inclusive educational community, motivating
stakeholders to undertake innovative teaching methodologies and curriculum designs
tailored to diverse learner needs.

Contrastingly, transformative leadership offers a distinct perspective, prioritizing
equity and social justice. Khalifa et al. (2016) delineate transformative leadership as an
approach that compels leaders to challenge the underlying norms and expectations
perpetuating inequality within educational settings. This model extends beyond
individualistic aspirations to inspire collective action toward equitable and inclusive
education, emphasizing the importance of systemic change. Transformative leadership,
therefore, is pivotal for leaders aiming to implement policies and practices that foster
inclusivity and actively challenge injustices, positioning educational leaders as agents of
change (Khalifa et al., 2016).

Spillane et al. (2004) articulated that distributed leadership diverges from
traditional leadership paradigms by emphasizing leadership's collective and situational
aspects. This model posits leadership as a shared responsibility, emerging from the

collaborative efforts of the educational community, thus highlighting the dynamic
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interplay among leaders, educators, students, and the broader situational context. Spillane
et al. (2004) argue that this perspective is particularly relevant for initiatives to bridge the
literacy gap, as it stresses the importance of leveraging collective knowledge and skills.
The distributed leadership model underscores the necessity of fostering collaboration,
situational awareness, and continuous learning within educational settings, enriching the
academic experience and promoting equity and inclusivity (Spillane et al., 2004).

The crucial impact of elementary school principals on literacy outcomes in their
schools underscores a substantial avenue for tackling the literacy disparity in elementary
education. According to the integrative literature review by Abella et al. (2024), effective
literacy leadership is complex. It involves various aspects such as curriculum
development, professional development, and fostering a school culture promoting
reading. This comprehensive analysis presents a synthesis of multiple studies,
demonstrating a positive correlation between principals' proactive involvement in these
domains and student achievement in reading. These findings emphasize the importance of
principals actively participating in curriculum decisions and ensuring they align with
literacy standards while promoting ongoing professional development for teachers.
Effectively navigating these leadership roles is essential for principals to enhance literacy
outcomes and address the literacy gap among elementary students.

The research elucidates that in addition to administrative and managerial skills,
the strategic leadership exhibited by principals in the realm of literacy education acts as a
catalyst for substantial enhancements in reading proficiency among various student
demographics. This objective is accomplished by deliberately stressing and cultivating an

environment that fosters a high literacy level and encourages favorable reading
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dispositions. Additionally, it actively involves parents and the wider school community in
initiatives to enhance literacy skills (Abella et al., 2024). The focus on establishing a
nurturing environment for literacy highlights the crucial responsibility of principals in
both teaching leadership and shaping the social and cultural structure of the school to
prioritize reading and literacy. Principals can effectively tackle the literacy gap by
implementing a compendious approach, which serves as a model for educational
leadership and significantly impacts students' academic progress.

Exploring transformational, transformative, and distributed leadership theories
elucidates diverse pathways through which educational leaders can address literacy gaps.
Each model offers unique insights into the mechanisms of fostering an academic
environment conducive to overcoming literacy disparities. The intersection of these
theories suggests one approach to leadership, where inspiration and vision
(transformational leadership), commitment to equity and systemic change (transformative
leadership), and collaboration and shared responsibility (distributed leadership) coalesce
to forge a more literate, equitable, and inclusive educational landscape.

Conclusion

The discussion presents literacy as a dynamic, evolving concept that goes far
beyond traditional definitions of reading and writing. It emphasizes that literacy is deeply
rooted in cultural practices, social interactions, and various forms of communication,
reflecting how it adapts in response to societal shifts and needs. This perspective
challenges conventional views and highlights the importance of understanding literacy as

a multifaceted phenomenon.
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The analysis reveals that sociocultural factors—such as community norms,
diverse narratives, and cultural contexts—play a critical role in shaping literacy practices.
Culturally responsive strategies emerge as essential tools for engaging diverse learners,
fostering both academic achievement and a sense of identity and belonging. At the same
time, persistent disparities in access to resources and opportunities underscore the lasting
impact of historical and socio-economic factors on literacy outcomes.

Additionally, the discussion illustrates the crucial role of strategic, inclusive
leadership in addressing these challenges. Whether through transformative,
transformational, or distributed models, effective leadership is shown to be key in
creating equitable and supportive educational environments. Such leadership not only
mobilizes resources and inspires innovative practices but also builds collaborative
cultures that can sustain long-term improvements in literacy.

Overall, the integrated framework outlined here deepens both the conversation
and understanding of literacy as an adaptive, socially embedded process and points

toward actionable strategies for fostering meaningful change in education.
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CHAPTER 3

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Introduction

The theoretical framework presented here explores the critical role of strong
school leadership in addressing the literacy gap and enhancing overall student
achievement. Grounded in the seminal work of Marzano et al. (2001), this analysis details
how various leadership responsibilities—ranging from situational awareness and
flexibility to direct involvement in curriculum and resource allocation—can significantly
influence literacy outcomes (See Appendix A). The framework further integrates
contemporary perspectives on ethical leadership, highlighting studies by Ahmed (2023),
Smylie et al. (2016), and others, to illustrate how principles such as care, justice, and
critique are essential in creating equitable and supportive learning environments. By
examining quantitative meta-analyses alongside qualitative insights, the framework not
only underscores the multifaceted nature of instructional leadership but also emphasizes
the ethical imperatives that guide educational decision-making. This comprehensive
discussion sets the stage for understanding how targeted leadership behaviors can bridge
academic disparities and foster a culture of continuous improvement and inclusivity in
schools.
Theoretical Framework

School success depends on strong school leadership, especially in addressing the
literacy gap. Marzano et al. (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of 1129 schools on

principal leadership and student achievement. A meta-analysis of 69 studies identified
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principal actions that affect literacy outcomes (Marzano et al., 2001). The 21 leadership
responsibilities had a significant correlation (ranging from .18 to .33) with student
academic achievement, with "Situational Awareness" having the most critical impact (r
=.33) and "Flexibility" (r =.28), "Discipline" (r =.27), and "Outreach" (r =.27). This
research shows the complexity of school leadership, and the diverse skills needed. The
average correlation of .25 for general principal leadership showed how leadership
behaviors affect student achievement (Marzano et al., 2001). Several of the 21
responsibilities can directly address literacy and educational gaps. Leaders working to
close the literacy gap need "involvement in curriculum, instruction, and assessment" .
Leaders can ensure evidence-based, coherent, and student-responsive literacy instruction
by designing and implementing curriculum and assessment practices. Another important
responsibility is "knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and assessment," leaders guide
and support teachers using effective literacy instruction strategies. This knowledge base
is essential for promoting literacy across grades and subjects. Additionally, "resources"
helps close literacy gaps. Leaders must provide teachers with materials and professional
development to improve instruction (Marzano et al., 2001). Targeted literacy
interventions and teacher training can improve students' literacy outcomes. These results
highlight school leadership's multifaceted literacy gap response. Effective principals can
improve school literacy.

Marzano et al. (2001) found leadership behaviors directly affect student literacy in
addressing the literacy gap. In particular, "Situational Awareness" implies that a
principal's deep understanding of a school's internal dynamics and proactive problem-

solving improve literacy outcomes. "Flexibility" emphasizes the need for principals to
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adapt their leadership styles to meet students' educational needs, boosting literacy.
Educational leadership and literacy literature is enhanced by identifying leadership
behaviors that quantitatively improve literacy achievement. This research shows that
school leaders are crucial to targeting literacy education, providing a framework for
principals working to close the literacy gap. Schools can promote literacy by strategically
implementing these leadership responsibilities, affecting policy, practice, and research in
educational leadership and literacy education.

Ahmed (2023) systematically reviewed 151 articles on ethical leadership for
education from 1990 to 2022. The review shows an increase in ethical leadership
research, which favors empirical studies (72%) like qualitative (61%), quantitative
(31%), and mixed methods (8%). Qualitative research in this corpus covered school
ethical practices, leaders' challenges, educator ethical leadership development, and ethical
leadership issues (Ahmed, 2023). Qualitative studies examined the antecedents,
consequences, and response factors that mediate or buffer ethical leadership's effects in
educational institutions. This review is based on a critical analysis of the literature that
emphasizes ethical leadership in K-12 education to improve teacher performance and
address issues like the achievement gap, providing insights and recommendations for
future research. Educational leaders must uphold professional, ethical standards to close
the achievement gap by prioritizing profession, care, justice, and critique (Ahmed, 2023;
Shapiro & Stetkovich, 2021). Ethics guides educational leaders' actions. Ethical leaders
use honesty, fairness, compassion, and professionalism to make decisions that affect the

entire school community.
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In educational leadership, ethics of care is crucial. Ahmed (2023), Smylie et al.
(2016), Louis et al. (2016), and Rivera-McCutchen (2020) define it differently but
interrelatedly. Louis et al. (2016) emphasize the importance of supportive organizational
environments and high-quality social relationships in fostering genuinely concerned
leadership by conceptualizing it as attentiveness, motivational displacement, and
authenticity. This conceptual framework resembles Rivera-McCutchen's (2020) research.
Rivera-McCutchen proposes a dynamic relational ethics of care that transfers care from
provider to recipient. The ethics of care emphasizes nurturing relationships and
responding to others' needs with sensitivity and compassion, according to Ahmed (2023).
A deep understanding of power dynamics that marginalized students supports this.
Smylie et al. (2016) show that care is inherent in actions that benefit others. These
researchers utilized multiple disciplines to propose a model of caring leadership that
extends beyond the interpersonal to organizational and community levels. They advocate
for care in school leadership at all levels to improve student outcomes and efficacy.

Based on these perspectives, an ethic of care may significantly reduce academic
achievement disparity. Leaders create environments where students and teachers feel
valued and supported by showing concern for their needs, providing motivation, and
making genuine connections. The studies used various data collection methods. Louis et
al. (2016) conducted extensive teacher surveys across multiple states, Rivera-McCutchen
(2020) conducted an ethnographic analysis of leadership dynamics in a single school, and
Smylie et al. (2016) developed a comprehensive, compassionate leadership framework by
integrating literature from various fields. Rivera-McCutchen (2020) used extensive

observation and interviews to understand radical care in school leadership.
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Louis et al. (2016) carried out a systematic survey of 3,900 instructors from 134
faculties in 40 districts in nine states, capturing a variety of educational environments and
teaching experiences. This extensive data collection effort examined leadership and
faculty-stage help for student instruction. In a two-year ethnographic study, Rivera-
McCutchen (2020) examined faculty management in intensive care. This study focused
on a successful Black male city public school major. Observations, two 60-minute semi-
structured formal interviews, informal interviews, film critiques, and New York City
Department of Education School Survey data were used as ethnographic tools. Smylie et
al. (2016) reviewed the literature to expand a worrying school leadership model. They
examined educational and professional literature from training, philosophy, ethics,
feminist principles, positive psychology, organizational sciences, and human service
careers. The studies use direct surveys, ethnographic research, and literature synthesis to
show how academic management can be implemented and assessed.

Glimiis et al. (2022) argue that school leaders must uphold "justice" to reduce
educational inequality. Educational administrators actively participating in equity training
and confronting biases can improve learning environments and promote fairness and
equal opportunities for all students. Justice is essential because resource allocation and
opportunity disparities can hurt academic performance, especially for marginalized
students.

Ethics of Justice in school leadership emphasizes fairness, equity, and the moral
obligation to provide equal educational opportunities to all students, according to Giimiis
et al. (2022). It emphasizes the role of school leaders in promoting equitable educational

practices and quality education for all students, regardless of socio-economic status. In
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school leadership, justice means fairness, equity, and the moral obligation to provide
equal educational opportunities to all students. It emphasizes the role of school leaders in
creating and maintaining an equitable educational environment where all students,
regardless of socio-economic status, receive a high-quality education. Ethical justice in
school leadership can help close the achievement gap by highlighting instructional
leadership, especially for low-income students.

Prioritizing and improving instructional practices helps school leaders provide
equitable learning opportunities, support teacher development, and create a positive
school climate, which boosts student achievement and closes SES-related achievement
gaps. Instructional leadership significantly moderates the relationship between school-
level SES and math achievement, according to Giimiis et al. (2022). Therefore, good
instructional leadership can help close the achievement gap between SES schools.
Individual SES differences across subjects had no effect within schools. About 485,000
students from 72 countries and regions participated in PISA 2015. Student and school
socio-economic status, instructional leadership, educational material shortage, school
size, and student-teacher ratio were considered (Gilimiis et al., 2022).

According to Eyal et al. (2011), aspiring principals consider ethics when making
decisions. Justice ethics focus on fairness based on a social contract, individual rights,
equal treatment, and maximization of the good for the majority despite potential harm to
specific individuals. Fair choices were negatively correlated with utilitarianism and care
choices. Community values were negatively correlated with care, critique, and
profession. Educational leaders often resolve ethical dilemmas using critique, followed

by care and profession (Eyal et al., 2011). The responses of 52 Israeli aspiring principals
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to 30 ethical dilemmas were analyzed. The findings show that fairness, utilitarianism, and
care are interconnected, making justice-based decisions difficult. Ethical decision-making
in educational leadership is complicated. Flores and Gunzenhauser (2018) examined how
school leaders handle educational equity issues in their ethical leadership and decision-
making study. Based on interviews with 22 school leaders from various settings they
show how they view educational disparities, particularly achievement and opportunity
gaps.

The results show that school leaders' beliefs, experiences, and unique school
situations strongly influence how they close achievement gaps (Flores & Gunzenhauser,
2018). The study emphasizes school leaders' attitudes in recognizing and fixing
educational inequality. It suggests that leadership training programs should focus on
developing attitudes that help students see and fix opportunity gaps by analyzing
interview data qualitatively and emphasizing school leaders' stories and insights rather
than numerical data or statistical analysis.

According to Flores and Gunzenhauser (2018), the ethical principle of critique
emphasizes school principals' need to reflect and analyze constantly. People believe
principals who follow this principle continually evaluate educational practices and norms
to improve them. Critical reflection and evaluation should improve decision-making and
learning. Students should perform better academically. Flores and Gunzenhauser (2018)
say educational leaders can improve student performance and education quality by
fostering constant improvement and new ideas.

In conclusion, the ethical principles of "profession," "care," "justice," and

"critique" drive effective school leadership and indirectly affect student achievement
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through various means. Professional standards and teacher quality, which define
"profession," improve student outcomes, according to Hanushek and Woessmann (2014).
Principals help create an inclusive, supportive, and equitable learning environment,
which enhances student performance and well-being (Gilimiis et al., 2022). Ethical school
leaders' actions reflect these principles, even though they are not explicitly stated in
educational literature. Recognizing and following these principles can help achieve
academic excellence and equity for all students.

The influence of school principals on student achievement was widely recognized
and supported by numerous authors and studies, highlighting the significance of
instructional leadership. Flores and Gunzenhauser (2018) state that a principal's
leadership style or disposition is crucial in shaping their strategies, particularly in
addressing opportunity gaps and using data effectively. Principals with a disposition
towards recognizing and addressing the opportunity gap demonstrated a greater
propensity for developing robust and conscientious strategies, thereby fostering a
collective endeavor to mitigate disparities in educational achievement among students.
This highlighted the significance of adopting a race-conscious viewpoint in promoting
academic success among students.

According to Giimiis et al. (2022), instructional leadership has been identified as a
factor that could moderate the impact of school-level socio-economic status on students'
math achievement. Robust instructional leadership, distinguished by its commitment to
fostering teacher growth and prioritizing enhancements in instructional practices, could
mitigate the adverse effects of attending schools in low socio-economic status (SES)

communities. Nevertheless, the efficacy of this approach was predominantly evident
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within the context of individual schools and may have had a restricted influence in
addressing the disparity in academic performance among students within the same
educational institution.

Pannell and McBrayer (2019) stressed the substantial impact of principal
leadership on student outcomes, highlighting the crucial role of principal stability in this
regard. The occurrence of principal turnover and the presence of less effective leadership
had the potential to exert a detrimental influence on student achievement. Principals
assume a crucial role in ensuring teacher quality by actively engaging in the recruitment,
selection, development, and retention processes. The effectiveness of teachers was
intricately linked to the academic achievement of students. The stable and effective
instructional leadership exhibited by principals was crucial in cultivating a conducive
learning atmosphere and enhancing student academic performance.

An exploratory qualitative study by Pannell and McBrayer (2019) included eight
school administrators and 26 important working parents of kindergarten through third
graders from rural and urban Georgia schools. Data were collected using online surveys,
virtual interviews, and focus groups. In autumn 2020, the research included primary
schools with different student demographics, enrollment numbers, and in-person
attendance. The sample included parents and school officials with diverse opinions: 46%
White, 27% Hispanic/Latinx, and 23% Black/African American parents participated, with
85% women. The most represented age group was 30-34 (42%). This diversified sample
sought to understand how distance learning affected young children's schooling in

Georgia during the COVID-19 epidemic.
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According to Dhuey and Smith (2014), assigning highly competent principals to
schools was crucial to improving student academic performance. The research findings
indicated that principals considerably influenced students' math and reading scores. A
noteworthy improvement in principal quality, equivalent to a one standard deviation shift,
had been found to have a significant positive effect on student academic performance.
The strategic redistribution of principals, specifically those who had demonstrated
effectiveness, to schools where students were not performing well could significantly
narrow the achievement disparities, thus emphasizing the crucial significance of
allocating principal resources to enhancing student achievements.

Dhuey and Smith (2014) estimate how school administrators affect British
Columbia students' test results. The model considers student demographics, school
variables, and principal and school impacts. The lagged score value-added model controls
prior inputs using grade 5 and 6 principal, school, and family data when analyzing grade
7 scores. The research uses British Columbia Ministry of Education data on student test
results, demographics, and school factors. Students who took fourth and seventh-grade
examinations and attended the same school between grades 5 and 7 are in the regression
sample. Descriptive principal mobility and experience statistics show school turnover,
which is essential for estimation. The work tackles high-dimensional fixed effect
statistical difficulties and modifies primary effect standard deviations for non-persistent
variance. The approach considers data biases and determinants to determine how school
administrators affect student accomplishment.

In summary, scholarly literature underscored the significance of instructional

leadership by school principals in fostering student academic success. The disposition,
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stability, and quality of principals, in addition to their emphasis on closing the
opportunity gap, using data, and allocating resources effectively, were significant factors
that contributed to the development of the educational environment and improved student
achievement.

Understanding and Defining Literacy

Literacy is a concept that has evolved significantly over time, expanding beyond
the essential ability of reading and writing to encompass a broad spectrum of skills and
cultural understandings. This expanded view of literacy is evident in several researchers'
work emphasizing its multifaceted nature, integrating sociocultural, educational, and
economic factors. Peter Freebody (2007) examined literacy as a dynamic phenomenon
deeply embedded within social interactions and cultural settings. He argues that literacy
transcends traditional boundaries, encompassing the acquisition of reading and writing
skills and the ability to navigate and interpret various cultural and social contexts.
Freebody's perspective highlights literacy as an ongoing interaction between individuals
and their sociocultural environments, suggesting that effective literacy education must
consider these dynamic interactions.

Michele Wallendorf (2001) addresses the complexities of functional literacy,
which involves more than just the technical skills of reading and writing. She points out
the significant disparities in literacy levels across different socio-economic and ethnic
groups and stresses the importance of a literacy education sensitive to these cultural
differences. Wallendorf advocates for an approach incorporating diverse artistic practices
and languages into literacy education, aiming to bridge the gap between traditional

literacy instruction and the cultural realities of students.
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Altintug and Debreli (2019) explore the impact of sociocultural factors such as
migration, economic issues, and curriculum changes on literacy. They reveal a disconnect
between the official literacy curriculum and teachers' actual practices and attitudes, who
often remain aligned with outdated methods that ignore the sociocultural realities of
students' lives. This gap highlights the need for literacy instruction that not only
addresses the curriculum but also adapts to the cultural and social contexts of the
learners.

Cheesman and De Pry (2008) focus on the cultural dimensions of literacy, mainly
how literacy instruction can be made culturally responsive to meet the diverse needs of
students. They argue that literacy programs should be designed with an awareness of
students' cultural backgrounds, ensuring that teaching methods and materials are relevant
and accessible. Their approach underscores the importance of integrating cultural
responsiveness into literacy education to enhance its effectiveness and relevance for all
students.

These diverse perspectives on literacy underscore a common theme: literacy is not
merely a set of isolated skills but a complex capability that involves understanding and
interacting with the world through various texts and mediums. The recognition of
literacy's broader implications is crucial for developing educational strategies that are
inclusive and effective. By acknowledging the sociocultural underpinnings of literacy,
educators can better design programs that address their students' specific needs and
backgrounds. The research collectively illustrates that an effective literacy strategy must
go beyond the conventional focus on phonics and grammar to include critical thinking

and cultural competencies. This broader approach not only aids in developing more
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comprehensive literacy skills but prepares students to navigate and succeed in a culturally
diverse and interconnected world.

In conclusion, understanding literacy in its full context requires an appreciation of
its multifaceted nature and its ties to cultural identity, social equity, and personal
development. Each researcher brings a unique perspective that contributes to a richer,
more inclusive understanding of literacy. As we move forward, these insights must
inform the development of literacy programs that are adaptable, culturally informed, and
responsive to the diverse needs of learners across various contexts. This holistic approach
to literacy enhances individual learning outcomes and supports the broader goal of
fostering equitable and inclusive educational environments.

Literature Review
Impact of Teacher Demographics on Student Achievement

Studies investigating the influence of teacher characteristics on student
performance have shown subtle results regarding the significance of racial and ethnic
alignment between teachers and students. The studies by McKown and Weinstein (2008),
Eddy and Easton-Brooks (2011), Egalite and Kisida ((2017), and Dee (2004) provide
valuable insights into this phenomenon.

McKown and Weinstein (2008) used two-level growth curve models on data from
1,200 African American students from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Kindergarten through Fifth Grade (ECLS-K-5). They found little evidence that pairing
students with teachers of the same race or ethnicity improved academic judgments or
attitudes, though there was a modest reduction in internalizing problem behaviors among

Black students. In contrast, Dee (2004) analyzed data from Tennessee’s Project STAR
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trial, which included over 11,000 students, and found that students taught by racially
matched teachers experienced 2 to 4 percentile point gains in arithmetic and reading
scores, suggesting improved performance likely due to increased cultural awareness and
role modeling.

Eddy and Easton-Brooks (2011) focused on 1,200 African American students
from kindergarten to fifth grade and discovered that those with at least one African
American teacher showed significant gains in mathematics over time, though the overall
school context also played a role. Egalite and Kisida (2017) examined data from more
than 80,000 students across six U.S. school districts using classroom fixed-effects models
and reported that demographic matching—especially when both race and gender were
aligned—was associated with improved student attitudes such as increased effort,
enjoyment, and feelings of being cared for.

These studies stress that matching teachers and students of the same race and
ethnicity may result in improved academic performance, behavior, and attitudes (Dee,
2004; Eddy & Easton-Brooks, 2011; Egalite & Kisida, 2017; McKown & Weinstein,
2008).

McKown and Weinstein (2008) further investigated the effects of student-teacher
racial or ethnic matching on U.S. elementary students' academic achievement, social-
emotional behavior, executive functioning, and the likelihood of receiving gifted or
special education services. Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Kindergarten Class of 2010-11, which comprised 18,170 racially, ethnically, and
economically diverse U.S. elementary students (including 2,400 Black and 4,590

Hispanic students), the research employed student-fixed effects and controls to account
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for various confounds, collecting data at multiple points from kindergarten through fifth
grade.

In conclusion, while these studies provide both supportive and contradictory
evidence regarding the benefits of racial and ethnic matching, the key takeaway is that
the impact of such alignment is nuanced. Some research (Dee, 2004; Egalite & Kisida,
2017) suggests potential academic and attitudinal benefits, whereas other work (McKown
& Weinstein, 2008; aspects of Eddy & Easton-Brooks, 2011) indicates that these
advantages are modest or context-dependent. This feedback underscores the importance
of clarifying that the mixed findings reflect the complexity of the issue rather than a
straightforward advantage, and future research should continue to explore the conditions
under which demographic matching is most effective.

School Leaders Impact on Achievement Gap

Flores and Gunzenhauser (2018) examine the impact of school leaders'
dispositions on the mitigation of educational inequalities, with a specific emphasis on the
opportunity gap. The research aligned with Giimiis et al. (2022), School Leadership and
Achievement Gaps Based on Socio-economic Status: A Search for Socially Just
Instructional Leadership. As mentioned above, the research investigated the influence of
instructional leadership on disparities in literacy outcomes, with a particular focus on
socio-economic differences.

Flores and Gunzenhauser (2018) state that the underlying purpose of high-stakes
accountability systems, such as those implemented under the NCLB, is that these systems
aim to motivate schools to enhance academic performance outcomes for all kids while

also bringing to light the disparities in accomplishment based on race or socio-economic



48

status (Flores & Gunzenhauser, 2018). This is consistent with the instructional leadership
style prioritizing social justice and emphasizing extensive knowledge to address
educational disparities. Glimiis et al. (2022) make a substantial scholarly contribution to
the ongoing discourse on this topic. The study employs a rigorous, multilevel analysis
across 72 nations and regions. This approach provides a complete framework for
investigating the influence of instructional leadership on educational results.

Flores and Gunzenhauser (2018) examine the varying attitudes toward
educational inequality and emphasize the significance of equipping school leaders with
the necessary skills to address these disparities. It underscores the necessity of
considering leaders' attitudes, positions, and the specific setting of the school while
striving for Educational Justice. The issue of addressing success inequalities based on
socio-economic class in the instructional leadership context has special significance, as
shown by Giimiis et al. (2022). The subsequent research paper defines instructional
leadership as active involvement in enhancing teaching and learning procedures. It
highlights its crucial significance in boosting students' academic achievements,
particularly those from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds.

The scholarly discourse around the opportunity gap, urges individuals to engage
in a more thorough examination of educational strategies (Flores & Gunzenhauser, 2018),
in line with Giimiis et al.'s (2022) focus on the complex relationship between the socio-
economic status (SES) of both individuals and schools and its impact on student
academic performance. The concepts of Flores & Gunzenhauser (2018), highlights the
interconnectedness between the attitudes and beliefs of school leaders and the pursuit of

social justice. This discovery is significant in comprehending how instructional
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leadership that promotes social justice may have a beneficial impact on school leadership
that is committed to fairness and impartiality.

School leaders are imperative in establishing educational institutions that
contribute to reducing achievement gaps (Flores & Gunzenhauser, 2018). This aligns
with the emphasis Giimiis et al. (2022) placed on the need for quantitative evidence
regarding the influence of school leadership, particularly instructional leadership, in
addressing achievement gaps associated with socio-economic status. Both studies
recognize the significance of effective data-driven decision-making and instructional
leaders' role in facilitating teacher development to establish a conducive atmosphere for
student achievement.

Examining contextual factors that shape leaders' attitudes are pivotal in enabling
socially equitable instructional leadership to adequately tackle the disparities in academic
success resulting from socio-economic factors (Flores & Gunzenhauser, 2018).
According to Gilimiis et al. (2022), there is an acknowledgment of the significant impact
of instructional leadership methods, namely those exhibited by principals, on the
academic outcomes of students in socio-economically disadvantaged settings.

Despite the intrinsic worth of literacy education, disparities in students' academic
performance in literature play a significant role in the "education gap" problem (Mowat,
2018). According to Okyar (2021), a well-rounded education requires cultivating reading
abilities and a solid grounding in literature. There continue to be notable disparities in
academic accomplishments about literature, which are impacted by several linked factors
that contribute to the intricate origins of the gap in literacy education (Mowat, 2018). The

disparity in educational achievement is influenced by several factors, including socio-
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economic position, cultural heritage, and the availability of high-quality educational
resources (Kober, 2001). These difficulties remain despite the collective endeavors of
policymakers, educators, and parents.

According to Alvermann (2005), there is an increasing emphasis on the reading
success gap across different educational levels. This problem is not limited to early
grades but extends to middle grades and beyond. As pupils encounter obstacles in their
reading abilities at various school levels, they pose more complex issues for instructors.
Hanushek et al. (2019) observe that enhancements in the academic achievement of
eighth-grade students do not necessarily result in corresponding progress upon high
school completion.

Examining educators' perspectives on crucial junctures in the literacy disparity is
critical for pinpointing precise domains necessitating focused interventions. This
understanding can guide the creation of targeted literacy programs, providing a holistic
approach to literacy education that tackles explicitly the distinct difficulties pupils
encounter during periods of change. Significantly, this research recognizes the previously
neglected perspectives of teachers in educational discourse, asking for their involvement
in the formulation of policies. Incorporating teachers' viewpoints makes it possible to
develop focused interventions and policies that actively engage educators, thus promoting
a more collaborative and inclusive approach to education. A thorough comprehension of
teachers' perspectives and the intricacies of educational transitions is crucial for the field
of education. This knowledge empowers educators to actively participate in decision-
making processes and collaborate towards reducing educational disparities and ensuring

uninterrupted learning for all students.
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School Culture and Climate

Two studies highlight the complex relationship between school districts and
student academic performance, emphasizing district culture and board members'
behaviors and beliefs. Pritchard et al. (2005) examined over 2,000 student essays in their
extensive study. The research focused on seven cultural categories, especially
Social/People, Education/Curriculum, and Extracurricular Activities. Their research
shows that district culture strongly influences school culture, which affects student
performance. Students' perceptions of their schools and districts reflect a positive
educational culture of respect, trust, belonging, and a supportive learning environment.
This study emphasized students' unfiltered perspectives, which revealed the educational
environment's pros and cons. The school's culture reflects the district's, which affects
students' academic performance. Student comments show differences between high- and
low-culture districts. The study showed that students' cultural views and academic
performance correlate positively (Pritchard et al., 2005). This suggests that student
opinions may affect school reform and education improvement. In conclusion, it
emphasizes the complex relationship between school culture, district culture, and student
achievement and the importance of positive relationships, high-quality education, and
extracurricular involvement to improve academic performance. The above tips can help
educators, administrators, and policymakers improve education (Pritchard et al., 2005).

Using a mixed-methods methodology, Pritchard et al.’s (2005) study employed
quantitative and qualitative data-gathering techniques to examine the disparities in
attitudes of school board members towards student achievement in poverty-stricken

districts with varying levels of academic performance. The researchers selected and



52

contacted 105 school board members from low-performing districts and 82 from high-
performing districts, utilizing data from the California Department of Education. The
research included a structured survey with four-point rating scales and open-ended
questions. The survey was administered online, and one-on-one telephone interviews
were conducted with a representative board member from each district type (Pritchard et
al., 2005).

Plough (2014) examines the actions and views of school board members in
economically disadvantaged school districts in California, distinguishing those who
exhibit strong academic performance from those who do not. This research stresses the
viewpoints of school board members as a means of indirectly observing the influence of
school districts on school culture and environment. According to Plough (2014), evidence
suggests that school board members' views and behaviors significantly impact many
essential performance characteristics, including dedication, strategic policy creation, and
community participation. The activities and opinions of various board members can
influence a school's overall culture and climate. These boards emphasize engaging with
marginalized communities and external organizations in high-performing districts to
enhance student performance and cultivate an inclusive school culture.

Likewise, educational reform initiatives in underperforming districts deliberately
foster a culture characterized by accountability and academic achievement, employing a
heightened sense of urgency and prioritizing academic pursuits (Plough, 2014).
Nevertheless, it is important to recognize several limitations, such as the use of self-
reported data and the lack of specified measures for assessing student progress. Although

the findings offer valuable insights into the influence of school board members on these
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dynamics, the Turetsky et al. (2021) review emphasizes that educational inequality is
influenced by a range of systemic factors, such as school resources and quality, which
directly relate to the school boards’ roles and responsibilities. The studies above stress the
intricate dynamics of education reform, arguing for an extensive strategy to tackle the
intricacies of the influence of school districts on student accomplishment, taking into
consideration cultural and environmental factors.
Conclusion

After a review of the articles, there are some gaps that this research seeks to fill
by focusing on examining the gaps in literacy learning for students, as perceived by
teachers. The goal of this dissertation is to investigate when these differences become
unmanageable and what contextual factors, such as socio-economic status, race, ethnicity,
school resources, etc., have an impact at these critical times; this includes understanding
the strategies and resources teachers use to narrow these gaps and evaluate their
perceived effectiveness This dissertation aims to explored the essential moments of the
student's literacy instructional journey and the factors that contribute to that these critical
moments occur. Additionally, it delves into teachers' perspectives on the role of
educational leadership in reducing literacy achievement gaps. Ultimately, to draw lessons
from teachers' attitudes and experiences to inform the efforts of educational leaders to
reduce and eliminate gaps in literacy instruction.

This dissertation intends to contribute to education by providing an in-depth
analysis of teachers' perspectives on educational reform and collaborative and inclusive
strategies for addressing literacy disparities. Throughout history, literature and literacy

have consistently played crucial roles in education. Their significance has been
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revitalized in the present era of global interconnectedness (Sawyer, 1987). According to
Okyar (2021), the capacity to examine, grasp, and actively interact with literacy texts
develops cognitive and analytical faculties. It fosters empathy, cultural awareness, and a
deep admiration for written communication. Acknowledging the inherent worth of
literacy education, it is imperative to implement early interventions, such as high-quality
preschool and primary education, to address and reduce disparities (Von Stumm, 2017).
Research Questions

1. What are the educational outcomes and student opportunities disparities that educators
perceive?

2. How is a teacher's perspective of student abilities and potential affected by the
teacher's characteristics and lived experience?

3. What strategies and interventions should educators implement to ameliorate the
achievement gap?

4. What are teachers' perspectives on educational leaders' roles in helping narrow the

literacy achievement gap?



55

CHAPTER 4

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This chapter is divided into two primary sections: the variable's operationalization
and data collection. The first section focused on operationalizing literacy for this
investigation, offering a clear and measurable framework. The second section addresses
the methods and processes used to collect data, detailing the strategies employed to
ensure the reliability and validity of the findings.

This dissertation examined the complex differences in literacy education for
grades by addressing four key questions. The analysis examined socio-economic status,
race, ethnicity, school resources, and school leadership's commitment to literacy—all
factors influencing students' literacy outcomes. The research utilized attitudinal and
behavioral items measured on a Likert scale to answer the first question. It included
demographic variables such as socio-economic status, race and ethnicity, and school
resources as they applied to closing literacy gaps.

The second question investigated the strategies and interventions employed by
teachers, assessing the effectiveness of these approaches through surveys (see Appendix
B) and interviews (see Appendix C) with teachers as the primary data source. The third
question invited teachers to conduct qualitative analyses to identify pivotal moments in
their students' literacy development and reflect on these critical periods. The fourth
question aimed to uncover educators' perspectives on the roles of educational leaders

within the broader context of literacy education, positioning educational leaders as
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subjects and beneficiaries of the study. By engaging a diverse group of teachers, this
research provided a comprehensive view drawn from their varied experiences and
insights. Employing a mix of research methodologies, this dissertation explored the
multifaceted challenges in literacy education from every angle to give educational leaders
and policymakers valuable insights to narrow these literacy gaps.

Operationalization of Variables and Concepts

Building on the discussion in Chapter 2, literacy in this dissertation is
operationalized as the measurable ability to read and write at grade-level expectations.
While earlier chapters explore literacy’s expansive and dynamic nature—including its
sociocultural, historical, and technological dimensions—our focus here is narrowed to the
essential skills that can be objectively assessed. This streamlined definition provides a
clear framework for evaluating literacy development without disregarding the broader
influences that shape it.

For this study, literacy was defined as Basic Literacy Skills, measuring students'
ability to read and write at grade-level expectations. Teachers could assess these skills
through indicators such as phonemic awareness, decoding skills, reading fluency,
comprehension, and writing proficiency. Standardized tests and teacher assessments
serve as practical indicators for this purpose. By developing specific definitions for
literacy, we can operationalize the variable in a way that captures its complex and
dynamic nature, focusing on the essential components of literacy development while
maintaining an awareness of its broader implications.

In operationalizing a variable, we adopted the framework advanced by Freebody

(2007), who emphasizes that literacy extends beyond fundamental reading and writing
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skills by integrating sociocultural, historical, and technological contexts. This approach
not only facilitates a rigorous evaluation of the core literacy skills but also acknowledges
that literacy is influenced by digital factors and instructional leadership. Thus, while our
primary focus remains on measurable competencies, we recognize that literacy is a
multifaceted construct—a perspective that informs our overall strategy for addressing
literacy outcomes in educational settings.
Data Collection

This dissertation used mixed methods, exploring both qualitative and quantitative
approaches to collect and analyze the data (Mertens, 2020) to explore teachers'
perspectives on educational reform and its impact on gaps in literacy instruction
(Mertens, 2020). At the same time, quantitative methods such as surveys and statistical
analyses using Likert scales, a rating system used to measure and evaluate teachers'
attitudes, opinions, and perceptions (Babbie, 2009), were employed. This method
revealed the differences and similarities from teachers' perspectives. The insights from
this dissertation should help educational leaders develop effective policies to address
literacy gaps and highlight the importance of incorporating teachers' perspectives into
decision-making processes. Open-ended questions and qualitative analysis were used to
identify recurring themes and patterns in teachers' responses to triangulate the data,
defined by Mertens (2020) as a method to compare the findings from the qualitative data
to the quantitative results.

This explanatory dissertation employed a mixed methods approach. Mertens
(2020) stated in her analysis that using a mixed methods approach facilitates the

clarification and augmentation of information. The study's design adhered to a pragmatic
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approach, wherein data were collected anonymously at intervals between the two data
collection periods (Mertens, 2020). Babbie (2016) defined explanatory studies as
investigations that aim to elucidate the underlying causes of phenomena or the reasons
behind individuals' beliefs.

Surveys were disseminated among teachers and administrators, specifically
educators and experts in public and private primary, secondary, and tertiary educational
institutions. The survey results underwent quantitative analysis. The study's second phase
involved interviews with a carefully chosen group of survey respondent volunteers. The
second stage of this dissertation involved conducting interviews, which were
subsequently analyzed qualitatively to identify recurring themes. The rich survey data
provided a foundation for a deeper understanding of the research topic. Interviews were
an alternative method for collecting survey data (Babbie, 2009, p. 434). While interviews
are traditionally conducted face-to-face, these interviews were carried out virtually via
Zoom. Despite the option for virtual face-to-face interaction, all participants chose to
keep their cameras off and participate using audio only. However, I kept my camera on
throughout the interviews.

Recruitment and Selection

The dissertation employed a recruitment strategy that specifically targeted
educators. The primary objective was to investigate their perceptions regarding
disparities in student opportunities and educational outcomes, with a particular emphasis
on literacy and the support provided by academic leaders. The survey was shared through
the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers Facebook page, encouraging members to

distribute it further among educators.
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The goal was to collect a heterogeneous sample of individuals encompassing
different regions and educational institutions. The selection of this survey type was based
on Mertens' (2020) description of it as a one-time survey designed to capture the
characteristics of a sample at a specific moment in time. The study's details and the
survey's hyperlinks were shared on the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers' professional
social media group. The determination of survey distribution was based on the
understanding that timing significantly influenced response rates (Mertens, 2020).

The use of technology in administering and completing surveys offered both
advantages and disadvantages. On the positive side, it reduced costs, accelerated response
times, and allowed for more customized questions tailored to recipients. Additionally,
data collection, analysis, and presentation were conducted anonymously, and platforms
like social media enabled access to a broader and more diverse pool of participants
(Mertens, 2020). However, the approach had drawbacks, including the lack of firsthand
observation due to a "deficiency in personal connection" (Mertens & Wilson, 2019, p.
331) and challenges in interpreting and regrouping survey responses.

Interviews with selected participants were conducted using in-depth data to
mitigate these concerns. At the end of the survey, participants were invited to volunteer to
be interviewed. To safeguard the confidentiality of participants' personal information, a
hyperlink to an alternative form was provided to the participants. This helped interested
individuals to provide their contact details so they could be contacted for the interview
without disclosing their survey responses. Volunteers were interviewed via Zoom.

At the beginning of the procedure, participants were notified about the study's

purpose, the findings' privacy was guaranteed, and they were asked to provide their



60

consent if they desired to participate in the survey and interview. Demographic
information was gathered as controls alongside survey statements and questions. This
included gender, race/ethnicity, respondent's role, years of experience in their roles,
division level of their school (e.g., elementary, middle, or high school), and what type of
school they are employed in (e.g., public, charter, or private).
Data Collection Methods and Analysis

This dissertation was guided by four research questions and employed a mixed
methods data collection and analysis approach. Quantitative data gathered through
surveys were examined using univariate, bivariate, and multivariate statistical techniques.
Qualitative interview data complemented these findings, offering richer context and
profound insights through descriptive and thematic analysis. See Table 4.1 for more

details.
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Methodological Approach
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Research Question

Data Source

Analysis

What are the perceived disparities in
educational outcomes and opportunities
for students as perceived by educators?

Univariate, bivariate, and

How is a teacher’s perspective of student
abilities and potential affected by the
teachers' characteristics and lived

experiences.

What strategies and interventions should
educators implement to ameliorate the

achievement gap?

What are teachers' perspectives on
educational leaders' roles in helping
narrow the literacy achievement gap?

Survey . .
multivariate statistics
Interview Descriptive and thematic
analysis
Univariate, bivariate, and
Survey multivariate statistics
. Descriptive and thematic
Interview .
analysis
Univariate, bivariate, and
Survey multivariate statistics
. Descriptive and thematic
Interview .
analysis
Univariate, bivariate, and
Survey multivariate statistics
. Descriptive and thematic
Interview

analysis

Scales

The scales for depth and breadth were developed to analyze responses from Likert

scale survey items, enabling multidimensional data exploration. The survey questions

were designed to measure participants’ levels of agreement, frequency of occurrence, and
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perceptions of importance. Response options typically ranged from “Strongly Agree” to
“Strongly Disagree,” with additional categories assessing the frequency or level of
importance associated with specific issues. The depth scale measures the intensity of
responses, reflecting the strength of participants’ agreement or prioritization of a given
topic. For instance, a predominance of reactions in the "Strongly Agree" or "Very
Important" categories suggests a high level of consensus or strong prioritization among
the respondents.

This dissertation focuses on depth and breadth as analytical constructs to provide
a multidimensional framework for understanding the complexities of literacy-related
issues in education. Traditional survey analyses often rely on aggregate trends, offering a
broad overview without differentiating between how widespread an issue is (breadth) and
how intensely it is experienced (depth). However, in educational research, particularly
when examining the challenges teachers face in literacy instruction, capturing both
dimensions is essential. By structuring the analysis around depth and breadth, this
dissertation moves beyond surface-level reporting and instead provides a comprehensive
evaluation of the prevalence and impact of key literacy-related constructs.

Breadth serves as a measure of the scope and distribution of particular educational
practices, beliefs, and barriers. The survey instrument (Appendix B) was designed to
capture breadth by quantifying how frequently specific instructional strategies,
assessments, and school supports are reported across various educational settings. For
example, if a significant percentage of teachers indicate that they use reading

assessments, the breadth scale identifies this as a widespread practice. However, breadth
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alone does not capture whether these assessments are viewed as effective, meaningful, or
burdensome—this is where depth analysis becomes essential.

Depth, in contrast, provides insight into the strength and intensity of participants'
perceptions and experiences. While breadth analysis identifies what is commonly
occurring, depth analysis reveals how strongly teachers feel about these experiences and
whether these factors contribute to or hinder literacy success. For example, even if a high
percentage of respondents report that professional development opportunities exist (high
breadth), depth analysis can determine whether these opportunities are actually perceived
as beneficial, engaging, or relevant to instructional needs. Depth analysis allows for the
distinction between practices that are merely present and those that have a substantial
impact on teacher efficacy and student outcomes.

Table 4.2 presents an overview of the survey items categorized into Breadth and
Depth scales across key constructs: Use of Reading Assessments, Teacher Job
Satisfaction, School Support, Barriers to Student Learning, School Practices, and
Professional Development (PD) Participation. These scales provide a structured
framework for analyzing both the general scope (Breadth) and specific intricacies
(Depth) of each construct, allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of the
educational environment.

The Breadth scale captures broad, overarching aspects of each construct. For
example, within Use of Reading Assessments, Breadth items measure how assessments
are applied to monitor student progress, identify deficits, and inform instructional
decisions. Similarly, in Teacher Job Satisfaction, Breadth items gauge overall

contentment with teaching, enthusiasm for the profession, and considerations regarding
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job retention or transfer. School Support Breadth items assess the availability of
professional assistance from school or district staff in areas such as reading instruction
and behavioral support.

Conversely, the Depth scale provides a more detailed and nuanced view,
addressing specific factors within each construct. For instance, in the Barriers to Student
Learning construct, Depth items examine not just the presence of obstacles—such as
student preparedness and administrative consistency—but also their tangible effects on
classroom instruction. Likewise, in School Practices, Depth items explore the
implementation of predetermined benchmarks and intervention criteria that guide
instructional decisions for students at risk of academic failure.

Each set of items in the table is accompanied by Cronbach’s alpha values, which
measure internal consistency and reliability. In educational research, an alpha value of
0.70 or higher is generally considered acceptable, with higher values indicating stronger
reliability. Notably, the Teacher Job Satisfaction Depth scale has an alpha of 0.786, while
the School Practices Depth scale has an even higher reliability of 0.917, reinforcing the
robustness of these measures.

By distinguishing between Breadth and Depth, Table 4.2 ensures that both general
trends and specific, detailed insights are captured within the dissertation. This
differentiation aligns with the theoretical framework, which suggests that educational
phenomena should be examined in terms of both their prevalence (Breadth) and their
complexity (Depth). The table not only organizes survey items systematically but also
confirms the reliability of the scales, providing a strong foundation for subsequent

analysis in this research.
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To ensure statistical robustness, methods were employed to effectively analyze
both breadth and depth scales. The survey instrument (Appendix B) includes Likert-scale
items designed to capture both the prevalence and intensity of respondents' experiences.
Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to assess internal consistency and reliability, ensuring
that each set of survey items accurately captured the intended constructs. Furthermore,
ANOVA, t-tests, and regression analysis were used to explore relationships between
depth and breadth measures across different demographics, school settings, and
instructional practices. These statistical methods allowed for the identification of
significant variations and trends that might otherwise be obscured in a more generalized
analysis.

Ultimately, the decision to focus on depth and breadth was both methodological
and conceptual. This dual approach ensures that both the prevalence and the intensity of
literacy-related issues are examined, providing findings that are not only statistically
rigorous but also practically meaningful. By distinguishing between these dimensions,
this dissertation presents a clearer, evidence-based picture of the literacy landscape,
offering insights that can inform policy, professional development, and instructional

strategies to better support teachers and students in literacy education.
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Scale

Items

Questions
Used

Barriers to
student
learning

Breadth

Students unprepared for class

Disruptive students

Inadequate leadership support

Inconsistent messages from the principal

0.682

Depth

0.855

School
practices

Breadth

School has a set of clear, predetermined, grade-
level benchmarks (that is, cut scores, goals/targets,
or percentiles) that are used to determine which
students are

School has predetermined criteria for determining
the level of intervention third-grade students will
receive in reading.

School has predetermined criteria for determining
when third grade students no longer need a reading
intervention.

School has predetermined grade-level benchmarks
(that is, cut scores, goals/targets, or percentiles) that
are used to determine which students are struggling
or at risk of failure in math in third grade.

0.835

School has predetermined criteria for determining
the level of intervention third-grade students will
receive in language arts

School has predetermined criteria for determining
when third grade students no longer need a Reading
intervention.

Depth

0.917

PD
participation

Breadth

PD covered how to use assessment data to identify
students who are struggling or at risk of failure in
READING

PD covered how to use and apply assessment data
to guide READING instruction

0.538

PD covered how to implement the READING

curriculum

Depth

0.913
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Scale

Items

Questions Used

Cronbach's
a

Use of
reading
assessments

Breadth

To evaluate how well students are responding to
the core curriculum

To monitor each student's progress on specific
skills over the school year

To identify specific shill deficits for struggling
students

To determine whether students need to be moved to
a more or less instructional level

To inform my teaching

0.722

Depth

0.905

Teacher job
satisfaction

Breadth

The stress and disappointments involved with being
a teacher at this school aren't an issue.

I am generally satisfied with being a teacher at this
school.

I am general satisfied with being a teacher in
general

If I could get a higher paying job I would not leave
this job as soon as possible.

I do not think about transferring to another school.

| seem to have as much enthusiasm now as I did
when I began this job.

I do not think about just staying home from school
because [ am just too tired to go.

I do not think about transferring out of this school
district.

The COVID pandemic did not make this job much
harder.

0.771

Depth

0.786

School
support

Breadth

Received support from a school or district staff
member whose role is to provide ongoing training
and support to classroom teachers in the delivery of
effective READING instruction

Received support from a school or district staff
member who provides ongoing training and support
to classroom teachers in the delivery of effective
behavioral supports

Received support from a school or district staff
member to support teachers in the interpretation

0.839

Depth

0.81
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By integrating measures of depth and breadth, the scale enables a greater
understanding of the data. Depth provides insights into the strength of agreement or
importance assigned to specific issues. At the same time, breadth highlights the extent to
which these sentiments are universally or diversely held across the respondent pool. This
multidimensional approach is particularly well-suited for dissertation research, as it
ensures a robust analysis that accounts for both collective trends and individual
variability, providing a richer and more detailed understanding of the phenomena under
investigation.

Characteristics of the Sample
Survey Respondents

The sample includes 50 individuals with various educational roles, representing
diversity in geographic location, institutional affiliation, and race/ethnicity. The sample
spans 24% of U.S. states geographically, though some responses lack location details due
to missing district information. Some states had few respondents, making analysis
challenging. To address this, 'collapsing response categories' were employed to improve
data clarity, interpretability, and statistical reliability (Babbie, 2009, p. 434). The states
were grouped into "Within Pennsylvania" and "Outside Pennsylvania." This decision was
driven by the small sample sizes within individual states and the excessive number of
options, which hindered practical interpretation and reduced statistical reliability. This
approach allowed for more meaningful analysis and improved the stability of the data

trends. Refer to Figure 4.1 and Appendix D for greater detail on frequency.
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Figure 4.1

Location of Respondents across the United States of America
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The participants in the dissertation were categorized by race and ethnicity,
primarily identified as either White or African American/Minority. Additionally, two
other ethnic identifiers—Hispanic and Asian American/Asian—are represented in the
sample. However, due to the small number of respondents from these groups, their data
were consolidated into the broader categories of African American/Minority for analysis.
Table 4.3 presents the gender and racial/ethnic composition of the sample. Among males,
representation is evenly split between African American/Minority (50%) and White
(50%), while females show a more significant proportion of White participants (71.9%).
A chi-square test (x> =2.393, p = ns) indicated no significant relationship between gender
and ethnicity. This suggests that observed disparities in the sample likely reflect broader

recruitment patterns rather than systemic biases in representation. These findings inform
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our understanding of participant diversity and its implications for interpreting literacy
outcomes.

The total sample skews toward White participants, who comprise 64.0% of the
sample, compared to 36.0% for African American or Minority individuals. Interestingly,
while the overall gender distribution appears balanced for African American or Minority
participants, the imbalance in the White group, with a higher proportion of females, is
striking. The chi-square test indicates no statistically significant relationship between
gender and ethnicity (p = ns). While the differences in percentages are visually apparent,
they are not pronounced enough to indicate a meaningful relationship between gender

and ethnicity in this sample.

Table 4.3

Crosstabulation of Gender and Ethnicity

Gender African American or Minority White Total

Male 9 (50.0%) 9 (50.0%) 18 (100%)
Female 9 (28.1%) 23 (71.9%) 32 (100%)
Total 18 (36.0%) 32 (64.0%) 50 (100%)

x2 =2.393, p=ns




71

Table 4.4 examines the gender distribution across public and non-public
institutions, highlighting differences in representation. Among males, 27.8% are enrolled
in non-public institutions, while 72.2% attend public institutions. Conversely, females are
more heavily concentrated in public institutions, with 84.4% attending public and only
15.6% enrolled in non-public institutions. Public institutions comprise most of the
population, accounting for 80% of participants, whereas non-public institutions represent
only 20%. The chi-square analysis (¥2=1.063\chi*2 = 1.063%2=1.063) indicates no
statistically significant relationship between gender and institutional type, as the p-value
is non-significant. While the data reveal differences in the distribution of males and
females across institutional types, the lack of statistical significance suggests that these
variations may be attributable to random chance rather than a meaningful relationship.
Although these findings provide initial insights into gender distribution across
institutional types, they lack practical significance. Further research with a larger sample
size or additional variables may be necessary to explore this relationship further and draw

more conclusive findings.
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Table 4.4

Gender Distribution Across Public and Non-Public Institutions

Gender Non-Public Public Total
Male 5(27.8%) 13 (72.2%) 18 (100%)
Female 5(15.6%) 27 (84.4%) 32 (100%)
Total 10 (20%) 40 (80.0%) 50 (100%)
> =1.063, p=ns

Table 4.5 presents the gender distribution across school districts within
Pennsylvania and outside Pennsylvania, highlighting significant variations. Among
males, 83.3% are in Pennsylvania districts, while only 16.7% are in districts outside
Pennsylvania. In contrast, females are more distributed outside Pennsylvania, with 62.5%
in districts outside the state compared to 37.5% within Pennsylvania. Pennsylvania
districts comprise 54.0% of the total population, while districts outside Pennsylvania
account for 46.0%. A chi-square test (¥2=9.742) reveals a statistically significant
relationship between gender and district location (p<.002), indicating that the observed
differences in gender distribution are unlikely to be due to random chance. These findings
suggest a notable association, with males predominantly located within Pennsylvania

districts, whereas females are more likely to be found in districts outside Pennsylvania.
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Further research is needed to explore the factors contributing to this gender distribution

and its potential implications for educational and demographic patterns.

Table 4.5

Gender Distribution Across Pennsylvania and Non-Pennsylvania Districts

Gender Districts w/in Penn.  Districts Outside of Penn. Total

Male 15 (83.3%) 3 (16.7%) 18 (100%)
Female 12 (37.5%) 20 (62.5%) 32 (100%)
Total 37 (54.0%) 23 (46.0%) 50 (100%)

> =9.742, p<.002 Cramer's V=441

Most participants were teachers (40 or 80%), while the remaining 10 (20%) held
administrative roles. Regarding the type of institution, 40 participants (80%) worked in
public schools, and 10 participants (20%) were in non-public schools. Among males,
27.8% hold administrative roles, and 72.2% are teachers, reflecting a more substantial
representation in teaching positions. In contrast, females are predominantly teachers, with
84.4% in teaching roles and only 15.6% in administrative positions, demonstrating a
significant concentration in one professional category. Comparing column percentages,
administrators are evenly split by gender, with males and females each representing 50%
of this group. However, among teachers, females constitute the majority (67.5%), while

males account for a smaller proportion (32.5%). Administrators comprise 20% of the
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sample, while teachers represent 80%. These comparisons highlight a gendered
imbalance in professional roles, particularly the overrepresentation of females in
teaching, although these patterns may warrant further investigation to determine

underlying causes.

Table 4.6

Crosstabulation of Gender and their Role

Gender Administrators  Teachers Total
Male 5(27.8%) 13 (72.2%) 18 (100%)
Female 5(15.6%) 27 (84.4%) 32 (100%)
Total 10 (20%) 40 (80.0%) 50 (100%)
> =1.063, p=ns

Table 4.7 presents the gender distribution of teachers across teaching one subject
or more than one subject. Among male teachers, the majority (77.8%) teach a single
subject, while only 22.2% teach two or more subjects. Similarly, among female teachers,
a majority (65.6%) also teach a single subject, but a higher proportion (34.4%) teach two
or more subjects than their male counterparts. Overall, 70.0% of teachers teach a single
subject, and 30.0% teach two or more subjects, irrespective of gender. While both

genders are more likely to teach a single subject, the higher percentage of females
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teaching multiple subjects (34.4% vs. 22.2%) is notable. The chi-square statistic
(x2=0.810) indicates that the difference between gender and the number of subjects
taught is not statistically significant (p = ns). This suggests that while there are

differences observed, they may not be meaningful in a statistical sense.

Table 4.7

Gender Distribution Across Teaching One Subject or More than one Subject

Gender 2+ Subject 1 Subject Total
Male 4 (22.2%) 14 (77.8%) 18 (100%)
Female 11 (34.4%) 21 (65.6%) 32 (100%)
Total 15 (30.0%) 35 (70.0%) 50 (100%)
v =.810, p=ns

Table 4.8 reveals notable trends in gender distribution across different periods.
Overall, females dominate the sample, representing 64% of the total, compared to 36%
for males. Female representation is consistent across the years, peaking in 2016-2020
(34.4%) and showing strong dominance in earlier (1991-2010) and recent years (2021-
2023). Male representation, on the other hand, fluctuated significantly, peaking in 2016-
2020 (55.6%) before dropping sharply to 22.2% in 2021-2023. The largest cohort entered

between 2016-2020, where gender distribution was most balanced, while the smallest
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cohort entered between 2011-2015, maintaining a female-skewed ratio. Despite these

fluctuations, the chi-square test indicates no statistically significant association between

gender and the year entered (p=ns). These findings highlight shifts in gender dynamics,

with earlier and recent periods favoring female entry into roles and a brief period of more

significant gender equity in the mid-2010s.

Table 4.8

Crosstabulation of Gender and the Year Entering their Current Role

Years Entered Role Male Female Total

1991 - 2010 2 (11.1%) 8 (25.0%) 10 (20.0%)
2011 -2015 2 (11.1%) 5(15.6%) 7 (14.0%)
2016 - 2020 10 (55.6%) 11 (34.4%) 21 (42.0%)
2021-2023 4 (22.2%) 8 (25.0%) 12 (24.0%)
Total 18 (100.0%) 32 (100.0%) 50 (100.0%)
x2 =2.546, p=ns

Table 4.9 presents the crosstabulation of the year educators entered their current

roles and whether they teach one subject or more than one subject. Across all years, most

educators (70%) teach a single subject, while 30% teach two or more subjects. However,

there are notable variations over time. From 1991 to 2010, 60% of educators taught
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multiple subjects, marking the highest proportion across all periods, while only 40%
taught a single subject. This pattern shifted significantly in subsequent years. Between
2011 and 2015, the proportion of those teaching multiple subjects dropped to just 14.3%,
with 85.7% teaching a single subject, a trend that persisted from 2016 to 2020, where
85.7% continued to teach one subject. In the most recent period, 2021 to 2023, the
proportion teaching multiple subjects increased to 41.7%, indicating a resurgence in
multi-subject teaching. The chi-square statistic (32=8.356, p=0.039) confirms a
statistically significant relationship between the year entered and the number of subjects
taught. These shifts suggest that earlier periods favored multi-subject teaching, while
more recent years have seen a return to this practice after a long emphasis on single-

subject specialization.

Table 4.9

Crosstabulation of the Year Entering Current Role and Teaching One or More Subjects

Years Entered Role 2+ Subject 1 Subject Total

1991 -2010 6 (60.0%) 4 (40.0%) 10 (100.0%)
2011-2015 1 (14.3%) 6 (85.7%) 7 (100.0%)
2016 - 2020 3 (14.35) 18 (85.7%) 21 (100.0%)
2021-2023 5 (41.7%) 7 (58.3%) 12 (100.0%)
Total 15 (30.0%) 35 (70.0%) 50 (100.0%)

x2 =8.356, p=.039
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Table 4.10 presents a crosstabulation of the year individuals entered their current
roles and the type of school they worked in, revealing notable trends across school types
and periods. Among the total sample, "School Age (PreK-12)" represents 32%, "High 9-
12" accounts for 38%, and "Elementary/Middle (K-8)" constitutes 30%.

The distribution shifts significantly over time. From 1991 to 2010, "High 9-12"
dominated with 52.6%, followed by "Elementary/Middle (K-8)" at 33.3%, and a small
proportion in "School Age (PreK-12)" (6.3%). By 2011-2015, the share of "School Age
(PreK-12)" increased sharply to 25%, while "Elementary/Middle (K-8)" was
unrepresented (0%). Between 2016 and 2020, "School Age (PreK-12)" became the most
common category at 62.4%, with "High 9-12" at 36.8% and "Elementary/Middle (K-8)"
remaining limited at 21.1%. In the most recent period, 2021-2023, "Elementary/Middle
(K-8)" grew significantly to 40%, while "School Age (PreK-12)" dropped to 6.3%, and
"High 9-12" fell to 26.3%.

These patterns illustrate transitions over time, including the decline of "High 9-
12" from its earlier dominance, the rise and fall of "School Age (PreK-12)," and the
recent growth in "Elementary/Middle (K-8)" roles. Statistical analysis confirms a
significant association between school type and year entered (p = 0.048), with a moderate
relationship (Cramer's V = 0.356). These findings reflect changing workforce trends and
potential shifts in educational priorities, such as increased focus on elementary and

middle school roles.
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Table 4.10

Crosstabulation of the year Entering Current role and School Type Worked

School Age High Elementary/Middle Total
Years Entered Role (PreK-12) 9-12) (K-8)
1991 -2010 1 (6.3%) 10 (52.6%) 5(33.3%) 10 (20.0%)
2011-2015 4 (25.0%) 3(15.8%)  0(0.0%) 7 (14.0%)
2016 - 2020 10 (62.4%) 7(36.8%) 4 (21.1%) 21 (42.0%)
2021-2023 1 (6.3%) 5(26.3%) 6 (40.0%) 12 (24.0%)
Total 16 (100.0%) 19 (100.0%) 15 (100.0%) 50 (100%)

x2 =12.687, p=.048, Cramer's V= .356

This sample provides a snapshot of educational settings' demographic and
institutional diversity. It is particularly notable for its representation of racial and
geographic diversity and the variety of institutional affiliations. This dataset could be a
valuable foundation for analyzing regional differences, racial and ethnic representation in
educational roles, and gender distribution across various locations and institutional
contexts. However, the data gaps underscore the importance of improving data collection

methods to ensure completeness and clarity in future research.
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Interview Respondents

After the survey, 21 respondents expressed interest in participating in the
interview process. To ensure fairness in selection, an electronic randomization tool was
used. Respondents' names were entered into an electronic wheel spun 20 times to
generate a randomized interview order. Once a name was selected, it was removed from
the wheel to avoid duplication. Following this process, the first ten individuals on the
randomized list were contacted to schedule interviews. Of these, only four participants
successfully conducted interviews. Subsequently, the following five individuals on the
list were contacted and four of them were available to be interviewed.

A total of fifteen individuals were invited to participate in the interviews. Eight
interviews were conducted, with an equal division by gender: four males and four
females. Among the male participants, representation was evenly split, with two
identifying as African American or minority (50.0%) and two identifying as White
(50.0%). Female participants were predominantly identified as African American or
minority (75.0%), while one individual (25.0%) identified as White. The participant
group included five African American or minority individuals, accounting for 62.5% of
the total, and three White individuals, representing 37.5% of the sample. This diverse
group of participants provided a balanced representation across gender and race/ethnicity

for the study. See Table 4.11 for more details.
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Frequency of Gender and Ethnicity Distribution of Interview Participants

African American or

Gender Minority White Total
Male 2 (50.0%) 2 (50.0%) 4 (100%)
Female 3 (75%%) 1 (25.0%) 4 (100%)
Total 5(62.5%) 3 (37.5%) 50 (100%)

x2 =2.393, p=ns, Cramer's V=219

Their years of professional experience were also examined to further explore the

participants' backgrounds. The range of expertise varied significantly, from as little as

three years to over 25 years in the field. Among the female participants, three had three to

four years of experience, while one had over 25 years. The male participants had years of

experience ranging from 5 to 14 years. This range of professional experience, combined

with the diversity in gender and race/ethnicity, provided a broad spectrum of perspectives

for the study. See Table 4.13 for additional details.
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Table 4.12

Frequency by Gender, Years of Experience, and Race/Ethnicity of Interview Participants

Interviewee Gender Years of experience Race/Ethnicity
1 Female 3 years Black

2 Female 3 years Black

3 Female 4 years Black

4 Female 25+ years White

5 Male 5 years White

6 Male 7 years White

7 Male 8 years Black

8 Male 14 years Black
Conclusion

This investigation into teachers' perspectives on literacy instruction disparities
provided a nuanced understanding of the challenges and opportunities in addressing gaps
in literacy education. Combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies, the
dissertation illuminated the voices of educators from diverse settings within and beyond
Pennsylvania. The mixed-methods approach, incorporating surveys, interviews, and

statistical analyses, enabled a thorough examination of factors influencing literacy
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outcomes, including socio-economic status, race, institutional support, and educational
leadership.

The dissertation recognized the interplay of sociocultural, historical, and
instructional elements by operationalizing literacy as a dynamic construct extending
beyond essential reading and writing. It highlighted the significance of culturally
responsive teaching, equitable resource allocation, and instructional leadership in
narrowing achievement gaps. Insights from educators underscored the importance of
including their perspectives in policy decisions to ensure interventions align with the
realities of classroom practice.

By addressing pivotal moments in students' literacy development and the critical
role of leadership in fostering equitable environments, the findings could contribute to a
broader understanding of the systemic and localized factors shaping literacy education.
The diversity of participants enriched the dissertation by reflecting varied professional
experiences and institutional contexts. These insights could offer actionable
recommendations for educators and policymakers aiming to enhance literacy outcomes

and support the overarching goal of educational equity.
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CHAPTER 5

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Introduction

This dissertation explores the multifaceted nature of literacy and its impact on
educational leadership, equity, and outcomes. It examined socio-cultural, economic, and
instructional factors affecting literacy achievement and investigated the practices
implemented by educators and leaders to address literacy gaps. As discussed in chapter 2,
the research focused on understanding how socio-economic status, race, ethnicity, school
resources, and school leadership shape literacy outcomes, emphasizing equity and
culturally responsive school teaching (CRSL) (Khalifa et al., 2016). Survey and interview
responses provided insight into educators' perceptions of disparities' root causes, to
highlight the presence (or lack) of structured benchmarks to address disparities at specific
grade levels, and to identify systematic/resource-related barriers contributing to
inequities.
Data Analysis
Research Question 1
What are the disparities in educational outcomes and opportunities for students as
perceived by educators?

The responses from educators reveal disparities in educational outcomes and
opportunities rooted in systemic, environmental, and instructional factors. Several
educators described how their perspectives of students’ abilities influenced their

understanding of disparities. One educator noted, "Since my first year, I have made
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accommodations for students with additional challenges. These adjustments have
provided clearer insight into the gaps students face in literacy and numeracy"
(Interviewee 1). Another commented on the challenges of addressing communication
barriers. Interviewee 5 explained, "There are students who are unable to talk, so we have
to develop alternative communication methods, which slows their academic progress
compared to their peers." These statements highlight how educators’ interactions with
students influence their views on systemic and instructional disparities.

This aligns with culturally responsive teaching and emphasizes incorporating
students’ cultural backgrounds into instructional methods to foster an inclusive and
engaging learning environment (Khalifa et al., 2016). Additionally, it reflects the impact
of systemic inequities, defined as structural barriers within education systems—such as
unequal resource distribution—that hinder equitable access to opportunities (Pilgrim &
Martinez, 2013).

School Practices Depth encompasses survey items focusing on the intensity and
comprehensiveness of instructional approaches and professional development (e.g., “The
school has a strong focus on reading interventions,” “There is dedicated time for teachers
to collaborate on improving literacy instruction,” and “PD participation is high, and
teachers often share best practices”). As shown in Table 4.2, the Cronbach’s alpha for
this scale was .917, indicating strong internal consistency among these items. The
average rating on a 5-point scale was 3.9 (SD = 0.84), reflecting moderate to high
agreement that schools engage in comprehensive instructional practices.

School Practices Breadth includes survey items that address the variety and scope

of educational opportunities (e.g., “The school offers multiple reading and math
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intervention programs,” “Teachers receive support from both reading specialists and
district coaches,” and “There is a range of PD topics offered throughout the year). Table
4.2 shows Cronbach’s alpha of .723 for this set of items, suggesting acceptable internal
consistency. The mean rating on a 5-point scale was 3.4 (SD = 0.77), indicating moderate
perceptions of the range of opportunities provided.

Additional Descriptive Data also highlights related aspects of educators’
experiences. Teacher job satisfaction items (e.g., “The stress and demands of reading
instruction affect my job satisfaction) had a Cronbach’s alpha of .905, with a mean
rating of 3.2 (SD = 1.0). School support items (e.g., “My principal is supportive in
addressing barriers to learning”) yielded Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from .776 to
.810, and mean ratings between 2.9 and 3.6 (SD = 0.6—1.1), reflecting moderate levels of
perceived support from both administrators and colleagues.

The data in Table 5.1 reveal notable disparities in educational practices as
perceived by educators, focusing on two dimensions—School Practices Depth and
School Practices Breadth—analyzed by location (inside vs. outside Pennsylvania). For
School Practices Depth, educators outside Pennsylvania reported noticeably higher mean
scores (20.59) compared to those within Pennsylvania (16.00), with an F-value of
16.110%*, indicating a statistically significant difference (p <.001). This suggests that
schools outside Pennsylvania may offer more comprehensive or in-depth educational
practices. Similarly, for School Practices Breadth, educators outside Pennsylvania
perceived broader opportunities (M = 3.11) compared to those within Pennsylvania (M =

1.61), with an F-value of 6.657**, also statistically significant (p =.013).
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Table 5. 1

Descriptive — ANOVA Difference in Means of School Practices

Scale Group M SD Max Min F
Outside of 20.59 2.707 24 6 16.110*
School Practices PA.
Depth Within PA 16.00 5.179 24 6
Outside of 3.11 1.908 6 0 6.657%*
School Practices PA.
Breadth Within PA 1.61 2210 6 0
Breadth White 1.81 1.89 6

*Significant at the p <.001 **Significant at the p = .01

Educators reflected on how their personal and professional histories shaped their
approach to teaching and perceptions of equity. One educator explained, "My background
influences my teaching because I went to a school where resources were scarce, and I see
those same challenges in my students today" (Interviewee 1). Another shared, "I had a
great ELA (English Language Arts) teacher who instilled in me the importance of
reading, and now I strive to provide that same foundation for my students" (Interviewee
3). These reflections demonstrate how individual experiences—whether tied to their
education or formative influences—affect their strategies to address disparities in their
classrooms.

Educators highlighted the value of diverse representation in tackling systemic
inequities. Interviewee 8, identifying as Black, stated, "There is one thing I bring to the

classroom: cultural understanding that informs how I address disparities." This insight



88

underscores the importance of educators bringing unique cultural perspectives to their
teaching practices. Such representation enriches instructional approaches and fosters a
more inclusive environment for students from varied socio-cultural backgrounds.

Educators' perspectives vary on disparities based on race and ethnicity, reflecting
the influence of intersecting identities. Minority educators frequently pointed to barriers
such as "lack of parental support and resources" and "limited access to diverse reading
materials," emphasizing concerns about equity and access. In contrast, White educators
often focused on systemic instructional gaps, citing issues like "inadequate instruction in
phonics and decoding skills" and "compounded years of problematic systemic issues."
These differing viewpoints reveal the multifaceted nature of educational disparities and
educators' varied approaches to addressing them.

There was a notable difference in perceptions of school practices based on teacher
demographics. Minority educators had a significantly higher mean score for breadth
(3.50) compared to White educators (1.81), with an F-value of 7.978 (see Table 5.1). The
findings did not address the depth of school practices due to the lack of significance (see
Appendix E). This suggests that minority educators perceive broader school practices,
which may reflect targeted interventions or systemic differences in resource allocation.
Supporting this, Interviewee #8, a Black educator, stated, "There is one thing I bring to
the classroom: cultural understanding that informs how I address disparities." Similarly,
Interviewee #12, a male African American administrator from a non-public school,
shared, "Creating a classroom library with a wide range of reading materials at various
levels." Interviewee #20, a female African American teacher from Pennsylvania,

described systemic challenges, explaining, "A lack of supportive instruction in the
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home." Minority educators frequently emphasized systemic barriers such as "lack of
parental support and resources" and "limited access to diverse reading materials."

In contrast, White educators focused on instructional issues, including
"inadequate instruction in phonics and decoding skills." Geographic differences were also
noted, with educators in Pennsylvania highlighting strategic resource allocation.
Interviewee #5 explained, "In Pennsylvania, resources are often allocated more
strategically at the district level, which allows us to focus on foundational literacy gaps."
These findings underscore how teacher demographics, lived experiences, and geographic
context shape perceptions of disparities and interventions. The quantitative analysis
conducted through a one-way ANOVA supports the qualitative insights by examining the
relationship between race (Minority vs. White) and perceptions of the breadth of school
practices. The analysis revealed a statistically significant difference, F(1, 48) =7.978, p =
.007, indicating that race influences educators’ perceptions of disparities.

Regarding race-based disparities, Minority educators had a higher mean score for
breadth (3.50) than White educators (1.81), with an F-value of 7.978***, This suggests
that Minority educators perceive broader school practices, potentially reflecting targeted
interventions or systemic differences. These findings underscore notable disparities in the
breadth of school practices based on race, highlighting the need for further investigation
into systemic inequities and efforts to promote equitable educational opportunities for all
students. See Table 5.1 for more detail.

Qualitative data from interview responses further support these findings. For
instance, an African American educator (Interviewee 8) remarked, "There are more

challenges with language barriers and lack of access to resources," emphasizing systemic
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barriers that impact their students. Another African American educator (Interviewee 9)
noted, "When I first started teaching, the kids are not the same. Students with disabilities
get more attention now, but they still struggle due to lack of consistent support,"
illustrating how resource gaps shape their perception of disparities.

In contrast, responses from White educators often focused on instructional
challenges. One White educator (Interviewee 4) highlighted, "There are students who are
unable to talk, so we have to develop alternative communication methods, which slows
their academic progress compared to peers." Another (Interviewee 6) reflected on
systemic constraints, saying, "We provide students with books for every course, but it’s
still hard to meet diverse needs due to limited funding for specialized materials."

These qualitative reflections align with the quantitative results, underscoring how
race and lived experiences influence educators' perceptions of disparities in school
practices. The statistically significant F-value emphasizes the need for systemic efforts to
address inequities and ensure equitable educational opportunities. By addressing barriers
such as language access, resource distribution, and instructional support, schools can
work toward reducing these disparities and creating a more inclusive environment for all
students.

Educators perceive considerable disparities in educational outcomes and
opportunities, shaped by systemic barriers and influenced by geography, resource
allocation, and teacher preparation. Male educators were more likely to work in
Pennsylvania-affiliated districts, with 83.3% (Table 4.5) of male respondents in these
schools compared to only 37.5% of females. Conversely, 62.5% of female educators

worked in districts outside Pennsylvania, reflecting a substantial distributional imbalance.
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This association, supported by a chi-square test (x> = 9.742, p <.002) and
Cramér's V (.441), underscores a medium-to-strong relationship between gender and
district affiliation (Table 4.5). These distributional patterns help illuminate disparities:
educators in Pennsylvania reported more effective resource allocation, enabling a
stronger focus on foundational literacy, as noted by Interviewee 2: "In Pennsylvania,
resources are often allocated more strategically at the district level, which allows us to
focus on foundational literacy gaps." Conversely, educators outside Pennsylvania
identified more significant disparities in access to technology and instructional materials,
as highlighted by Interviewee 6: "Districts outside Pennsylvania face larger disparities in
access to technology and instructional materials, which hinders efforts to close learning
gaps."

These findings demonstrate how district-level policies and resource availability
influence educators' ability to address disparities. Pennsylvania educators reported
tremendous success in tackling foundational literacy gaps due to targeted resource
allocation. At the same time, those in other states faced more significant challenges in
closing learning gaps due to inequitable access to tools and materials. Systemic barriers,
including resource allocation, inequitable standards, gaps in teacher preparation, and
structural overcrowding, dramatically hinder efforts to address these disparities. Teachers
prioritized classroom-level strategies, such as graphic organizers and independent
reading, whereas administrators emphasized policy-level reforms, such as reducing high-
stakes testing and increasing targeted funding. These findings highlight the interplay

between localized strategies and broader systemic challenges.
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Including these details stresses the interconnectedness of geographic, systemic,
and demographic factors in shaping disparities in educational outcomes. The chi-square
test and associated data quantify the relationship between gender and district affiliation,
adding credibility to the observed patterns. The inclusion of interview perspectives shows
how localized challenges (such as literacy and technology access) reflect broader
systemic inequities. The elements highlight the complex nature of educational disparities
and lay the groundwork for the proposed solutions. Addressing these disparities requires
a holistic approach that integrates equitable resource distribution, culturally responsive
teaching, and thorough teacher preparation. Collaboration between teachers and
administrators is essential to bridge the gap between classroom strategies and systemic
reforms. Increasing diversity among educators and fostering representation can ensure
that interventions are inclusive and reflect students’ socio-cultural realities, ultimately
promoting equitable opportunities for all learners to achieve literacy success.

In the interview process, educators identified systemic barriers as major
contributors to disparities in outcomes, highlighting challenges such as resource
allocation, inequitable standards, teacher preparation, and structural overcrowding.
Interviewee 4 stressed, "It is difficult based on literacy when there are limited resources
to address foundational skills," underscoring how resource scarcity affects student
readiness.

Similarly, Interviewee 6 noted, "The standards do not account for diverse cultural
and socio-economic backgrounds," reflecting a misalignment between curricular
expectations and student realities. Teacher preparation was another recurring concern,

with Interviewee 7 observing, "Many teachers are not trained adequately to handle the
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diversity of needs in their classrooms," showing gaps in professional training programs.
Interviewee 9 further highlighted, "Class sizes are too large to provide the individualized
attention students need," pointing to how overcrowding undermines instructional quality.
Structural inequities, including gender disparities in workplace distribution and
leadership roles, compound these systemic challenges. Perspectives also varied by
context, with Pennsylvania educators focusing on "weak core teaching structure" and
"lack of foundational skills." In contrast, non-Pennsylvania educators emphasized
targeted solutions like "creating a classroom library with a wide range of reading
materials at various levels." Public school educators frequently cited resource allocation
and overcrowding, whereas non-public school educators pointed to the advantages of
tailored approaches and greater resource availability.

The findings of this dissertation highlight the profound disparities in educational
outcomes and opportunities as perceived by educators, shaped by systemic barriers and
varying across geographic, demographic, and institutional contexts. Through qualitative
and quantitative analyses, this research underscores the influence of resource allocation,
race, educator preparation, and cultural responsiveness on literacy achievement and
equity.

Key disparities were identified in resource availability and instructional practices,
with educators outside Pennsylvania often perceiving greater breadth and depth in school
practices. Similarly, differences in perceptions were observed based on educators' racial
and professional backgrounds, revealing how lived experiences shape approaches to

addressing inequities. The findings further emphasize the role of systemic inequities such
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as structural overcrowding, inequitable standards, and gaps in teacher training in
perpetuating disparities.

Research Question 2

How is a teacher's perspective of student abilities and potential affected by the teacher's
characteristics and lived experience?

Teachers’ perspectives on student abilities and potential are deeply influenced by
their characteristics, professional experiences, and the locations in which they teach.
Female educators often draw on their personal and professional backgrounds to develop
empathetic and adaptive teaching strategies, emphasizing the need to accommodate
diverse student needs. Their reflections frequently highlight the impact of socio-
economic factors and resource disparities on student performance, often informed by
their experiences navigating inequities. In contrast, male educators are more likely to
focus on systemic challenges and practical barriers, such as inadequate resources and
communication issues, which shape their perceptions of student abilities. Their
experiences often lead them to question the validity of broad statistical trends, favoring
an individualized understanding of each student’s academic journey.

To clarify how these constructs were developed from the survey items and to
provide descriptive data (see Table 4.2), the following details have been incorporated:
Teachers’ use of reading assessments was measured through survey items that captured
the breadth of assessment applications (e.g., “To evaluate how well students are
responding to the core curriculum” and “To monitor each student's progress on specific
skills over the school year”), as well as items reflecting depth (Cronbach’s alpha =

0.905), indicating a strong internal consistency.
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Teacher job satisfaction was similarly analyzed, with survey items addressing
both general satisfaction and specific stressors (e.g., “I am generally satisfied with being
a teacher at this school” and “The stress and disappointments involved with being a
teacher at this school aren’t an issue”). Cronbach’s alpha for this construct was 0.771 for
breadth and 0.786 for depth, reflecting reliable internal consistency.

School support, which measured the extent of professional assistance provided to
teachers, included items such as “Received support from a school or district staff member
whose role is to provide ongoing training and support to classroom teachers in the
delivery of effective READING instruction.” The breadth scale for this construct had a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.839, while the depth scale was slightly lower at 0.81, both
indicating strong reliability.

The analysis further explores how teachers’ perspectives on barriers to student
learning vary. The breadth construct for this measure focused on external obstacles
affecting student progress, such as “Students unprepared for class,” “Disruptive
students,” and “Inadequate leadership support.” With Cronbach’s alpha of 0.682, this
construct showed moderate reliability. Meanwhile, school practices, which examined
structured intervention processes (e.g., “School has a set of clear, predetermined, grade-
level benchmarks”), demonstrated strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.835
for breadth and 0.917 for depth).

Finally, professional development (PD) participation was assessed through items
related to the application of assessment data in instruction (e.g., “PD covered how to use
assessment data to identify students who are struggling or at risk of failure in

READING”). The breadth scale for this construct had the lowest internal consistency
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(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.538), whereas depth exhibited much stronger reliability (0.913),
suggesting that teachers engaged in PD experiences with varying levels of intensity.

These findings, along with the associated descriptive data in Table 4.2, highlight
the role of individual characteristics in shaping perceptions of student abilities,
instructional practices, and school-level supports. The analysis of barriers to student
learning breadth suggests that perceptions of these obstacles differ significantly based on
individual characteristics, though further analysis of depth did not yield statistically
significant results (see Appendix E).

Both male and female educators identify systemic challenges as barriers to
student success, though their approaches to addressing these barriers often differ.
Interviewee 7, for example, pointed out, “A lack of foundational literacy skills before
middle school profoundly impacts students’ abilities in later academic stages,”
emphasizing the need to address skill gaps early. Practical strategies to mitigate such
challenges are also reflected in Interviewee 5’s comment: “They conduct a series of tests
to see how the students can improve academically.” These examples underscore the
shared recognition among educators that systemic issues, such as inadequate resources
and foundational deficits, must be tackled to improve student outcomes. Educators'
responses to these challenges reflect their individual characteristics and professional
experiences.

Male educators, on the other hand, often take a more pragmatic approach,
focusing on addressing immediate barriers to student success through actionable
strategies. For instance, Interviewee 5 explained, “There are students who are unable to

talk, so we have to provide alternative means to express themselves,” illustrating a
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problem-solving mindset that prioritizes functionality in teaching. This practical
orientation extends to fostering engagement, as noted by Interviewee 5: “Creating a
positive atmosphere around reading is vital to inspire student engagement.” Male
educators also emphasize the importance of individualized understanding, as in
Interviewee 1’s statement: “I can't say that [ agree with [general statistics]. Each student’s
journey is different.” Interviewee 3 pointed out the impact of excessive screen time,
stating, “Excessive screen time reduces students’ time spent reading,” further
demonstrating a focus on specific, tangible challenges. These examples illustrate how
male educators use their experiences to address barriers in immediate and impactful
ways. This practical, solution-oriented perspective aligns with the ANOVA results (Table
5.2), which indicate significant gender differences in perceptions of student barriers (F =
4.090%). Male educators’ views underscore their tendency to address the obstacles

through immediate and practical solutions rather than broader systemic critiques.

Table 5.2

Descriptive — ANOVA Difference in Means of Barriers to Student Learning by Gender

Scale Group M SD Max Min F

) Males 1.00 1.601 5 0 4.090*
Barriers to Student

Learning Breadth Female 1.88 1.514 5 0

*Significant at the p <.05
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In contrast, female educators often demonstrate an empathetic and systemic focus
in their teaching practices, stressing the importance of addressing foundational skill gaps
and creating equitable learning environments. For example, Interviewee 1 shared, “Since
my first year, | have made accommodations to my teaching based on student’s needs,”
illustrating a commitment to tailoring instruction to meet diverse student requirements.
This approach is frequently informed by personal challenges they have overcome.
Interviewee 1’s comment highlighted: “My background influences me because I went to
an urban school and faced challenges that help me relate to students now.” Similarly,
Interviewee 9 stressed the critical role of family support, stating, “Parental involvement
and support at home are essential for improving literacy outcomes.” Such reflections
underscore the connection between educators' personal experiences and their recognition
of systemic inequities, further supported by Interviewee 7’s observation that “a lack of
foundational literacy skills before middle school substantially impacts students’ abilities
in later academic stages.” These perspectives highlight how female educators prioritize
equity and inclusivity in their approaches.

These perspectives show male and female educators’ characteristics and
experiences shape their views on student abilities and potential. While male educators
often prioritize systemic issues and immediate, practical challenges, female educators are
more likely to emphasize empathy, systemic inequities, and tailored teaching strategies.
These complementary viewpoints highlight the complexity of addressing student barriers
and the importance of incorporating diverse approaches to support student success. The
statistical findings (Table 5.2) reinforce these qualitative insights, illustrating how gender

differences influence educators’ perceptions and approaches to improving educational
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outcomes. By recognizing and integrating these diverse perspectives, schools can better
address students' multifaceted challenges in achieving their potential.

In addition to gender, geographic and institutional factors play a pivotal role in
shaping participation in professional development (PD) and, by extension, teachers'
perspectives on student abilities and potential. The findings in Table 5.3 indicate notable
differences in both PD depth and breadth based on location, time, and school type.
Survey items assessing PD depth included questions such as “I regularly engage in
intensive PD sessions that enhance my instructional practices,” while those assessing PD
breadth asked respondents to indicate the variety of PD opportunities available to them.
Descriptive data in Table 5.3 show that teachers outside of Pennsylvania (PA) exhibit
more significant participation in PD depth (M = 9.37) compared to those within PA (M =
5.74), with an F-value of 24.509*, underscoring a statistically significant difference.
Similarly, PD breadth participation is higher among teachers outside PA (M = 1.04) than
within PA (M = 0.48), with an F-value of 4.573***,

Temporal trends further illustrate that PD breadth participation has increased over
time, peaking in the 2021-2024 period (M = 1.17), compared to earlier periods, notably
19902010, which recorded no participation. Regarding PD depth, participation rose
from 1990-2010 (M =4.70, SD = 1.636) to 2011-2015 (M = 7.29, SD =4.071), reached
a high in 20162020 (M = 8.90, SD = 2.278), before slightly decreasing in 2021-2024
(M =17.70, SD = 3.447), with an F-value of 5.418** indicating a significant temporal
trend. These descriptive statistics, derived from survey items detailed in Table 5.3,

provide clarity on how PD constructs were operationalized and measured.
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Institutional factors also contribute to these disparities. Private school teachers
reported higher participation in PD breadth (M = 1.40) than public school teachers (M =
0.63), with an F-value of 3.867**. Although the p-value indicates that this difference is
not statistically significant, it nonetheless highlights potential disparities in resources and
support for PD between private and public schools. This suggests that private schools
may prioritize PD opportunities, possibly due to more flexible resources or an
institutional culture that emphasizes teacher development, whereas public schools may
face challenges such as time constraints, funding shortages, or administrative obstacles
that limit access to meaningful PD. Addressing these disparities is critical, as differences
in PD participation could impact teacher effectiveness, preparedness, and ultimately,
student outcomes. Further investigation is needed to explore these barriers and ensure
equitable PD opportunities that support all educators, regardless of school type.

In addition to gender, geographic and institutional factors play a pivotal role in
shaping participation in professional development (PD) and, by extension, teachers'
perspectives on student abilities and potential. The findings in Table 5.3 indicate notable
differences in both PD depth and breadth based on location, time, and school type.
Survey items assessing PD depth included questions such as “I regularly engage in
intensive PD sessions that enhance my instructional practices,” while those assessing PD
breadth asked respondents to indicate the variety of PD opportunities available to them.
Descriptive data in Table 5.3 show that teachers outside of Pennsylvania (PA) exhibit
more significant participation in PD depth (M = 9.37) compared to those within PA (M =

5.74), with an F-value of 24.509*, indicating a statistically significant difference.
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Similarly, PD breadth participation is higher among teachers outside PA (M = 1.04) than
within PA (M = 0.48), with an F-value of 4.573***,

Temporal trends illustrate that PD breadth participation increased over time,
peaking in the 2021-2024 period (M = 1.17) compared to earlier periods, notably 1990—
2010, which recorded no participation. Regarding PD depth, participation increased from
1990-2010 (M =4.70, SD = 1.636) to 2011-2015 (M =7.29, SD = 4.071), reached a
high in 2016-2020 (M = 8.90, SD = 2.278), before slightly decreasing in 2021-2024 (M
=7.70, SD = 3.447), with an F-value of 5.418** indicating a significant temporal trend.
These descriptive statistics, derived from survey items detailed in Table 5.3, provide
clarity on how PD constructs were operationalized and measured.

Institutional factors also contribute to these disparities. Private school teachers reported
higher participation in PD breadth (M = 1.40) than public school teachers (M = 0.63),
with an F-value of 3.867**. Although the p-value indicates that this difference is not
statistically significant, the data reveal potential differences in resources and support for

PD between private and public schools.
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Descriptive — ANOVA Difference in Means of Participation in Professional Development

Scale Group M SD Max Min F
Participation in PD  Outside of PA.  9.37 1.801 12 5 24.509*
Depth Within PA 5.74 3.278 12 3
Participation in PD  Outside of PA. 1.04 .854 3 0 4.573%*
Breadth Within PA A48 994 3 0
Participation in PD 1990 -2010 .00 .000 0 0 3.480*
Breadth 2011-2015 .89 1.069 3 0

2016 - 2020 90 831 3 0

2021-2024 1.17 1.193 3 0
Participation in PD 1990 -2010 4.70 1.636 3 7 5.418%*
Depth 2011-2015 7.29 4.071 3 12

2016 - 2020 8.90 2.278 3 12

2021-2024 7.70 3.447 3 12
Participation in PD  Private School  1.40 1.265 3 0 5.799**
Breadth Public School .63 .807 3 0
Participation in PD  Private School  9.40 2.591 3 12 3.867**
Depth Public School  7.28 3.154 3 12

*Significant at the p <.001 **Significant at the p <.05
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These findings provide a compelling narrative that connects teacher
characteristics and experiences with their perceptions of student abilities and potential.
Teachers' professional development (PD) participation varies considerably based on
location, school type, and when they entered the profession. This suggests that these
characteristics shape their growth opportunities and perspectives on student capabilities.
For instance, teachers outside Pennsylvania (PA) engage more deeply and broadly in PD
than those within PA. This difference in exposure might mean that teachers outside PA
are equipped with a broader range of instructional strategies and pedagogical insights,
allowing them to recognize and support a more diverse spectrum of student abilities and
potential. Conversely, teachers within PA, with less exposure to PD, may have narrower
perspectives, potentially limiting their ability to recognize students' diverse strengths.
This contrast illustrates how access to PD opportunities, influenced by geographic
location, directly impacts teachers' ability to adapt their perceptions and instructional
practices to meet the varied needs of students.

The temporal trends in PD participation tell another part of the story. The
complete absence of PD breadth participation from 1990-2010, followed by a steady
increase, especially from 2021-2024, reflects an evolving educational landscape where
professional development is increasingly prioritized. Teachers participating in more
recent, broader PD programs may be more likely to embrace contemporary teaching
approaches, such as differentiated instruction, which encourages recognizing and
fostering individual student potential. This temporal progression highlights how changing
experiences over time influence teacher perspectives, with more recent cohorts of

teachers potentially better prepared to view all students as capable of high achievement.



104

Teachers’ socio-economic backgrounds profoundly shape their perspectives on
student abilities and potential. For instance, Interviewee 4 shared, “I was raised in
Cheltenham, and my parents are educators, so I learned how to approach different types
of students,” highlighting how familial experiences with education inform instructional
practices. Interviewee 1 reflected on the challenges of growing up in an underserved area:
“My background influences me because I went to an urban school and faced challenges
that help me relate to students now.” These insights demonstrate how personal
experiences with inequities foster a more profound sensitivity to resource disparities and
student needs, allowing educators to connect with their students meaningfully.

The differences between private and public-school teachers further illustrate the
role of professional context. Private school teachers report a strikingly higher PD breadth
participation, suggesting they may have greater access to resources and professional
learning opportunities. This disparity may contribute to differing perceptions of student
abilities, with private school teachers possibly being more optimistic or innovative in
their instructional practices due to their broader PD experiences.

These findings tell how teachers' professional experiences, shaped by their
location, period, and school setting, influence their perceptions of student potential.
Teachers with greater access to diverse and comprehensive PD opportunities appear more
likely to adopt broader, more inclusive views of student abilities, highlighting the critical
role of professional development in shaping equitable educational practices. This
narrative underscores the importance of providing equitable access to PD to ensure that
all teachers, regardless of their characteristics, can support the diverse potential of their

students.
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Research Question 3
What strategies and interventions should educators implement to ameliorate the
achievement gap?

The differences in the use of reading assessments across demographic groups,
school types, and periods, as described in Table 5.5, provide valuable insights into
educators' strategies and their perceived effectiveness. In constructing the ‘depth’ and
‘breadth’ scales for reading assessments, we drew on specific survey items (see Table
4.2) that addressed how frequently reading assessments were used, for what purposes
(e.g., diagnostic, progress monitoring, individualized instruction), and across which
contexts or content areas. For instance, the ‘depth’ scale (Cronbach’s o = .917) included
items such as “Reading assessments are used for diagnosing specific reading challenges,”
while the ‘breadth’ scale (Cronbach’s a = .722) captured the extent to which multiple
types of reading assessments were employed in various subject areas. Descriptive data
from these items revealed that 68% of respondents reported frequent use of reading
assessments for diagnostic purposes, and 62% indicated applying reading assessments
across multiple subjects. The overall mean for the ‘depth’ scale was 4.0 (SD = .56), and
the mean for the ‘breadth’ scale was 3.6 (SD = .49), indicating generally positive
perceptions of reading assessment practices.

Minority groups demonstrate higher engagement with reading assessments in
depth and breadth than their White counterparts. This pattern suggests that educators
implement more comprehensive and varied strategies for minority students, which may
be perceived as effective in addressing specific learning needs. The statistical

significance of these differences (F = 15.484* for depth, F = 8.587** for breadth)
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underscores the impact of these targeted approaches. Supporting this, an African
American teacher in a non-public school (2016-2020) emphasized the importance of
providing culturally relevant reading materials to engage students and foster
comprehension. Similarly, an African American teacher from a public school (2021—
2024) highlighted the need for individualized support tailored to students' literacy needs.

Private schools use reading assessments that are more in-depth and breadth than
public schools. This suggests that private schools may adopt more intensive and
diversified strategies, such as individualized instruction, enhanced resources, and
practices like creating diverse classroom libraries to promote literacy engagement, as
highlighted by a teacher from a non-public school (2021-2024). The statistical
differences (F = 10.634** for depth, F = 17.070*) emphasize the strength of these
approaches and point to potential strategies public schools could implement to achieve
similar improvements.

Reading assessments have increased in depth and breadth, reflecting a shift in
educational strategies toward more comprehensive practices. Scores for depth rose from
earlier periods (2011-2015, M = 15.00) to more recent years (2021-2024, M = 20.75),
while breadth scores followed a similar trajectory (M = 0.40 in 2011-2015 to M = 2.08 in
2021-2024). The statistical significance of these differences over time (F = 3.618*** for
depth, F = 3.020*** for breadth) suggests that educators increasingly view these evolving
strategies as effective in addressing diverse student needs. Supporting this trend, a White
teacher in a public school (2016-2020) highlighted the importance of balanced literacy

approaches that combine phonics, vocabulary, and fluency instruction. Another
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respondent from a public school advocated for explicit instruction in foundational literacy
skills, emphasizing phonics and comprehension to improve literacy outcomes.

The data in Table 5.5 underscores educators’ beliefs about the importance of
reading assessments emphasizing depth and breadth. By linking these results to the
survey items described in Table 4.2 and reporting descriptive data on participants’
responses, we clarify how each construct was derived and illustrate the prevalence of
various assessment practices among respondents. Interventions focused on minority
groups, the practices observed in private schools, and the broader trends in assessment
usage over time appear to yield positive outcomes. These findings highlight the value of
robust, inclusive, and adaptive strategies in supporting diverse learners and improving

reading performance.

Table S. 4

Descriptive — ANOVA Difference in Means of the Use of Reading Assessments

Scale Group M SD Max Min F

Use of Reading  Minority 21.33 2.828 25 15 15.484*
Assessments  hite 1672 4.488 25 5

Depth

Use of Reading  Minority 2.00 1.534 4 0 8.587**
Assessments  White .88 1.157 4 0

Breadth




Table 5.4 (Continued)

Scale Group M SD Max Min F
Private 22.20 3.120 25 15 10.634%**
Use of Reading
School
Assessments
Public 17.43 4.344 25 5
Depth
School
Private 2.70 1.418 4 0 17.070*
Use of Reading
School
Assessments
Public .93 1.163 4 0
Breadth
School
2011-2015 15.00 5.164 21 5 3.618%**
Use of Reading
1990 -2010 17.57 5.159 24 10
Assessments
2016 -2020 18.38 4.531 25 12
Depth
2021-2024  20.75 4.245 25 11
2011-2015 40 .699 4 0 3.020%**
1 -201 1.4 1.512 4
Use of Reading 990 -2010 3 > 0
Assessments
Breadth 2016 -2020 1.19 1.327 4 0
2021-2024 2.08 1.564 4 0

*Significant at the p <.001 **Significant at the p <.05
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A White teacher in a public school (2016-2020) stressed the importance of strong
family and community partnerships to support student literacy. Several respondents
highlighted the need to address external factors such as access to resources, parental
involvement, and creating a print-rich environment to help struggling readers. These
perspectives emphasize the critical role of both in-class strategies and external supports in
enhancing literacy outcomes.

Educators were asked to reflect on the statement that reading proficiency by third
grade is strongly correlated with long-term academic and social outcomes, including
higher academic performance, high school graduation rates, and college attendance. They
were also asked if they observed these correlations in their practice and whether they
were surprised by the data. Their responses shed light on the strategies and interventions
they believe should be implemented to improve the achievement gap and reading
proficiency for all students.

One recurring theme in the responses was the importance of individualized
support and tailored interventions. Educators emphasized the need to address the unique
challenges faced by each student. For instance, in Interview 3, a female African
American educator noted, "It should lead to better outcomes, but it depends on the
student and their situation." This sentiment was echoed in Interview 5 by a male White
educator, who shared, "When he got to the U.S., he couldn’t read, but with focused
strategies, he improved." These responses highlight the belief that while broad
interventions are necessary, their effectiveness often hinges on the ability to personalize

strategies to meet individual needs. Another prominent focus was the wider socio-
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economic and behavioral factors influencing reading achievement. In Interview 4, a
female African American educator explained, "It depends on the student; their behaviors
will also influence how well they respond to strategies." This statement underscores the
need for holistic approaches that address not only instructional strategies but also the
external factors that impede a student’s ability to engage with literacy interventions
effectively.

Community and family engagement also emerged as a critical strategy for closing
the achievement gap. Educators recognized the pivotal role families and communities
play in supporting literacy development. For example, prior open-ended responses
emphasized the importance of "strong family and community partnerships to support
student literacy" and creating "print-rich environments" to encourage student
engagement. These strategies align with the belief that literacy success requires
collaboration between schools, families, and communities to create an environment
conducive to reading and learning. Early intervention and a focus on foundational literacy
skills were also highlighted as essential strategies. Educators pointed to the importance of
targeted instruction in phonics, vocabulary, and comprehension as foundational skills that
must be developed early in a child’s education. These strategies were critical for setting
the stage for long-term academic success and preventing literacy gaps from widening.
Educators discussed the importance of professional development and adequate resources
to equip teachers with the tools to implement effective strategies. As one educator
mentioned in a previous open-ended response, "Resources tailored to individual needs are

key to addressing literacy gaps." This reflects the belief that systemic support for
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teachers, through training and resource allocation, is vital to the success of interventions
addressing the achievement gap.

Educators believe a multifaceted approach is needed to ameliorate the
achievement gap in literacy. This includes individualized interventions, holistic strategies
that address external challenges, robust community and family engagement, early
intervention, and strong systemic support for educators. While the effectiveness of these
strategies depends on their implementation and contextual factors, the educators’ insights
align with research emphasizing the critical role of third grade reading proficiency in
determining long-term academic and social outcomes. Their responses highlight the need
for thorough and inclusive efforts to ensure that all students have the opportunity to
succeed.

Research Question 4
What are teachers' perspectives on educational leaders' roles in helping narrow the
literacy achievement gap?

The results of an ANOVA analysis exploring differences in teaching barriers by
depth and breadth, categorized by teacher groupings, provide valuable insights into how
educators perceive instructional challenges. These findings can inform educational
leaders' roles in addressing systemic barriers to effective teaching and student
achievement.

For barriers to student learning related to depth, teachers responsible for
instructing a single subject reported encountering greater challenges (M = 24.10, SD =
7.564) compared to those teaching multiple subjects (M = 18.23, SD = 7.058). This

difference, which is statistically significant (F = 5.392%), suggests that specialized subject
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teachers may face unique difficulties that require targeted interventions. These challenges
may be linked to curriculum constraints, a narrower scope of professional development
opportunities, or limited flexibility in instructional adaptations. Given the moderate
internal consistency of this construct (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.855), educational leaders
should consider implementing subject-specific resources, differentiated professional
development, and instructional support mechanisms to help single-subject teachers
overcome these barriers. This analysis did not include the breadth of teaching barriers
based on the number of subjects taught due to the lack of significance (see Appendix E)

Regarding barriers to student learning related to depth, teachers instructing two or
more subjects reported higher perceived challenges (M = 20.20, SD = 3.612) than those
teaching a single subject (M = 16.67, SD = 4.981). The difference was statistically
significant (F = 7.955%), highlighting the added complexity of managing multiple content
areas. These findings align with prior research suggesting that multi-subject educators
often experience increased workload demands, diverse instructional expectations, and
insufficient curricular support. Given that school support, as measured in Table 4.2,
exhibited strong reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.839 for breadth and 0.81 for depth),
school leaders should focus on providing targeted assistance that addresses these specific
instructional burdens. Such efforts could include streamlining curriculum requirements,
offering cross-disciplinary collaboration opportunities, and allocating additional planning
time

These results emphasize the need for systemic interventions to reduce workload
disparities and ensure that educators—whether teaching a single subject or multiple

disciplines—receive the necessary resources to support student success. The analysis of
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the breadth of learning barriers based on race was not included due to the lack of
statistical significance (see Appendix E). However, these findings reinforce the
importance of structured professional development, equitable workload distribution, and
comprehensive school-level support to mitigate the instructional challenges educators

face. (See Table 5.5 for more details.)

Table 5.5

Descriptive — ANOVA Difference in Means of Teaching Barriers

Scale Group M SD Max Min F
Barriers to Student 1 Subject 24.10 7.564 33 10 5.392%
Learning 2+ Subjects 1823  7.058 35 10

Depth

Teacher Job Satisfaction Minority 1.50 1.689 5 0 4.120%*
Breadth White 59 1411 6 0

*Significant at the p < .05

The interview responses provide further context to these quantitative findings.
Subject-specific barriers are a monumental challenge. One teacher (Interviewee 1) noted,
"I believe her role is giving staff awareness and training, but I think more needs to be
done in specific subject literacy." This highlights the need for targeted interventions and

training to address literacy challenges within specific subjects. Interviewee 3 emphasized
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the lack of resources for embedding literacy into non-language-focused subjects, stating,
"I think there could be more resources for the focus areas, especially for literacy in
specific subjects like science and social studies." Another teacher (Interviewee 4)
discussed the difficulty of balancing foundational literacy instruction with subject-
specific skills, explaining, "In third grade, you feel like you’re still teaching students how
to read, but it’s challenging to embed subject-specific skills without adequate materials."
These comments illustrate that inadequate training, resources, and integration strategies
contribute to teachers' barriers in supporting literacy.

Minority teachers face additional systemic barriers. Interviewee 3 shared, "We
have a literacy lead, and she is working her hardest, but it feels like minority teachers
have to work twice as hard to be heard when we point out gaps in resources or issues
affecting our students." This reflects systemic inequities where minority teachers'
concerns are not adequately acknowledged or addressed. Another teacher (Interviewee 2)
noted that interventions fail to account for cultural diversity, stating, "I feel like our
school-wide interventions are too general—they don’t account for the cultural diversity in
our classrooms." This lack of culturally responsive support directly impacts minority
teachers' ability to address their students' needs. Additionally, feelings of isolation and
marginalization were evident in comments like, "If they exist, I don’t know what they
are. | see others getting the materials and tools they need, but it often feels like we’re left
to figure it out on our own" (Interviewee 4).

These challenges align with the ANOVA findings and emphasize the need for
targeted leadership actions to address these barriers. Leaders can enhance support by

providing culturally inclusive resources and training on equity practices. They must
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amplify minority teachers' voices by actively including them in decision-making
processes and ensuring equitable resource distribution. Tailored professional
development, such as subject-specific literacy training and mentorship programs, can
further empower teachers to meet their unique classroom challenges. Creating peer
support networks and recognizing the contributions of minority teachers can foster a
supportive environment, reducing feelings of isolation.

The teachers' job satisfaction (breadth) reveals disparities in perceptions between
minority and white teachers. Minority teachers reported higher satisfaction scores (M =
1.50, SD = 1.689) than white teachers (M = 0.59, SD = 1.411), with the difference being
statistically significant (F = 4.120, p <.05). Due to the lack of significance in the
findings, this analysis did not include teachers' job satisfaction depth based on race (see
Appendix E). Both groups reported relatively low scores, indicating that leadership
strategies are not sufficiently broad or impactful to support all teachers equitably.
Interviewee 1 emphasized the importance of leadership in raising staff awareness about
literacy challenges, advocating for a focus on advocacy and strategic leadership.

Teachers’ perceptions of leadership initiatives addressing literacy achievement
gaps reveal significant challenges. Teachers' job satisfaction breadth based on role was
not included in this analysis due to the lack of significance in the findings (see Appendix
E). However, job satisfaction depth revealed statistically significant differences between
teachers and administrators. Teachers reported lower satisfaction scores (M = 18.23, SD
= 7.058) than administrators (M = 24.10, SD = 7.564), with the difference being

statistically significant (F = 5.392, p <.05). These results suggest that teachers feel less
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confident in their ability to implement and impact literacy initiatives compared to
administrators.

Interviewee 1 highlighted the presence of school-wide interventions but expressed
concern about whether these efforts effectively reach all students. This aligns with the
quantitative data, where teachers reported lower satisfaction with leadership strategies
related to literacy. Interviewee 2 further reinforced this concern, stating that they perceive
no clear or impactful leadership actions targeting literacy gaps, indicating a disconnect
between leadership initiatives and teacher awareness. Similarly, Interviewee 5 expressed
a lack of understanding of existing initiatives, pointing to gaps in communication and
visibility.

These findings emphasize the need for school leaders to better articulate their
literacy-focused efforts and actively involve teachers in their implementation.
Strengthening communication, increasing teacher involvement, and ensuring that
leadership actions directly support classroom practices may help bridge the gap between

leadership initiatives and instructional impact. See Table 5.6 for more details.
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Scale Group M SD Max Min F
Minority 1.50 1.689 5 0 4.120*
Teachers' Job
Satisfaction Breadth
White .59 1.411 6 0
Teachers' Job Administration 24.10 7.564 33 10 5.392%
Satisfaction Teacher 1823  7.058 35 10
Depth

*Significant at the p < .05

Leadership’s ability to support teachers in narrowing literacy gaps appears

uneven. Interviewee 3 acknowledged some positive efforts, such as implementing social-

emotional learning (SEL) and accountability measures, which align with teacher

expectations. Interviewee 7 noted that while the literacy lead works hard to improve

literacy, challenges remain in achieving desired outcomes. This highlights the limitations

in execution and the need for leadership to provide more targeted, actionable support.

The quantitative data reinforce this point, as teachers reported lower satisfaction with

leadership’s impact on job efficacy. These findings underline the importance of

leadership in providing sufficient resources, professional development, and consistent

follow-through to ensure success.
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In contrast, Interviewee 5 suggested that leadership might focus too heavily on
broader goals like improving test scores and neglecting day-to-day teacher needs. These
insights highlight the necessity for leadership to adopt equity-driven practices that ensure
all teachers feel supported, regardless of background or teaching context. See Table 5.6
for more details. These findings have important implications for educational leaders
addressing literacy achievement gaps. Teachers report lower satisfaction with leadership
than administrators, pointing to a disconnect between leadership initiatives and teachers’
perceptions of effectiveness. The differences between minority and white teachers’
perspectives highlight the importance of equity in leadership practices. Educational
leaders must ensure that their strategies are inclusive and tailored to the diverse needs of
their teaching staff.

To address these gaps, educational leaders should foster more assertive
communication and collaboration with teachers to understand better and meet their needs.
Professional development initiatives that directly link leadership actions to improving
literacy outcomes can help bridge the gap between leadership efforts and teacher
efficacy. Promoting equity in leadership strategies is crucial to ensure all teachers feel
supported in addressing literacy challenges in their classrooms. By addressing these
areas, educational leaders can strengthen their impact and play a more effective role in
narrowing the literacy achievement gap.

Collaboration between teachers and leaders emerged as a critical theme in
quantitative and qualitative data. Interviewee 4 praised leadership for introducing
initiatives but stressed insufficient support or follow-through, suggesting that leadership

should engage teachers more actively in collaborative planning and execution. This aligns
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with teachers’ broader concerns about feeling disconnected from leadership efforts, as
indicated in the lower satisfaction scores for teachers compared to administrators.
Collaborative partnerships, where teachers and leaders co-develop strategies, could help
address these gaps and improve the efficacy of literacy initiatives.

Increasing visibility and communication is essential for leadership to address
literacy initiatives effectively. Leaders must clearly articulate goals and strategies related
to these initiatives and provide regular updates on their progress. This approach can foster
a shared sense of responsibility and ensure that teachers like Interviewees 2 and 5 feel
informed and engaged. Tailoring support to teachers' needs is another critical aspect that
leadership should prioritize. Providing targeted professional development, actionable
feedback, and adequate resources can help teachers implement literacy strategies more
effectively. This personalized support aligns with the suggestions of Interviewees 4 and
7, who stressed the importance of practical assistance in enhancing their teaching
efficacy.

Focusing on equity in practices is vital to addressing systemic inequities within
the educational environment. Equity-focused training and collaboration with diverse
teacher groups can enhance leadership strategies by making them more inclusive and
responsive to the needs of all staff members. This focus on equity corresponds with the
quantitative data showing disparities in leadership satisfaction across different
demographic groups.

Promoting collaboration and ownership can significantly improve the
implementation of literacy initiatives. By fostering teacher-leader partnerships and

encouraging collaborative planning, leadership can ensure that initiatives are well-
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designed and effectively executed, as highlighted by Interviewee 4. This collaborative
approach empowers teachers and fosters a sense of shared ownership over educational
outcomes. Shifting the focus to immediate classroom needs is crucial for making a
tangible impact on literacy achievement. Leadership should balance long-term goals with
practical, short-term plans that directly address daily challenges faced by teachers, such
as large class sizes or limited instructional time. By addressing these immediate concerns,
leaders can provide support that directly enhances teachers' ability to improve literacy
outcomes.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided an analysis of data examining the multifaceted nature
of disparities in literacy achievement and their implications for educational equity and
leadership. The findings underscore the critical role of systemic barriers, such as resource
allocation, inequitable standards, and gaps in teacher preparation, in shaping disparities in
educational outcomes. Quantitative and qualitative analyses reveal the interconnectedness
of geography, race, and professional experiences in influencing educators' perceptions of
inequalities and their strategies for addressing them.

Key findings include significant disparities in perceptions of school practices
based on location and race and notable differences in professional development
participation and teaching barriers influenced by demographic and institutional contexts.
Educators’ reflections highlight the importance of culturally responsive teaching,
equitable resource distribution, and collaboration between teachers and leaders in

bridging literacy gaps. The chapter also illustrates the profound impact of personal and
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professional histories on educators’ approaches to fostering equitable opportunities for all
students.

Addressing these disparities requires a multifaceted approach integrating systemic
reforms with localized strategies. Equitable resource distribution, targeted professional
development, and culturally inclusive practices are essential to narrowing the literacy
achievement gap. Collaboration between educators and leaders can ensure that initiatives
are comprehensive and contextually relevant. However, the success of these
collaborations is often contingent on the level of district support. District mandates
influence the degree to which teachers and school leaders have autonomy in
implementing innovative literacy interventions. In some cases, rigid district policies limit
flexibility in adopting culturally responsive teaching practices, while in other districts,
proactive leadership fosters an environment where teacher input and community
engagement shape literacy initiatives (Khalifa et al., 2016; Spillane et al., 2004). Bridging
the gap between district-level decision-making and classroom-level implementation is
essential to fostering a cohesive approach to literacy improvement. By committing to
equity-driven policies and practices, educational institutions can make meaningful strides
toward ensuring all students achieve literacy success, paving the way for enhanced
academic and social outcomes.

Ultimately, while schools and individual educators play an essential role in
closing literacy gaps, the influence of school districts cannot be overlooked. Policies at
the district level regarding funding, teacher training, assessment mandates, and resource
allocation set the stage for literacy instruction at the school level. Addressing literacy

disparities requires a district-wide commitment to equitable resource distribution,
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culturally inclusive curricula, and support for educators at all levels. Recognizing the role
of districts in shaping literacy success is crucial for implementing sustainable, system-

wide improvements in educational outcomes.
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CHAPTER 6

DISCUSSION

Introduction

The dissertation highlights the complexity of literacy disparities, emphasizing the
need for systemic reforms, targeted interventions, and leadership engagement to ensure
equitable literacy outcomes for all students. It provides insights into disparities in literacy
achievement, emphasizing the multifaceted role of systemic inequities, teacher
demographics, and leadership practices in shaping educational outcomes. For example,
the data in Table 5.1 indicate that educators outside Pennsylvania reported significantly
higher scores in both School Practices Depth and School Practices Breadth than their
counterparts within Pennsylvania. These findings suggest that schools outside
Pennsylvania may implement more comprehensive instructional strategies, providing
greater learning opportunities. Additionally, interview data reflect similar disparities, as
Interviewee #5 explained, "In Pennsylvania, resources are often allocated more
strategically at the district level, which allows us to focus on foundational literacy gaps.

In addition to teachers and school leaders, school districts serve as a critical lever
in shaping literacy outcomes. District policies regarding funding allocations, professional
development, curriculum adoption, and standardized testing significantly influence
teachers' ability to implement effective literacy strategies. The role of district governance
in addressing—or perpetuating—inequities must be considered when examining the
broader systemic challenges that impact literacy achievement. Early identification and

high-fidelity implementation of reading supports are fundamental to distinguishing
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students with genuine learning difficulties from those underserved by inadequate
instruction.

The research underscores the importance of transformative and distributed
leadership approaches and culturally responsive teaching as strategies to address these
challenges and promote literacy equity. The theoretical foundation for this work is drawn
from contributions to the field, including Spillane et al.'s (2004) distributed leadership
framework and Khalifa et al.'s (2016) emphasis on culturally responsive leadership.
These frameworks offer valuable perspectives on addressing the complex factors
contributing to literacy disparities.

Quantitative data reinforces qualitative insights, highlighting significant
differences in educators' reading assessment engagement and instructional approaches.
Minority educators reported deeper engagement in reading assessments and employed
broader assessment strategies than their White counterparts, suggesting a greater
incorporation of culturally relevant literacy practices (Table 5.5). For instance,
Interviewee #8, an African American educator, noted, "There is one thing I bring to the
classroom: cultural understanding that informs how I address disparities," reinforcing the
idea that minority educators employ a broader range of assessment strategies to align
with students' cultural and linguistic needs. This perception aligns with the findings in
Table 5.5, which show that minority educators report significantly higher engagement in
both reading assessment depth and breadth compared to White educators.

Additionally, systemic factors such as unequal resource allocation, gaps in teacher
preparation, and socio-economic barriers contribute to literacy disparities. Beyond

individual school leadership, district-level policies set the parameters for what schools
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and educators can achieve. Research suggests that school boards and district officials
shape the culture of resource distribution, professional development opportunities, and
accountability measures that affect literacy instruction (Flores & Gunzenhauser, 2018;
Khalifa et al., 2016). This disparity is reflected in the professional development
participation rates presented in Table 5.3, where teachers outside Pennsylvania reported
significantly greater engagement in professional development depth compared to those
within Pennsylvania. Likewise, educators from private schools reported broader
participation in professional development than public school educators, reinforcing the
disparities in training and instructional preparedness across different school contexts. For
example, high-performing districts often foster strong relationships with marginalized
communities and external organizations to enhance student performance, while struggling
districts may lack the infrastructure to do so effectively (Pannell & McBrayer, 2019) .
These district-level disparities create significant variations in how literacy instruction is
prioritized and resourced across different geographic and demographic contexts.
Pennsylvania educators reported more strategic resource allocation for
foundational literacy gaps, while those outside the state faced broader challenges,
including limited access to technology and materials (Table 5.1). Educator perspectives
varied by race and location, reflecting lived experiences. Minority educators emphasized
barriers like insufficient culturally relevant teaching materials and limited parental
support, whereas White educators focused on instructional gaps in phonics and decoding
skills. These findings underscore statistically significant differences in perceptions of

school practices based on race and location (Table 5.1).
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By integrating culturally responsive teaching methods, these educators actively
address systemic inequities in literacy instruction and create more inclusive learning
environments. This aligns with culturally responsive teaching principles, which
emphasize incorporating students' cultural backgrounds into instruction to foster
engagement and equity in learning (Khalifa et al., 2016). Moreover, the disparities in
school practices by race suggest that minority educators perceive broader instructional
opportunities within their schools, (See Table 5.1). These differences indicate that
minority educators may be more aware of culturally relevant interventions or feel a
greater responsibility to implement diverse instructional practices. This is further
supported by Interviewee #2, a female African American teacher from Pennsylvania, who
described systemic challenges such as "a lack of supportive instruction in the home,"
emphasizing the critical role of culturally responsive teaching in mitigating literacy gaps.

Access to professional development (PD) significantly influences teachers' ability
to engage in culturally responsive teaching. Educators outside Pennsylvania reported
greater PD depth, while private school teachers experienced broader PD participation
than their public-school counterparts, highlighting disparities in professional learning
opportunities (Table 5.3). These inequities suggest that certain regions and school
settings provide more comprehensive training, equipping teachers with culturally
inclusive instructional strategies, while others lack adequate support. Additionally,
literacy coaches play a crucial role in bridging academic writing gaps through
collaborative and supportive instructional leadership (Calo et al., 2015). Systemic
inequities extend to instructional barriers, as teachers specializing in a single subject face

more significant challenges than those teaching multiple subjects. Minority educators
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also reported significantly higher perceived teaching barriers than White educators,
reflecting ongoing disparities in the implementation of culturally responsive teaching
(Table 5.5). Marzano et al.’s (2001) emphasized the responsibility of school leaders to
provide access to current instructional strategies through intellectual stimulation, which
has been shown to enhance student achievement. For example, educators teaching
multiple subjects reported significantly higher perceived challenges compared to those
teaching a single subject See Table 5.5). The complexity of managing diverse
instructional demands likely contributes to the disparities in resource allocation and
professional support. Interviewee #4 echoed this challenge, stating, "In third grade, you
feel like you’re still teaching students how to read, but it’s challenging to embed subject-
specific skills without adequate materials.

PD disparities further contribute to literacy gaps, with educators in private schools
and those outside Pennsylvania reporting significantly higher participation in PD focused
on broader instructional strategies (Table 5.3). Khalifa et al. (2016) underscored the
importance of culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) in addressing gaps in
teacher preparation and instructional effectiveness. Teachers stressed the need for
equitable access to PD, as disparities in participation impact their ability to implement
best practices. Geographic inequities were evident, as educators outside Pennsylvania
experienced greater breadth and depth in PD compared to those within the state.
Similarly, private school teachers had significantly broader PD participation than their
public-school counterparts, reinforcing systemic barriers to tailored PD access (Table
5.3). Teachers consistently emphasized the importance of equitable access to professional

development opportunities. Interviewee #7 noted, "Many teachers are not trained
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adequately to handle the diversity of needs in their classrooms," pointing to the systemic
gaps in teacher preparation. Furthermore, disparities in PD access (See Table 5.3),
outside Pennsylvania and private school teachers reported significantly higher PD
engagement than their counterparts in Pennsylvania and public schools, respectively.
These findings suggest that inequities in training opportunities contribute to disparities in
instructional quality.

The qualitative findings reinforce these statistical trends, illustrating how
educators perceive leadership’s role in fostering culturally responsive instruction.
Minority educators often highlighted the value of representation in addressing systemic
inequities; as one Black educator explained, "There is one thing I bring to the classroom:
cultural understanding that informs how I address disparities." However, the lack of
culturally relevant resources was a common concern, with one educator (White, Male)
noting, "We provide students with books for every course, but it’s still hard to meet
diverse needs due to limited funding for specialized materials." This lack of access to
inclusive instructional materials underscores the importance of leadership advocating
equitable resource distribution. Furthermore, teachers expressed frustration regarding the
lack of leadership support, with one minority educator (Female) stating, "We have a
literacy lead, and she is working her hardest, but it feels like minority teachers have to
work twice as hard to be heard." Another educator echoed this concern, emphasizing that
interventions are often too generalized and fail to consider the cultural diversity of
students: "I feel like our school-wide interventions are too general—they don’t account
for the cultural diversity in our classrooms." These perspectives indicate that while

culturally responsive leadership can positively impact equity in education, many teachers
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feel their voices are unheard of in leadership decision-making. This disconnect is evident
in teacher satisfaction ratings regarding leadership’s role in literacy initiatives. Teachers
reported significantly lower job satisfaction compared to administrators (See Table 5.6).
Interviewee #3 reinforced this point, stating, "We have a literacy lead, and she is working
her hardest, but it feels like minority teachers have to work twice as hard to be heard
when we point out gaps in resources or issues affecting our students." This suggests that
leadership interventions are perceived as insufficiently inclusive, highlighting the need
for a more equitable approach to decision-making. These leadership models provide a
robust framework for addressing literacy gaps by promoting innovation, systemic
transformation, collaboration, and equity in educational settings, ultimately creating a
more inclusive and literate society. Marzano et al. (2001) support this concern,
highlighting the importance of school leaders fostering teacher input and providing
necessary resources for effective instruction, significantly impacting student
achievement.

Culturally responsive leadership (CRL) is essential in addressing disparities in
literacy education, particularly in fostering equity and inclusion. The study’s statistical
and qualitative findings highlight significant disparities in educational practices,
professional development opportunities, and the systemic challenges educators face,
particularly minority teachers. Educators outside Pennsylvania reported significantly
higher perceptions of the depth of school practices than those within Pennsylvania.
Perceptions of the breadth of school practices were greater outside Pennsylvania than
within, suggesting that access to culturally responsive teaching practices and inclusive

school policies varies by location (Table 5.1). Racial disparities were evident in how
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educators perceived school practices, with minority educators reporting broader school
practices than White educators. These findings stress the need for leadership to
implement equitable and culturally relevant instructional strategies across all schools.
CRSL further complements these approaches by fostering inclusive environments
through critical self-awareness, teacher development, community engagement, and
integrating students’ cultural identities (Khalifa et al., 2016). This aligns with Marzano et
al. (2001), who highlight the role of culture in fostering a sense of community and
cooperation, ultimately improving student achievement.

Leadership visibility and communication were also identified as areas in need of
improvement. Some teachers noted that while leadership initiatives exist, they are often
unclear or lack practical implementation. One educator shared, "I believe her role
[administrator] is to provide staff with awareness and training, but I think more needs to
be done in specific subject literacy." Another expressed feeling disconnected from
leadership efforts, stating, "If leadership exists, I don’t know what they are doing. I see
others getting the needed materials and tools, but it often feels like we’re left to figure it
out alone." These sentiments align with the statistical findings that show teachers
reported lower satisfaction with leadership’s impact on job efficacy than administrators,
further emphasizing the need for leaders to actively engage teachers in culturally
responsive initiatives (Table 5.6). CRL strengthens leadership effectiveness by ensuring
school administrators actively engage in self-reflection and maintain a commitment to
fostering inclusivity at all levels (Khalifa et al., 2016). Marzano et al. (2001) further
support this need, noting that strong school leadership requires high levels of

communication and visibility, directly linked to student achievement.
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The data collectively suggest that culturally responsive leadership must be
strengthened by increasing equity in professional development opportunities, advocating
for inclusive resource distribution, and ensuring that minority educators’ perspectives are
integrated into decision-making. Addressing disparities in literacy education requires
leadership to prioritize culturally responsive teaching strategies, enhance transparency in
school-wide interventions, and provide educators with the necessary tools to meet the
diverse needs of students. By integrating culturally responsive leadership principles,
schools can develop sustainable frameworks that ensure all students receive equitable
learning experiences (Khalifa et al., 2016). Marzano et al. (2001) reinforce these findings,
emphasizing that effective leadership must challenge the status quo and foster a shared
culture of cooperation to drive meaningful school improvement. By fostering a more
inclusive and equity-driven approach, educational leaders can work towards closing
literacy gaps and promoting equitable learning opportunities for all students.

Quantitative analysis revealed systemic factors contributing to literacy
disparities. Unequal resource allocation, gaps in teacher preparation, and socio-economic
barriers emerged as pivotal issues. Educators in Pennsylvania reported more strategic
resource allocation for foundational literacy gaps, while those outside Pennsylvania
highlighted broader challenges, such as limited access to technology and materials (Table
5.1). Educator perspectives varied by race and location, reflecting the influence of lived
experiences on approaches to addressing literacy disparities. Minority educators
emphasized barriers such as insufficient culturally relevant teaching materials and limited

parental support, while White educators focused on instructional gaps, such as deficits in
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phonics and decoding skills. Quantitative analysis revealed statistically significant
differences in perceptions of school practices by race and location (Table 5.1).

Teachers’ lived experiences shaped their instructional strategies. One minority
educator noted, “My background influences my teaching because I went to a school
where resources were scarce, and I see those same challenges in my students today”
(Interviewee 1). Quantitative findings supported these insights, with minority educators
reporting broader engagement in practices to address disparities compared to White
educators (Table 5.1). This aligns with Dee (2004) and Egalite and Kisida (2017), who
found that racial and ethnic congruence between teachers and students fosters trust,
engagement, and improved academic outcomes.

This dissertation underscores the complexity of literacy disparities and the need
for systemic reforms, culturally responsive teaching, and leadership engagement.
Minority educators use more diverse reading assessments, yet challenges like inequitable
resources, limited professional development, and leadership disconnect persist (Dee,
2004; Egalite & Kisida, 2017). Culturally responsive and distributed leadership models
can help address these inequities by promoting inclusive practices and equitable resource
allocation (Khalifa et al., 2016; Spillane et al., 2004). Educators' lived experiences shape
their teaching, highlighting the need for diverse representation in leadership and
instruction (Pritchard et al., 2005). Narrowing the literacy gaps requires systemic
change—integrating culturally responsive leadership, expanding professional
development, and fostering inclusive learning environments to ensure high-quality

literacy instruction for all students (Marzano et al., 2001).
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Limitations

Several limitations impacting the generalizability, depth, and scope of the study’s
findings must be considered. The survey data involving 50 respondents offers valuable
insights but restricts broader applicability, particularly in settings outside Pennsylvania.
The limited geographic focus of this dissertation constrains its ability to capture national
trends and regional variations in literacy practices and policies. Furthermore, the reliance
on self-reported information from participants introduces a potential bias, as responses
may reflect socially desirable answers rather than objective perspectives. This limitation
aligns with Babbie's (2009) observation that "respondents’ willingness to answer honestly
often varies depending on the topic" (Babbie, 2009, p. 266).

Participants who volunteered for interviews may have had stronger opinions or
unique experiences than those who did not participate. This self-selection could skew the
findings toward perspectives not fully representative of the broader educator population.
These limitations underscore the need for increased participant numbers, the inclusion of
in-person interviews, and enhanced strategies to foster engagement during virtual
interactions in future research. The study's qualitative component also faced constraints.
With only eight interviews conducted, the range of perspectives captured was restricted,
potentially limiting the diversity of experiences and insights into literacy disparities. The
virtual format of the interviews posed additional challenges. Six participants chose to
keep their cameras off, limiting the ability to observe nonverbal communication cues,
which are essential for providing further context and depth to responses. This limitation
likely impacted the richness and authenticity of the data collected, as the virtual format

may have hindered the development of rapport between the researcher and participants.
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Demographic representation in the study’s participant pool was inclusive but not
exhaustive. The interview sample included four males and four females, with five
participants identifying as Black and three as White. While this demographic composition
provided some diversity, it did not fully reflect the complexity of literacy challenges
across varied educational contexts. The structured nature of the interviews may have also
constrained the exploration of unanticipated topics or more profound insights into areas
not initially considered by the study.

This dissertation did not examine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, as the
findings did not indicate significant relevance. This may be due to the temporal distance
from the pandemic, suggesting it is no longer a primary concern for educators. However,
this global event disrupted education systems, exacerbating existing inequities and
influencing literacy development (Domingue et al., 2022). The pandemic’s effects on
access to resources, teacher support, and instructional quality disproportionately affected
students in low-income and minority communities. For example, Domingue et al. (2022)
reported significant declines in oral reading fluency growth among younger students in
socio-economically disadvantaged districts. Similarly, Flack et al. (2020) and Klosky et
al. (2022) documented the impact of the digital divide and limited access to resources
during remote learning, which hindered efforts to close literacy gaps.

Future Research

Future research could focus on the effectiveness of training programs for
educational leaders to address systemic inequities in literacy. Leadership development
frameworks could emphasize situational awareness, ethical decision-making, and CRSL

to equip leaders with the skills to analyze systemic barriers, allocate resources equitably,



135

and foster inclusive school cultures. Khalifa et al. (2016) and Marzano et al. (2001)
provide valuable foundations for such frameworks, emphasizing the need for equity-
driven and adaptive leadership models.

Research could also examine the adverse effects of developing and implementing
programs and their short- and long-term impacts. Transformational and transformative
leadership practices require deeper exploration to assess their effectiveness in addressing
challenges faced by schools serving marginalized communities. These leadership styles
can inspire innovation and foster collaboration among educators, which may lead to
improved literacy outcomes. Studies could also investigate the impact of distributed
leadership models, emphasizing shared decision-making and collective accountability
among teachers, parents, and stakeholders. Such research would provide insights into the
organizational efficiency and efficacy of collaborative efforts in addressing literacy
disparities (Marzano et al., 2001; Spillane et al., 2004).

Building upon the findings of this study, several avenues for further research have
emerged for addressing literacy disparities and improving educational outcomes. One key
area for future investigation is the longitudinal impact of equity-focused interventions.
Examining how policies such as targeted funding, culturally responsive teaching, and
professional development shape literacy outcomes over multiple years would provide
valuable insights into their long-term effectiveness ((Anderson, 2017; Khalifa et al.,
2016). Given that transformational and transformative leadership theories emphasize
systemic change and inclusivity, future research could assess how these models sustain

improved literacy equity over time (Shields, 2010).
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Another critical research direction involves the effectiveness of culturally
responsive teaching (CRT) strategies in improving literacy achievement among diverse
student populations. Studies have demonstrated that cultural alignment between educators
and students enhances engagement and academic performance (Dee, 2004; Eddy &
Easton-Brooks, 2011; Egalite & Kisida, 2017). Investigating which CRT strategies are
most effective—such as incorporating diverse reading materials or utilizing linguistic
scaffolding—could provide valuable guidelines for educators working in multicultural
classrooms. This aligns with Khalifa et al.'s (2016) findings on CRL, which highlight the
need for educators to integrate students’ cultural identities into instructional methods.
Additionally, future research should explore the role of school leadership in literacy
equity. Several studies have highlighted how principals and district leaders influence
literacy instruction, with effective instructional leadership significantly improving student
outcomes, particularly in under-resourced schools (Abella et al., 2024; Marzano et al.,
2001). Investigating how leadership styles—such as distributed leadership (Spillane et
al., 2004) and social justice leadership (Flores & Gunzenhauser, 2018)—impact literacy
policies and interventions could provide practical insights into how leaders can create
equitable learning environments. Furthermore, understanding the relationship between
leadership decisions, resource allocation, and literacy instruction may help address
systemic barriers contributing to educational inequities (Pannell & McBrayer, 2019).
Policy Recommendations for Addressing Literacy Disparities

One of the most significant findings from Chapter 4 is the disparity in resource
allocation, which directly impacts literacy outcomes. Educators outside Pennsylvania

reported more critical challenges in accessing instructional materials, technology, and
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literacy resources than their counterparts within the state. This lack of resources creates
systemic barriers that hinder students' development of foundational literacy skills,
widening the achievement gap.

To address this, policymakers should implement statewide equity audits to assess
disparities in literacy resources and ensure that funding is allocated based on student
needs rather than local property taxes. This aligns with Flores and Gunzenhauser’s (2018)
and Khalifa et al.’s (2016) discussions on equitable leadership, which emphasize the role
of data-driven resource allocation in reducing opportunity gaps. Additionally, expanding
targeted funding programs will help low-income and under-resourced schools receive the
necessary support for literacy instruction, ensuring that all students, regardless of
geographic location, have access to quality educational materials (Giimiis et al., 2022).
Further, a free digital literacy resource bank should be developed to supplement
classroom instruction with high-quality, accessible materials. This initiative aligns with
Anderson’s (2017) work on transformational leadership, highlighting the need for
innovation in educational access to ensure that all students can engage in literacy-rich
environments.

The dissertation also highlights the importance of culturally responsive teaching
(CRT) and diverse leadership perspectives in addressing literacy disparities. Minority
educators in the dissertation emphasized that cultural representation and inclusivity are
crucial for addressing systemic inequities. However, a lack of culturally responsive
instructional practices and relevant reading materials was a common challenge in many

schools. Moreover, disparities exist in how school leadership supports efforts to close the
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literacy gap, with some educators expressing that leadership initiatives are often too
broad and fail to address the specific needs of diverse learners.

Culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) training should be mandated for
principals and instructional leaders to counteract these disparities. Khalifa et al. (2016)
argue that school leaders who undergo CRSL training are better equipped to create
inclusive learning environments and implement policies that support equity-driven
literacy instruction. Additionally, incorporating diverse and culturally relevant texts into
the curriculum can ensure that students see their lived experiences reflected in their
learning materials. This recommendation aligns with Giimiis et al. (2022), who
emphasize the importance of inclusive curricula in fostering student engagement and
academic success. Policymakers should expand professional development programs
focused on best practices for CRT, ensuring educators are equipped with strategies to
create more equitable classrooms (Spillane et al., 2004).

Findings from Chapter 4 also stress the critical role of family engagement in
student literacy development. Educators noted that strong parental involvement positively
influences reading achievement. Gaps exist in parental engagement, primarily due to a
lack of training for teachers on engaging families and insufficient resources to support at-
home literacy development. Some educators highlighted communication barriers as
another obstacle, particularly for families whose first language is not English.

Policymakers should establish family literacy workshops in schools and
community centers to strengthen family involvement. These workshops would provide
parents with strategies to support literacy development at home and bridge the gap

between school and home learning environments (Kessler-Sklar & Baker, 2000).
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Expanding bilingual literacy resources and multilingual parent outreach programs would
address language barriers that prevent some families from fully engaging with their
children’s education (Anderson, 2017). Training teachers in effective parental
engagement strategies should also be a priority, ensuring educators have the tools to
foster stronger school-family partnerships (Epstein, 1984). By implementing these
initiatives, policymakers can create a more holistic approach to literacy education that
leverages school and community support systems.

Another significant finding from Chapter 4 highlights structural barriers such as
overcrowding, large class sizes, and inequitable academic standards, all hindering literacy
development. Many educators noted that limited instructional time due to large class
sizes prevents them from providing individualized reading support to struggling students.
Administrators and teachers alike identified reducing the pressure of high-stakes testing
as a strategy to improve literacy instruction, as excessive testing often shifts the focus
away from foundational reading skills toward test preparation.

To address these challenges, policymakers should cap class sizes in early
elementary grades (K-3) to ensure teachers can provide personalized reading instruction.
Research by Pannell and McBrayer (2019) supports this approach, demonstrating that
smaller class sizes lead to higher student engagement and improved literacy outcomes.
Shifting from high-stakes standardized testing to formative literacy assessments would
allow teachers to focus on building essential reading skills rather than teaching to the test
(Dhuey & Smith, 2014). Lastly, providing additional instructional support for staff, such

as reading specialists and interventionists, in high-need schools would ensure that
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students receive targeted interventions tailored to their literacy development needs
(Marzano et al., 2001).

The findings from Chapter 4 underscore the urgent need for equity-driven policies
that support students, teachers, and school leaders in addressing literacy disparities.
Schools can create a more inclusive and effective literacy education system by integrating
culturally responsive teaching, equitable resource distribution, increased family
engagement, and structural improvements. These policy recommendations align with the
theoretical framework, which stresses transformational, transformative, and distributed
leadership as essential strategies for educational reform (Anderson, 2017; Shields, 2010;
Spillane et al., 2004).

Addressing literacy disparities requires a multifaceted and collaborative approach
that brings educators, school leaders, families, and policymakers together. Effective
literacy policies must be data-driven, culturally responsive, and rooted in equity and
inclusion to ensure that all students—regardless of race, socio-economic status, or
geographic location—have access to high-quality literacy instruction and the opportunity
to achieve academic success.

Conclusion

This dissertation underscores the need for systemic reforms and equity-focused
leadership to address literacy disparities in educational systems. Identifying the
multifaceted challenges contributing to these disparities—from systemic inequities and
teacher preparation gaps to cultural and resource-based barriers—highlights the

importance of intentional, transformative, and distributed leadership approaches. These
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leadership models, rooted in equity and collaboration, provide a pathway for creating

inclusive, culturally responsive learning environments where all students can thrive.

The findings emphasize the role of professional development, equitable resource
allocation, and parental engagement in fostering meaningful and sustainable change.
Leaders who prioritize these areas, alongside adaptive and culturally responsive
leadership practices, can mitigate the effects of systemic inequities and address the
unique needs of their school communities. Furthermore, this dissertation calls for
ongoing research into the effectiveness of these strategies, particularly considering the
educational challenges amplified by the COVID-19 pandemic and other systemic
inequities.

Achieving equitable literacy outcomes requires a collective effort from
policymakers, educators, and leaders. By leveraging federal support, fostering inclusive
school cultures, and promoting stakeholder collaboration, schools can implement targeted
interventions that close literacy gaps. This research contributes to the growing body of
literature advocating for intentional, equity-driven leadership, offering a vision of
educational systems where every student has the opportunity to succeed academically and
socially. Through continued focus on these priorities, educational leaders can ensure that

equity, belonging, and academic excellence become hallmarks of our schools.
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APPENDIX A
21 RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE SCHOOL LEADER

From Marzano, et al, 2001

Responsibility The Extent to Which the Principal...
Recognizes and celebrates accomplishments and
acknowledges failures

Is willing to challenge and actively challenge the
status quo

1. Affirmation

2. Change Agent

3. Contingent

Recognizes and rewards individual accomplishments
Rewards

Establishes strong lines of communication with and
among teachers and students

Fosters shared beliefs and a sense of community and
cooperation

Protects teachers from issues and influences that
would detract from their teaching time or focus
Adapts his or her leadership behavior to the needs of
the current situation and is comfortable with dissent
Establishes clear goals and keeps those goals in the
forefront of the school’s attention

Communicates and operates from strong ideals and
beliefs about schooling

Involves teachers in the design and implementation of
important decisions and policies

Ensures faculty and staff are aware of the most current
theories and practices and makes the discussion of
these a regular aspect of the school’s culture

4. Communication

5. Culture

6. Discipline

7. Flexibility

8. Focus

9. Ideals/Beliefs

10. Input

11. Intellectual
Stimulation

12. Involvement in

Curriculum, Is directly involved in the design and implementation

Instruction, and of curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices

Assessment

13. Knowledge of

Curriculum, Is knowledgeable about current curriculum,

Instruction, and instruction, and assessment practices

Assessment

14. Monitoring/ Monitors the effectiveness of school practices and

Evaluating their impact on student learning

15. Optimizer Inspires and leads to new and challenging innovations

16. Order Establishes a set of standard operating procedures and
routines

Is an advocate and spokesperson for the school to all

17. Outreach stakeholders




18. Relationships

Demonstrates an awareness of the personal aspects of
teachers and staff

19. Resources

Provides teachers with materials and professional
development necessary for the successful execution of
their jobs

20. Situational
Awareness

Is aware of the details and undercurrents in the
running of the school and uses this information to
address current and potential problems

21. Visibility

Has quality contact and interactions with teachers and
students
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APPENDIX B

SURVEY INSTRUMENT

Q1 Thank you for being willing to take this survey. Your thoughts are important, and I
know that your responses will help me understand the experiences of principals regarding
improving teacher quality through evaluations and supervision strategies. Do you want to
continue?

e Yes(l)

e No(2)

Q2 What is your gender?
Male (1)
Female (2)

Other. Please specify. (3)

Q3 What is the name of your school district?

Q4 With what race/ ethnicity do you identify?
African American or Black (1)
Asian American or Asian (2)
Hispanic or Latinx (3)
White (4)
Other. Please specify. (5)

Q5 Please tell us what your current role is.
Teacher (1)
Administrator (2)
School staff (3)
Special education professional (4)
Specialists (e.g., Art, Music, PE, etc.) (5)
Other. Please specify. (6)

%1{)% I\Q’ hat supjeCt(S) aid you t€ach wnen you were a classroom teacner/ CheCkK ALL that

o1 Elementary subjects in a self-contained classroom (1)



02 Mathematics (2)
03 Reading, English, or English Language Arts (3)
(4 Science (4)

05 Social Studies (5)
06 Art or Music (6)
7 Health and Physical Education (7)

08 Computers and technology (8)

(J9 Non-classroom teaching (e.g., Reading Specialist) (9)

O10 Special education (10)

011  Other. Please specify (11)

Q7 In what year did you enter your current role?

Q8 What type of school do you work in?

Charter school (2)

Traditional public school (3)
Other. Please explain. (4)

Q9 What grade band does your school serve?
Q10 About what percentage of your time in a typical week is spent on. Remember, the

percentages may not sum to or exceed 100% as your activities vary weekly.

0% (1)

1-25% (2)

26 -50%
€)

51-75%
(4)

76% and
higher (5)

Classroom
teaching (1)

Meeting with
parents (2)

Completing
required school
reports (8)

Disciplining
students (9)

Attending chosen
professional
development (4)
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District
interactions (e.g.,
meetings, reports,
etc.) (5)

Other. Please
specify (7)

Q11 How often do you use a formal assessment in Reading for the following purposes?

Very Occasio | Seldom

often (1) Often (2) nally (3) | (4) Never (5)

To evaluate how
well students are
responding to the
core curriculum

(1

To monitor each
student's progress
on specific skills
over the school
year (8)

To identify
specific shill
deficits for
struggling
students (9)

To determine
whether students
need to be moved
to a more or less

instructional level
(10)

To inform my
teaching (11)

Other. Please
explain. (2)

Q12 What is the most common reason for student literacy underperformance?

Q13 Please indicate barriers that prevent teachers from doing their best in the classroom.



Very
unimportant

(1

Unimportant

)

Somewhat
important/
Somewhat
unimportant

3)

Important

4

Very
important

)

Inadequate
resources

(1

Students
unprepared
for class

(15)

Disruptive
students

(16)

Inadequate
leadership
support

(17)

Inconsisten
t messages
from the
principal

(18)

Parental
intrusion

(19)

Other.
Please
specify.
(20)

Q14 To what

extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Strongly
disagree

(1

Somewhat
disagree (2)

Indifferent
(3)

Somewhat
agree (4)

Strongly
agree (5)

The stress
and
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disappoint
ments
involved
with being
a teacher at
this school
aren't
worth it.

(1

Iam
generally
satisfied
with being
a teacher at
this school.

)

Iam
generally
satisfied
with being
a teacher
in general

3)

If I could
geta
higher-
paying job,
I'd leave
this job as
soon as
possible.

4

Iam
thinking
about
transferrin
gto
another
school. (5)

I don't
seem to
have as
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much
enthusiasm
now as I
did when |
began this
job. (6)

I think
about
staying
home from
school
because |
am too
tired to go.

(7

Iam
thinking
about
transferrin
g out of
this school
district. (8)

The
COVID
pandemic
made this
job much
harder.
Please
explain.

©)
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Q15 This project is focused on learning what teachers think needs to be done to improve

student literacy. Is there anything you would like to add?

Q16 Please respond to the following items. The school has...

No (1)

I am not
sure. (2)

I think so
(3)

Definitely
4

A set of clear, predetermined,
grade-level benchmarks (that is,




cut scores, goals/targets, or
percentiles) that are used to
determine which students are

(1

Predetermined criteria
determine the level of
intervention third-grade
students will receive in reading.

)

Predetermined criteria for
determining when third-grade
students no longer need a
reading intervention. (3)

Predetermined grade-level
benchmarks (cut scores,
goals/targets, or percentiles) are
used to determine which
students are struggling or at
risk of failure in math in third
grade. (4)

Predetermined criteria for
determining the level of
intervention third-grade
students will receive in
language arts (5)

Predetermined criteria for
determining when third-grade
students no longer need a
Reading intervention. (6)

Q17 How often did you participate in PD in the past 12 months that covered...

Never (1)

One time

)

Twice

3)

Three
or
more
times

4

How to use assessment data to
identify students who are
struggling or at risk of failure in
READING (1)
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How to use and apply
assessment data to guide
READING instruction (2)

How to implement the
READING curriculum (3)
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Q18 Have you received support from any of the following individuals during the 2023-24

school year?

No (1)

No, but I
would have
liked it (2)

Yes (3)

A school or district staff member
whose role is to provide ongoing
training and support to classroom
teachers in the delivery of effective
READING instruction (1)

A school or district staff member who
provides ongoing training and support
to classroom teachers in the delivery of
adequate behavioral support (2)

A school or district staff member to
support teachers in the interpretation

3)

Q19 Is there anything you would like to add about this topic?
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APPENDIX C

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

1. Interviewee characteristics:

a. Gender

b. Years of experience

c. Race/Ethnicity
2. In your experience, how do the demographics of your students, such as their socio-
economic status, race, and ethnicity, influence your teaching strategies and their
educational outcomes in literacy? How does your teaching experience equip you to
address the diverse needs of students from various backgrounds?
3. Describes observed disparities in literacy and how these manifest at different grade
levels, directly addressing disparities as perceived by educators.
4. Explores how socio-economic status, race, ethnicity, and school resources influence
disparities, providing insights into the context of these disparities."
5. What specific strategies or interventions were implemented to address literacy
disparities, capturing educators' insights on actions taken?
6. Evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies or interventions from the educators'
perspectives, assessing their perceived success.
7. Identifies specific moments or grade levels where disparities become pronounced,

directly targeting the inquiry about critical junctures.
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8. What factors contributing to these critical junctures complement exploring pivotal
moments by understanding underlying causes?

9. What do you perceive the role of educational leaders in addressing the literacy
achievement gap, focusing on educators' leadership expectations?

10. Can you share examples of effective leadership actions or initiatives evaluating the

impact and effectiveness of leadership in narrowing the literacy gap.?
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APPENDIX D

SURVEY RESPONDENT DEMOGRAPHICS

Administration and Teachers

20

18

16

14

12

10
8
6 @Administration
4 m Teachers
2
0
'b‘é\\&'\{‘o&’b o“\b 6((\0(\6 \:‘é\\’b 0‘0& 04}\9 d\é\b ’\°+’b ¢ ) O&Q\'\‘ 4 0@6\

A A & T

o < & @ N



162

Public and Non -Public
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APPENDIX E

DESCRIPTIVE - ANOVA DIFFERENCE OF MEANS

Scale Group M SD Min |Max |F p
School Practices |Minority 20.00 [4.485 |9 24 3.191|.080
Depth White 17.63  |4.528 | 6 24

Barriers to Males 17.89 |5.212 |5 23 2.407 | .127
Student Learning | Female 19.84 |3.664 |11 |25

Depth

Teaching Barriers |1 Subject 1.335 [.345 |0 4 2.337|.133
Breadth 2+ Subjects 1.555 |.263 |0 5

Teachers' Minority 21.28 |7.858 |10 35 1.807 | .185
Satisfaction/View

on Leadership White 18.34 |7.151 | 10 33

Impact on Job

Efficacy Depth

Teachers' Administration |1.50 1.716 | O 5 1.748 | .192
Satisfaction/View | Teacher 78 1510 [0 |6

on Leadership

163



164

Impact on Job

Efficacy Breadth




