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practices. The findings presented here focus on two teachers and the influence their teacher
identities seemed to have on culturally relevant teaching practices.

Literature Review

Teachers who apply culturally relevant practices tend to have a clear understanding of their
own cultural identity (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Liggett, 2008). This understanding of one’s
own cultural identity increases the teachers’ potential to recognize their own relationship
to socioeconomic inequities that exist in society and within schools. Successful teachers of
culturally and economically diverse students are aware of the social construction of their
identities and those of their students and of what these identities represent in the larger
context of society (Ryan, 2006). Understanding one’s own cultural identity is important
because individual identity has “cultural orientations that shape the ways in which [one
thinks] about values, beliefs, communication style (modes of politeness/formality),
historical perspectives, art, music, family, rituals (graduation, sport team rallies), rites of
passages (notable birthdays), and other social group activities” (Liggett, 2008, p. 397).
This understanding of teacher identity and culture is important because schools are social
locations that are not neutral but, like all social systems, afford greater status to some
and offer different access to power to others. Pollock (2008) concluded that “classrooms
are cultures too. They are regularly convened communities of practices where people’s
actions intertwine in patterned ways to shape outcomes for young people” (p. 370). In such
communities where teachers have significant influence on the practices, teacher identities
become dynamic factors.

It is not the teacher’s individual identity that influences practices as much as it is his or
her acknowledgement of identity. Ladson-Billings (1998) asserted that notions of regularity
put particular persons in position of power and may cause unconscious posturing that
prevents them from recognizing their own culture as culture. This regularity, specifically, is
attributed to what Ladson-Billings described as the failure of White American teachers to
associate the notion of culture with themselves. Culturally responsive teachers, however,
acknowledge their own cultural identity. Such self-acknowledgement creates a cultural
consciousness and builds cultural competencies that help teachers proactively form
authentic relationships with students, deliberately plan responsive instruction, and actively
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cultural norms for interpersonal relationships, and parental expectations for achievement,
and about the ways individual cultures treat time and space (Weinstein, Curran, &
Tomlinson-Clark, 2003). Culturally responsive teachers appreciate students’ hobbies
and outside-school activities and creatively use these interests, concerns, and strengths to
connect teaching and learning in ways that increase academic motivation. Teachers who
are culturally responsive in their approach understand that students’ previous educational
experiences color current beliefs about school, and these teachers seek ways to demonstrate
immediate and future implications of education (Villegas & Lucas, 2002).

Methods

The full study was designed to have teachers define their conceptions of culturally relevant
pedagogy and identify their own lived experiences that support its practices; therefore, a
qualitative approach was deemed appropriate because it could provide a more intimate
portrait of the ways in which teachers see themselves and others and how they enact such
culturally relevant pedagogy. Additionally, one goal of qualitative research is to explore
perspectives that determine how social relations are affected by power differentials between
different social groups (Bilken & Casella, 2007). This dynamic was critical, considering a
main objective was to determine how teachers understanding of their own identity impacts
classroom practices for culturally diverse students and those at risk. For the purposes of
this discussion on teacher identities, the results shared here will focus on only one portion
of the study.

Setting and participants. The educational sites in the full study included one rural
and one urban, high-poverty middle school located in one school district in North
Carolina. Participants included a total of nine language arts teachers, five from the rural
middle school and four from the urban middle school. Echoing the literature indicating
the vast majority of America’s teaching force remains predominantly White, middle class,
and female (Hyland, 2009; Whitfield, Klug, & Whitney, 2007), all of the teachers who
participated in the overall study were White, and the majority were female (n=6). This
discussion will highlight the illustrative identities and practices of one female and one male
teacher from the urban high-poverty school.

Data collection and analysis. Ladson-Billings’ three broad propositions about
culturally relevant teaching (conceptions of self and others, social relations, and
conceptions of knowledge) served as the conceptual framework for the study. Data were
gathered by interviews and observations. The interview protocol (see Appendix A) was
based on questions used in Ladson-Billings' (1994) seminal work, The Dreamkeepers,
and was validated by asking five teachers outside of the study each question to determine
the extent to which they understood the questions. Each teacher participated in an
individual introductory interview to describe his or her own childhood, schooling, and
life experiences. Each interview lasted no more than 30 minutes and was conducted by the
principal researcher.

Wealso constructed an observation protocol (see Appendix B) based on Ladson-Billings’
(1994) conceptual framework of observable behaviors for culturally relevant pedagogy.
Love and Kruger (2005) adapted these observable behaviors delineated in Ladson-Billings’
work into a survey to measure how teacher beliefs correlated with student achievement.
To ascertain the survey’s internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for each
behavior using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The standardized
alpha was .85 for items that reflected culturally relevant beliefs. Although Love and Kruger
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(2005) admitted some correlations may be attenuated by skewed distributions, the strength
of the alpha indicated that the observable items were perfectly acceptable for reuse. These
same culturally relevant behaviors were the basis for the observation protocol, which was
validated through practice in two classrooms prior to use in the study.

Classroom observations were critical for triangulating data about what teachers said
in the interviews regarding their beliefs about culturally relevant practices and what they
actually did in the classroom. To avoid any possible scripting or posturing by participants
and create the most natural setting, the principal researcher simply informed participants
that the purpose of the observations was to observe teacher interactions with students and
instructional practices in the classroom. The principal researcher observed each participant
interacting with and providing instruction to students during a 45-minute class period.
Following the classroom observation, the principal researcher conducted a final 30-minute
interview with each participant individually.

Results

The results shared here focus on the first of Ladson-Billings' (1994) three general
propositions of culturally relevant pedagogy—conceptions of self and others. Teachers’
conceptions of self and others were based on a subset of four behaviors: (a) acknowledging
one’s own cultural identity, (b) discussing the cultural diversity of students comfortably
and respectfully, (c) exhibiting self-eflicacy when working with culturally diverse students,
and (d) seeing him/herself as a part of the community. Although the study examined data
regarding all four subsets, this discussion focuses solely on teachers ability to acknowledge
their own cultural identity and how this identity impacts their use of culturally relevant
practices. The discussion here represents two of the nine teachers who participated in the
study and their acknowledgement of their cultural identity. These two teachers, identified
as Kelly and Mike, both taught at the same high-poverty urban middle school. Of all the
participants in the study, they had the strongest recognition of their own cultural identity
in relation to their work with students and demonstrated a significant number of culturally
relevant teaching practices as a result. Their stories thus illustrate the importance of
understanding one’s cultural identity when working with diverse students.

Kelly. A first-year teacher, Kelly was the only female in the study who expressed
an understanding of her own cultural identity in direct relation to her interaction with
students. Kelly described the cultural chasm between her and the students as a potential
threat to productive teaching and learning, Growing up in a homogenous community, Kelly
graduated from a high school with a 90% White middle-class population. Entering into
a teaching environment in which more than half of the students were eligible for free or
reduced lunch and at least 65% were minorities, Kelly said she faced a number of challenges
as a beginning teacher. Pointing out that many of the students she taught lived in poverty,
she had no idea what that life was like. She said that she spent the entire first semester
trying to “get into the culture” and understand what her students were experiencing at
home.

Much like the research presented by Liggett (2008), Kelly illustrates the idea that
“cultural orientations shape the ways in which [individuals] think about values, beliefs,
communication styles (modes of politeness/formality)...” (p. 397). Kelly’s cultural
orientations, as she clarified, were quite different from those of her students. Believing she
grew up in the“typical American family,” Kelly said she was met with a number of surprises
when she got her own classroom. For example, Kelly portrayed students’ communication
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styles as disrespectful and unbearable. She said she finally told students that they could not
continue to just “yell stuff out” at her. Although Kelly’s cultural orientations were different
from her students, she recognized the implication that socioeconomic differences had the
potential to impact the ways in which she and her students interacted in the classroom.
These differences, according to Kelly, were causing them not to complete academic tasks.

The one thing Kelly and her students did share was an intense passion for pop
culture. Thus, even as she spent the first semester establishing appropriate boundaries and
elucidating procedures for appropriate school behavior necessary for successful teaching
and learning, Kelly quickly made a habit of structuring learning tasks using examples from
pop culture—common ground shared by Kelly and her students. Kelly was creative and
resourceful, achieving a number of culturally relevant objectives. She employed the latest
issues trending in film, music, sports, fashion, television, technology, and advertising to
help students make personal connections and construct meaning from content material.
Kelly’s use of various quick-fire strategies designed for students to relate their thoughts,
perceptions, and opinions to relevant real-life examples increased her understanding of
students’ cultural orientations. Additionally, Kelly and her students” shared interests in
media served as fertile ground for establishing the kind of relationships that underpin
culturally relevant pedagogy.

Mike. A 4-year veteran teacher, Mike joked that he had no idea how he ended up
teaching but reflected that he had always liked school. He liked learning, and school had
always been easy for him until he entered the middle grades, when he began to struggle.
Indicating a love for just about every subject, reading and math especially, he said he got
extremely frustrated when he started struggling. With his anger increasing, he began to
dislike school. Crediting good teachers who helped him through that phase, he discovered
that he had his own learning style. Realizing that he needed to process information in a
particular way rekindled his passion for learning, and as he expressed, “I fell in love again.”
He believed that unconsciously he decided he wanted to do that for other kids—spark the
passion for learning that seems to dwindle when kids enter middle school and adolescence.

Mike detailed growing up in a predominantly White community with lots of middle
and upper-middle class families—of which, he made clear, he was not one. Mike described
his family as “socially and economically challenged.” After moving to North Carolina, his
father retired from the military, and, soon after, his parents divorced. Mike explained that
growing up with a single parent who was trying to raise four children brought on a number
of issues and challenges. He said even though he did not grow up in a community like his
students, he did grow up in similar circumstances.

Mike emphasized that understanding many of the circumstances his students might
be encountering at home helped him recognize that what happens in schools must be
both relevant and meaningful. Schooling has such long-range and seemingly abstract
implications, especially to children living in poverty, but Mike helped students articulate
their goals. He encouraged them and fostered academic confidence by concentrating
learning on students’ personal goals. Mike said he was honest with his students: “Maybe
you are not going to grow up and be a doctor, and that’s perfectly fine. I didn't want to be a
doctor either. What do you want to do and how can we get you there?” Mike made it clear
that for many students the motivation for learning is how they can connect it to their lives.
Emphasizing his own personal needs when he was a student, Mike concluded,

I know that my students know there is somewhere they want to go, and if they do
what I tell them to do, they are going to get there. That's the same thing, like I said,
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when I was in school that I needed. I needed someone to say: What do you want to
do? I will show you how to get there. This is how you learn. Let’s do it that way. That's
what I try to provide.

Understanding his own unique learning needs, Mike was able to help students identify
their goals and concentrate learning in ways that targeted those goals. Additionally,
teachers like Mike with high efficacy employ practices that provide greater academic focus
and specific, detailed feedback. Mike deliberately tapped into students’ interests, hobbies,
and strengths to connect teaching and learning in ways that demonstrated how education
has implications for future success (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Mike typifies Gay’s (2000)
assertion that situating knowledge within students’ frame of reference and teaching to
students’ strengths help translate academic learning experiences to real-life skills.

Mike was the only teacher in this study who actually articulated the concept of privilege
in the classroom. Furthermore, he identified that this privilege rested in the color of his
skin. He clearly stated, “First of all, there are 27 students in here, and they're Black and
I'm White. That is a huge barrier.” He admitted that it took him 6 weeks at the beginning
of the year to get students to want to complete any of his assignments. Believing he was
the culprit because he was culturally different, he needed students to understand him and
realize that his background was not so different from theirs just because he was White.
Mike’s understanding of his own cultural difference, developed through hislived experiences,
helped him recognize Ladson-Billings’ (1994) assertion that notions of regularity put
particular persons in positions of power. Traditionally, it is the teacher who consciously or
unconsciously projects these notions of regularity, which are then perceived by students. In
this case, however, Mike's heightened awareness of how he might be perceived by students
was a result of acknowledging his own identity.

Conclusions

Teachers like Mike and Kelly, who are aware of their own cultural orientations, are more
likely to recognize the cultural orientations of their students. Culturally relevant practices
seem to hinge on this type of self-awareness. It does not seem necessary that the teacher’s
self-identity match that of the students in order to implement teaching practices that
affirm and respect the values and beliefs of culturally diverse students and those living
in poverty. Although Mike’s own childhood seemed to reflect the lifestyle of his students,
Kelly described a typical middle-class childhood. It was actually through the differences
between her and her students that Kelly became aware of her position of power in the
classroom. In other words, teachers from typical middle class backgrounds who are teaching
in culturally diverse schools often cannot help but recognize their own identity when they
find themselves as the minority in their own classrooms. Under such circumstances they
are confronted with the type of self-awareness that has the potential to result in recognizing
positions of privilege and power. What they do with self-awareness has serious implications
for improving achievement for children typically considered at risk.

Implications for Educators

Teachers  understanding of their own cultural identity influences and shapes the ways in
which they view others. Additionally, the ability to recognize how their identity is viewed
by the students they teach can help them eliminate notions of inherent power produced
by ingrained and institutionalized norms about who is regular and who is other. In an
attempt to facilitate teachers’ conception of self, preservice teachers need opportunities for



Winter 2012 - Diverse Learners 25

autobiographical exploration, reflection, and self-analysis as part of their teacher preparation.
Schools of education can increase teachers’ understanding and readiness for working with
culturally diverse students by providing coursework in which teachers examine the ways
in which they view specific values, beliefs, communication styles, historical perspectives,
music, art, family, rituals, rites of passage, and social group activities, as argued by Liggett
(2008). Recognition of different cultural norms would assist in generating acceptance of
divergent values in relation to these behaviors and life moments.

Furthermore, as the participants in the study often associated popular culture with
culturally relevant pedagogy and defined culture in terms of its potential to be shaped and
altered by the power of mass media and technology, preservice teachers need to understand
the ways in which culture is constantly evolving and changing. Institutions responsible
for preparing beginning teachers for practice in real classrooms must develop curricula
that transcend one required course in multiculturalism. Throughout prospective teachers’
course of study, multiple opportunities should exist for teacher candidates to connect their
own cultural identities with the numerous possible identities and cultural orientations of
their potential students.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Interview 1: Introductions

Where are you from?

Where else have you lived?

How long have you been teaching? At this school?

How did you get into teaching?

Where else have you taught? For how long?

How is this community similar to or different from the one in which you grew up?

How would you describe this school and the student population?

Interview 2

How do you define culturally relevant pedagogy?

How do you think your life experiences have contributed to your approaches toward culturally relevant pedagogy?

Describe the kinds of culturally relevant practices, strategies, or methods you currently use in your classroom with your students.
Are there barriers to culturally relevant pedagogy?

‘What are barriers that prevent you from using more culturally relevant practices in your classroom?

Appendix B: Teacher Observation Protocol

School Class
Teacher Pseudonym Grade
Date Time

Conceptions of Self & Others

. Exhibits self-efficacy when working with
culturally diverse students

Social Relations

+  Models positive and appropriate teacher-
student interactions

+ Demonstrates a connectedness with all
students

+ Encourﬂges a Community Of learners

N Arranges physical environment to facilitate

sharing, collaboration, etc.

Conceptions of Knowledge

. Differentiates instruction & uses a variety of
instructional strategies

. Engages students in critical questioning of the
curriculum, its content, and/or its validity

. Physical environment showcases a variety
of culturally affirming and realistic
representations

+ Responds to real time concerns, questions,

and interests of students
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Educators Maneuvering the
Challenges of RTI Conferences:
Guidelines for Success

By Ruth Sylvester, Sally V. Lewis, and Jeri-Lynne Severance

As a result of response to intervention (RTT), a data-based approach to identifying children
with learning disabilities, many teachers will conduct meetings that extend beyond the
typical parent-teacher conference. In this article, we offer tips for facilitating constructive parent-
teacher conferences. We provide an introduction to RT1, followed by an overview of the Ecological
Model of Child Development and Invitational Theory of Practice that frame our guidelines to
help teachers conduct professional and productive parent-teacher conferences.

Most teachers are required from their first year of teaching to hold parent-teacher
conferences throughout the school year to discuss students’ academic progress. However,
according to the National Association of Directors of Special Education (2006), response
to intervention (RTT) is being used, or planning to be used, by states as a comprehensive
service delivery system that requires significant changes in how school personnel interact
with parents to serve all students. In a 2007 survey of special education directors from
all 50 United States and the District of Columbia, all “are either in the process of
implementing RTT or are currently using this approach to meet the needs of struggling
learners” (Hoover, Baca, Waexler-Love, & Saenz, 2008, p.1). Because RTT may be used as a
prereferral or determination for disability identification, if mandated by state law (Council
for Exceptional Children, 2007; The National Center for Response to Intervention, 2011),
many teachers will now conduct conferences that extend beyond the typical parent-teacher
conference to focus on varied interventions to help struggling learners. Yet, even in their
teacher preparation programs, teachers receive little training or practice in the skills needed
to conduct a successful conference (Flanigan, 2007).

Having a clear definition of RTT gives educators an understanding of their roles in
providing interventions for all students in their classrooms. RTT makes provision for high-
quality instruction, matching interventions to the needs of students, using frequent progress
monitoring, and applying the data of student response to instructional decision making
(Batsche et al., 2006; National Association of State Directors of Special Education, 2006).
According to Fuchs and Fuchs (2006), one of the goals of RTT is to identify students at
risk of having learning difficulties and then to plan early intervention instruction to prevent
academic failure. RTT is thus “a multi-tiered system for struggling learners that provides
increasingly intense levels of academic interventions and assessments” (Byrd, 2011, p 32).

Reflecting on our diverse past and current roles as classroom teacher, special education
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teacher, resource compliance specialist, professional school counselor, school principal, and
university professor, we recall instances where conferences or meetings were unproductive
and unprofessional. In this article, we provide guidelines to help teachers maneuver through
ongoing and new challenges of parent-teacher conferences. Preceding the guidelines, we
provide an introduction to the components of RTT and the theory and research that frame
our guidelines.

Theoretical Frame

Two theories inform our guidelines for conducting informative, collaborative, and sensitive
conferences. The Ecological Model of Child Development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) holds
that child development is directly or indirectly influenced by four nested environment
systems that incorporate the child’s family, school, community, and culture. For example,
when both parents must work to provide adequate food and shelter for their family, they
may not have the time or energy to assist their child with challenging homework and,
consequently, the child’s achievement might suffer. The Invitational Theory of Practice
(Stanley, Junhke, & Purkey, 2004) focuses on communicating caring and appropriate
messages and has four interconnected assumptions: intentionality, respect, trust, and
optimism. The following guidelines are grounded in these theories and are useful for
conducting not only RTT conferences but any type of parent-teacher conference.

Knowing Parents

Despite difficulties experienced in the classroom, students are usually deeply loved by
their parents. A feeling of loss is not unusual for parents when first notified about their
child’s academic difficulties and the possibility of assessment for special education. The
parents’ sense of loss comes from the
perception of losing their dream child
(Taub, 2006). Similar to individuals
experiencing the stages of grief, parents
may be in denial and use humor as
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issues. Perhaps this coping behavior is
employed to deflect attention from the
reality of having a child who struggles
academically (Sylvester & Greenidge,
2011). Frequently, one of the parents
shares in the conference that school
was a personal challenge and attempts
to brush off the news with a laugh.
Parents of high school students
who have struggled academically
throughout school are typically more
accepting of their teenager’s academic
issues and use more positive coping
behaviors (Sylvester & Greenidge,
2011).
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Intentionality

Intentionality involves what teachers do to prepare for the conference (Stanley, Junhke, &

Purkey, 2004). We recommend that the teacher create an agenda and then review it with

the parents prior to the meeting to avoid surprising parents with unexpected issues. Then

invite the parents to add any items they need to

discuss to the agenda. Parents should be informed -

of everyone who will be attending the conference An anltﬂ’lg and

and thelr roles g intentional conference setting
Most teachers attempt to create a positive

learning environment in the classroom; likewise, 1s parent—f riendly, Wlt”)

teac.hers can create a  positive co.nferer?cmg adult-sized chairs, a

environment. An inviting and intentional

conference setting is parent-friendly, with adult- CO?’lfC?’CVlCC table dCVOid

sized chairs, a conference table devoid of stacks f k b

of papers or boxes of materials, and space for Of L Of |SLPEIS O DOBIES

all members to see and hear each other as equal of materials, and space

contributors in the conference.

for all members to see

Attending a conference is an interruption
in the busy day of a parent; therefore, educators and bhear each other as
need to be respectful of their time and their . .
commitment to their childrens education. equal contributors in
Assigning the role of timekeeper to someone in the CO?’lfﬁf'@?’lCC.
the meeting ensures all are keeping to the agenda
and redirects the conversation if it digresses from
the scheduled topics.

Make sure introductions are made and that the roles of the various people represented
are discussed and clarified for the parents. Do not include so many staff at the meeting that
the parents feel intimidated as they enter the room. Do not expect everyone to contribute
verbally, especially if their message repeats unpleasant information similar to that of other
participants.

Respecting Parents

Studies indicate that parental involvement in learning is beneficial to a student’s school
progress (Fan & Chen, 2001; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Parental involvement—and
respect for that involvement—should start at the beginning of the RTT process. Parents
will generally want to be part of the decision process and to know what interventions
are implemented at school so they can institute them at home (Byrd, 2011). One way to
assist their involvement is to provide information on the RTT process with a pamphlet and
explanation of the process and terminology (Byrd, 2011). Parents are key to the process
because they can share with educators their unique knowledge and insight about their
children that can be beneficial to the RTT process (Byrd, 2011).

Essential to the meeting are taking time to explain the family’s role and rights and
defining throughout the conference any educational terminology the family will hear
(Byrd, 2011). It is important not only to describe behaviors or areas of concern, but also
to celebrate the successes and strengths of the child. These positive aspects of RTT are
often the building blocks of the interventions themselves. A professional yet empathic tone
and demeanor are key. Remarks such as “I have done everything I can, but your child just
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cannot read” are disrespectful, counter-productive, and send a message that the teacher has
given up on the child.

Many teachers enter a conference with years of experience and may assume they
know what is best for the student without emphasizing to the parents that their input
is essential and valued. This assumption derails
respecting parents as contributors in the decision

In the CO?’lf erence, the making. Actively listening to the parents and

fOCt/tS Oftke discussion should be assimilating parental insights with their own

classroom observations of the child will assist

on SP GCEﬁC bC”)dVlO?’S and teachers in better understanding students’ needs

the ramification of the (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001).

bl’) . I’) IOZ d, l . In the conference, the focus of the
ehaviors on tne cnila s earnming discussion should be on specific behaviors and

(Montgomery, 2005)‘ Altkougk the ramification of the behaviors on the child’s
learning (Montgomery, 2005). Although veteran

veteran teachers are typ “all)’ teachers are typically adept at identifying causes of

adept at identifying causes Of specific behaviors, they must not attempt to make
a diagnosis, such as a child has ADHD or should

SPCCH[“? behaviors, tk@)’ must not see a therapist. These types of suggestion interfere

attempt to make a diagnosis, with the purpose of creating interventions that
. will help the child be more successful.
such as a child has ADHD or Even as they are cautious about what they

SI’) ould see a therapist. TI’)CSC communicate verbally, teachers also need to be
aware of their body language. When words and

types OfSng estion inte 1’f€ re body language do not align, parents might distrust
Wltl’) tke PUTPOSC Of creating the words. Therefore, an awareness of movements

that could send parents a negative message in an
interventions that will I’)Elp the already uncomfortable situation is important to
child be more succes sfu L .con.ducting a respectful conference. The following
insights about body language were adapted from
salespersons (Segal, 1994) and special education
teachers (Vaughn, Bos, & Schumm, 2011) to describe positive body language of teachers
in a conferencing setting. Active listening skills include (a) looking at the one speaking,
(b) leaning toward the parent to remove any distance and to show genuine interest in
what they are contributing, (c) smiling, (d) nodding in agreement (yet without continual
bobbing, which suggests one is tuned out), () maintaining relaxed posture with uncrossed
arms, (f) gesturing warmly with the hands and particularly with palms up, and (g) taking
notes.

Building Trust
Teachers must show acceptance and understanding in order to build trust (Schmidt,
2004). To establish trust, a teacher needs to establish rapport with the family. One simple
way to do this is to communicate to parents that their participation in the conference is
significant and then truly listen to what they contribute. Once trust is established, parents
will feel they are important and valuable members of the educational team.

As stated earlier, to maintain rapport, teachers should provide layman’s definitions of
educational jargon (Pena, 2000). Assuring parents that interventions will be in place to
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meet their children’s academic needs also builds rapport. Many parents may not be sure
how to help their children and also may lack confidence that the teacher and the school can
help. Before the meeting is concluded, teachers should ensure that parents understand and
agree on the interventions and the outcome.

In order to promote trust, sometimes teachers must address parents’ biases against
school (Montgomery, 2005). Parents may have struggled as students and thus have
negative memories of the entire school experience. Yet parents need to understand that,
regardless of their personal experiences at school, the teachers and the school staff want
to assist their children in overcoming barriers to success in school. Reassure parents that
the RTT process is not easy for everyone, but it is necessary and beneficial when completed
(Montgomery, 2005). It is important that, when decisions and strategies are made in the
conference, the teacher feels equipped to implement the interventions in an approach
that is not embarrassing to the child. The parents want their child to have a better school
experience than they experienced, and educators need to help facilitate that desire.

Optimism
When meeting with parents, the teacher should be professional and optimistic. When
expectations of creating a pathway for the child’s academic achievement are in place,
frustration is reduced and positive thinking is elevated. A cultivated attitude that seeks
out collaboration with parents and other team members is beneficial. Because parents
probably have the most information regarding the extent and history of their child’s
difficulties and the most knowledge of their children’s home environment, it is essential for
parents to be actively involved in planning and implementing interventions to maximize
their effectiveness (Park, Alber-Morgan, Fleming, 2011). An attitude that there are no
problematic individuals (parents, teachers, or students)—only problematic situations that
require attention from the student, parents, and the school for the benefit of the student—
is paramount for collaborating on possible solutions (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001).
Many parents may not be familiar with approachinglearning problems from a problem-
solving model. They may expect a meeting to generate a one-time decision rather than a
series of decisions based on progress monitoring and the possibility of future meetings to
discuss moving to the next tier in the model if their child is not responding to the current
intervention. The RTI problem-solving model fosters hope and optimism for student
achievement.

Conclusion

Researchers report a positive link between parental involvement and student achievement
(Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2005). Realizing that parent involvement can have a tremendous
impact on students’ success, knowing that parents’ views of education may differ from the
teachers’ perspectives, understanding that many parents must overcome obstacles in order
to attend a conference, and following the conferencing guidelines suggested here will enable
teachers to meet the challenges of RTT conferences and, ultimately, to meet the needs of
diverse learners.
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Interview

Meeting the Needs of Gifted
and Talented Students: An
Interview with Dr. Susan
Assouline

By Janice M. Novello

’1’%1'5 interview continues a series initiated by members of the Bulletin's Editorial Board. The
goal of the series is to feature interviews conducted with Delta Kappa Gamma members
or other educational leaders on a topic related to the theme of the issue. In this article, a leader
in the field of gifted education discusses her career, philosophy, and thoughts about meeting the
needs of diverse learners.

Introduction

Dr. Susan Assouline was a faculty member at the Belin-Blank Center for Gifted Education
(now the International Center for Gifted Education and Talent Development) when I
completed a fellowship at that center. Her dedication to students who were diverse learners
was immediately apparent, and I have followed her career as a university administrator,
professor, researcher, author, and champion of those who might not fit in a traditional
learning space.

Dr. Assouline, you are the Associate Director at the Connie Belin & Jacqueline N. Blank
International Center for Gifted Education and Talent Development at the University of Iowa.
Please share how you became involved with the diverse learners that this Center serves.

I started at the University of Iowa (UI), as an undergraduate, 40 years ago!

Serendipity is the overall theme for my career as an educator, and there are four single,
seemingly minor, decision points that had a major impact on the direction and focus of my
career path.

First, as an undergraduate majoring in science, I filled out an application to be part of
a National Science Foundation Summer Fellowship Program to introduce science majors
to science education. The mentor assigned to me was a junior high teacher, and a few years
later, my first teaching job was in that junior high school in the classroom right next to his.

Living and working in Jowa City, it seemed logical to start work in a graduate program.
Because I started teaching right around the time that the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (originally called Education of Handicapped Children Act) was passed,
there was lots of energy in schools due to that new legislation. Therefore, I thought it best
to take a class in the field of special education, and the class that fit into my schedule was one
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on mental retardation (the book we used was the book on mental retardation by Halbert
and Nancy Robinson, who are, of course, pillars to the gifted education community). The
person teaching the class was an adjunct professor who was also a school psychologist.
The class was terrific, and that was the class that began my journey toward a graduate
degree in school psychology. Along the way, I was asked by a fairly new professor, Nicholas
Colangelo, to be a teaching assistant for a summer program, a survey of gifted education
that he taught for classroom teachers.

Dr. Nicholas Colangelo became the Director of the Connie Belin & Jacqueline N. Blank
International Center for gifted Education and Talent Development, correct?
Yes.

At the time, I was working on my doctoral degree, and when I finished, my family
moved to the Washington, D. C. area, where my husband had a postdoctoral fellowship at
the National Institutes of Health. I made a call (no email in those days!) to a professor at
Johns Hopkins, Julian Stanley. Dr. Stanley was the founder and director of the Study of
Mathematically Precocious Youth (SMPY), and I was awarded a postdoctoral fellowship
with SMPY.

It was great ultimately to move back to Iowa where I could implement so much of what
I learned at Hopkins. Shortly after I returned, we started the elementary student talent
search and we developed the Iowa Acceleration Scale, which is a tool to help educators and
parents determine if grade acceleration is an appropriate option for a particular student
and which provides a basis for interactions between parents and teachers on the subject.
The foundation for that work is respect for the theory of individual differences, one of
the first lessons I learned in the class on mental retardation and equally applicable to
precocious youth.

Those are the four instances of serendipity that led me back to UI and the newly-
founded Belin-Blank Center for Gifted Education and Talent Development.

Please share how your work with diverse learners was formed and how it came to fruition at
Belin-Blank.
I mentioned the Iowa Acceleration Scale and the elementary student talent search. I was
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NASA International Astro Science Fellowship. jmnovello@email.phoenix.edu
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also fortunate to have so many gracious colleagues with whom I've worked.

Of course, there is Nick Colangelo, but also my fellow SMPY-postdoc, Ann Shoplik,
coauthor of the book Developing Math Talent (the 2™ edition was published by Prufrock
Press in 2011), and our SMPY colleague, Linda Brody, the current director carrying on
Stanley’s legacy at Hopkin's Center for Talented Youth. Dr. Stanley’s work on acceleration
was a centerpiece of A Nation Deceived: How Schools Hold Back America’s Brightest Students,
which I coauthored and coedited with Nick and Miraca Gross in 2004. With the recent
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) emphasis, I feel as though
that young science teacher from the late 70s has now come full circle.

The science-teacher-turned-school-psychologist has also come full circle with the
center’s work on twice-exceptionality. I've worked closely with two UI colleagues, Drs.
Megan Foley Nicpon and Claire Whiteman, and more recently with postdoctoral student
Alissa Doobay, who used UI data on twice-

exceptional students for her research. I think that
our work with students on the autism spectrum
and with learning disabilities is important in the
post-IDEA 2004 world.

Dr. Assouline, you are well known for your work
with providing information and motivation for
girls to take science and math courses. How did this
interest develop?

In the early years of my career, there were very few
women science teachers, so I was acutely aware of
gender differences in science and math. At SMPY,
I learned so much about gender differences as
well as about extreme talent and how to discover
extraordinary talent.

Briefly discuss the impact of the education of diverse
learners in the world today and your vision for the
future

Research on differences between groups informs
best practice in education and psychology.
However, talent isnt developed in groups: it's

developed in the individual. Talented individuals

Talented individuals are
the outliers, and respect for
individual differences within
groups forms the core of best
practice in the development of
talent. On a practical level, the
educator or psychologist who
works with gifted learners must
value the fact that individual
differences reflect a degree of
diversity that is unique to the
American educational system,
and our challenge is to discover
the talent and develop it!

are the outliers, and respect for individual differences within groups forms the core of best
practice in the development of talent. On a practical level, the educator or psychologist
who works with gifted learners must value the fact that individual differences reflect a
degree of diversity that is unique to the American educational system, and our challenge is
to discover the talent and develop it!

The theme for this issue of the DKG Bulletin is diverse learners, and as I mentioned
above, the theoretical underpinning for my work is the concept of individual differences.
With today’s technology, we have no excuse for not tailoring curriculum for the individual
learner. We've made much progress on barriers, but there is more to do. It has been a
privilege to be part of the journey.
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Twice Exceptional? The Plight
of the Gifted English Learner

By Jennifer Canillas Stein, June Hetzel, and Rachel Beck

is article, built upon individual case studies and an analysis of 3 years of district-wide

data for a gifted and talented grant application, identifies the underrepresentation of

gifted English learners in gifted and talented programs. The authors argue for (a) reviewing

and revising identification procedures and criteria for gifted populations, and (b) professional

development for teachers, counselors, and administrators in the area of gifted education in order
to better serve gifted English learners who are twice exceptional.

Introduction
Although a variety of definitions of giftedness exist in the literature, such as Robert
Sternbergs Triarchic Theory (1985), Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence Theory (1993),
or Heller, Perleth, and Hany’s Munich Model of Giftedness (Sousa, 2009), Renzulli’s
Model of Giftedness (1978) describes the majority of gifted children with whom we have
worked. Renzulli defined giftedness as high performance in nearly all intellectual and
artistic pursuits, demonstrated in the intersection of (a) above average general abilities
(e.g., processing information) or specific abilities (e.g., acquiring knowledge or performing
an activity); (b) commitment to a task (e.g., endurance, focus, perseverance; special interest
in a specific subject); and (c) creativity (e.g., flexible thinking, creative thought) (Renzulli,
1978; Sousa, 2009). Although giftedness exists in every group in society regardless of
race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status, identification and participation of students in
gifted education from some groups, such as Hispanic/Latino, African American, and
Native American Indian groups, occurs at a much lower rate than others, such as White
and Asian populations, resulting in underrepresentation (California Association for the
Gifted, 2006; Webb, Gore, Amend, & DeVries, 2007). In the prevailing two theories on
the causes of underrepresentation, one focuses on inappropriate identification procedures
(Discrimination Theory) and the other (Distribution Theory) suggests that giftedness
may indeed be unequally distributed due to certain causes that must be recognized and
prevented, such as lack of resources (California Association for the Gifted, n.d.). Indeed,
the most plausible theory may be a combination of both of these issues. Regardless of
which theory is in focus, we have seen giftedness across our K-12 students over a course
of 5 decades and have become increasingly concerned with students who fall through the
cracks because the identification of giftedness is affected by an additional consideration or
condition, such as poverty, a disability, or limited English fluency.

“The term twice exceptional was coined by James J. Gallagher to denote students who
are both gifted and have disabilities” (Coleman, Harradine, & King, 2005, p. 5), and the
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reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) addressed the
child with disabilities who was also gifted . Twice-exceptional students may be capable of
high levels of abstract and critical thinking that may be masked by a disability, making it
difficulttoidentify and serve. The disability often takes precedence over other considerations,
limiting students to one label. While the disability is being addressed, the giftedness may
“eventually regress to the point where it is unidentifiable” (California Association for the
Gifted, 2006, p.1). Similarly, developing English language proficiency often becomes the
main focus of the English learners’ educational experience, and characteristics of giftedness
can be easily overlooked, especially if standardized tests in English form the sole basis
for identification. Limited English proficiency is certainly not a disability; however, when
English learners are also limited to one label to the exclusion of other factors, English
learners are being underserved, and it is unlikely that they will reach their true potential.

Toillustrate this point, we present an example in the form of a brief case study regarding
a former student of one of the researchers. Her name was April. She had been identified
as an English learner upon entering the school system. She was an alert fourth grader who
absorbed information like a sponge. An avid reader, gifted writer, and artist, she had a deep
interest in history and, in particular, was fascinated with the western movement in U.S.
history. For example, when asked to do a social studies report, April came to class with
a written report, a lively oral presentation, and a video of authentic artifacts (i.e., wagon
wheels, tools from pioneer days) that she had narrated in detail. Her performance far
exceeded that of her peers, but because of her earlier limited English language proficiency,
she carried the label of an English learner.

One evening, I enjoyed having dinner with her family in their home. Immigrants to the
United States, they had worked hard to ensure a good education for their three daughters.
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The parents, although limited in their English, insisted that the three girls practice reading
English books every night and dutifully complete all of their homework. They had a small
set of English books at home that all three girls shared and read over and over again.
April’s parents had somehow succeeded in creating access to English literacy despite their
own limited English skills, We enjoyed dinner together, had a tour of their home, and
then April took us to her favorite place—the neighbot’s backyard. There we found wagon
wheels, pioneer tools, and all sorts of antiques from the 1800s. I had that ah-hah moment
as a teacher when I suddenly discovered where April's total absorption in the westward
movement was rooted. Because April was a gifted child and had strength in focus, she
absorbed herself in every aspect of the westward movement, avidly reading, writing, and
drawing everything she could that was related to this area and, in her free time, read Little
House on the Prairie books to add to her enjoyment of this historical time period.
Observing April’s giftedness over the first few months of the semester, I referred
her to be tested for the gifted program. I was confident that she was demonstrating all
three domains of Renzulli's model of giftedness (1978). Unfortunately, after the testing,
the administrator informed me that April had missed being placed in the gifted program
because she was short one IQ point. I quickly explained that April was taking these exams
in her second language; however, the administrator would not make an exception for this
gifted English learner. The test had masked April’s ability to demonstrate her giftedness.

Research Questions
Researchers have repeatedly demonstrated that English learners who take exams in their
second language often perform poorly and are hence misclassified (Spinelli, 2008). Although
the literature primarily focuses on the plight of students who may have disabilities, the
purpose of this article is to focus on the gifted students whose giftedness is masked by
where they are in the process of English language acquisition. In this article, we discuss the
following questions:

1. How are educators serving (or not serving) gifted English learners, especially those

from underrepresented groups?

2. What might district personnel do to intervene on behalf of gifted English learners?

3. What processes and practices will support gifted English learners?

To address these questions, we present information in the form of a case study from
a small public school district located in southern California. In a review of data from
2004-2006 collected in order to complete a state application for gifted and talented
education program funding, the administrative team confirmed that particular groups
were underrepresented in comparison with the demographics of the district as a whole—
and that another group was overrepresented. The data showed that, of the ethnic groups
to be reported as required by the state, three main groups emerged in the district: Asian
43%, Hispanic/Latino 38%, and White 12%; a small percentage of students fell into
other categories. In this district, 60% of students in Grades 4-12 were eligible for free or
reduced lunch. If giftedness exists in every group in society regardless of race, ethnicity, or
socioeconomic status, as stated earlier, then it stands to reason that the percentages of these
groups in the district Gifted and Talented Education (GATE) program should at least
approximate the district demographics, assuming representative populations. However,
this was not the case. Data for students identified and participating in the GATE program,
which begins in Grade 4 and continues through Grade 12, are shown in the Table.



Winter 2012 - Diverse Learners 39

Table
Percentage of Students Participating in Gifted and Talented Education by Ethnicity Compared
to District Demographics

Asian Hispanic/Latino White
Schoolyear  District ~ GATE District  GATE District ~ GATE
2006-2007 44% 73% 38% 13% 11% 11%
2005-2006 43% 67% 37% 17% 12% 13%
2004-2005 42% 72% 38% 13% 14% 13%

The data clearly show appropriate representation of White students, overrepresentation
of Asian students, and underrepresentation of the Hispanic/Latino group. This incidence
of underrepresentation among a particular population gives rise to the question of how
this group could be served better, both in the identification phase and within the program.
In regards to bilingual Hispanic students, Irby, Lara-Alecio, and Roldriguez stated that

...practitioners must learn how to alter identification procedures and programmatic
services to respond to the characteristics of the specific population that they are
serving, Curriculum and instruction cannot be discussed, developed, or delivered
in isolation to the definition of giftedness and identification of the particular ethnic
group being served. (n.d., p. 5)

In addition, although roughly 60% of district students in Grades 4—12 were eligible
for free or reduced lunch, an indicator of socioeconomic status, only 9% of students in the
GATE program met the conditions for free or reduced lunch. This again highlights the
discrepancy between the population as a whole and those identified as gifted and talented.

In order to address the equity issue regarding how students from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds and children of poverty are served in gifted and talented
education programs, what can districts do to intervene, and what processes and practices
can be implemented to support gifted English learners? Either the original assumption
that giftedness is equally distributed is inaccurate, or the tools to identify the gifted are
inappropriate or limited at best.

Commitment to Equity in Gifted Education

Educators and administrators must first be made aware of the inequities and be willing
to investigate and make the necessary changes to improve identification of, assessment
of, and service to gifted English learners (Castellano & Diaz, 2001). These efforts to
reduce inequities may require resources in the form of funding for personnel and changes
in programs. Educators must collect and analyze data to determine the specific areas to
be addressed. Processes and research-based best practices for gifted education should
be central to any plan for program implementation or improvement. Two areas must be
included in this endeavor:

1. Policy makers and program administrators must review and revise identification
procedures and criteria for the gifted populations in all categories of learners.

2. School districts must provide ongoing professional development for teachers,
counselors, and administrators in the area of gifted education in order to better
service the gifted population in all categories of learners.

Administrators and professional learning communities must examine and adjust

identification criteria and methods to account for English language proficiency levels,
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socioeconomic status, and cultural diversity. Although many districts still rely on IQ tests
for identification, alternative tools exist that are based on a multidimensional model of
giftedness and are normed for a more diverse population, such as the Gifted Rating Scale by
Steven Pfeiffer and Tania Jarosewich (2007). After a study analyzing the standardization
sample, Pfeiffer and Jarosewich reported that results indicated no age, race, or ethnicity
differences on any of the scales.

Educators need more tools such as this for identification of culturally and linguistically
gifted students apart from the IQ test, especially in light of models that propose various
types of intelligence, such as Howard Gardner’s (1993) multiple intelligences theory.
When bilingual psychologists are available, the possibility of using a test in the child’s
native language also exists. Other more culture-fair measures consist of tests of nonverbal
or visual-spatial abilities, such as Raven’s Progressive Matrices and the Naglieri Nonverbal
Ability Test as described and recommended by Webb (Webb et al., p. 289). In their work
on the development of a tool specifically designed to help identify Hispanic gifted students,
the Hispanic Bilingual Gifted Screening Instrument, Irby, Lara-Alecio, and Roldriguez
sought to identify some of the defining characteristics of Hispanic bilingual gifted students.
They asserted that “this fundamental research does not make comparisons among other
populations, minority or majority. Our belief is that to compare one ethnic group of
gifted students to another ethnic group of gifted students is competitive, ethnically-biased
research. Therefore, our research is focused only within the Hispanic ethnic group” (Irby
etal, n.d., p.5).

In addition to using appropriate instruments, educators must consider employing
nontraditional methods of identification that take into consideration various aspects
of giftedness for English learners, such as screening for the rapid acquisition of English
language skills in comparison to peers (California Association for the Gifted, 2006). Other
nontraditional methods for determination of eligibility for participation in gifted education
that may increase the accuracy of identification procedures include using multiple sources
of data, such as the recommendation of a team of educators with expertise, family members,
and even the student making a self-referral.

Finally, professional development that helps teachers, counselors, and administrators
more effectively identify gifted children plays a vital role in addressing the needs of gifted
English learners. Training on various characteristics of giftedness in specific areas (e.g., the
capacity for abstract thought, creativity, and unusually high performance in an academic
or artistic pursuit) is essential. Gifted English learners may exhibit these traits, but they
can go unnoticed due to limited English proficiency. It is interesting to note that although
the school psychologist typically administers the traditional IQ test, it is the classroom
teacher who completes the Gifted Rating Scale; that is, the teacher’s observations of the
student’s characteristics in his or her classroom over time become the foundation for the
determination of giftedness rather than a one-time, on-demand test. Teachers must receive
training to look beyond language proficiency and design educational opportunities that
allow gifted English learners to display their giftedness apart from the demands of written
language. For example, alternative forms of assessment, such as projects, oral reports,
models, artwork, songs, or other creative avenues, can reveal the depth of a student’s
knowledge on a given subject as well as or better than a written exam and can also increase
motivation, especially when student choice is involved. The astute observations of a trained
educator are essential and far weightier in identifying gifted English learners than many of
the current tools being utilized.



Winter 2012 - Diverse Learners 41

Conclusion and Further Recommendations
For any child who is obviously gifted, such as April, to be unidentifiable, undetectable, or
possibly regressing is simply unacceptable, clearly underscoring the plight of gifted English
learners and issuing a clarion call to improve the system for our culturally diverse, truly
exceptional students. In regards to the underrepresentation of Hispanic, American Indian,
and African American children in most gifted programs in the country, Webb reported
that
Considerable attention has been given to the possibility of bias in the measuring
instruments, but more recently, the emphasis has shifted to the environmental
disadvantages that some populations often have in our society. Social class
factors, especially poverty, seem more important than ethnic background as causes
for the misrepresentation of these populations. (2007, p. 289)

A diverse population requires diverse methods to identify gifted students accurately
and to prevent such underrepresentation. More research should take place to assess the
accuracy of tools currently being used to identify gifted English learners and to develop
new ones. In addition to developing adequate tools for identification, research into the
impact of poverty on potential giftedness is imperative to ensure that the intellectual
capacity of the next generation is developed. Although it can be debated whether the label
twice exceptional can be applied to gifted English learners, the tendency to rely on one label
and to focus only on limited English language skills can be a contributing factor in the issue
of underrepresentation, an undeniable error that must be addressed.
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Urban Immersion: Working

to Dispel the Myths of Urban
Schools and Preparing Teachers
to Work with Diverse and
Economically Disadvantaged
Students

By Connie L. Schaffer

’I—'his descriptive research investigated the impact of a unique program that partnered an
urban K-12 school district and an urban university. The goals of the program were to
dispel common misperceptions of urban K-12 schools and to prepare preservice teachers to
teach in diverse school settings. The program provided an authentic teaching experience for
35 preservice teachers, completely immersing them and their university instructors in urban
schools, working and learning side-by-side with the K-12 teachers and students. Initial results
indicated the program was successful in achieving its goals. The program assisted in reframing
how preservice teachers perceived urban teaching opportunities and the challenges of teaching
and learning in urban school environments, as well as increasing their confidence for teaching in
urban schools. The program shows promise as a way to address the urgent challenge of recruiting
effective teachers to teach in urban settings.

The Problem: Too Few Teachers with Too Little Preparation

The future population growth of the United States continues to be in urban areas
(Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program, 2010). This will result in an increased
need for teachers who are prepared and willing to meet the challenges and opportunities
of working in urban school settings that often have great cultural diversity in their student
populations and a high number of students who are economically disadvantaged. Urban
schools often have a reputation of being difficult environments for teachers, particularly in
light of accountability language and media attention that has labeled many urban schools
as failing (Haberman, 2000).

Literature Review
Preservice teachers often report feeling unprepared or having low confidence in their
ability to teach in urban schools (Burstein, Czech, Kretschmer, Lombardi, & Smith, 2009;
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Whitney, Golez, Nagel, & Nieto, 2002). This sense of being unprepared is supported by
additional research that indicates teachers are not prepared to meet the demands of the
increasingly diverse populations of urban schools (Nieto, 1992; Sleeter, 2001). This is
concerning information for the education profession given that demographic trends in the
United States indicate the future demand for teachers will be greatest in urban schools.

Teacher preparation programs recognize the need to prepare preservice teachers better
to work in urban schools (Jacob, 2007). Approaches taken by institutions to prepare
future teachers more effectively for success in urban schools have included initiatives to
(a) increase the sociocultural competence of preservice teachers, (b) foster dispositions in
which preservice teachers have high expectations for student achievement, (c) build the
collaborative skills of preservice teachers, and (d) teach preservice teachers the instructional
strategies that promote learning within diverse populations (Voltz, Collins, Patterson, &
Sims, 2008).

Although such competencies can be taught on a university campusin teacher preparation
courses, teacher educators believe the most effective way to learn these or any teaching
competency or skill is to couple coursework with field experiences (Darling-Hammond,
Hammerness, Grossman, Rust, & Shulman, 2005). Field experiences are a part of nearly
every accredited teacher preparation program (National Council for the Accreditation
of Teacher Education, 2008; Teacher Education Accreditation Council, 2010). In these
experiences, preservice teachers observe, interact, and have teaching opportunities in
K-12 schools. While participating in these experiences, preservice teachers can begin to
challenge their existing and often highly ingrained perceptions and assumptions about
schools, perceptions that have developed over the numerous years they themselves have
spent as K-12 students (Lortie, 1975). Their participation in urban school experiences has
the potential to address these perceptions and specifically those related to the teachers and
students who work in and attend urban schools (Haberman & Post, 1992; McDermott,
Johnson Rothenberg, & Gormley, 1999; Olmedo, 1997).

Regardless of the geographic setting of the school (urban, suburban, or rural), field
experiences are most effective when they are attached to university courses and the
preservice teacher participants are closely mentored (Datling-Hammond, 2005). It is not
surprising that teacher preparation programs have looked to field experiences that take
place in urban schools as a possible means to better prepare preservice teachers to work in
these settings (Haberman, 1987; Foote & Cook-Cottone, 2004). The results of such efforts
have been mixed (Mason, 1999; Sleeter, 2001). Urban-based field experiences appear most
promising when the experience is tied to coursework and is closely supervised (Foote &
Cook-Cottone, 2004; Mason, 1997; Olmedo, 1997). Ideally, the urban field experiences
also should be extensive (a minimum of 30 hours) and should take place in high-quality
urban schools in which preservice teachers can observe multiple models of effective teaching
practices (Darling-Hammond, Hammerness, Grossman, Rust, & Shulman, 2005; Voltz et
al., 2008).

In addition to tying urban field

experiences to  teacher  preparation
coursework, school-university partnerships
also show promise in improving preservice
teachers” ability to work in urban school
settings (Sykes & Dibner, 2009). The

recommendation  for  school-university
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partnerships is not new. Both the Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy and the
Holmes Group made this recommendation in the mid 1980s (Sleeter, 2001.) Partnerships
can enhance the quality of field experiences because feedback is more readily shared when
the relationship between the school and university is strong (Dean, Lauer, & Urquhart,
2005).

Methodology

Purpose of study. The researcher gathered descriptive data based on a pre- and
postexperience survey in which participants self-assessed items related to their perceptions
of urban schools and their confidence to teach in an urban setting. The researcher
investigated a number of elements that, in isolation, have shown promise in improving
preservice teacher preparation relative to teaching in an urban setting, The purpose of the
research was to examine changes in preservice teachers’ perceptions of urban schools and
their confidence in their ability to be effective teachers in an urban school after completing
field experiences that were (a) located in an urban school, (b) a product of a school-
university partnership, (c) extended in nature, (d) coupled with university coursework,
and (e) closely supervised.

Participant selection. Participants were preservice teachers enrolled in teacher
preparation courses that were part of the Urban Immersion Program at a large university in
the midwest United States. The program was comprised of two courses: (a) Human Growth
and Learning (HGL), and (b) The Art and Science of Teaching in Secondary Schools
(ASTS). The preservice teachers in HGL were in their first course after being admitted to
the teacher preparation program and had no previous field experiences. Twenty students
were selected for HGL based on an established grade point average of 3.0 or greater and
faculty recommendation. Preservice teachers in ASTS had completed approximately 75%
of the teacher preparation program and more than 50 hours of previous field experiences.
Fourteen preservice teachers were selected for ASTS based on a 3.0 grade point average
and their subject area. In both courses, class size was limited in order to make certain the
schools had adequate teachers to work with the preservice teachers.

One student in the program elected not to participate in the study. Thus, the final
sample included 15 males and 19 females. Eight were elementary education majors, and 22
were secondary education majors. Four candidates were in programs that prepare preservice
teachers to teach grades K-12. Participants were asked to categorize their community of
origin as being rural, small town, suburban, or urban. Five candidates identified as being
from a rural community, 12 from a small town community, 12 from a suburban community,
and 6 from an urban community. One participant identified with two community groups.

Data collection. Participants completed a preexperience survey on the first day of the
course. The survey consisted of 28 items that the preservice teachers rated on a 4-point
Likert scale. The survey items were selected based on a review of the literature related
to preparing preservice teachers to teach in urban settings. Items were reviewed by the
faculty members teaching the courses and administrators in the partnering school district.
A 4-point Likert scale prevented neutral responses and required participants to indicate
level of agreement or disagreement for each item.

Participants then completed a 4-week course and corresponding urban-school field
experience that was a partnership between the university and a large urban school district.
The experience immersed the preservice teachers in urban school settings for more than 50
hours. Both course instruction and field experiences were delivered in K-12 urban school
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buildings during summer school, thus allowing the preservice teachers to be in the schools
for the complete summer school cycle and nearly the entire summer school day. HGL was
delivered in an elementary school for 2 weeks and a middle school for 2 weeks. AST'S was
delivered in a high school setting. The student demographics for these schools are found

in Table 1.

Table 1
School Demographics
School Enrollment ELL rates  Free & reduced = Mobility Ethnicity rates
lunch rates rates
Elementary 700 65% 85% 14% 90% minority
primarily
Hispanic
Middle 300 2% 76% 36% 75% minority
primarily Black,
not Hispanic
High 2000 <1% 63% 29% 75% minority
primarily Black,
not Hispanic
State average - 6% 41% 12% 74% White, not

Hispanic

Note. ELL = English Language Learners. Free & reduced lunch = low-income status.

This arrangement created extended experiences in which preservice teachers were
immersed in a naturalistic urban school setting. Furthermore, as the university faculty
members delivered on-site course instruction, the arrangement provided the faculty
members the opportunity to supervise closely the field experiences of the preservice
teachers who were enrolled in their courses and for the preservice teachers to debrief with
their instructors and peers immediately following observations and interactions with the
K-12 students and teachers.

After finishing the experience, the participants were asked to complete a postexperience
survey that included the same items as the preexperience survey. Additionally, this survey
provided the option for open-ended responses to prompts related to the most valuable
aspect of the experience and suggestions for improving the experience.

Pre- and postexperience surveys were analyzed to provide data related to the following
research questions:

1. To what extent did the Urban Immersion Program change preservice teachers’

perceptions of urban schools?

2. To what extent did the Urban Immersion Program change what influenced

preservice teachers perceptions of urban schools?

3. To what extent did the Urban Immersion Program change preservice teachers’

sense of their preparedness to teach in urban schools?

4, To what extent did the Urban Immersion Program change preservice teachers’

desire to student teach or teach in an urban school?
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Findings

General findings. The findings overwhelmingly support the existing research related to
preservice field experiences. In addition, the data provide strong indication that candidates,
regardless of progression in their preparation program, area of teaching interest, gender, or
community of origin, were impacted by the program.

Preservice teachers who completed the Urban Immersion Program changed their
perceptions of urban schools and of the teachers and students who work and learn in those
schools. After completing the experience, their perceptions were less influenced by the
media and to a greater extent based on their own direct experience. The participants, across
demographic groups, felt more prepared to teach in urban schools and more interested in
doing so.

Data analysis. Analysis of data included the examination of the aggregated data
(see Table 2.) Data were also disaggregated by (a) course, (b) gender, (c) participant’s
community of origin as identified by the participant (rural, small town, suburban, or
urban), and (d) program level (elementary, secondary, or K-12).

Aggregated data indicated the program was successful in changing the participants’
perceptions of urban schools. Postexperience survey data confirmed that preservice
teachers believed they had a much more accurate perception of urban schools. Prior to
the experience, the average response to the survey item related to having an accurate
perception of K-12 urban schools was 2.63 on a 4.0 scale. Following the experience, the
average response was 3.47. Upon completion of the experience, participants also reported
their perceptions of urban schools were more influenced by their own experiences and less
influenced by the media.

In addition, participants reported an increased understanding of the opportunities and
challenges faced by both teachers and students in urban schools. The greatest change was
found in relationship to understanding the opportunities for urban teachers.

The survey included 11 items related to participants’ self-reported preparation for
teaching in an urban school setting. On each of these items, participants reported feeling
more prepared after completing the program. As one preservice candidate noted, “Being
in class with an experienced teacher and the entire Urban Immersion Program gives
me a comfort base that I hadn't had before” Particularly strong growth was noted in
feeling prepared to (a) teach students from diverse linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic
backgrounds; and (b) connect with the daily lives of students.

The preservice teachers expressed more interest in student teaching and teaching in an
urban school on the postexperience survey than on the preexperience survey. In addition,
after completing the Urban Immersion Program, preservice teachers believed their
preparation program had better prepared them to meet the needs of students in urban
school settings. Several preservice teachers indicated the Urban Immersion Program was
the best preparation they had experienced in their programs. Comments from the preservice
candidates indicated they valued the day-to-day experience as well as the opportunities to
discuss their observations with their peers and instructors during the portion of the day
when they were in their course sessions.

Few differences appeared between preservice teachers who were enrolled in HGL or
ASTS. Participants in ASTS reported a greater change in their interest in student teaching
or teaching in urban school settings. This may be attributed to their program progression:
The preservice teachers in ASTS were typically within one or two semesters of student
teaching. Those in HGL were typically within three to four semesters of student teaching.
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Table 2

Pre- and Postexperience Scores on Survey Items

Question Pre  Post
1 I feel comfortable in K-12 school settings. 347 3.74
2 I feel comfortable in K-12 urban school settings. 3.00 3.62
3 I have an accurate perception of K-12 schools. 3.09 3.9
4 I have an accurate perception of K-12 urban schools. 2.63 347
My perception of K-12 schools is most influenced by:
5.1  my own experiences. 353 3.82
5.2 the media. 233 221
5.3  past college course work. 3.00 3.33
My perception of K-12 urban schools is most influenced by:
6.1 my own experiences. 2.68 3.53
6.2  the media. 261 224
6.3  past college course work. 3.03 3.18
7 I understand the opportunities for teachers in urban school 2.76 3.62
settings.
8 I understand the challenges for teachers in urban school settings.  2.97  3.63

9 I understand the opportunities for K-12 students in the urban 2.76  3.54
school settings.

10 I understand the challenges for K-12 students in the urban school 2.94  3.66

settings.

If I student teach or teach in an urban school setting, I feel
prepared to:

11.1  build effective rapport with my students. 3.18 3.74
11.2  teach students from diverse cultural backgrounds. 312 374
11.3  teach students from diverse linguistic backgrounds. 2.35 3.06
11.4  teach students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. 3.07 3.72
11.5 plan effective lessons 3.19 3.60
11.6  differentiate instruction 3.10 3.60
11.7  connect content to the daily lives of students 297 3.68
11.8 manage classroom behavior 3.00 347
11.9  positively impact student learning 3.32  3.79
11.10 communicate with parents 3.06 3.65
11.11 collaborate with colleagues 324 376
12 I feel my teacher preparation program has prepared me to meet 2.94  3.50

the needs of students in urban school settings.
13 I would like to student teach in an urban school setting. 2.88 3.34

14 I am likely to apply for a teaching position in an urban school 2.77 3.31
setting,

Note. All ratings on Likert Scale: Strongly Agree (4), Agree (3), Disagree (2), Strongly
Disagree (1)



48 The Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin

Female (n=19) participants showed greater change in perceptions and sense of
preparedness than males (n=15). This was particulatly evident in the responses related
to feeling comfortable in urban schools. The ratings for males increased from 3.20 on the
preexperience survey to 3.73 on the postexperience survey. The ratings for females increased
from 2.84 on the preexperience survey to 3.52 on the postexperience survey. There were
also greater changes for females than males on the items related to feeling prepared to teach
students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds.

Opverall, the five participants who identified as being from rural communities experienced
greater changes than their small town, suburban, and urban peers. The greatest changes
for the rural candidates were in their reported understanding of the opportunities and
challenges of teachers and students in urban schools and in their feelings of preparedness
to teach students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds.

The elementary, secondary, and K-12 participants did not demonstrate much difference
in the changes reflected via the pre- and postexperience surveys. Elementary participants did
demonstrate notable change, however, related to their understanding of the opportunities
for teachers and students in urban schools settings. The average preexperience rating
regarding the opportunities for urban teachers was 2.62.; the average postexperience rating
was 3.62. The average preexperience rating regarding the opportunities for urban students
was 2.62;the average postexperience rating was 3.50.

K-12 participants showed a similar change related to their understanding of the
opportunities for urban teachers. They also reported a notable change in their understanding
of the challenges for urban teachers. The average preexperience rating for both items was
2.75; the average postexperience rating for both items was 3.75.

Implications

The potential for new and beginning teachers. Teacher educators must take action to
design experiences of both depth and breadth that allow preservice candidates to experience
the urban school environment. Traditional university lectures, anecdotal accounts, and
limited observations do not afford preservice teachers the opportunity to disassemble their
existing perceptions and rebuild new and more accurate perceptions based on first-hand
experiences.

Programs that provide field experiences in an urban school coupled with on-site
course delivery can provide preservice candidates not only the opportunity to retool
their perceptions but to do so under the guidance of their course instructor. The course
instructor is able to provide immediate and direct feedback to preservice teachers, helping
them to connect what they are experiencing to what they have studied in class. Experiences
and theory are no longer in isolation or loosely connected. Rather, they are immediately
joined together, providing powerful learning opportunities—opportunities recognized by
the preservice teachers and also by the students they will teach in the future.

The potential for urban schools. Beginning teachers may be drawn to financial
incentives or loan-forgiveness programs that are tied to teaching in high-need urban
schools. Although noble in their efforts, these programs may do little to recruit or retain
teachers in these settings.

However, beginning teachers who are interested in teaching in urban schools and who
feel prepared to do so will draw on both intrinsic as well as extrinsic rewards for teaching in
these settings. Urban school administrators seeking to recruit and retain teachers may be
in a much better position to do so if they can find ways to partner with teacher preparation
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programs to provide extensive experiences in urban schools. Teachers who want to teach
in urban schools and are confident in their abilities to do so have the potential to become
the next generation of great urban teachers ready to meet the challenges they will face and
capitalize on the opportunities presented to them.
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High School Dropout:
Perceptions and Voices of
African American and Hispanic
Students

By Wanda L. Baker

T'he author reports on a qualitative study investigating the perceptions of African American
and Hispanic students who dropped out of a large, diverse, suburban high school in
southeast Texas. Specifically, the researcher used a case study approach in an effort to capture
the informants’ voices and the meanings they held, as students of color, about the experience of
dropping out. Data analysis generated three major themes that influenced their decisions: (a)
challenging home situations, (b) personal realities, and (c) school-related factors that reflected
a lack of support systems. The findings suggest that although the school as an institution is not
responsible or accountable for the family factors that contribute to students’ decisions to drop out,
it can provide systems of support to assist students in overcoming the causes outside of the school
walls that contribute to their decision to leave.

Introduction

In spite of the agenda of recent school reform efforts to narrow or eradicate the achievement
gap, ensure equity and social justice, raise achievement, and increase school completion
rates, the school dropout problem continues to haunt educators and policy makers.
According to the Alliance for Excellent Education (2007), across the United States, every
school day, almost 7,000 students become dropouts. Overall, nearly one-third of all public
high school students and almost one-half of all students of color do not graduate with
their class (Bridgeland, Balfanz, Moore, & Friant, 2010).

The dropout figures, however, are even more alarming when examined in light of
ethnic and racial distribution, especially as it relates to African American and Hispanic
students. The literature and the data reveal higher numbers of minority students dropping
out of high school. On a national scale, according to the National Center for Educational
Statistic’s 2009 report, while the graduation rate for White students was 80.3%, the rate for
Hispanic students was 62%, and for African American students, 60.3% (Stillwell, 2009).

The dropout rate among Hispanic students is just one indicator that the fastest
growing ethnic group in U.S. public schools is not experiencing improvements in
educational outcomes, especially as Hispanics represent the nation’s largest minority
group (Hernandez & Nesman, 2004; Vélez & Saenz, 2001). Findings from the literature
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reviewed revealed how the ultimate achievement gap of dropping out of school perpetuates
the under achievement of Hispanic and African American students and brings to light the
disparities in academic success between White students and students of color.

Purpose of the Study

This study examined students’ perspectives regarding factors that contribute to students
of color dropping out from a diverse, suburban high school in a large school district in
southeast Texas. The dropout problem reaches beyond the scope of this specific high
school, affecting students, families, and schools at statewide and national levels.

Focus Areas of Study
+  What are some experiences that led Hispanic and African American students at
this high school to the decision of dropping out of school?
+  What are the perceptions of Hispanic and African American students who
dropped out of this suburban high school about systems, people, programs, and
practices that impacted or contributed to their decisions to drop out?

Review of the Literature
The dropout problem reaches far beyond its impact on students who leave school and their
families. This crisis affects their local community’s economic health and the nation at large
as individual consequences develop into increased costs on a national scale. The economic
impact is reflected in the loss of productive workers, the reduction in earnings and revenues
they would have generated, and the higher cost associated with increased incarceration,
health care, and social services (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Burke Morrison, 2006).

The impact of dropping out of school clearly affects students’ earning capacity. The
Alliance for Excellent Education (2007) reported that the average annual income for a
high school dropout in 2005 was $17,299, while the average for a high school graduate
was $26,933, marking an average difference in income of more than $9,000 each year.
According to Barton (2005), in 2003 only 4 in 10 of the 16- to 19-year-olds who had
dropped out of school were employed. Additionally, some were single parents who were
in a welfare support system, and others found alternative sources of income in a sublegal
economy. Most of these youth were headed for a life of sporadic employment and low
wages (Barton, 2005). Orfield, Losen, Wald, and Swanson (2004) stated that in 2001
the unemployment rate for dropouts 25 years old and over was almost 75% higher than
for high school graduates and that approximately two-thirds of all state prison inmates
had not completed high school. Additionally, young women who drop out of high school
are more likely to become single parents at young ages. Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Wulsin
(2008) also reported that dropouts earn about one million dollars less over their lifetimes,
are twice more likely to slip into poverty, are eight times more likely to be in jail, and are
half as likely to vote.

Communities and society = Wanda L. Baker, EdD, is an assistant principal at
at large also pay a price as Cypress Ridge High School, Cy Fair ISD,in Houston,
Texas. A member of Delta Kappa Gamma since 2004,
she currently serves as president of Lambda Alpha
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Sum et al. (2009) reported membership in the Texas Council of Women School
Executives and the Texas Association of Secondary

School Principals. wandabaker1@yahoo.com
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among young high school dropouts was more than 63 times higher than among young
4-year college graduates. Their report stated that nearly 1 of every 10 young male high
school dropouts was institutionalized on a given day in 2006-2007 as compared to fewer
than 1 of 33 high school graduates (Sum et al., 2009). Furthermore, when we examine
and disaggregate the prison population by ethnicity, the number of African American and

Hispanic inmates is alarmingly higher compared

Bridgelcmd, Dilulio, to White and other ethnic groups (Mauer &

. King, 2007).
and Burke Morrison (2006) Although it is true that the dropout
listed in their ﬁndings the problem is widespread and crosses racial and
. ) . socioeconomic lines, it does affect some groups
following five major reasons more than others, especially Hispanic and African

‘ American students. Statistics place Hispanic high
that students gave for dropping wistics p panic hig
school students at a higher risk of dropping out

out: (a) a lack of connection to  compared to their Whice peers. For example, the

the school environment ( b) a National Center for Education Statistics (2009)
’ reported that in the 2003-2004 academic year,

perception tkat SCI’JOOZ 1s boring, African American and Hispanic high school

- - students were more likely to drop out than White
(c) feeltfag unmotivated, (d) .
academic challenges, and (e) The predictors and the reasons for dropping

. out of school are usually multilayered and
t”)@ W@igl’)t Of 1"6(11 WOTld events. complex, especially for students of color, Schargel,

Their findings also revealed Thacker, and Bell (2007) identified and sorted
B T fSCZ’)OO T s risk factors of dropping out into four categories:
[A25HS (a) previous school experience, (b) personal
not a sudden act, but a or psychological characteristics, (c) adult and
family responsibilities of student, and (d) family
background and cohesion.
di sengagement initiated b)/ Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Burke Morrison
(2006) listed in their findings the following five

major reasons that students gave for dropping out:
(a) alack of connection to the school environment,

gradual process of

attendance patterns.

(b) a perception that school is boring, (c) feeling unmotivated, (d) academic challenges, and
(e) the weight of real-world events. Their findings also revealed that dropping out of school
was not a sudden act, but a gradual process of disengagement initiated by attendance
patterns.

More recently, Bridgeland, Balfanz, Moore, and Friant (2010) released findings that
revealed that the leading reason cited by students for dropping out was not seeing the
connection between classroom learning and their own lives and career dreams. Nearly
half the informants in their study cited their principal reasons for dropping out as (a)
boredom and (b) classes not being interesting. The informants in this study did not see
the value or relevance of some of their classes. Additionally, the authors reported that
students expressed how they longed for better teachers who kept classes interesting and
wanted more one-on-one instruction from teachers (2010). Another factor identified in
their study was a difficult home environment or other responsibilities. According to the
authors,” Many informants said that the accumulation of tough circumstances and other
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barriers students face, rather than one particular problem, better explained many students’
decision to drop out” (Bridgeland, Balfanz, Moore, & Friant, 2010).

Although the dropout crisis is grave, it is not hopeless. According to Barton (2005),
dropping out is not in some way preordained, and what happens in the school can
overcome much. Rodriguez (2008) argued that individual risk factors are not necessarily
deterministic and that research has shifted as a result of the examination of the impact
that school-level dynamics have in mediating student dropout. As in so many other critical
scenarios, prevention is key to reducing the dropout rate.

In an effort to reach the students who are at risk of dropping out, educators need to
examine options that will broaden the opportunities for students to remain in school and
successfully graduate. Although identifying and analyzing the reasons students drop out
of school is important in order to address the diverse needs of students, school and district
personnel must identify the specific and effective practices and programs schools can putin
place to help students stay in school (Rennie Center for Educational Research and Policy,
2009). An effective way to accomplish this task is to study and measure the success of
existing and recommended programs and practices and to capitalize on the lessons learned
from effective interventions to keep students in school and reduce the number of students
dropping out.

In 2008 the Texas Education Agency released a report of best practices in dropout
prevention based on a report released by ICF International, in partnership with the
National Dropout Prevention Center/Network (Texas Education Agency, 2008). The
study identified the most effective dropout strategies utilized to be (a) school-community
collaboration, (b) safe learning environments, (c) family engagement, (d) mentoring and
tutoring, (e) alternative schooling, (f) active learning, and (g) career and technology
education.

Other findings from Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Burke Morrison (2006), based on their
investigations, suggested the following systems of support to improve students’ chances of
staying in school: (a) improve teaching and curricula to make schools more relevant and
engaging and to enhance the connection between school and work, (b) improve instruction
and access to supports for struggling students, (c) build a school climate that fosters
academics, (d) ensure that students have a strong relationship with at least one adult in the
school, and (e) improve the communication between parents and schools (2006).

Although they have no control over the challenging life circumstances of many
students of color, school personnel can control and manipulate contextual factors related
to the schooling experience. In addition to the above-mentioned findings, other significant
components identified in the literature, and more specifically associated with preventing
dropout by students of color, have been identified as school leadership, teachers,
instructional practices, curriculum, and data- driven decision making.

Methodology

Through the use of a case study approach, the researcher intended to understand the
experience of dropping out of school from the informants’ perspectives. The objective
was, through the dialogue resulting from interviews, to identify factors that determined
and constrained the informants’ worldviews. The researcher developed a semistructured,
open-ended, 10-question interview protocol (see Appendix) that was used with all
12 informants. The interview questions were developed from themes discovered in the
literature reviewed. The researcher conducted each interview and took notes while audio
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recording, The researcher then transcribed each interview into text.

The purposeful sample in this study included students who had dropped out of this
specific suburban high school, who were African American or Hispanic, and who werel8
years or older. The researcher randomly selected 30 students who met these criteria from a
list of dropout students from the school. The researcher’s goal was to contact and interview a
total of 12 informants, with an equal representation of males and females. This task proved
to be difficult because some information from school records was no longer correct. The
final sample for this study included 12 informants: 7 Hispanic and 5 African American; 7
females, and 5 males. Four informants were Hispanic females, three were Hispanic males,
three were African American females, and two were African American males.

The researcher selected the use of themes as the process to analyze the data obtained
through the semistructured interviews. The interpretational analysis process selected for
this case study was based on Glaser and Strauss' (1967) constant comparative approach to
analysis. The researcher relied on triangulation, peer debriefing, and rich, thick description
as methods to ensure validity of the findings and discussions resulting from the research.

Findings

The data analysis generated three major themes identifying factors to which informants
attributed dropping out of school: (a) challenging home situations, (b) personal realities,
and (c) school-related factors that reflected a lack of support systems. The theme labeled
challenging home situations was associated with contributing factors emerging from the
home life, home environment, or circumstances related to home and family life. Challenging
home situations was divided into two sub themes: (a) financial challenges, and (b) family
and personal problems that did not allow the student to concentrate at school (death,
divorce, and family fights, among others).

The second theme identified from the analysis of the data was labeled personal realities.
Under this theme, the students identified factors that were related to neither school nor
home. They attributed these factors to themselves as students. Four subthemes were
identified from this theme: (a) loss of hope that led them to give up and stop trying, (b)
frustration or embarrassment for being too old to be in school, (c) emotional and physical
health, and (d) juggling teenage parental and student roles.

The third theme that emerged from the analysis of the data was labeled school-related
factors that reflected a lack of support systems. This theme included school-related factors
associated with their decision to drop out of school and how these factors impacted them
as students. This theme was further divided into seven subthemes: (a) academic difficulties,
(b) teachers, (c) grade retention, (d) attendance issues, () law enforcement and discipline,
(f) social issues at school, and (g) school administrators’ attitudes and actions.

Discussion and Conclusions
The findings of this study captured the students’ voices and what they perceived to be
factors impacting their decision to drop out. These findings support those in the literature
and in previous research about factors that students identify as significant causes for
dropping out. Because challenging home situations was the strongest theme, one could argue
that having social and academic systems of support at school might have made a difference
in students’ decisions to drop out or remain in school; such systems would also have a
positive impact on their personal realities.

The second theme identified from the analysis of the data was labeled personal realities.
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Although most of the factors within this theme were not necessarily the fault of the students,
they still perceived them as factors or causes attributed to them as individuals. School- or
home-related factors may have caused them to lose hope and give up, but the students’
perceived that it was they who had given up and stopped trying. Most informants did not
make a conscious connection between their sense

of hopelessness and how circumstances beyond [ S ] tudents need
their control contributed to their frustration and o
despair. systems of support to

The third theme that emerged from the
analysis of the data was labeled school-related factors
that reflected a lack of support systems. Valenzuela at home and in their pCTSOYldl
(1999) supported this notion by stating that
academic success and failure are presented more

as products of schooling rather than as something realities. These Sys tems may
that young people do.

compensate for the challenges
lives and for their personal

include (a) culturally responsive

In combination with the literature and

research reviewed, the data generated from the and Caring leaders’oip,

informants’ voices and perceptions in the context b .
of this study revealed students need systems of ( ) mentormg P rogmms,
support to compensate for the challenges at home ( C) well.trained) Caring thCZ’)CTS,

and in their personal lives and for their personal

realities. These systems may include (a) culturally (d) a mea”lingf ul and relevant

responsive and caring leadership, (b) mentoring curriculum aligned with
programs, (c) well-trained, caring teachers, (d) a
meaningful and relevant curriculum aligned with ad@quate assessment,
adequate assessment, and (e) best pedagogical and (@) best pedagogical
practices. )

The findings in this study reveal the diverse Pm‘?ticeso

needs of students of color and the daily struggles

the informants faced to stay in school and graduate successfully. The findings highlight
a need for the development and funding of programs to provide coordinated services
that address the needs of students of color in relation to challenging home situations.
Additionally, educators need to consider funding provisions for the expansion of support
programs such as mentoring, tutoring, and credit-recovery opportunities.

In the end, school dropout is the ultimate measure of how schools fail to meet the
needs of all students, not just students of color, and it is the end result of the existing
achievement gap. Although the needs of students of color have received more attention in
the literature in the past few years, the achievement gap still exists, and students of color
still drop out of school at alarming and disproportionate rates. School leaders play a crucial
role because they can be catalysts—not only by challenging current systems and practices
but also by advocating and influencing policy on behalf of students of color.

No easy, simple, or quick solutions exist in the quest to narrow the achievement gap
and increase the graduation rate of students of color. New and better alternatives must
be explored and developed to accommodate and meet the needs of what could possibly
become a majority in the U.S. population in the near future. The policy, funding, and
educational decisions that are made today will have an impact on the kinds of workers and
leaders we prepare for tomorrow. As new political and economic changes shape the world,



56 The Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin

policy makers, educators, and educational leaders must be in tune with the needs of all
learners.

References
Alliance for Excellent Education. (2007). The high cost of high school dropouts: What the nation pays for inadequate high schools. Issue
Brief. Retrieved from http://all4ed.org/files/HighCost.pdf

Barton, P. E. (2005). One-third of a nation: Rising dropout rates and declining opportunities. Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service.

Bridgeland, J. M., Balfanz, R., Moore, L. A., & Frian, R. S. (2010). Raising their voices: Engaging students, teachers, and parents to help
end the high school dropout. Washington, DC: Civic Enterprises.

Bridgeland, J. M., Dilulio, J. J., & Burke Morrison, K. (2006). The silent epidemic: Perspectives of high school dropouts. Washington, DC:
Civic Enterprises.

Bridgeland, J. M., Dilulio, J. J., & Waulsin, S. C. (2008). Engaged for success: Service-learning as a tool for high school dropout prevention.
Washington, DC: Civic Enterprises.

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research. Chicago, IL: Aldine.

Hampden-Thompson, G., Warkentien, S., & Daniel, B. (2009). Course credit accrual and dropping out of high school, by student
characteristics (NCES 2009035). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.

Hebl, M., Madera, J. M., & King, E. (2008). Exclusion, avoidance, and social distancing. In K. Thomas (Ed.), Diversity resistance in
organizations (pp. 127-150). New York, NY: Lawrence Associates.

Otfield, G., Losen, D., Wald, J., & Swanson, C. B. (2004). Losing our future: How minority youth are being left behind by the graduation
rate crisis. Cambridge, MA: The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University.

Rennie Center for Educational Research and Policy. (2009). Meeting the challenge: Promising practices for reducing the dropout rate in
Massachusetts schools and districts. Cambridge, MA: Author.

Schargel, E, Thacker, T., & Bell, J. (2007). From at-risk to academic excellence: Instructional leaders speak out. Larchmont, NY: Eye on
Education.

Sum, A., Khatiwada, I, McLaughlin, J., & Palma, S. (2009). The consequences of dropping out of high school: Joblessness and jailing for
high school dropouts and the high cost for taxpayers. Boston, MA: Center for Labor Market Studies.

Swanson, C. B. (2006). High school graduation in Texas. Editorial Projects in Education Research Center. Retrieved from http://www
.edweek.org/media/texas_eperc.pdf

Texas Education Agency. (2008). Best Practices in Dropout Prevention. Austin, TX: Author.

Valenzuela, A. (1999). Subtracting schooling: U.S.-Mexican youth and the politics of care. New York, NY: State University of New York
Press.

Appendix
Interview Protocol

High School Dropout: Perceptions and Voices of African American and Hispanic Students

Semistructured Interview Questionnaire Guide and Instrument

1. What do you consider the most important factor that contributed to your decision to drop out of school?

2. What other secondary factors do you consider contributed to your decision to drop out of school?

3. What had the strongest impact on your decision to drop out; people (teachers, administrators, peers) or systems
(rules, policies, laws)? Explain.

4. If you had been thinking about dropping out prior to your final decision, was there anyone or anything keeping you
from dropping out of school?

5. Before dropping out of school, was there anyone in school that motivated you to stay and graduate? Who? How?

6. Was the process of dropping out a sudden decision or was it a decision that you had been considering for some
time? If so, for how long? Explain the process.

7. Do you feel there was a specific situation that pushed you to dropping out of school (an argument, a disciplinary
action, a prolonged absence from school, etc.)?

8. What could any school staff member have done or said to make you change your mind about dropping out?

9. What programs or support systems could the school have had in place to motivate, encourage, and support you to
stay in school?

10.  If you could change one (or several) things about school that would help you stay in school and graduate
successfully, what would it be?
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Splinter Skills Do Not Make
Students Sharper!
Meeting the Needs of
Elementary Students with
Chroniclllnesses and
Absenteeism

By Stacy Reeves and Hollie Gabler Filce

mong the diverse needs that educators must meet are those of students who face the

challenge of chronic illness or considerable absence. This article considers the physical,
psychological, and social-emotional issues that accompany excessive absence among elementary
students and that impact their learning. The authors advocate collaboration among classroom
teachers, instructional support team members, parents, the student who is ill, and the other
students in the class. Specific suggestions for teachers, parents, and students clarify concerns such
as making up work, accessing additional resources for teaching and learning, using technology,
and facilitating understanding and belonging.

Although some children have perfect attendance for a semester or even a year, those
children are unique. More often, children miss a day or two per year for minor illnesses
such as colds or mild aches and pains, or slightly longer periods for illnesses such as
the flu or the chicken pox. These children typically make up their work and are easily
reintegrated into the classroom without long-lasting educational consequences. But what
about children with more persistent absenteeism due to continual, or chronic, illnesses?
Approximately 10.2 million (13.9%) children under the age of 18 in the United States have
chronic special healthcare needs (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2008).
Medical advances and technologies are allowing these children to remain at home with
their families and in school with their peers, instead of in hospital settings. Nevertheless,
although medical improvements in treatments allow the children to live more normalized
lives, they do have frequent, regular absences from school due to medical appointments,
therapies, and periods of time in which their illness prevents them from attending school
at all.

Approximately 40% of children with chronic illness will encounter difficulty with
school attendance, academic progress, and social-emotional difhiculties related to the
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physical and emotional challenges of their illness (Thies & McAllister, 2001). Although
some may have an individualized plan addressing their medical needs during the school
day, most students with chronic illness are taught in general education classrooms without
special plans addressing their learning needs (Filce & LaVergne, 2011). Like any other
child, a child with chronic illness may have any range of cognitive abilities; but Filce and
LaVergne (2011) researched children with average or above cognitive capabilities and
chronic illnesses and found that it may take some time for the educational impact of
the illness to become problematic enough to attract attention from teachers and parents
because the children do a reasonable job of seeming to be caught-up, for short time periods,
in their school work. Additionally, in an attempt to protect and nurture, some parents may
overcompensate for their children’s illnesses to maintain the appearance of normalcy for
the child and family—making them appear less different and helping their child blend in
(Ludman, Spitz, & Kiely, 1994).

The physical and psychological distress of illness can cause these children to miss
time in school and have fewer opportunities to learn critical academic and social content.
Children with special healthcare needs have absenteeism rates up to 50% higher than their
healthy peers (Chatlton et al., 1991), which contributes to slower academic progress in
the long run (Carroll, 2010; Needham, Crosnoe, & Muller, 2004; Peterson & Colangelo,
1996; Shiu, 2001). Most health impairments are chronic in nature and last for extended
periods of time. Students with chronic illness may fluctuate between periods in which the
condition is well-managed with little impact on the school day and those in which they
experience a recurrence of symptoms that require intervention or treatment. Few outward
signs or pressing needs may be evident at any given time, giving the appearance that the
individual does not need special educational supports (Best, 2005). However, at any point
in time, the child’s ability to learn may be damaged by physical pain or discomfort; fatigue;
loss of appetite; side effects of medications, treatments, or therapies; limited stamina; and an
inability to concentrate (Brandstaetter, Leifgren & Silkworth, 2005; Caldwell et al., 1997;
Clay, 2004; Midence, 1994). Unfortunately, as children begin to struggle academically,
they develop more short-term problem behaviors, demonstrate increased dropout rates,
and are less likely to attend postsecondary education or to achieve successful occupational
attainment as adults (Crosnoe, 2002; Miller 1998; Rosenbaum, DeLuca, & Miller 1999).

In addition to the
physical challenges presented
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by chronic illness, social-
emotional ramifications
that can lead to
learning difficulties over time
(Thies, 1999). Children may
exhibit anxiety, depression,
or poor self-image due to
their

shifts in family or peer

occur

illnesses;  negative
relationships may occur; and
personal or peer acceptance
of the condition may be
difficult (Brandstaetter et al.,
2005; Caldwell et al., 1997;
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Midence, 1994). Chronic health conditions can have a perceived fear or stigma attached
to them that can push children and adults to become secretive about the condition (Best,
2005). Interestingly, there is evidence that children who have milder forms of an illness may
have less coping abilities than those with more severe or life-threatening conditions and may
exhibit more problems with adjustment (Drotar
& Bush, 1985; Perrin, MacLean, & Perrin, 1989).
Therefore, assumptions about potential social-

When a child is

emotional impact cannot be made based on the chronically ill and misses
severity of the condition at any given time. . .

Ultimately, the problem of absenteeism is instruction, teachers
dlfﬁcult to grasp because academic achievement, and parents may begin to See
or lack thereof, is not directly related to number of )
days missed or severity of the condition (Sexson very uneven skill development

& Madan-Swain, 1993; Thies, 1999). Some
children may miss small but regular portions ) .
of the school day (for catheterization, insulin curriculum-based proflaency

monitoring, and so forth), but the frequency of WI’)ETC SklllS are missing and gaps

and a lack of particular

the absences combined with the repetitive nature i '
of the effects of the illness can have a negative i1 learning have occurred. . . .
cumulative impact over time (Thies, 1999).

This can lead to lower levels of knowledge and a [T] he uneven d@VClOp ment Of
decreased understanding of critical course content SkillS across areas is 1"€f€1"1’€d to
(Needham, Crosnoe, & Muller, 2004), which can 76 111‘1 o SkIHS
be particularly problematic when the child is at p :

significant points in academic development.

Splinter Skills

When a child is chronically ill and misses instruction, teachers and parents may begin to
see very uneven skill development and a lack of particular curriculum-based proficiency
where skills are missing and gaps in learning have occurred. The student is presented
with new information without a solid foundation or a schema set on which to build the
new information. Reported mainly in the disability literature describing autism spectrum
disorders (Volkmar & Wiesner, 2009), intellectual disabilities (Gabbard, 2007), and
learning disabilities (Wodrich &Schmitt, 2006), the uneven development of skills across
areas is referred to as splinter skills. This phenomenon is manifested as weaknesses in
one area that exist concurrently with average or above performance in other areas. For
example, a child may be able to read words on an eighth grade level but only comprehend
written passages at a first grade level. Although most children with chronic illnesses do
not also experience cognitive disabilities, the cumulative effect of missing critical pieces of
instruction may put them at-risk of falling behind academically over time. Teachers and
parents must address the inevitable gaps in instruction and learning by these students in
order to minimize the impact of absenteeism due to illness.

Teachers, Parents, and Students Working Together

Elementary students with chronic illnesses display a range of academic skills and
abilities—as do all elementary students. One thing that sets these children apart is
persistent absenteeism, which will likely continue throughout their educational careers.
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Make Up the Work

These gaps in instructional time can result
in splinter skills, as past learning may have

Parents can:

Find out if tutors (i.e., teachers, college students preparing to be
teachers, and others) are available to assist your child.

Ask the teacher or the textbook companies to see if there are

extra materials that can be used at home. Choose those with high
recommendations and that go further than paperwork.

Make the home a“literacy rich” environment with lots of books,
magazines, and other reading materials that build interest in many
ares as well as develop literacy and numeracy skills.

Choose summer camp experiences with an academic component.

+

s "\ been indiscriminate and future learning
Teachers can: iall bl . he beoinni
+  Closely monitor the knowledge and skill attainment of students potentially problematic. At the eginning
who miss school frequently. o of any new term, and frequently thereafter,
+  Provide all missed work in a timely manner; set realistic timelines . .
for completion. teachers and instructional staff should
+ Be creative in how to share missed information. Have other b h b . ]. Cl h .
students write essays or record messages about the lesson for the use both observational and psychometric
| sudencwhois missing dass. ) procedures to determine strengths and
- ~, weaknesses of the student (Wodrich, &
Parents can: , Cunningham, 2008). Instructional staff
+  Ensure your child completes all work missed. . X
+  Work with the teacher and your child to come up with a realistic should determine what necessary skills
imeline f letion. .. . . .
S fimetine for completion ) are missing for basic, foundational literacy
- N and numeracy and begin there, working
Students can: towards grade-level achievement. Wide and
+  Work with friends to find out what was missed. . . . . .
+ Have a positive attitude about completing work. varied readlng of informational and fiction
. Talk with parents, car.egivers, and teachers about how' to make texts will increase th e Chll d’S inci d ental an d
incremental progress in ways that are not overwhelming. o )
\ ) explicit vocabulary and comprehension as
Figure 1. Suggestions for making up the work. well as develop a plethora Of other language
skills and advanced competence in a wide
range of fields (Reeves & Stanford, 2009).
Access Additional Resources Splinter skills in numeracy may be identified
- ~, using diagnostic assessments that show areas
Teachers can: of weakness. For example, when a child does
+ Provide supplemental materials that the student can use . .oq. )
independently for extra instruction. not recognize the concept of multiplication
+  Provide linkages to sources of tutoring, .enrich'ment activities, and as a computation of repeated addition, then
so forth that can help students recoup time missed. ]
+  Critically assess if more work (especially worksheets) is necessary the teacher has knowledge of where to begm
to learning or simply “busy work.” k with th d
+  Ask other educators, parents, and students for ideas about other work with the student.
ways to learn the content. y _ Teachers must collaborate not only
+ Join virtual or face-to-face communities that share ideas and . . .
resources. with the instructional support team at the
S ~ school, but also with parents, the student
4 N

who is ill, and the other students in the class
to ensure that the needs of all students are
met. Teachers must not forget that the other
students in the class may worry about the
child who is ill and wonder if illness can
happen to them, too! By attending to the
learning needs of all the children and by

_) building a supportive community, teachers

Students can:

Find a friend to be a“study buddy” and ask him/her to hang out.
It’'s always more fun to work together!

Read, read, read! Get lots of books and magazines to help keep up
and have fun!

There are lots of accurate, exciting documentaries and educational
programs that can teach while being entertaining too.

Find fun things to do that will also encourage learning. Many
camps and virtual communities can help you catch up on concepts
you may have missed.

-

can better ensure that the needs of the whole
child are considered and addressed. Figures 1

~

through 4 provides suggestions for teachers,
parents, and students that can benefit all
learners in the class.

Conclusion
In today’s schools, there is little time to waste.

Figure 2. Suggestions for accessing additional resources.

J .
Increased pressure to teach progressively
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more complex content can drive schools and
teachers to move more quickly through the
curriculum. When a student misses time
in school, he or she will miss important
teaching and learning. Even when teachers
and parents make concerted efforts to
make-up missed work, the learning activity
is not the same due to classroom factors
that cannot be reproduced. Teachers must
be aware of the impacts chronic illness
and absenteeism can have over time, not
only educationally but socially as well. By
being aware of the both the physical and
psychological consequences of illness and
then addressing those educational and social
needs, teachers can change the educational
trajectory of children at risk of having skills
splintered by the effects of illness. By being
open, communicative, Vigilant partners with
parents, teachers can ensure that they meet
the learning needs of these students and
help identify and remediate any gaps in
knowledge. Splinter skills can then become

building blocks for new knowledge. The

Facilitate Understanding and Belonging

e

+

Teachers can:

Learn about the child’s condition. As the educational expert,
teachers can help identify how the condition may influence the
child’s ability to learn.

Talk to the parent and child about the ideas and get their input.
Emphasize understanding, but also focus on educational needs.
Weave information about illnesses into lessons and activities in an
age-appropriate way. Focus on similarities and differences, “fact” vs.
“myth.” Foster empathy, but not “feeling sorry” for the child who is
ill.

Facilitate relationships among parents and students through the
use of social networking or other resources.

J

Parents can:

+

~

Provide enough information to the teacher and peers so that they
understand the needs of your child. Accentuate ways to share
information while still respecting the child’s privacy.

Encourage interaction with peers using technology such as

email, social networking, and so forth. Be sure to monitor these
interactions, particularly for young children.

+

Students can:

Talk with parents about a comfortable sharing level; it is not
always necessary to tell everyone everything about your illness
until you feel safe to do so.

Decide how much to tell teachers, friends, and other classmates.
People who care about you will be concerned.

Keep up with friends even if you miss a lot of school. They care
about you and miss you when you are gone!

ways parents, teachers, children, and their Figure 3. Suggestions for facilitating understanding and belonging:

peers begin communicating and cooperating
will make the learning environment a more
engaging, supportive atmosphere for everyone.
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