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Research demonstrates that there is still a disparity in achievement by 

race and ethnicity regardless of income (Ali, 2007; McKinsey & Company, 

2009). This is a sobering reality. Children’s racial backgrounds, and per-

ceptions about their capacity to learn have the power to trump income 

levels. Gaps in achievement are found among racial and ethnic groups 

regardless of socioeconomic level. For example, Ferguson’s 2003 research 

looks at the achievement gap among racial groups whose 

parents have similar levels of education. He found 

consistent gaps by racial groups within income levels. 

Similarly, McKinsey & Company (2009), using data from 

the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 

reports that at each of the income levels, White stu-

dents achieve at significantly higher rates than African 

American and Latino students. When race/ethnicity and 

family income data are combined, there are achievement 

gaps within and between racial ethnic groups. Generally, 

higher-income students perform at higher levels than those in the lower-

income groups. However, further analyses of the data show that White 

students achieve at higher levels than their African American and Latino 

peers at every income level. For example, poor White students with fam-

ily incomes of $25,000 or less achieve at similar levels to African American 

students with family incomes of $75,000 or more. Simply identifying and 

using income as the sole reason for underperformance is shortsighted, 

thus reinforcing the need to look at other data to unravel outcome data. 

According to National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) data, 

poor White students are about three and a half years ahead of poor African 

American students. Noguera and Wing (2007) point out that besides eco-

nomic capital, social and cultural capital make a significant contribution 

in the ways that parents and students negotiate and are treated in the 

educational enterprise.

McKinsey & Company (2009) state in their recent report that “avoid-

able shortfalls in academic achievement impose heavy and often tragic 

consequences, via lower earnings, poorer health, and higher rates of incar-

ceration” (p. 6). Their findings highlight the enormous cost of these short-

falls for individuals and our nation. Typical data show the familiar gaps 

in achievement by income and race, but they point out some data that are 

often not highlighted: the differential achievement that occurs within school 

districts and schools with populations that have similar demographic racial, 

ethnicity, language, and income characteristics. This type of evidence 

suggests that it is possible to close these gaps by changing practices and 

polices in schools and districts (Checkley, 2004; Hilliard, 1991; Johnson, 

2002; Johnson & Bush, 2005; McKinsey & Company, 2009). We will pro-

A child’s racial 
background and 
perceptions about their 
capacity to learn have 
the power to trump 
income levels.
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theless expected that states will be supportive and provide the resources 

(Hoff, 2008).

Unlike the reporting of graduation rates, there are no NCLB uniform 

requirements for reporting dropouts. Federal statistics on dropouts are 

underreported. The most frequently reported national data on drop-

outs comes form the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS). 

Orfield (2004) cites the limitation of these data: 

 1. Data are self reported. 

 2. Data exclude the military and institutionalized populations.

 3. There is a poor record of accounting for minority males. 

Most states do not follow students over time and many simply vanish 

without a trace from the enrollment counts in schools. There are many 

ways that states classify students and allow schools to report information 

about students that are no longer in attendance. Those who are unaware 

of these factors may believe misleading data reports. For example, if a 

high school reports a 75% graduation rate, it might be assumed that the 

school would report a 25% dropout rate and that would account for 100% 

of the students who entered in ninth grade. However, there is a great deal 

of underreporting, and the dropout rates for that school would probably 

be reported as much lower. Schools have a lot of categories to choose 

from in categorizing whether a student should be reported as a dropout. 

One incredible example is reported by Orfield (2004). He reports that one 

state counts and categorizes students who go to jail as transfer students.

Balfanz and Legters (2004) used Common Core Data (CCD) from 

the National Center of Education Statistics to develop a measure that 

they term promoting power. This measure compares the number of 

ninth graders to the number of seniors or the number of tenth graders 

to seniors three years later. Using this measure, they are able to iden-

tify schools with high or low promoting power. Schools that graduate 

only 50 to 60% of their ninth- or tenth-grade cohorts are considered to 

have low promoting power. They have concluded from their research 

that one in five public high schools in the nation have weak promot-

ing power, which translates to low graduation and high dropout rates. 

Those schools tend to be schools with racial and ethnic majorities. They 

describe these schools as dropout factories. These findings indicate a crisis 

in educational attainment for many of our students and identify major 

equity issues that must be addressed. This pattern is not inevitable (Balfanz 

& Legters 2004; Education Week’s Diploma’s Count, 2009). Balfanz and 

Legters (2004) identified places where schools that have a majority minor-
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teacher and assistant principal reminded the team that in order to qualify for 
RSP, Precious was assessed to have average cognitive ability, and they posed 
the question, “What conditions would be necessary for Precious to reach 
grade level in two years?” The next issue discussed was the difficulty of the 
home situation and its likely negative affect on Precious’s ability to focus. In 
response, the teacher and assistant principal shared samples of the incred-
ible, intricate artwork Precious had produced, obviously requiring an immense 
degree of focus and persistence. They then repeated the question, “What 
conditions would be necessary . . .” The general education teacher stated 
that she was not opposed to helping Precious more, but in light of the large 
class size, felt it impossible to devote the necessary amount of attention to 
any one child. The assistant principal responded by appreciating the teacher’s 
willingness to be supportive and acknowledged the challenges of meeting 
the diverse needs of an entire classroom of children. She then restated the 
question clearly and deliberately, “What conditions would be necessary for 
Precious to reach grade level in two years?”

The IEP meeting continued this way for a long time, until the general 
education teacher finally stopped and said, “You really and truly believe that 
if we could stop finding reasons why we cannot help her and put our energy 
into coming up with the right plan, Precious could actually be on grade level 
before she leaves our school, don’t you?” The RSP teacher and assistant 
principal responded, “Absolutely.” After a moment of collective silence, the 
team took a big breath and set out to design a plan built on the premise that 
Precious would be on grade level by the end of the fifth grade.

The specific plan and related issues will follow, but the end of this true 
story (only names have been changed) is that Precious made significant gains 
during her fourth- and fifth-grade years, actually meeting minimum grade-
level expectations in all subjects and meeting the criteria to exit from RSP 
prior to entering the middle school. Having been given multiple opportunities 
to develop and share her artistic and vocal abilities, she came to be seen as 
somewhat of a child prodigy in school and around the community, winning art 
competitions and regularly performing to amazed audiences. The culmination 
was that Precious performed an original song at her fifth-grade promotion 
ceremony, to not a dry eye in the audience, fully confident, and on grade level.

As an aside, Precious’s remarkable achievement caused the RSP teacher to 
reassess her little sister, Valerie. While the current general education teacher 
continued to feel that Valerie required major program modifications in order 
to keep up, the school psychologist’s assessments determined that Valerie 
was within normal ranges in all areas. They decided that Valerie would ben-
efit from a new experience, so they changed her class and assigned her to a 
teacher who had been on the IEP team for Precious. Soon, the new teacher 
reported that while Valerie did not have the same creative talents as her 
sister, she was “just as sharp as her sister,” and was doing well with the 
unmodified grade-level curriculum, receiving the same degree of support that 
many of her other students required. By the end of that school year, Valerie 
too was exited from RSP.
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Nonacademic 
Indicators 
Associated With 
Achievement 
Outcomes

6

SCENARIO: TITAN MIDDLE SCHOOL

Titan Middle School is a midsized school located in a working-class suburban 
area. The student body is mostly African American, Latino, and White, though 
a growing number of students are identifying themselves as “mixed-race.” 
After many years of low achievement, the district assigned a new administra-
tive team, charged with improving academic performance. The young, ener-
getic principal and assistant principal vowed to do everything in their power 
to provide rich educational opportunities to their students.

They learned that the previous administration spent most of its time “put-
ting out fires.” Emergencies with facilities, teacher concerns, parent issues, 
and student discipline consumed their days. Teachers reported that their 
classrooms had not been visited for years. After much deliberation, the new 
Titan administrative team decided on what they believed would be a winning 
strategy. They would focus all of their attention on the quality of instruction 
that occurred in each classroom. In the spirit of true “instructional leadership,” 
they would be in classrooms daily, would discuss lesson plans with teachers, 
and would even provide demonstration lessons for struggling teachers if need 
be. Nothing would deter them from their focus on the classroom.
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shortages, a number of teachers did not have a regularly assigned class-

room. In fact, fifteen teachers in the core academic areas moved to at least 

two different classrooms during the teaching day. Table 6.5 displays the 

pattern of movement.

Table 6.5   Numbers of Traveling Teachers in Core Academic Areas

Created by authors based on information from a suburban school.

Department
Number of Teachers who 
Travel per Department

Number of Classrooms Teachers 
Travel to in a Day

ELD 3 out of 3 teachers 1 teacher moves 1 time
1 teacher moves 2 times
1 teacher moves 4 times

English 2 out of 5 teachers 1 teacher moves 3 times
1 teacher moves 4 times

Mathematics 5 out of 5 teachers 2 teachers move 2 times
3 teachers move 3 times

History/Social 
Science

1 out of 5 teachers 1 teacher moves 4 times

Science 4 out of 5 teachers 3 move 2 times
1 moves 4 times

A thorough review of the movement patterns indicated that the 

“roving” situation impacted the program in several ways:

• Instructional time was impacted for roving teachers due to time 

used to pack materials and change classrooms.

• Subject areas that should provide students with lab or experiential 

learning activities were not implementing the programs as designed, 

in part due to barriers related to setting up lessons while changing 

classrooms.

• Instructional lesson planning was impacted by the practical need to 

find a location conducive to supporting careful instructional prepa-

ration. The need for storage and filing space challenged teachers to 

remain organized.

• Roving and nonroving teachers had less ownership of their class-

room environment because of the movement and space sharing. 

Evidence manifested itself in the absence of posted student work or 

in traditional furniture arrangement that limits student interaction.
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many substitutes, and they don’t follow the plans the teachers leave,” “My 

child enjoys reading,” “We want evening classes for parents,” “The school 

needs to jump-start the program and be consistent from teacher to teacher,” 

“Tutoring needs to be done by a qualified person with a focus on the area 

for remediation—not old homework,” “Videos should not be shown dur-

ing the week,” “How much time goes to special events and draws away 

from regular instruction?,” “There are inconsistent standards at a grade 

level—and inconsistent expectations for students,” “Office personnel need 

to be more approachable,” “The perfect attendance breakfast was great!”

“I want my child to go to college—will he be prepared?”

In a meeting with students, the following comments were heard: “We 

don’t do homework because no one checks it,” “I don’t understand the 

homework,” “I do my homework in class,” “I want harder work,” “I ask 

for help, but the teacher has no time to help me,” “She leaves right after 

school,” “We can’t bring our books home because we have to share them 

with another class,” “The work is too easy,” “I’m bored of watching videos 

all day long,” “We always do projects in a group, and I am tired of that.”

The team will need to analyze these points of view, address the impli-

cations, and take appropriate actions.

THE NEED FOR CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE SYSTEMS

We place emphasis on the need for schools whose populations of students 

are low-income, African American, Latino, Native American, Asian, and 

English learners to have the best culturally responsive leaders and teach-

ers. Schools play a significant role in developing the academic muscle of 

children whose parents cannot afford to have private tutors and college 

counselors for their children. The children who have the least social and 

cultural capital to negotiate schools need the most and the best in order 

to move ahead.

There are complex issues that schools must compre-

hend and surmount to authentically raise achievement 

levels for all students. To address these challenges, strate-

gies should be situated within the current discourse on 

culturally responsive and appropriate pedagogy. A large 

amount of background literature is currently available 

from respected scholars (see Delpit, 1995; Hale, 2001; 

Irvine, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2001; Lee, 2006; Nieto, 

2000; Shade, Kelly, & Oberg, 2004). Comprehensive inquires 

that involve seeking and analyzing other data have the potential to demon-

strate the need for culturally responsive pedagogy. Inquiries, such as those 

throughout this text, need to be coupled with culturally responsive actions. 

These create the guidelines for planning and focusing leadership, curricu-

The children who 
have the least social 
and cultural capital to 
negotiate schools need 
the most and the best in 
order to move ahead.
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