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Abstract
There was insufficient understanding of the instructional and leadership practices that led
to increased reading achievement of African students by fourth grade in a high-
performing Title 1 elementary school in a suburban school district in Texas. Despite an
achievement gap, the fourth-grade African American students outperformed their
European American peers on the 2018, 2019, and 2022 State of Texas Assessment of
Academic Readiness reading assessment at the study site. The purpose of this qualitative
single case study was to explore the instructional practices of K-3 teachers and the
leadership practices of elementary school administrators that led to increased reading
achievement of African students by fourth grade. Ladson-Billings’ theory of culturally
relevant pedagogy and Khalifa’s theory of culturally responsive school leadership served
as the conceptual frameworks for this study. Eight K-3 teachers and two elementary
school administrators participated in semistructured virtual interviews. Thematic data
analysis was used to identify categories, concepts, and themes. Nine themes emerged
from the data collected, including relationships, learning environments, strategic
planning, instructional practices, educational communities, and the roles and
responsibilities of elementary school administrators. Findings may be used to promote
academic achievement and positive student outcomes for African American students.
Educational leaders, students, families, teachers, and the community may also benefit

from the findings in this study.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

Inthe United States, the achievement gap between African American students and
their European American peers has been reported since 1969 by the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2022). According to the Nation’s Report Card (NAEP,
2022), the achievement gap between African American students and their European
American peers persisted, as indicated by the significant decline in reading performance
percentiles for African American students. The NAEP assessment, administered by the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2021), is an evaluation of students’
performance in content area subjects such as reading, mathematics, and science and with
results reported on national and state levels (NAEP, 2022). The difference in reading
performance percentiles for African American students and their European American
peers, reported by the NAEP, indicates a disparity in reading development between the
two groups of students based on an analysis by Garcia and Weiss (2015).

Since the achievement gap was first reported by the NAEP, successive results
revealed that the achievement gap between African American students and their
European American peers persisted. The NAEP (2019) reported that only 18% of African
American fourth-grade students in the United States were reading at grade level
proficiency or higher. In contrast, 45% of European American students in the United
States were reading at or above grade level proficiency in the 2019 reporting year
(NAEP, 2019). In 2019, the NAEP report indicated that only 16% of fourth-grade African
American students in Texas met or exceeded proficient levels in reading. The same

reporting year, 48% of European American students in Texas met or exceeded proficient
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levels in reading. In 2022, the NAEP reported that reading performance had declined for
both African American and European American students in Texas. In 2022, 19% of
fourth-grade African American students performed at proficient level of reading while
44% of European American fourth-grade students performed at proficient level of
reading according to the NAEP. In Texas, reading performance discrepancies between
African American students and their European American peers resemble those at the
national level.

The disparity in reading development at the national level has also been found in
the state of Texas where the study site is located. The reading underperformance of
African American students in Texas has been documented since the early 1970s.
According to Texas Education Agency (TEA, 2014), African American students were the
lowest performing group out of all racial groups tested on the 2014 Reading State of
Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) in Grades 3-8. The STAAR s the
annual content area assessment for Grades 3-8 students; students are assessed on state
curriculum standards in reading and writing, mathematics, science, and social studies
(TEA, 2022a). Based on students’ performance on the STAAR assessments, students are
rated on four performance levels that consist of the following: did not meet grade level,
approaches grade level, meets grade level, or masters grade level (TEA, 2017). The TEA
(2018a, 2018b) reported the continued underperformance of African American students
on the 2018 Reading STAAR when only 31% of fourth-grade African American students

met grade level proficiency with a scale score ranging from 1550 to 1604 out of 1890.



The scale score of the assessment measures students’ reading performance in relation to
the proficiency levels (TEA, 2022d).

In the current qualitative case study, | investigated a high-performing Title 1
elementary school in an urban school district in Texas whose STAAR assessment ratings
reflected a significant increase on the reading performance of Grade 4 African American
students in 2018, 2019, and 2022. The high-performing Title 1 elementary school had a
high-percentage of economically disadvantaged students with 85.2% of students
receiving free or reduced meals (TEA, 2019). The ethnic distribution of students at the
high-performing Title 1 elementary school was 4.7% African American and 8.8%
European American (TEA, 2019). Most of the student body was Latin Americans at
82.4%. Consistent with other Title 1 elementary schools in the target district, African
American students were one of the least represented student groups at the high-
performing Title 1 elementary school.

At the high-performing Title 1 elementary school, the African American students
evidenced an increase on the annual end-of-year state reading assessment as measured on
the STAAR. According to the STAAR performance levels awarded for 2018, 2019, and
2022, overall reading performances of African American students at the high-performing
Title 1 elementary school indicated that African American students experienced academic
gains or exceeded the reading performance of their European American peers (TEA,
2018, 2019, 2022.). Due to the small number of African American and European
American students participating in the 2021 fourth-grade STAAR reading assessment at

the high-performing Title 1 elementary school, the results were masked (TEA, 2021c);



data were not available for 2020 because the state STAAR assessment was not
administered due to COVID-19 global pandemic.
Background

The scope of this study was the instructional practices and leadership practices
that contributed to increased reading achievement for African American students at the
high-performing Title 1 elementary school in North Texas. Researchers expressed the
need for greater understanding of effective reading instructional practices for African
American students (Snow & Matthews, 2016). Dickinson et al. (2019) proposed the need
for direct and indirect instruction of language competencies during early reading
development for African American children. Ladson-Billings (1995b) also identified the
need for effective instructional practices for African American students. In addition to
instructional practices, Khalifa (2018) urged the implementation of culturally responsive
leadership practices that included self-reflection, the development of teachers’ cultural
awareness and competence, the construction of safe learning environments, and the
promotion of family and community engagement by school leaders. The current study
was designed to explore teachers’ and administrators’ instructional and leadership
practices that resulted in increasing the reading achievement of African American
students by Grade 4 at the high-performing Title 1 elementary school.

Problem Statement

The problem that was addressed in this study was that there was insufficient

understanding of the instructional and leadership practices that led to increased reading

achievement of African students by fourth grade at a high-performing Title 1 elementary



school in a suburban school district in Texas. Of the 20 Title 1 elementary schools in the
target school district, all of which use the same required district-developed curriculum,
the high-performing Title 1 elementary school serving as the study site was the only
school in which fourth-grade African American students met or exceeded the reading
achievement of their European American peers according to the results of the 2018, 2019,
and 2022 annual STAAR assessment. The STAAR assessment was not administered to
any Texas students at the end of the 2020 school year because the COVID-19 global
pandemic incited school closures; the STAAR assessment was optional at the end of the
2021 school year when many Texas students remained engaged in virtual learning (TEA,
2020).

In the United States, the underachievement in reading among African American
students has persisted in the educational system for decades (Coleman, 1966). According
to Kirp (2010), efforts to address the achievement gap between African American
students and their European American peers have been guided by assumed beliefs about
African American students including limited innate intelligence and low socioeconomic
backgrounds. Researchers expressed beliefs that the academic performance of African
American students is naturally lower than their European American peers due to the
probability that African American students are more likely to experience poverty and
have low levels of intelligence (Kirp, 2010).

In 2002, President George W. Bush signed into law an educational reform
initiative, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, designed to address the academic needs

of the nation’s neediest students who were being left behind, according to the U.S.



6
Department of Education (2002). An important component of No Child Left Behind was
the Reading First Initiative that focused on students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds in early language, literacy, and prereading development (U.S. Department
of Education, 2002). Various educational reform efforts before and after No Child Left
Behind have included provisions to address the underachievement in reading for African
American students.

Despite educational reform efforts to close the achievement gap, African
American students’ reading performance remained at lower levels compared to their
European American peers, though exceptions in the academic performance exist.
According to the NAEP (2022), although the achievement gap between African
American students and their European American peers narrowed, the achievement gap
continued. The average reading scores for African American students in Grades 4, 8, and
12 remained lower than their European American peers (NAEP, 2022). The scores for
African American fourth-grade students were lower in 2019, at 18%, compared to 2017
NAEP results when 20% of African American fourth-grade students were reading at
grade level proficiency or higher (NAEP, 2019). In contrast, 45% of European American
students were reading at or above grade level proficiency in the 2019 reporting year
(NAEP, 2019). The achievement gap between African American students and their
European American peers persisted, despite some exceptions, as evidenced in the high-
performing school that was addressed in the current study.

The Texas Academic Performance Report (TAPR) is an annual report that

disaggregates students’ STAAR assessment performances according to ethnicity,



socioeconomic class, and student groups (TEA, 2022b). According to TEA (2019), the
high-performing Title 1 elementary school in the target school district demonstrated
increased reading achievement by fourth-grade African American students as indicated
by the percentages of African American who met grade level proficiency on the annual
STAAR reading assessment. In 2018, 40% of fourth-grade African American students
met grade level proficiency on the STAAR assessment, compared to 67% of fourth-grade
African American students on the STAAR assessment in 2019 (TEA, 2019). According
to TEA (2022b), 57% of fourth-grade African American students at the high-performing
Title 1 elementary school met grade level proficiency on the STAAR assessment after
experiencing interrupted instruction during the COVID-19 global pandemic. The high-
performing Title 1 elementary school is an exception whereby African American students
achieved academic gains in 2018 and outperformed their European American peers on
the 2019 and 2022 STAAR reading assessments, meriting study of the instructional and
leadership practices that contributed to these results. Due to the global COVID-19
pandemic, the 2020 STAAR assessment was not administered to any Texas students
because schools were closed (TEA, 2020). STAAR results for 2021 were published;
however, those data were not comparable to 2018 or 2019 findings because Texas
students were permitted to opt out of the assessment due to virtual learning (TEA,
2021a).

In the target school district, the reading instructional practices of K—3 teachers
establish the foundation for literacy skills. In Grade 3, students begin the annual

administration of the STAAR reading assessment. The STAAR assessment measures



students’ reading comprehension when students read a grade-level appropriate text and
answer questions based on what is read. By Grade 4, the annual progress measure
component of the STAAR assessment is calculated to determine the amount of academic
growth a student has accrued from Grade 3 to Grade 4. Comparable to the annual
progress measure of STAAR, the NAEP assessment is administered every 2 years to
measure students’ reading achievement over time beginning in fourth grade. In the target
school district and at the national level, fourth-grade reading data on the STAAR
assessment and the NAEP assessment reflect the foundational reading skills established
by K-3 instructional practices; therefore, the focus of the current study was to explore the
instructional practices in reading prior to Grade 4 at the high-performing school study
site.

Overall, fourth-grade STAAR reading assessment data in the target district
evidenced the achievement gaps found at the national level on the NAEP. The TAPR
(TEA, 2018a) showed that only 32% of fourth-grade African American students
throughout the target school district met grade level reading proficiency on the STAAR
reading assessment, while 47% of European American students throughout the district
met grade level proficiency on the STAAR reading assessment. Noting reading
performance for the 2019 school year, the TAPR revealed that 31% of African American
students met grade level proficiency in reading on the STAAR reading assessment, while
45% of European American students met grade level proficiency on the STAAR reading
assessment (TEA, 2019). In 2022, 36% of African American students met grade level

reading proficiency on the STAAR reading assessment, while 57% of European
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American students met grade level proficiency on the STAAR reading assessment (TEA,
2022b). In the target study district, the achievement gap indicated that African American
students continued to underperform their European American peers on the STAAR
reading assessment with one exception: the African American students at the Title 1
elementary school that served as the site for the current study.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative single case study was to explore the instructional
practices of K—3 teachers and the leadership practices of elementary school
administrators that led to increased reading achievement of African students by fourth
grade in a high-performing Title 1 elementary school in a suburban school district in
Texas. The results of the study were intended to provide information about instructional
practices and leadership practices that may be replicated in other Title 1 elementary
schools within the target school district and in similar Title 1 elementary school sites.
Professional development may be informed by findings from this study related to
improved instructional and leadership practices to increase district K-3 teachers’ and
district elementary administrators’ knowledge of effective practices for African American
students. The adoption of more effective instructional and leadership practices may lead
to increased learning opportunities, thereby improving academic achievement for African
American students within the target school district.

Research Questions
RQ1: What instructional practices do K—3 teachers use to develop the reading

skills of African American students in a high-performing Title 1 elementary school?
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RQ2: What are K—3 teachers’ perceptions of instructional practices used to
increase the reading achievement of African American students by 4th grade in a high-
performing Title 1 elementary school?

RQ3: What leadership practices do the school administrators use to guide K-3
teachers’ instructional practices in a high-performing Title 1 elementary school?

RQ4: What are elementary administrators’ perceptions of leadership practices
used to increase the reading achievement of African American students by 4th grade in a
high-performing Title 1 elementary school?

Conceptual Framework

The theories and concepts that supported this study included the conceptual
frameworks of Ladson-Billings’ (1995a) theory of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP),
and Khalifa’s (2018) culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL). Ladson-Billings
(1995a) described culturally relevant teaching as a pedagogy that is committed to
collective empowerment; the three principles of CRP are that students must (a)
experience academic success, (b) develop and maintain cultural competence, and (c)
develop critical consciousness that contests the current social order. CRP consists of
pedagogical practices that bridge students’ deficits by providing scaffolding to help them
experience academic success. CRP highlights factors to consider in the design of
effective reading instruction for African American students.

Implementing CRP allows students to construct new knowledge through various
approaches to learning. Fraise and Brooks (2015) documented that CRP is coconstructed

with students, educators, and community members in a given context. In the foundational
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research of Au (1998), positive outcomes resulted when a coconstruction approach was
applied to literacy instruction, which included important components of CRP such as
students’ ethnicity, native language, and social class. The use of CRP emphasizes the role
of the learner to construct meaning from personal and social experiences.

In addition to personal and social experiences, CRP emphasizes the importance of
culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995a). M. G. Jones and Brader-Araje (2002) stated that a
child’s development is largely influenced by their culture, and higher cognitive functions
are innately social. Ladson-Billings’ (2014) learning concept, termed fluid understanding
of culture, happens when students are engaged in social settings where they are
influenced by values, beliefs, and perspectives of other students’ cultures. The role of
culture in addition to the principles of CRP supported the use of Ladson-Billings’ (1995a)
theory of CRP as a framework for the current study. However, Gay (2010, as cited in
Khalifa et al., 2016) explained that culturally relevant teaching, an extension of CRP, is
not enough to solve the challenges faced by students of color; instead, all aspects of the
educational enterprise, including administration, need to be reformed and transformed.
Given this assertion, Khalifa’s (2018) model of CRSL served as the second framework
for the current study.

CRSL, derived from CRP, includes philosophies, practices, and policies that
influence and create culturally inclusive learning environments for African American
students who speak African American English (Khalifa, 2018). African American
English (AAE) is the variations of the English language spoken predominantly in African

American communities (Baugh, 2020). CRSL practices address and mitigate educational,
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social, political, and economic inequities that impact marginalized students of color
(Khalifa et al., 2016). In developing CRSL, Khalifa et al. (2016) maintained that school
leadership is a crucial component of any education reform, second only to teaching. A
school leader’s role and how the leader responds to students’ cultural learning and social
needs is crucial to the overall development and advancement of students, particularly
students of color (Khalifa et al., 2016). CRSL addresses issues associated with the
educational improvements for marginalized students, including a range of academic and
personal issues that stem from low teacher expectations, low school performance, and
disproportionately assigned discipline penalties (Khalifa et al., 2016). School leaders’
adoption of CRSL practices enhance the opportunities for African American students to
experience academic success and personal growth.

Nature of the Study

To answer the research questions in this study, | used a qualitative single case
study design. According to Rubin and Rubin (2011), qualitative researchers not only
gather and interpret data using a variety of methods but also consider the people
connected to the data, their lived experiences, and the context surrounding those
experiences. A qualitative single case study was the most suitable design for the current
study because the study was bounded by setting and time to allow a more in-depth
exploration of the participants’ experiences with the phenomenon (see Burkholder et al.,
2019). Grade K-3 teachers’ instructional practices and school administrators’ leadership
practices were explored by interviewing participants about the practices they use and

their perceptions of these practices that resulted in increasing the reading achievement of
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African American students as measured on the annual fourth-grade STARR reading
assessment.

Yin (2003) and P. Baxter and Jack (2008) defined a case study as an empirical
inquiry that explores the “how” or “why” of a phenomenon within the context in which it
Is occurring. According to Yin, context is an important factor to consider when
determining whether to use a single case study or multiple case study for better
understanding of a phenomenon. The focus on one entity or a single group within one
environment due to unique circumstances warrants a single case study (Yin, 2003). Yin
defined the design of a case study as rational order that connects the research questions of
a study to the collected data and eventually a conclusion. | explored the instructional and
leadership practices of K—3 teachers and school administrators at the high-performing
Title 1 elementary school to gain an understanding of instructional and leadership
practices that increased the reading achievement of African American students by Grade
4. In this study, the high-performing Title 1 elementary school served as a single case.

For this single case study, self-developed interview protocols included open-
ended questions and probes to collect sufficient evidence to draw credible conclusions
(see Rubin & Rubin, 2011). All interview questions were constructed using the
conceptual frameworks of CRP and CRSL. Additionally, interview questions were
constructed with consideration of the literature on the reading development of elementary
African American students and effective practices to support African American students
in reading. To ensure content validity of the interview questions, teachers and school

administrators not participating in the study were asked to review the interview protocols.
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Data from the semistructured interviews were coded to identify categories,
concepts, and themes using a 6-step thematic data analysis process outlined by Braun and
Clarke (2006) to (a) familiarize myself with the data, (b) produce initial codes using open
and axial coding, (c) generate categories and begin to search for themes, (d) review
themes, (e) define and name themes, and (f) produce the analysis report. Williams and
Moser (2019) described open coding as an initial coding process during which words or
phrases are used to describe and summarize raw data; axial coding involves combining
related codes to establish categories of codes. Both coding methods were used to identify
the emergent themes that generated the findings to answer the research questions.

Definitions

The following is a list of terms used throughout the study. The definitions provide
the context to the terms as used in the study.

Academic success: The mastery of academic skills as evident in formal and
informal assessments; academic success supports students’ future learning (Aronson &
Laughter, 2016).

African American English (AAE): The variations of English spoken
predominantly in African American communities. Also referred to as Black English
Vernacular, African American Language, and Ebonics. The usage of AAE is derived
from slave descendants (Baugh, 2020).

Cultural competence: A student’s culture; cultural competence refers to a person’s
ability to be rooted in their own culture while gaining fluency in another culture (Ladson-

Billings, 1995b).
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General American English: The language most used in everyday academic
instruction; it is the language that most curriculum materials and resources are printed in
(Washington & Seidenberg, 2021).

National Assessment Educational Progress (NAEP): A federally mandated
assessment administered every 2 years to fourth, eighth, and 12t graders in reading and
math (NCES, 2021).

State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR): An assessment that
measures students’ mastery of the state curriculum standards; students in Grades 3-12 are
annually assessed in reading, math, science, and/or social studies (TEA, 2022a).

Texas Academic Performance Reports (TAPR): Reports that are published
annually of varied student performance data for every student in every Texas school
district. Available after the completion of annual state-mandated assessments, the TAPR
also reports school, staff, demographic, and student programs data (TEA, 2022b).

Title 1 programs: Federally funded initiatives that support state and local
educational agencies to provide high-quality education to low-performing students
predominantly from low socioeconomic backgrounds (U.S. Department of Education,
2018).

Assumptions

Inthis study, | assumed that voluntary participation would ensure that participants

did not feel coerced to provide information and would increase the likelihood that the

data provided by participants would be an accurate and true account of their perspectives
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and practices. | also assumed that K—3 teachers of African American students at the study
site created learning opportunities that resulted in proficient readers as evidenced in the
annual STAAR assessment data. A final assumption was that elementary school
administrators at the study site provided the support needed by K-3 teachers and African
American students that resulted in academic success for this population of students.

Scope and Delimitations

This study was bounded by the school site and participants at the high-performing
Title 1 elementary school in one Texas school district, based on fourth-grade state
assessment reading scores. Student achievement measures were delimited to the reading
results on the STAAR assessment that is given at the end of the fourth-grade school year.
Assessment results for the high-performing Title 1 elementary school indicated
exceptional achievement of African American students compared to their European
American peers, whereby African American experienced academic gains or exceeded the
reading performance of their European American peers. Middle and high school
participants were excluded to focus on the practices that build the foundational reading
skills developed in Grades K-3 preceding the STAAR reading assessment in Grade 4.

Although other subpopulations of students were considered for this study, the
population was delimited to African American students given that Russell and Shiffler
(2019) noted a reading disparity and causation for reading achievement gap between
African American students and their European American peers linked to instructional
practices. Data from K—3 teachers and the school administrators were delimited to the

high-performing Title 1 elementary school in the target school district because B. E.
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Jones et al. (2019) noted that culturally relevant teaching practices can promote the
reading development of African American students. The focus was on the instructional
practices and leadership practices that contributed to reading success by fourth grade for
African American students enrolled in the Title 1 elementary school in the target school
district. It was a delimitation to study the high-performing school using a strength-based
rather than a deficit approach to study the phenomenon.

Because of the design, the findings may not be transferrable to other student
subpopulations or to students at middle or high schools or students at non-Title 1 schools.
However, the findings may be transferable to other Title 1 elementary schools within the
target school district that serves African American students in Grades K—3. Though
generalizability is unable to be completely accomplished due to sampling and
measurement used in qualitative designs (see Hays & McKibben, 2021), the relevance of
the findings from this study may be transferable to similar contexts. Findings from the
study may be beneficial to the advocacy of the reading development of K-3 African
American students and may contribute to the development of teachers’ instructional
practices and administrators’ leadership practices related to African American student
achievement in reading in Grades K-3.

Limitations

According to Ross and Zaidi (2019), irrespective of the design of research, all
studies have limitations that may influence the findings and outcomes. The current study
was limited to one high-performing Title 1 elementary school in one Texas school district

where Grade 4 African American students made academic gains or exceeded the
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performance of their European American peers on the Grade 4 state reading assessment.
Location is often a limitation in qualitative research because of the researcher’s access to
the study site and the participants. Additionally, the current study was limited to a small
sample size, which is inherent in qualitative research, because participants had to have
direct experience with the phenomenon (see Theofanidis & Fountauki, 2019). To mitigate
scheduling conflicts (another potential limitation of qualitative studies), participants
completed semistructured interviews using a virtual conferencing tool. Participants were
asked permission to video record their semistructured interviews to produce video
recordings and transcripts.

Transferability allows for the data findings to be used in other settings (Leung,
2015). With a limited sample size of participants from one of the 20 Title 1 elementary
schools in the target school district, transferability of findings was limited to other Title 1
elementary schools with similar student populations. To increase transferability, thick
descriptions and details of the context were disclosed to increase readers’ understanding
of the phenomenon to determine whether the findings are transferable to other settings.

To address dependability, which is an indication of uniformity in data collection,
data analysis, and reporting of data findings (Burkholder et al., 2019), member checking
was conducted. | provided the semistructured interview transcripts to K—3 teachers and
school administrators to check for accuracy and to provide additional information after
the initial analysis of the data. The descriptive details and member checking was used to
address limitations inherent in qualitative studies to increase transferability and

dependability (see Burkholder et al., 2019).
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As the primary researcher of this study, | was a former second- and third-grade
teacher and school administrator in the target school district but no longer worked in the
target school district at the time of the study. During my years of service in the target
school district, I served in a collaborative role with teachers and school administrators.
To mitigate any bias, | practiced reflexivity by composing a narrative autobiography in
which | disclosed my background experiences as an African American student, an
African American second- and third-grade teacher, and an African American elementary
administrator. | also disclosed the reasons that inspired me to conduct this research study
(see Olmos-Vega et al., 2022). | shared my narrative autobiography with a colleague to
expose any underlying biases | may have overlooked.

Significance

This research is significant because it addressed a gap in understanding the
instructional and leadership practices that have increased the reading achievement of
elementary African American students by fourth grade. The gap is defined by the
distance between current practices and the desired instructional and leadership practices
that yield increased reading achievement for African American students (Robinson &
Kennedy, 2009). Dickinson et al. (2019) identified the importance of providing African
American students with instruction related to language development and code-related
abilities or phonological processes in the early school years that increased reading
comprehension in successive years. Positive social change may result for students as
teachers and school administrators increase their knowledge and understanding of

effective instructional practices in reading for African American students that were used
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at the school study site. African American students within the target school district may
benefit from increased reading achievement that led to greater academic success with the
adoption of the practices by teachers and administrators in other Title 1 elementary
schools.

In the target school district, elementary African American students have
historically underperformed their European American peers in reading achievement
except at the one Title 1 elementary study site. The high-performing Title 1 elementary
school was the only elementary school out of the 20 Title 1 elementary schools in the
target district with high reading performance of Grade 4 African American students,
which was the reason for its selection as the study site. Khalifa et al. (2016) stated that
issues associated with the educational improvements for marginalized students include a
range of academic practices that stem from teacher expectations and school performance,
which were explored in the current study. Looking at the problem through a lens of
culturally relevant teaching and culturally relevant school leadership practices was
intended to address the gap in understanding the instructional and leadership practices
that increased the reading achievement of elementary African American students by
fourth grade, particularly for those students who speak AAE.

The results from this single case study of the K—3 teachers and school
administrators at the high-performing Title 1 elementary school who improved the
reading achievement of African American students may inform the target school districts’
teachers about effective instructional practices for elementary African American students.

Likewise, as the school administrators from the high-performing Title 1 elementary
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schools share their leadership practices, other elementary administrators within the target
school district may gain an understanding of how to guide their K—3 teachers in
instructional practices in reading resulting in increased achievement for African
American students by fourth grade. The implementation of instructional and leadership
practices that benefit African American students’ reading performance may lead to
successful lifelong opportunities.

Summary

In Chapter 1, the problem of insufficient understanding of the instructional and
leadership practices that led to increased reading achievement of African American
students by fourth grade in one Title 1 elementary school in a suburban school district in
Texas was identified. The connection between effective reading instructional and
leadership practices and the outcome of reading performance of African American
students was presented. The research questions of this qualitative case study addressed
K-3 teachers’ instructional practices and their perceptions of the effectiveness of these
practices in increasing reading achievement of African American students. Additionally,
the research questions focused on elementary school administrators’ leadership practices
and their perceptions of how their leadership practices influenced reading achievement of
African American students. Data for this qualitative single case study were collected
using semistructured interviews conducted through a virtual conferencing platform.

This single case study was delimited to K—3 teachers at the high-performing Title
1 elementary school in the target school district. The K—3 teachers at the school study site

had experience providing reading instruction to African American students in Grades K—
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3; school administrators had experience supporting K—3 teachers and leading African
American students in Grades K—3. Assumptions and limitations were disclosed to provide
an understanding of the scope of the study. The findings from this study may be
beneficial to the target school district curriculum writers, professional development
facilitators, early childhood literacy teachers, and elementary school administrators by
providing insight into instructional and leadership practices that can address the reading
achievement gap between African American students and their European American
peers. Chapter 2 contains the literature review related to the study’s problem and purpose
and begins with an explanation of the conceptual frameworks for the study: Ladson-
Billings’ (1995a) theory of CRP and Khalifa’s (2018) CRSL. The literature related to the
historical context of the problem and the recent literature on the instructional practices
and leadership practices specific to advancing achievement of African American students

are reviewed.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Chapter 2 is a review of literature related to the phenomenon of insufficient
understanding of the instructional and leadership practices that yield increased reading
achievement of African American students by fourth grade. Although research existed
about the reading achievement gap between African American students and their
European American peers (Bafales et al., 2019), there was a need for the exploration of
instructional practices of K—3 teachers and the leadership practices of elementary school
administrators. The research problem investigated in this study was that there is
insufficient understanding of the instructional and leadership practices that led to
increased reading achievement of African students by fourth grade in a high-performing
Title 1 elementary school in a suburban school district in Texas. The purpose of this
qualitative single case study was to explore the instructional practices and the leadership
practices that led to increased reading achievement of African students by fourth grade in
a high-performing Title 1 elementary school in a suburban school district in Texas. In my
study, | pursued understanding how the instructional and leadership practices yielded
increased reading achievement for African American students (see Marshall & Khalifa,
2018).

The research literature indicated the problem to be significant with further study
needed for understanding. Lack of understanding of how teachers’ instructional practices
and administrators’ leadership practices influence African American students’ academic
achievement may perpetuate the problem and negatively impede future successes of this

group of students (Boutte & Bryan, 2019). Additional research about instructional
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practices, in particular those that would address teachers’ perceptions of cultural deficits,
was relevant to the educational discipline (Bertrand, 2023). Researchers noted gaps
between existing instructional and leadership practices and desired instructional and
leadership practices as reasons why African American students underperform their
European American peers in academic settings. Jenkins (2021) asserted that African
American students often suffer in school settings because there is a lack of linguistic,
curricular, and pedagogical references for them to relate. When African American
students are criticized for their language and ways of speech, Boutte and Bryan (2019)
described these practices as linguistic violence. Curricular and pedagogical content that
values Eurocentric ways of understanding is another way that African American students
suffer in educational settings (Boutte & Bryan, 2019). School leaders, in particular school
administrators who fail to embody culturally responsive leadership practices for diverse
student populations, perpetuate the school’s ineffectiveness in creating learning
environments that are inclusive and value every student (Brown et al., 2019). Mindful of
the problem of this study, my intention was to identify culturally relevant pedagogy and
culturally responsive leadership practices that supported African American students in
reading achievement by Grade 4.

Chapter 2 comprises five sections. A review of literature related to the two
conceptual frameworks for this study is provided that consists of Ladson-Billings’
(1995a, 1995b, 1995c¢) theory of CRP and Khalifa’s (2018) theory of CRSL practices.
Next, a review of literature related to the achievement gap between African American

students and their European American peers is presented. Then, the role of language
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variances in literacy development is addressed. Finally, the literature pertaining to the
impact of effective instructional practices and literature related to the impact of effective
leadership practices is reviewed.

The literature review was conducted using a systematic approach of phrases and
key terms related to the problem, purpose, and research questions of this study. The
Walden University Library and various search engines were used that included Walden
University dissertations, EBSCO, ERIC, ProQuest, and SAGE. Google Scholar and
Emerald Insight were also used to search for more peer-reviewed articles. Basic and
advanced searches were conducted using these search engines. A search filter was used to
identify relevant sources published within 5 years of the publication of this study.
Seminal works were more than 5 years old were accessed to substantiate the conceptual
framework theories and history of the achievement gap between African American
students and European American students. Aside from using search engines, | used
references cited from other related research articles to identify applicable research
articles.

The phrases and key terms used in the Boolean searches were dialect, literacy
development, African American or Black Persons or Black People, literacy development
or emergent literacy or early, African American or Black Persons or Black People,
kindergarten or preschool or early childhood education or first grade or grade one or
second grade or grade two or third grade or grade three, literacy, African American or
black persons or black people, kindergarten or preschool or early childhood education or

first grade or grade one or second grade or grade two or third grade or grade three,
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reading achievement, culturally relevant leadership, culturally relevant leadership and
black students or African American students and achievement’ elementary principals and
black students or African American students, elementary principals and effective
leadership and African American students, literacy development and African American
students or children, and achievement gap and African American students. Research
articles that correlated to the focus and intent of this study were selected and reviewed for
relevancy of content and conclusions.

Conceptual Frameworks

The conceptual frameworks for this study were derived from two theories:
Ladson-Billings’ (1995a, 1995b, 1995c¢) theory of CRP and Khalifa’s (2018) theory of
CRSL. CRP incorporates culturally relevant pedagogical practices that support the
academic advancement of African American students. Ladson-Billings’ (1995a, 1995b,
1995c¢) CRP centralized the beliefs and attitudes of teachers of students from
multicultural backgrounds. CRP is akin to Gay’s (2013) culturally responsive teaching,
which focuses on teacher practices. Both strands of multicultural education focus on the
importance of students’ cultural identities and the incorporation of their cultural
backgrounds with classroom curriculum to increase academic successes of African
American students and other marginalized students of color (Mensah, 2021).
CRP

CRP is a commitment to effective instructional practices that embrace and employ
the cultural identities of African American students; the implementation of CRP

empowers students to become stewards and advocates of their learning (Ladson-Billings,
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1995a). For African American students to experience academic success, researchers
expressed that teachers need to implement CRP in a safe, supportive classroom
environment (Gay, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 1995c). The framework for the
current study was constructed in part on the theory of CRP. Literature reviewed for this
study provided understanding of how CRP is connected to the reading achievement of
African American students. Employing CRP as one of the conceptual frameworks for this
study provided a foundation to understand factors related to effective instructional
practices that contribute to the reading achievement of African American students
attending the high-performing Title 1 elementary school in the target district.

Khalifa’s (2018) CRSL was the second conceptual framework for this study.
According to Khalifa et al. (2016), CRSL is a form of transformational leadership that
encompasses the culturally responsive leadership practices employed by school leaders to
effectively serve and lead marginalized students such as African American students.
Khalifa described CRSL practices as philosophies, practices, and policies that influence
and create more inclusive learning environments for diverse students such as African
American students who speak AAE. Gay (2010, as cited in Khalifa et al., 2016) explained
that transformation and reformation are needed in all aspects of the educational
organization to confront the educational challenges of students of color. Solely relying on
the culturally relevant teaching practices is not enough to sustain reformation. Like
Ladson-Billings’ CRP, Khalifa’s CRSL embodies practices that recognize the importance
of students’ cultural beliefs and values in the learning environment without the

assimilation of different cultures, as described by Magno and Schiff (2010). CRSL was
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employed as the second conceptual framework for this study because it provided a
foundational understanding of the many leadership factors related to the academic
achievement of African American students.

The term CRP was coined by Ladson-Billings (1995a) after the consideration of
teaching practices that reform education by incorporating aspects of students’ cultural
backgrounds into classroom instruction. Ladson-Billings evaluated the seminal work of
Au and Jordan (1981), who attributed the reading success on standardized assessments of
native Hawaiian students to their permissible use of a common language style; the
instructional practices were described as culturally appropriate. Mohatt and Erickson
(1981) found similar academic successes when teachers engaged with Native American
students using language patterns that were representative of their home cultures. Mohatt
and Erickson referred to these instructional practices as culturally congruent.

Later, Jordan (1985) defined the term culturally compatible as instructional
practices incorporating students’ cultures to produce desirable academic behaviors.
Irvine’s (1990) research with African American students attributed academic success to
the acceptance of cultural speech and language patterns as well as other African
American social norms. Ladson-Billings’ (1995a) CRP extends beyond the integration of
cultural language patterns for African American students’ academic successes to
affirmation of African American students’ cultural identity while developing a conscious
awareness to question social injustices.

CRP encompasses instructional practices that make learning possible for all

students. Culturally relevant pedagogy links the importance of schooling and culture.
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Teachers play a pivotal role in CRP. An underpinning of CRP teachers use students’
cultural backgrounds as a vehicle to desired academic achievement. In CRP, students’
cultural background is viewed as an asset rather than a deficit (Ladson-Billings, 1995a).
According to Drevdahl (2017), teachers are significant influencers in the academic
success of African American students when they acknowledge students’ cultural
identities to help them propel toward successful learning. Acknowledgement and
acceptance of students’ cultural background within the school environment is an
important factor of CRP and for future academic success of African American students.
When teachers reflect and reframe their biases, develop an appreciation for the diversity
of their students, and confront the barriers that challenge their students, they are more
inclined to create an equitable and inclusive learning environment (Samuels, 2018). The
use of effective instructional tools within the learning environment improves teachers’
efforts to mitigate racial biases and focus on students’ strengths, which includes positive
perceptions of their cultures (Hugh-Pennie et al., 2021). Researchers have noted the
positive effects that acknowledgment of students’ cultures have on African American
students. The acknowledgement of students’ diversity and cultural backgrounds is an
important component of CRP and has significant implications for the academic
achievements of African American students.

Incorporating students’ cultural backgrounds includes parent and community
engagement, which is also important to the achievement of African American students
(Khalifa, 2018). Ladson-Billings (2021) noted that for African American students to

master the work, the school community is required to do the work with student families
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and the community. In the age of education after the COVID-19 global pandemic,
Ladson-Billings encouraged school personnel to rethink and renegotiate the role of
parents in their child’s education. Through collaborative efforts, policymakers, parents,
community-based partners, and educators can disassemble unjust educational practices to
reconstruct an educational system that supports the comprehensive needs of all students
(Akin-Sabuncu et al., 2023), regardless of cultural backgrounds. The roles and
responsibilities of parents and community engagement are vital to understanding the
influence of cultural backgrounds in the quest for academic achievement for African
American students.

With pedagogical research spanning back to the 1980s, Ladson-Billings (1995a)
found that many classrooms lacked equitable instructional practices designed to elevate
the academic achievement of African American students. Ladson-Billings highlighted the
inclusion of three instructional behaviors necessary for learning to occur in the learning
environment. These instructional behaviors, which are the underlying principles of CRP,
are academic success, the development and maintenance of cultural competence, and
critical consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 1995a).

Academic success entails students’ skill development, meaningful learning,
teachers’ expectations of academic excellence for all students, and a focus on students’
unigue needs (Ladson-Billings, 1995a). Ladson-Billings (1995a) noted that students must
experience academic success. In many instances, academic success has not been
achievable due to factors including teachers’ low expectations and negative biases about

African American students (Wright & Ford, 2016). However, regardless of these and any
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other factors, Gay (2013) believed that it is the right of all children to experience
academic success.

The development and maintenance of cultural competence is another important
underlying principle of CRP. Ladson-Billings (1995a) noted the importance of merging
academic achievement with cultural awareness, of inviting parents to be a part of the
classroom learning environment, and of encouraging the use of home language for
speaking and writing in the learning environment. Drevdahl (2017) described cultural
competence as effective functioning within different cultural settings. Boon and
Lewthwaite (2015) shared findings from a qualitative study of 27 Aboriginal ninth—12t
grade students and 27 parents and guardians noting that the ability to respect different
cultures is a contributor to students’ sense of belonging (Boon & Lewthwaite, 2015).
With a focus on and integration of students’ cultures, learning is achievable for all
students (Ladson-Billings, 2014). Cultural competency is important for the
implementation of CRP in the learning environment.

Critical consciousness is the third principle of CPR. Critical consciousness is an
awareness of societal differences and its effects on students (Ladson-Billings, 1995a).
Students exercise critical thinking skills through critical consciousness that benefits
students across grade levels and content areas. Findings from a study assessing literature
preferences for Grade 1 and Grade 2 African American students by Cartledge et al.
(2016) indicated that children’s fiction and nonfiction literature should be used to
introduce and explain critical consciousness to students of color. Historically, schools

have been charged with the task of steering students’ awareness of social injustices
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(Amin et al., 2017). Bertrand (2020) noted that children’s literature can support the
facilitation of classroom discussions about social concerns with elementary-age students.
The use of picture books during classroom instruction affords students opportunities to
encounter their economic and cultural realities through characters and conversations
(Quast & Bertrand, 2019). According to Dee and Penner’s (2016) quantitative study of an
ethnic studies curriculum pilot program, academic achievement was positively linked to
the development of students’ critical consciousness of social injustices. Critical
consciousness plays a significant role in the fidelity of CRP.
CRSL

Culturally responsive school leadership comprises practices, attitudes, and beliefs
that effectively serve historically marginalized students, such as African American
students. Khalifa (2018) expressed that school leaders can confront assumptions,
stereotypes, and biases by executing inclusion-based principles, curriculum, and
pedagogy in efforts to create a more culturally relevant learning environment. A school
leader has to possess the capacity and skill level to transform schools into learning
environments that produce positive student outcomes (Khalifa, 2018). Opportunity gaps
can be minimized when school leaders promote culturally relevant learning environments
that support diverse student populations (Flores, 2018).

Leithwood et al. (2020) suggested that school leaders should be responsive to the
context they are charged to lead. Establishing greater communication and family
engagement in efforts to create a shared vision is a charge of school leadership (Goodall,

2018). Culturally responsive school leaders are community leaders who engage and
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empower the community; family and community engagement serve as a vehicle that
promotes learning environments where minoritized students like African American
students can thrive academically. Culturally responsive school leadership prioritizes
community relations with the collaboration of administrators, teachers, parents, and
cultural and community leaders (Khalifa, 2018). Khalifa added that school leadership that
values the collaboration with community members and that empower students and their
families are creating optimal learning environments for African American students.

Employing CRSL practices is a response to evolving demographics within school
environments (Campos-Moreira et al., 2020). School leaders who use CRSL practices are
equipped to meet the needs of diverse populations they serve (Khalifa et al., 2016).
Khalifa (2018) accredited three basic assertions of culturally responsive school
leadership: (1) school leadership must embrace cultural responsiveness; (2) culturally
responsiveness should be a priority and consistently practiced by school leaders; and (3)
culturally responsive school leadership is characterized by four core leadership behaviors
including (a) critically self-reflective, (b) establish and maintain culturally responsive
curriculum and teaching staff, (c) promote inclusivity, and (d) engage students’ cultural
backgrounds which includes their communities.

Khalifa (2018) described critical self-reflection as school leaders’ ability to
recognize oppressive practices and disparities to either reproduce or contest those
practices. Critical self-reflection is useful for school leaders who confront and attempt to
comprehend inequities (Hallberg & Santiago, 2021). For school leaders, practicing

critical self-reflection can create trusting relationships with parents and communities as
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dialogues begin to shift toward reform (Banwo et al., 2022). In a qualitative study that
included three Australian primary school leaders, L. Baxter et al. (2021) found that self-
reflection increased school leaders’ awareness of their underlying beliefs and
assumptions that guided their behaviors and professional practices in challenging
situations. As a result of practicing critical self-reflection, L. Baxter et al. (2021) posited
a notable climate shift within the learning environments as school leaders’ perceptions
and reactions to issues changed due to increased self-awareness. Critical self-reflection is
a fundamental component of CRSL.

Additionally, culturally responsive school leaders recruit and train teachers who
are aware of culturally relevant pedagogical practices that meet the needs of diverse
student populations (Clark & Chrispeels, 2022). Culturally responsive school leaders
must be prepared to lead improvements in school environments that are constantly
diversifying (Shields & Hesbol, 2020); school leaders must coach teachers in lesson
designs that are relevant to diverse groups of students (Khalifa et al., 2016). According to
Khalifa et al. (2016), professional development is needed to continuously ensure that
teachers are versed in culturally responsive practices that serve minority students.
Furthermore, the use of a culturally relevant curriculum equips teachers with knowledge
and skills to execute culturally responsive practices (Wynter-Hoyte et al., 2019).
Culturally responsive school leaders understand that meaningful learning occurs when
students’ cultural backgrounds are reflective in the curriculum, materials, and teaching

practices.
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The ability to focus on inclusivity, understanding and acceptance of the role of
diverse cultural backgrounds within the learning environment, is also a crucial behavior
of culturally responsive school leaders. Culturally responsive school leaders promote
inclusivity by welcoming and nurturing students’ diverse cultural backgrounds (Shields,
2018). Culturally responsive school leaders foster inclusive learning environments where
marginalized students, like African American students, are welcomed and feel a sense of
belonging (Khalifa, 2018). By establishing communities of inclusiveness, culturally
responsive school leaders uphold socially just systems that challenge all stakeholders to
think critically while maintaining interdependence (Khalifa, 2018; Shields, 2018).
Culturally responsive school leaders have an influential role to advance inclusivity for all
students and is paramount for the success of African American students.

In the research of Cureton (2020) and Weir (2020), school leaders found it
challenging to engage parents of historically disadvantaged and culturally diverse
communities. Khalifa (2018) recommended school leaders to engage the communities
they serve in culturally responsive ways. Culturally responsive school leaders value and
elicit cultural wealth from the diverse communities they serve (Khalifa, 2018; Shields,
2018). Additionally, culturally responsive school leaders establish positive relationships
with the community in efforts to develop positive understandings of students and their
families (Khalifa, 2018). Engaging students’ cultural backgrounds and communities is an
integral leadership behavior for school leaders who create opportunities for African

American students to achieve academic success.
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Studies Related to Conceptual Frameworks

Ladson-Billings (1995a) posited that culturally relevant pedagogy must be
implemented to drive the academic success of African American students. The adoption
of culturally relevant pedagogy that integrates students’ cultures into instructional
practices has shown to be effective as evident in studies of successful teachers of African
American students (Griner & Steward, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1995a). The
acknowledgement of all cultures, not the assimilation of cultures, promotes compassion
and tolerance as students learn to value cultures outside of their own (Fraise & Brooks,
2015). With a better understanding of the influence of students’ cultures in the learning
environment, teachers can use their students’ cultural backgrounds to foster students’
success, which may produce academic gains for African American students.

Researchers have identified a positive link between the implementation of
culturally relevant pedagogy and the academic success of African American students
(Griner & Steward, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 1995c¢). Because this study
explored K-3 teachers’ instructional practices at one high-performing Title 1 elementary
school in the target district that resulted in increased reading achievement for fourth-
grade African American students, Ladson-Billings’ (1995a) CRP serves as a conceptual
framework for this study. A second conceptual lens, Khalifa’s (2018) CRSL, was also
used to explore the leadership practices of school administrators at one high-performing
Title 1 elementary school study site in the target district. The leadership practices of
school administrators were explored to determine their relevancy as related to the

increased reading achievement for fourth-grade African American students.
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Literature Review Related to Key Concepts and Variables
The Achievement Gap
Historical Review Related to the Achievement Gap
In the United States, African American students have significantly

underperformed compared to European American students in terms of academic
achievement (Bafiales et al., 2019). Student underperformance refers to the discrepancy
between students expected performance based on students’ academic potential and
students’ actual performance (Feron & Schils, 2020). Students’ underperformance
contributes to the achievement gap. According to National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), this phenomenon known as the achievement gap, develops when one ethnic or
racial group of students underperforms another ethnic or racial group of students on
standardized achievement assessments creating a statistically significant difference
(NCES, 2022). The achievement gap has been studied by researchers who have sought to
understand contributing factors and ways to mitigate this issue (Hung et al., 2020).
Despite education reform efforts to increase per pupil funding in underperforming school
districts, researchers have found that funding is, in fact, not the leading contributor to the
achievement gap; rather, household adult education attainment levels contribute most to
the achievement gap (Hanushek et al., 2019; Hung et al., 2020). Understanding the
achievement gap phenomenon has implications for the education field and those who
work within it, including teachers and school leaders; additionally, the implications of the

achievement gap extend beyond school years and results in other gaps such as the wage



38
gap, income-based achievement gap, and gender achievement gap (Birnbaum et al.,
2021).

Social Factors Related to the Achievement Gap

The achievement gap has been the center of several education reform efforts.
McKendall et al. (2019) argued that legislation like Brown v. Board of Education and the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 were enacted to remedy an
education system that was failing African American students due to structural racism.
However, as one study showed, the achievement gap has remained relatively unchanged
in the years since the decades-old legislation, No Child Left Behind Act of 2002
(Hanushek et al., 2019).

Conversely, Hashim et al. (2020) conducted a study to determine whether there
was a relationship between the achievement gap and socioeconomic status, with the
achievement gap being affected by the latter. Using school level aggregated data and the
March Current Population Survey to determine the relationship between student
achievement and income, Hashim et al. (2020) discovered that although the income-
based achievement gap still exists between African American students and European
American students, the achievement gap is slightly and slowly narrowing.

Goudeau et al. (2021) found that COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the income-
based achievement gap for many families, particularly families who were African
American and lower socioeconomic status (SES). Prior to the pandemic, African
American students were already more likely to experience disadvantages due to the

compounded effects of marginalization of the intersectionality of race and class. Goudeau
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et al. analyzed global parents’ survey data collected during the 2020 COVI1D-19 school
closures. Goudeau et al. noted that the survey data of middle- and upper-class families,
who are less likely to be African American, had more cultural alignment with the
traditional education setting. Middle and upper-class families, who were more likely to
have already experienced forms of virtual learning, were better equipped to support their
students at home and were more likely to understand the resources they needed to access
to supplement in-school learning (Goudeau et al., 2021). Although students from lower
class families are more likely be at an educational disadvantage, when those students are
African American, the likelihood is even higher. As Carnoy et al. (2020) asserted in their
study, many factors contribute to achievement gap, including the inequitable distribution
of resources among schools.

Racial Identity and the Achievement Gap

Other researchers, like Binning and Browman (2020), sought to understand the
achievement gap from a socio-psychological standpoint. Binning and Browman
conducted a study to examine types of threats and their impact on student achievement.
Identity threats, which are concerns about a person’s or group’s positive image that arise
from negative comments or behaviors of others, often experienced by African American
students, have a negative influence on student achievement. However, Binning and
Browman found that deliberate interventions to reduce stress and feelings of potential
harm positively influenced African American student achievement. Similarly, Morsy and
Rothstein (2019) analyzed family survey data gathered from 2003-2005 and found that

African American children are more likely than European American children to
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experience childhood stress and are less likely to have access to adequate resources to
support them. Morsy and Rothstein (2019) found that these sources of stress including
traumatic experiences, racial discrimination, residential segregation, poverty, incarcerated
family members and other related toxic stressors, contribute to an academic achievement
gap.

A longitudinal study conducted by Borman et al. (2021) corroborated the
relationship between identity threat and achievement among African American students.
Implementation of the study occurred during the 2011-2012 school year with 1,048
parents giving consent for their children, who were seventh graders, to participate. The
study concluded at the end of the students’ 12t grade year in 2016-2017. The results of
the study indicated that although African American students are more likely to perceive
threats related to their racial identity that negatively impacted their achievement in
school, there were interventions teachers could implement to mitigate these threats
(Borman et al., 2021). For example, the researchers used a self-affirmation intervention
with middle school students and saw positive influences on the achievement of African
American students compared to those who did not receive the intervention. Borman et al.
(2021) attributed the success of their study to its longevity of the interventions as
compared with other self-affirmation interventions typically conducted during one school
year.

It is important to examine the achievement gap from a critical race lens so as to
not undermine the influence of systemic racism on achievement as well as other factors

that influence achievement (Hashim et al., 2020). A study conducted by Jaramillo (2023)
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focused on the manner in which discussions about achievement, without a critical lens,
failed to acknowledge the true gap that exists—the opportunity gap—which serves as a
major barrier to achievement or academic success. Jaramillo conducted a critical analysis
of selected Toronto District School Board educational policies that were established to
address achievement gaps. After a critical analysis of language structure, definitions of
achievement gap, positionality of diverse groups within the policies, and the relationship
between student groups and the educational institution, Jaramillo found that the
educational system was deemed as superior, diverse groups were depicted through a
deficit lens, and achievement for the diverse groups was only achievable through
assimilation.

Likewise, Rivale-Bell (2022) also found significant sociohistorical barriers
embedded in school policies that adversely affect African American students and other
students who have marginalized racial identities. These barriers include curricula that are
devoid of cultural relevance for African American students as well as practices that allow
room for biased decisions to be made concerning discipline that result in exclusionary
practices (Rivale-Bell, 2022).

Literacy Development

Literacy development, particularly early literacy development, is largely shaped
by a student’s home literacy environment or HLE (Zhang et al., 2020). The HLE includes
all the resources wi