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Abstract 

 

 

The academic gap between black children and white children in the 625 school district of 

St. Paul, Minnesota is wider than all the other states in the entire nation even the state of 

Mississippi. This research revolves around five major findings that can assist efforts in closing 

the achievement gap in St. Paul. Along with the five findings that I will be discussing I will also 

draw on my 54 years of experience in working with black youth as a pastor.   The five findings 

are: parental involvement, discipline, teacher expectations, racism, and hope.  Unfortunately, this 

research also shows that racism and the cultural divide between black and white, are still very 

prevalent in our society.  
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Introduction 

Looking for a snake but found an octopus.  The academic achievement gap has been and 

still is a heavy burden for me. The most relevant previous findings from the Integration Revenue 

Replacement Advisory Task Force (November 2011 – February 2012) “among other things, must 

consider how districts may effectively narrow and close the academic achievement gap and foster 

academic success for students…”  I have pondered the question “Why” for decades.  Why does 

the academic achievement gap exist, Why does the academic achievement gap linger?  Why can 

policymakers not find answers to this daunting problem?  After the 1954 Supreme Court decision 

(Brown vs. Board of Education) things did not change very much (Administrative Offices of the 

United States Court, 2012, p.1).  Consequently, we are investing more money in building prisons 

(rather than schools).  We should be investing time, brain power and money in finding the 

solutions to the academic achievement gap.  Why does racism exists?  To answer my thesis 

question:  I have been looking for one concise, definite why the academic achievement gap exists; 

an answer with a concise solution. But through my research I have found my answer can only be 

found through a myriad of understandings.  There are many reasons why the academic 

achievement gap still exists in our society.  I will discuss five of them that presented themselves 

in my research.     

My own commitment to this issue stems from a 14 year old Black American boy (Emmett 

Till) from Chicago, Illinois who came to the state of Mississippi and was murdered by two white 

men for allegedly whistling and/or saying hello to a white woman.  This event left a memorable 

experience and impact on two 14 year old boys (the victim and I – death and memory).  Emmett 

was murdered a few miles from my childhood home in Sumner, Mississippi.  The home where he 

(Emmett) was kidnapped was the same home where my family formerly resided.  In addition, the 

attorney that defended the two white men (Roy Bryant and half brother, J.W. Milam) in the 
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murder trial of Emmett Till had previously been my family’s attorney. 

                                                    

1.) Two Pictures of Emmett Till (before and after death)       2.) Emmett Till and Mother, Mamie 

 

 

 

3.) Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam during their 1955 trial 

 

Note:  The first picture is from http://newsone.com/2032853/emmett-till-story.   The second and 

third pictures are from http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/till/tillaccount.html. 

 

http://newsone.com/2032853/emmett-till-story
http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/till/tillaccount.html
http://ionenewsone.files.wordpress.com/2012/08/emtill1.jpg
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This tragedy was pivotal in my efforts to strategically contribute to making a change 

through education.  Education, I thought, at a young age, would provide access to a better life 

economically and politically for young black people.  I adhered to my father’s suggestions and 

became active in the Young People’s Willing Workers (Y.P.W.W.) organization at my church.  

The Y.P.W.W. consists of groups of young people who would study the Bible and discuss its 

meaning. 

These discussions revealed that some of the youth could not read and even some of their 

parents could not read.  This enlightenment caused me to take greater interests in education which 

led me to take notice of the ‘separate but equal’ education system in my state of Mississippi.  At 

the age of 14 years old, this system caused me to question if I was receiving a quality education.  

This is where I first noticed that black students’ grammar was more broken than white 

counterparts; my only research tool was listening to white youth speaking (talking) when I had 

the opportunity since the state of Mississippi was racially segregated.   

The subject matter of identity has been an issue that I have dealt with all of my life.  I 

was told that when I was an infant in my mother’s arms on the sidewalk of a small town in 

Mississippi, a white man demanded my mother to explain why she was holding a white baby.  I 

do not know what my mother’s reply was but she could have told him the ‘white’ truth that her 

father was white and her mother was taken advantage of while working for him.  Although I was 

raised as an African American, on many occasions I was given a second look to see if I was 

African American; up until I was 12 years old I had curly blond hair and called ‘white boy’.  I 

have been called ‘white-like’ which means I exhibited traits of intelligence or mainstream.  The 

other term that I have been called is “oreo” which means black on the outside and white on the 

inside.  This one was most disturbing to me because it portrayed me not being true to myself.  I 

am who I am and I am very comfortable with how God made me.  As I read John V. Ogbu’s 
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(2003) book entitled, Black American Students in an Affluent Suburb: A Study of Academic 

Disengagement, I relived some of the things I endured as a child through high school.  Middle 

school students defined “acting white” as behaving in a way that other black students did not 

consider normal” (Obgu, p. 179).  We have made great strides in America and have come a long 

way with race relations and social ills in our country; however there is much work to be done to 

achieve equality, economics, justice and closing the academic achievement gap. 

I questioned why two adult white men would murder a young black boy.  I then 

questioned how I could help prevent another senseless tragedy such as (above) described.  I 

turned to my faith in God.  My father was a pastor and I discussed this tragedy with him.  My 

father advised me to be cognizant and mindful of my surroundings and to engage myself in 

constructive activities and pray. 

Motivations:  Intellectual Motivation & Personal Motivation 

My concerns and interests that motivated me to research the academic achievement gap 

between black and white students is the United Negro College Fund (UNCF) slogan, “A mind is a 

terrible thing to waste”; as well as the suffering and pain that a lack of education causes poor 

families, the lost of brain power for a whole segment of people, the possible scientists of great 

invention, and cures of diseases, because of the lack of access to a full education.  Finally, I grew 

up in the deep southern state of Mississippi and realized the achievement gap at its’ most 

poignant moment affected me to the point that I said…”If it is to be it’s up to me” and this 

attitude came very early in my life at the age of 14 years old and I have been mindful ever since. 

I intend to share some of my 54 years of experience in working to support the academic 

achievement of black youth.  I will attempt to unravel the code that black people use as well as 

what black people think when white people say certain things such as “my best friend is black” 
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that means in some cases that the white person who makes that statement is acquainted with a 

black person but there is no socializing going on between the acquaintances.  My main 

contribution will be understanding and shedding light on my 10 interviewees that I interviewed 

twice.  I will extrapolate some of the unspoken things that were implied during the interviews.  I 

will attempt to point out that the problem of today’s achievement gap is very similar to yester 

year’s example.  Dr. Peter Demerath’s study in Papua New Guinea regarding students “acting 

extra” is reflective of my interviewee - Jay. 

I chose this topic (the academic achievement gap between black and white students) 

because it is one of my highest priorities in educating young people.  As Dr. King expressed in 

his letters from the Birmingham jail, “the fierce urgency of now”, every year we delay to solve 

this problem, we will disproportionately send more young black boys and girls to jail (Schulke, 

1976, p. 218). 

Research Problem 

This research is worthwhile because black students are graduating from high school at 50% 

less than white students.  I also believe this problem can be resolved.  My research has led me to 

five focal findings which I believe will further this effort; they are parental involvement, 

discipline, teacher expectation, institutional racism, and hope.  My hope is that from this research, 

one can draw a conclusion of what we need to do to help close the academic achievement gap 

between black and white students. 

Research Questions 

1. What are black parents’ current actions/participation regarding supporting their 

children’s academics? 
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2. What are the barriers that may get in the way of parents providing academic 

assistance for their children? 

3. What support system can be instituted to better aid these parents in the support of 

their children’s’ academics? 

Review of Relevant Literature 

Research that was done jointly in Canada and the United States states that “black students 

constitute a disproportionate number of those who leave school prematurely” (Sefa Dei, Mazzula, 

McIsaac, & Zine, 1997).  Researchers and other educators make it clear that low K-12 academic 

performance by Black males represent a national crisis (Bowman & Rowley, 2009, p. 2).  The 

problem of racism seems to be ubiquitous in the academic achievement gap; the 1954 decision by 

the United States Supreme Court, Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas ignited the 

decision that required the National Guard to protect black students as they attended Little Rock’s 

public schools (Rowley & Wright, 2011, p.93).   

 “The findings from this study suggests that discrimination based on race as well as family 

factors outside the school setting contributes to these differences in the test scores between black 

and white students” (Rowley & Wright, 2011, p.93).  Former Secretary of Education, Rod Paige 

states, “The academic achievement gap is the major driver of racial inequity in this country”, 

education journals make it clear that the community, politicians and educators are aware of the 

gap (Clotfelter, Ladd & Vigdor, May 2009, 398).  The 1966 Coleman Report made clear that the 

academic achievement gap existed 46 years later and we are still grappling with it (Clotfelter, 

Ladd & Vigdor, May 2009). Richard Rothstein (2004) reminds us of one of the dangers in 

narrowing the cause of the gap to failing schools.  He points out a conglomerate of factors that 

influence the problem (Rothstein, December 2004, p. 27).  Ed Finkel (2010) reminds us of three 
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factors that are related to the achievement gap.  They are standardized tests, lower rates of high 

school graduation and the probability of suspension or expelling (Finkel, 2010, p. 26). 

My interests in this topic became clear at age 14, however I was raised in a family with 

parents who were denied a public education but always encouraged my siblings and I to obtain an 

education.  Growing up in the Deep South I could feel a yearning to learn among my peers.  In 

rudimentary comparison it was a flagrant contrast between the Negro and white schools.  In 

comparison between the Negro and white schools, the white schools in my home town of 

Tutwiler, Mississippi, (1950’s) were large well constructed concrete and brick white buildings.  

This was during the era of apartheid segregation in the Deep South of the Delta of Mississippi.  

The school I attended was a building across the railroad track that was in need of a good 

paint job, the whites had nice shinning yellow buses, and the blacks had none.  My interest was 

also moved by my desire to be like my father.  He was a self-taught and well learned man who 

taught others.  A rude awakening occurred reminding me of the academic gap that minority 

students are still falling behind and peradventure the gap is widening during these economic and 

turbulent times.  The social ills and the action of politicians, educators, and non-action of parents 

and communities all can look inside to examine what can each do to heal this venomous cancer 

that will surely destroy the body (community).  From Minnesota to Mississippi and from New 

York to California the academic achievement gap exists and we need to work together to resolve 

it. 

This study should be conducted to gain more insight on parent involvement and its affect 

on the academic achievement gap between black and white students.  In conducting this study I 

will rely on the work of other respected academic scholars and I will gather much of my material 

through the interview process. I will begin by sharing some of my empirical information that I 
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have observed over 20 years of tutoring inner city low income children and families.  One 

extreme example that occurred to one of our students was the county moved him 11 times in one 

school year and it is common place that some inner city families move 1-3 times a school year 

which attribute to the widening of the academic achievement gap.  Obviously, the student will 

miss some days from school and needs more help to get caught up with homework.  Although we 

encourage students to continue in the program; some don’t have positive home environments and 

become vulnerable to becoming a system statistic. 

The University of Iowa conducted a study dating back to 1983 that concluded that 13% 

of all 17 year olds in the United States are functionally illiterate (Fehrmann, Keith & Reimers, 

2001, p. 330).  The web of low expectation, no child left behind, government regulation and 

requirements that were meant to help but had unintended consequences.  The school districts 

were forced to comply with ‘No Child Left Behind’ (N.C.L.B.); regulations affected the students 

that are already struggling to keep up (Hickman & Heinrich, 2011, p. 1).  Therefore with the 

added requirement of passing another test some students selected to drop out of school (Hickman 

& Heinrich, 2011, p. ix).  Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines Commission states that there are 9 to 

1 minorities in penal institutions (personal communication, August 20, 2009).  For these students 

a life of ‘in and out of the system’ are relegated to odd jobs. 

Dr. Henry Salvatori’s definition of institutional racism is:   “Racism by habit, rather than 

by intent” (Salvatori, 2011, p.1).  Dr. Salvatori gives an excellent example of institutional racism.  

He said, his department at the University where he worked had an opening to hire another 

professor so the department organized and vetted the new candidate and offered him the job 

(Salvatori, 2011, pp.1-2).  What was not talked about was more important than what was talked 

about.  There was no discussion of race or gender (Salvatori, 2011, p. 2).  The white males who 

vetted the new candidate had a certain comfort level with his (the applicant) ethnicity (Salvatori, 
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2011, p. 2).  They simply were creatures of habit.  Institutional racism in the school is the most 

damaging in the eyes of the writer.  It shows itself in the form of low teacher expectation, more 

blacks being suspended from school in the St. Paul school district 625.  It shows itself in lack of 

black coaches in college sports (Dungy, 2011).  Institutional racism reflects itself in the penal 

system in the state of Minnesota where there are nine blacks to every white in the system and 

about ten to fifteen percent blacks in the state (personal communication, August 20, 2009).  

Racism should not be tolerated at all. 

Blatant institutional racism involved the exclusion of technology in certain school 

districts; such as the Stillwater school system has take home laptop computers for each student 

versus none for St. Paul school district 625.  The author experienced institutional racism when 

walking to school in Mississippi from his neighborhood passing well kept white schools and 

residential homes to degraded residential and school property; used school books with 

handwritten derogatory language.  Again, this institutional racism stems prior to the Voting 

Rights Act of 1964, which inhibited official political representation and promoted segregated 

white high schools and colleges; thus, the establishment of the United Negro College Fund 

(UNCF).  The roots of institutional racism in education are systemic from the inception of our 

country.  We have made significant strides in the advancement of equal opportunity in education 

but we have not yet arrived. 

Do Children Drop Out of School in Kindergarten?:  A reflective, systems-based approach for 

promoting deep change by Gregory P. Hickman & Randy S. Heinrich   

Over the last 20 years I have observed children in my Urban Battle’s Tutoring program 

who seem to start kindergarten on the wrong foot.  There are indicators in the first year of a 

child’s education suggesting he or she might drop out of school (Hickman and Heinrich, 2011, 
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p.2).  Hickman and Heinrich’s (2011) research suggests that supporting parents might be one of 

the best ways to ensure the closing of the achievement gap.  Their research warns against 

downward spirals of the developmental pathway which starts in kindergarten (Hickman & 

Heinrich, 2011, p.71).  One size does not fit all.  Children come from widely different family 

backgrounds and different abilities (Hickman & Heinrich, 2011).  “Research clearly demonstrates 

that attendance in Kindergarten is highly predictive of attendance at higher levels of education” 

(Hickman and Heinrich, 2011, p. 3).  Over the past 20 years I have observed that parents who are 

more involved with their children contribute to better academic success.  Some of our parents 

come and sit in back of the tutoring hall; when we have this level of engagement from the 

parents, we observe children becoming more engaged in the program. 

Black American Students in an Affluent Suburb: A Study of Academic Disengagement by John U. 

Ogbu 

My research is on the role of American black parents in supporting their child’s success 

in closing the achievement gap.  Admittedly, parents play a major role in their children’s 

education.  There are major roles for others to play:  each teacher that comes in contact needs to 

be proactive in helping to close this gap.  Ogbu (2003) mentions the gap has been here since 

slavery but it is more than an academic gap.  There is a gap in many other things that stem from 

our society and racism.  Compensatory education may help but what black Americans need is for 

equality in the metropolis of St. Paul and Minneapolis, Minnesota.  The state of Minnesota is 

among the highest in the academic achievement gap.  Although the gap is a monumental problem, 

we can successfully close the gap by using the five points that I have researched:  parental 

involvement, discipline, teacher expectation, racism and hope.  I believe educators should 

prioritize the technique of instilling hope in each child in their classroom.  Ogbu (2003) writes 

about a common problem with black families and their children.  “Low effort syndrome” where 
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kids refuse to put enough effort in their studies (Ogbu, 2003, p. 17).  One of his students is quoted 

saying “I work, um, enough just to get by” (Ogbu, 2003, p. 18).  The lack of hope sometimes is 

expressed in disruptive behavior, this is where the student acts out in class because he/she is not 

sure they can do the work and don’t want to be embarrassed in front of other students (Ogbu, 

2003, p. 133).  Ogbu (2003) states that this is a major problem to teaching and learning.  In my 

tutoring program I observed these actions and when we speak with the child some will say, “I am 

bored, I am tired or I hate school”!  But when you get to the bottom of the problem, in most of the 

situations, it is something other than what they proclaimed first.   

The Social Cost of Acting “Extra” Dilemmas of Student Identity and Academic Success in Post-

Colonial Papua New Guinea by Dr. Peter Demerath 

Acting white in America is similar to acting “extra” in New Guinea a developing country 

(Demerath, 1997, p. ix).  Demerath’s (1997) research showed that students who were seen as 

acting “extra” were sometimes shown up by other students in Papua New Guinea.   One of my 

parent interviewees (Jay) discussed his child being ostracized because his son answered questions 

with the right answer in his classroom.  The son’s peers accused him of acting ‘white’. 

For an example, Jay explains his experience of ‘dumbing down’ (acting white) in 

response to the interviewer’s question. 

Interviewer:   “What do you mean when you say ‘dumbing down’?” 

Jay:    “… mean…by that I mean, how do I put this…a case like this, 

I’m 33 years old and I remember in my lifetime growing up, I m not 

grown up, I’m still growing up.  I remember in my lifetime being 

involved or being in the classroom setting with a bunch of kids and there 

might be another 20 kids, there might be ten black kids and five white, or 

ten white kids…we will just say  half and half and there are points in my 

schooling that if I raise my hand before the white kids I remember at 

times my fellow brothers or sisters would clown or talk about me and 

make fun of me by knowing the right answer. 
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Reconstructing ‘Drop-Out’: A Critical Ethnography of the Dynamics of Black Students’ 

Disengagement From School by George J. Sefa Dei, Josephine Mazzuca, Elizabeth McIssac and 

Jasmine Zine 

There seems to be a disconnect with school authority, some youths “Black/African-

Canadian youths are generally having a ‘tough time’ dealing and/or coming to grips with 

authority structures in the school system” (Sefa Dei, Mazzuca, McIssac & Zine, 1997, p. 106).  

Many students did not feel that teachers were concerned with the interests of the students (Sefa 

Dei et al., 1997, p. 107).  “Without genuine concern, they felt that they did not owe teachers any 

respect” (Sefa Dei et al., 1997, pp. 107-108).  Student-teacher relationships are crucial to Black 

Americans’ learning process.  Drop-outs tend to have the following characteristics: issues with 

authority, lack of work ethics and discipline, and respect (Sefa Dei et al., 1997, p. 108).  “It is 

interesting to note that parents were not mentioned in discussions of power and authority” (Sefa 

Dei et al., 1997, pp. 106).   

 My research in comparison, regarding the gap and parental involvement is a crucial 

maize in closing the gap and addressing parental involvement.  From my perspective, there 

should be a strong coalition among parents, student-teacher and the educational and or political 

systems. 

Dropping Out by Russell W. Rumberger 

The aftermath of the gap for some will be penal institutions which will be a life of ‘in and 

out’ of the system and relegated to odd jobs, and there are others who refuse to be defined 

through clouded lenses.   

In some cities, blacks argued for separate but equal schools, maintaining that such 

systems offered opportunities for Negroes to obtain good jobs and claiming that black 
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children in mixed schools suffered from the insults of white children and the cruelty and 

bias of white teachers…in other communities, activists pressed for integrated schools, 

arguing that separate schools were inherently unequal (Rumberger, 2011, p.39).   

The question is why do students drop out of school knowing their future would be bleak 

(Rumberger, 2011, p. 6).  Drop-outs themselves report a wide variety of reasons for leaving 

school, including those related to school, family and work.  Rumberger (2011) cites,  

the most specific reasons… by tenth graders who dropped out in 2002 were 

missed too many days (44%); thought it would be easier to get a GED (41%); 

getting poor grades/failing school (38%); did not like school (37%); and could 

not keep up with schoolwork (32%) (Rumberger, 2011, p. 6).   

Research indicates a pattern for drop-outs:  attitude and low educational aspirations (Rumberger, 

2011, p. 7).  In my research I identified institutional racism as a factor in the elements of the 

divide between black and white students in the gap.  “Between-school segregation has been a 

salient feature of American high schools since their inception.  Nowhere is this more evident than 

in the education of black students. (Rumberger, 2011, p. 39).  Research reveals some of the 

lingering problems of segregation still exists in the 21
st
 century.  The perception of blacks being 

inferior were the results of group intelligence testing (Rumberger, 2011).   

Blacked Out: Dilemmas of Race, Identity, and Success at Capital High by Signithia Fordham 

In my research, racism stems from perception.   

Being black…being an African American isn’t good.   That’s the reason why, he 

said as I explored what prompted this revelation.  In response to what is wrong 

with being a black person, he pointed his finger and pretended to shoot.  He said, 
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I want to be white.  Whites are good.  If my family is white I would be white. 

Somewhere along the line my four year old son had received messages that being 

a black person in America was not something to be proud of, that his cultural 

heritage was not something to cherish, that his smooth caramel-colored skin 

made him one of the undesirable (Fordham, 1996, p. 13). 

 My research focuses on institutional racism which encompasses a culture of exclusion 

among race and ethnicity.   Fordham (1996) speaks very vividly about institutional racism 

starting back when Africans were first brought to this country as slaves and considered less than 

human.  Slaves were property like cattle and other domestic animals.   

“[African-Americans] passion for education in the 1860s was equaled by the whites 

desire to deny or limit the education they received (Fordham, 1996, p. 82).  My research is 

relative to the cultural and ethnic divide among parents, students, teachers’ institutional racism, 

educational system; as it stems from slavery and the system.  Education is critical to discovering 

the American dream of equality; educationally, economically and politically. 

Aims and Objectives of the Research 

 The aim is to enter the mindset of Black Americans and what they really think.  Then 

provoke open discussion in order to create a dialogue among all stakeholders and begin the long 

march of equal access to education.  Lack of education has been labeled as the new slavery. 

 The emphasis of this research is to address the problems of the academic achievement 

gap in terms of:   

1. Parental Involvement 

2 Discipline 
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3 Teacher Expectation 

4 Institutional racism 

5 Hope 

Minnesota Sentencing Guidelines Commission reports Minnesota having a nine to one 

ratio of minorities in its’ penal institutions (personal communication, August 20, 2009).  The 

disparity between the gap is 40-50% in Minnesota between black and white students (Integration 

Revenue Replacement Advisory Task Force, November 2011 – February 2012).  A very effective 

slogan by the United Negro College Fund is “A mind is a terrible thing to waste”.  Based on this 

principle, an appropriate question is, could one of those minds have discovered a cure for cancer.  

Could the academic gap between black and white students have been avoided?  One might also 

ask do we have the right strategies and approaches to address the accessibility barriers to high 

school graduation and post education in closing the gap.   

Research Design and Methods 

My research consisted of a case study of parents who have children in the St. Paul 

schools; and academic studies that have been done regarding these students.  My research of the 

St. Paul school district 625; empirical information observed at Urban Battle’s Tutoring Program; 

and lifelong interests in education for young boys and girls are the three fundamental  approaches 

to the question why black boys and girls do not perform as well in the academic system as white 

boys and girls. 

My research was conducted in St. Paul school district 625 by interviewing parents of 

children in the district.  I interviewed parents in the district.  I interviewed them at the site of 

Urban Battle’s Tutoring Program because it was convenient for the parents. 



Academic Achievement Gap 
 

16 
 

I interviewed inner city Black American single parents as well as observing Urban 

Battle’s, Inc. parents, and I reviewed information that the St. Paul school district provided.  My 

overall research approach used interviews, observations and documents.  I introduced myself to 

participants by letter asking potential interviewees to volunteer to be interviewed regarding their 

child/children in the school district.   

I transcribed the interviews, then analyzed all the qualitative data by searching for themes 

and patterns across all participants.  Parental involvement and lack of parental involvement…the 

10 parents that I interviewed were very active.  It just so happened that the parents’ I interviewed 

were all single parents who lived in the St. Paul school district 625; I interviewed them twice 

which contributed an abundance of information which I will discuss. 

Research Limitations 

In conducting my research, one of the problems I discovered was I was only able to 

interview single-parent families.  Out of the 10 parents I interviewed, only three of the parents 

were males.  Although I attempted to connect with both parents, there was always one parent who 

was unavailable.  I found it challenging in scheduling the interviews; and then returning for a 

second interview.  Some of the parents had changed phone numbers and in one case moved and I 

did not have an address.   The objective of my thesis is to strategically help frame and narrow this 

study of the academic achievement gap by addressing the top five obstacles of why the academic 

achievement gap exist.  

Another challenge with the project was time constraints. I conducted my interviews over 

many months, however, my research could have more significance if I were able to interview 100 

parents instead of only 10.   I believe extended research would reveal more findings and 

encompass both two-parents as well as single-parent families.   I envision having a trained team 
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working with me to assist with the 100 interviews.  I would also incorporate some periodic 

parental education for all parents who participated.  Thus, this would allow us to remain in 

contact with the parents in hopes that we do not lose many along the way.   I realize that this type 

of research would involve considerably more time.    

I. DEMOGRAHIC TABLE OF SUBJECTS  

Interviewees Age Educational 

Attainment 

Marital 

Status 

Number of 

Family 

Members 

Age of 

Parent 

When First 

Child was 

Born 

Betty 34 Did not graduate from 

high school 
Single 4 children 

(2 boys, 2 girls) 
16  

Jane 25  H.S. Diploma/ 

Licensed 

Cosmetologist 

Single 1 child 

(1 boy) 
22  

Trish 55  H.S.  Diploma/ 

BA & MA in Music 

Single 1 child 

(1 girl) 

39  

Cindy 41 H.S. Diploma/ 

2 years of  

Community College 

Single 4 children 

(2 boys, 2 girls 
17  

Carla 39 H.S. Diploma Single 2 children 

( 1 boy, 1 girl) 

23  

Faith 38 H.S. Diploma/ 

1 year of college 

Single 4 children 

(1 boy, 3 girls) 

16  

Shelly 40 H.S. Diploma/ 

1 year of college 
Single 4 children 

(2 boys, 2 girls) 
17  

Jay 35 H.S. Diploma/ 

1 year of college/ 

1 year of music school 

Single 2 children 

(1 boy, 1 girl) 

17  

Joe 55 G.E.D. & 

3 years of college 

Single 1 child 

(1 girl) 

17  

Leon 56 H.S. Diploma/ 

2 semesters of college 
Single 1 child 

(1 girl) 
40 
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Research Interviews 

Parental Involvement 

Single mother, Trish, was very active in helping her daughter with her school work. She 

gave her best as a parent.  She participated in the P.T.A. (Parent Teacher Association).  She made 

sure that she introduced herself to the school administration and each of her daughter’s teachers.  

But she still had problems with her daughter fitting in the classroom environment (Trish, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013).  

Trish became very emotional talking about what could be done to help her child get a 

better education.  Out of the 10 interviews I conducted, Trish was the only parent who obtained 

her undergraduate and graduate degrees.  The other parents I interviewed had obtained GED’s, 

high school diplomas or did not graduate from high school.  Trish’s concern is there should be 

more cultural diversity among the teachers teaching black children (Trish, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013).  However, I have heard this from other black mothers and single 

parents as well as from the inner city, therefore this is a reoccurring theme in the black 

community.   

Betty is a single mother of four who did not accomplish her high school education, 

however, she was working full-time and contemplating obtaining her ‘General Educational 

Development’ (GED) at the time of this interview.  She disclosed that she had gotten pregnant 

while in high school and thus dropped out (Betty, personal communication, January 4, 2013).  

She, too, was very active with her children in encouraging them to get what she failed to get (an 

education). She was very remorseful that she didn’t complete her high school diploma.  She felt 

constantly reminded about her failure in education but she is encouraging her children that they 

must get a good education if they want to live the American dream.  She has taken something bad 
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and turned it around to be positive.  She spoke to me very candidly about being remorseful and 

embarrassed of her non-academic accomplishments.  “I need to do something to improve my 

circumstances” (Betty, personal communication, October 18, 2013).  She was working as a 

Janitor to save money to go back to obtain her GED and to procure some kind of trade where she 

can make a decent living for her children (Betty, personal communication, January 4, 2013).   

Betty felt badly that her youngest daughter is having a tough time living according to the 

rules of society; and felt she (Betty) let her (daughter) down (Betty, personal communication, 

January 4, 2013).  Betty is phenomenal from my viewpoint.  From the interview with Betty she is 

faced with extreme adversities in her household.  She works as a janitor at night and she is a 

single parent raising four children; two teenage girls and two sons, one son is in junior high 

school and one son is in elementary school.  One daughter graduated from high school (2014), the 

other daughter more than likely, will not graduate from high school as she is in and out of 

juvenile detention.  Betty’s son who is a junior high school student is facing problems within the 

juvenile system as well.  She is phenomenal to me because in spite of her extreme adversities, she 

is focused and determined to make a better life for her family by obtaining her GED and stressing 

education to her children.   

Because of Betty’s lack of education, rebellious daughter, she was unable to express her 

concerns with working the educational system to get her daughter to be academically successful.  

Betty is not easily approachable when she is frustrated with the system and when things are not 

going well with her rebellious daughter.   Betty talked about her involvement with the schools, 

teachers and her community. She stated things she could do and assist in hopes that it would help 

her children get through school.  While she didn’t have the skills to effectively communicate her 

desires and what she wishes to take place with her troubled daughter; Betty stated that she had 

been speaking with the teachers and administration to get help for her child and she did not 
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receive help until her daughter failed a class (Betty, personal communication, January 4, 2013).  

Although she had tried to get help she was unsuccessful and very frustrated and that she had to 

wait until her daughter failed a class before she (daughter) received any attention (Betty, personal 

communication, January 4, 2013).   

As an insider (part of the black culture), I can understand the problem that she was 

having, she was uneducated and spoke broken English.  Along with her failure to complete her 

high school education, she was unable to get the intended results for the success of her child’s 

education.  Betty was happy to pour out her heart for this interview, hoping that she would 

receive the kind of direction that would help her children to successfully finish high school 

(Betty, personal communication, January 4, 2013).  

 Betty also indicated that there is a trust factor and in other words she has lost trust in the 

educational system to guide her through the help that she needs with her children getting a public 

education.  I asked Betty if she had a magic wand what would be the first obstacle in your 

children’s school that you would want to change and/or fix.   

I would change the school to a uniform [i.e. clothes uniform] school because her 

BEING in high school they are all FOCUSED ON who has the latest Jordan’s 

and who has the coolest shirt for the day and the focus should be on education 

(Betty, personal communication, October 18, 2013).   

Betty went on to say how stressful it was economically (Betty, personal communication, October 

18, 2013).  She obviously could not afford the latest kinds of tennis shoes or the rest of name 

brand clothes for her children so therefore she felt pressure all of the time from her children 

because of peer pressure in school, so the economic gap begins here.  This economic gap 

expression was prevalent throughout the entire group of interviewees that I interviewed.   
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Single mother, Jane, has a very active little boy who seemed to be very intelligent and 

obeyed his grandparents well.  Although Jane’s son was only in preschool, she was thoroughly 

involved with his education.  Jane finished high school and went on to a trade school where she 

received her licensure in cosmetology. She was working daily to provide for her family.  Jane was 

already contemplating her son’s future, thinking about college (for her son) and making 

preparation for him (Jane, personal communication, January 4, 2013).  

Single mom, Shelley, goes above and beyond the call of duty as a parent.  She expressed 

that she calls the school almost on a daily basis to see what is it that she can do to help educate 

her children.  She volunteers at the school, emails teachers, and attends school and community 

meetings whenever they are posted (Shelley, personal communication, May 16, 2013).   

Shelley was genuinely concerned about her children receiving a quality education. She 

stated she presently goes to each of her children’s schools and volunteers from time to time. She 

expressed strong cooperation with working with teachers and administrative staff to help her 

children successfully navigate through the school system.  She states that she tries to touch base 

with every teacher every week to help with her children’s education. She called, e-mailed and 

also stopped by the school (Shelley, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  This mother is a 

high school graduate.  She volunteers to sit in the classroom to monitor her children’s behavior.  

She does this weekly and because she has part-time jobs, she is able to coordinate her hectic 

schedule. 

Shelley graduated from high school.  She was concerned about her children being 

academically successful in the future.  She appeared to have overcome some of the educational 

system’s problems by being very active and cognizant in her children’s education.  Another one 

of her strong points was if she could not get help from the teacher directly, she would find 
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someone who could tutor her children.  She took her children before and after school to receive 

extra academic support.  Her methods seemed to be effective in what she was contributing, of 

course, an extraordinary position she was executing (Shelley, personal communication, May 16, 

2013).   

Carla, this single mother, struggles in her efforts to manage life herself, but is doing her 

very best to help her children get an education.  This is where I believe the system let this single 

mother down as she really appeared to need help with her children.  She struggled with each 

decision she made but was very genuine in wanting her children to succeed. 

Carla is the mother of two children, a 15 year old son and a seven year old daughter 

(Carla, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  As an insider, I have known this young lady for 

all her life and I know she is challenged with some of the things that need to take place in raising 

children.  However, she is doing her best to be involved in the educational process and help her 

children receive a ‘good’ education; although there are monumental hurdles that she is trying to 

overcome.  “Academically my son he is in a third grade level” (Carla, personal communication, 

October 18, 2013).  Her son is 15 years old and has had some difficulties with the juvenile justice 

system as well as drugs which added more stress on this single mother. The mother does not 

understand why they (the school) continues to pass him on to the next grade level when he is 

presently an eighth grader but operates with a 3
rd

 grade aptitude.  Carla also expressed concern 

with her son not being able to follow through on instructions she gives him at home such as 

cleaning his room or studying.  Carla was frustrated with the communication between she and the 

school (Carla, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  Her frustration stems from the lack of 

understanding she has with the system’s awareness of her 15 year old son who reads at a third 

grade level; and yet the school continued to promote him to the next grade level.   
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Cindy was a young single mother of three children (Cindy, personal communication, May 

16, 2013).  From an outsider’s view I began to focus on what was exactly happening in the life of 

this single mom.  I have known her since she was five years old.  I know her mother and 

grandmother.  Cindy was a bright young lady, energetic, and intellectual.  She became pregnant at 

the age of 14 years old.  That fact was immaterial to her as her mother and grandmother became 

pregnant at 14 years old too.  She was a prime example of generational poverty and setbacks.  

Cindy was a product of a one-parent family (Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  

However, she had a very strong work ethic, (she doesn’t receive any governmental 

assistance) she works three jobs to make ends meet.  Her day begins at 4 am simply to get her 

children to a babysitter.  She is a divorcee; she was out of work for awhile and had to live in the 

basement of her ex-husband’s apartment where she still lived at the time of this interview.  She 

works 12-15 hour days (Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013).   

Cindy was intensely involved in her children’s education.  I did not rate any of my 

interviewees, but she would be high on the scale if I were to rate any of them.  I did not expect the 

high level of parental involvement with the schools that the parent interviewees exhibited.  I 

perceived ineffectiveness in communication between parents and teachers; such as, why is my 

child behind in a particular subject.  Why I was not notified before there was a crisis in the 

classroom.  She exerted extraordinary efforts in parenting her children. Although her ex-husband 

allowed her (Cindy) to live in the basement of his house, he would not allow their children to live 

with her.  Thus Cindy’s children live with another family member.  After she gets up every 

morning at 4 am to go pick up her kids and take them to the babysitter and school; then she drives 

back from St. Paul to Minneapolis to go to work herself.  She has three jobs and she works about 

12 to 14 hours a day.  Thus she squeezes in parental involvement at a huge sacrifice just to be 
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with her kids daily.  Cindy still found time out of her busy day to communicate with the schools 

that her children attend (Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013).   

Cindy does not totally and completely blame the system for her setbacks, but she alludes 

to the fact she blames the educational system in part.  I viewed parental involvement as a major 

setback for inner-city minorities but as an insider and the explosive interviews conducted from 

these 10 parents, I realized that not even one had a lack of proactive interests in their child’s 

educational welfare and participation.  All interviewees were above and beyond my expectations; 

however, one common theme I observed was their ineffectiveness in articulating their concerns to 

the teachers and educational system.  Thus if I had a 6
th
 finding, this would be it – the inability to 

effectively communicate and advocate for your child in the educational system.  I labeled this 

ineffectiveness on the part of the parents as ‘parental blindness’.  Because of the parents’ 

inabilities to articulate their concerns to the teachers and school administration they (parents) felt 

their (parents) concerns were not being addressed.  The parents could not see their way to express 

their concerns effectively (at this juncture, they needed a parent advocate to help them navigate 

through the educational system).  These inabilities precipitated the parents to feel they were not 

respected and were looked down on because of their economic status, ethnicity, and institutional 

racism.   As aforementioned I labeled this finding as ‘parental blindness’ because they were not 

equipped educationally in seeing their way through the system.   

Parental blindness is directly linked to my other findings by the following measures: 

 Parental Blindness - discourages parental involvement.   

 Parental Blindness - continues the cycle of low teacher expectation.   

 Parental Blindness - compounds institutional racism.  
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 Lastly, ‘parental blindness’ erodes the hope that the parent has for their children 

being academically successful.   

Cindy would give her left hand for her kids.  She would literally do anything for her 

children.  She went to the school administration and participated in the Parent Teacher 

Association; she volunteered after 15 hours of work.  She has matured much since her first child 

and is more articulate and patient in what she is trying to say.  At this point though, she has 

reached a breaking point (a diminishing return based on the efforts she has made) and was weary 

in advocating for her children so her children would not end up in the same situation as she 

(Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013). 

Single mother, Faith, puts her kids at the top of her priority list.  Although she only has a 

high school education, she recognizes the difference a college education can bring to her children.  

She is active in the community, active in her church, and highly active in her children’s school.  

Faith is thoroughly involved in the PTA at her child’s school.  She is an active volunteer in the 

classroom.  She is active in supporting the teachers with her child’s education (Faith, personal 

communication, May 16, 2013).   

Leon was the first of my single fathers interviewed.  He has one daughter but does not 

have total custody of his daughter.  However, he makes an effort to see his daughter and to help 

and assist in her education.  He is concerned with his daughter’s well-being and education.  He 

said  he called the school administration periodically and attends all of the parent-teacher 

meetings. He expressed he would like to be more involved but his ex-wife has sole custody of 

their daughter (Leon, personal communication, June 4, 2014).  

Leon was married to Trish.  He expressed concern with his ex-wife but admitted they are 

working together for the benefit of their child’s education.  Although both are involved in their 
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daughter’s education, there are still hurdles to overcome.  According to Leon, Trish moves 

frequently from state to state.  He believed her (Trish) frequent moving upsets their daughter and 

poses a problem in her educational process.  Leon stated he has some concerns about ex-wife’s 

frequent moving and how this affects their daughter.  He felt their daughter is stressed out daily 

(Leon, personal communication, June 4, 2014). As a researcher and a member of the community, 

I have recognized that stress plays a significant factor in academic achievement of young people 

in School District 625.   

Joe was my next single father interview.  Joe was incarcerated at the age of 16 years old 

for 17 years.  Thus he was absent from his son’s formative to adolescence years in life.  After 

interviewing him, I found out that his son resided in Chicago, Illinois and he lives in St. Paul, 

Minnesota (Joe, personal communication, June 6, 2013).  Therefore, Joe did not play an active 

role in raising his son and thus not a good candidate for my research.   

Lastly, I interviewed Jay, who was also a single father.  Jay was a single parent young 

man currently raising his 14 year old son.  Jay’s son was six feet tall and weighed about 160 

pounds.  Jay said his son was a pretty big kid, and at times he (son) can be intimidating to the 

female teachers (Jay, personal communication, June 6, 2013).  Jay’s reference to intimidating, 

meaning an athletic young black boy, muscular physique, articulate and well-dressed which 

presented a problem specifically for white female teachers.   They (conservative white female 

teachers) did not feel comfortable with Jay’s son.  This young man is well-mannered and a 

respectful individual.   

So, therefore, I know if there were more male teachers around to deal with more 

kids like him that are black, inner city, kind of robust for their age, I think they 

would get more out of their education.  In particular with my son, what is going 
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to help him, is there going to be me personally more on—staying on his behind, 

making sure he gets his homework done and turned in on time. Making sure that 

he is getting enough rest at home and enough nutrition at home in order to be 

able to go in combat with school and friends and social networks” (Jay, personal 

communication, June 6, 2013).   

Metaphorically, Jay’s aforementioned comments of going into “combat” simply means  the 

struggle of getting his son through the educational system and it also describes the challenges he 

(his son) encounters with school and friends.  (It should also be noted that Jay is a professional 

kick-boxer thus he uses jargon with which he is most familiar.)   

Discipline 

Discipline or lack of discipline is readily detected from families in my tutoring program.  

From my paradigm, discipline in importance moves from second to first at times.  Discipline 

appears to affect the attitude of the teacher towards the students and the parents. 

Trish’s daughter was well mannered and a disciplined young lady.  There seems to be no 

disciplinary problems with Trish’s daughter.  Her ex-husband Leon agreed (Trish, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013) (Leon, personal communication, June 4, 2013). 

Betty was the mother of four children. Out of all of her children, two seemed to be 

somewhat disciplined (her oldest daughter graduating from high school next year and her 

youngest son, no evidence of discipline problems) while the other two (youngest daughter and 

oldest son) have had interactions with the juvenile justice system.  Also, her oldest daughter was 

contemplating college. With regards to her two children who have been involved with the 

juvenile justice system her (Betty) family appeared to be supportive to Betty and her children. 
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Betty sought the guidance of others to guide her through her children’s problem behaviors 

including professional counseling (Betty, personal communication, January 4, 2013).  

Jane’s preschool age son seemed rambunctious but no disciplinary problems.  He often is 

with his grandparents when Jane is at work but his grandparents report to Jane that her son is 

obedient (Jane, personal communication, January 4, 2013).   

Single mother, Shelley, was a very strong mother who rules her family with a ‘pretty 

strong hand’.  Discipline is a must in her family in the home and in school.  She teaches her 

children to be respectful to their elders of the community as well as church leaders and all people 

included in their family (Shelley, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  

Carla does not have a very good handle on discipline with her children. However, she 

was smart enough to solicit her mother and grandmother’s help and advice, as well as, church 

leaders. She disclosed her active role in church and was doing relatively well considering her 

circumstances.  

Carla admitted concern with the children in the classroom who have cell phones which 

become distractions.  Carla was clearly overwhelmed with the responsibility of raising her 

children in the educational process. Carla reported when it comes to discipline in the classroom 

“…is like certain kids they like always running around” referring to some of the undisciplined 

black kids who run around in the classroom instead of doing their homework (Carla, personal 

communication, October 18, 2013). 

Cindy had a ‘take charge’ attitude when it came to discipline.  She seemed to be a woman 

in charge and totally in control of her family.  She believed discipline is a must and she teaches 

her boys not to hit girls, and to respect their elders as well as give high respect for their teachers. 
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She also instructed her children that if a problem arose at school to report it to her and she will 

talk with the school administration (Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  

 In spite of her (Cindy) efforts as a very active and involved mother she still had a very 

difficult time with one of her sons.  He was hyperactive and had a tendency to beat on his desk 

during class time. He was one of those students that the educational system thought he needed 

medication to control his hyperactive behavior (Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013).   

From my empirical information and observation I have observed that some of the 

students are very very bright and need to have course work that is more challenging than other 

students.  Case in point, I have a second grader in my tutoring program that fits this mold and 

when I give him more challenging work it keeps him busy trying to figure out how to do it. 

Another case from my empirical information, I have an acquaintance that is in his early to middle 

30’s and he described to me some of his childhood experiences when he, himself, was one of 

those hyperactive kids. This hyperactive kid grew up to be a scientist and is now working on his 

PhD in science and recognizes why he was so active.  He states that if he had an hour’s worth of 

work in class to do he would be done in 10 minutes and proceeded to disturb the other kids while 

they were still working. The difference between this kid and perhaps others similar to him was he 

had a family to guide him.  His mother was a very active mother in the school system growing up 

and advocated for her son by holding the school accountable when it came to his educational 

needs (Ralph, personal communication, April 30, 2014).   

Faith was a mild-mannered mother and her children were relatively mild-mannered.  

Faith reported that her children obey her well.  She also reported her children respecting their 

grandmother and the elders of the community.  Faith admitted discipline was a problem in the 

classroom. This mother also admitted that her child was on better behavior when she was present 
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in the classroom.   Faith discusses the petty things that her son is dismissed from school for, such 

as his hat being attached to his clothing and sometimes he talks back.  There again seems to be a 

disconnect (Faith, personal communication, May 16, 2013). 

Leon does not have custody of his daughter, his ex-wife does, but he believes strongly in 

discipline. The daughter does not exhibit unruliness to the slightest but she is a rather calm 

natured young lady and respectful to both her mom and dad (Leon, personal communication, June 

4, 2013).  

Jay ‘rules with an iron fist’ and assists in discipline at home and school. Single father Jay 

is very fortunate with his son; he is very well mannered and highly motivated.  He exhibits 

discipline in preparing to go to college even though he is only an eighth grader.  He portrays a 

picture of success in the future (Jay, personal communication, June 6, 2013).  

Low Teacher Expectation 

According to the Minnesota Commissioner of Education, Dr. Brenda Cassellius (personal 

communication, March 16, 2012) and the St. Paul School District Superintendent, Dr.Valerie 

Silva (personal communication, March 20, 2012) both rank teacher expectation as number one in 

closing the academic gap.  I, too, rank teacher expectation very highly but I rank ‘hope’ as my 

number one for closing the academic achievement gap between black and white students.  The 

difference between teacher expectation and hope is the following:  teacher expectation is the 

positive or negative attitude by the teachers towards the students and hope is simply the student’s 

belief that they can become academically successful.  

Trish is a music teacher.  She seemed to have had formidable problems with low teacher 

expectation.  Her difficulties were with the administrative blindness (refer to coding page 50) and 

insensitivity to black culture.  Although her daughter is very disciplined and very respectful, there 
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seemed to be obstacles ever present.  There seems to be a cultural divide between the teacher and 

student.  It appears that because of the lack of cultural diversity training, this may have 

precipitated low teacher expectation.   But by all means this young lady is well mannered (Trish, 

personal communication, May 16, 2013). 

Trish expressed the following when asked what can be done to help your child become 

academically successful.  

I think that one thing that can be done to assist and help my daughter to become 

academically educated is to have more, first of all – – first and foremost is to 

have more African American teachers in the school district.  Therefore, we just 

don’t have enough African American teachers in the school district.  Therefore, 

we have to rely on teachers of other races which really don’t understand African 

American children.  They have the tendency to label our children with behavioral 

problems.  With that being said, most people know that they fear the children 

with behavior problems [because some educators feel these children] can’t learn 

or they don’t learn the way they should.  When in essence it’s really not a 

problem, they just don’t understand our children like we understand our children.  

That’s number one! (Trish, personal communication, October 18, 2013). 

To clarify Trish’s point, many black parents want their children to have teachers that are more 

culturally diverse and more teachers that are black.  This does not mean that white teachers 

cannot be effective in teaching black children; however, it is imperative that all teachers are 

culturally sensitive to their students.   
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Jane seems to be having problems even at this young age of low teacher expectation. 

Although this is a young mother, she is seeking information from professionals on how to rectify 

this potential problem (Jane, personal communication, January 4, 2013).  

Shelley is plagued with low teacher expectation not because of the ability and aptitude of 

her children but because she has difficulties communicating with the teachers (Shelley, personal 

communication, May, 16, 2013).  

Carla really needs help herself and has not been able to break through the hierarchy or 

understanding of how the educational system works. Carla appeared to be developmentally 

delayed or has some mental health concerns.  Therefore the system categorized her disabilities 

and transferred it to the student so the low expectation is exacerbated because of judgmental 

problems towards the mother.  Carla also is very active in the school Parent Teacher Association 

(PTA) and communicates with the teachers to the best of her abilities (Carla, personal 

communication, May 16, 2013).   

Cindy is very frustrated with the system and the low teacher expectation of her children.  

She is highly independent, thoroughly aggressive, but seemed not to be able to get through the 

administrative blindness; because of lack of access to education, as well as the educational system 

misunderstanding her cultural ways.  

In answering one of the interview questions her response was insightful. I observed from 

her facial and bodily expressions what she was really trying to express:   

I believe that just basically offering a lot of different programs that they 

don’t have any longer, like children’s’ programs.  Make the teachers stay 

in after school a little bit more and a lot of parent involvement to me 

(Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013). 
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Cindy is expressed a need for teachers to allot time in their schedules to address special assistance 

to students that need help in their academic studies.  She looked despondent in her answer.  I 

sensed a moment of rejection from the system toward her children whom she loved 

unconditionally.  She emphasized if she had a little more cooperation from the system and school, 

she felt her children could have done better (Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  

There is no ‘finger-pointing here’, it is just that the system did not work for her.  She was 

genuinely interested in trying to help chart the course of her children. 

She felt by not being equipped and educated herself; the system did not take up the slack.  

Cindy gave me an instance on a day at the school involving her son.  At the time she did not 

understand the problem on hand, her son would beat drums on his desk and she just thought a 

musical talent was evolving, but she wasn’t sure and she addressed the problem.  The teacher 

took that behavior to be mentally disturbed and created a low teacher expectation syndrome and 

the child did not fare as well as a child could have.  Her (Cindy) response to the teacher’s 

evaluation was the following: 

One reason for the act of beating drums on the desk is my son liked to beat 

drums.  My son would sit and beat on his desk all during class time.  And the 

teacher was like, I let him beat…I [teacher] asked him to stop what he is doing, 

beating on the desk and I [teacher] gave him the opportunity to beat on the desk 

and give us a show when he is done completed his work…and I [Cindy] feel like 

if you’re not doing it for everybody, you shouldn’t do it for him.  So, he got to 

the point where he thought that everywhere he went that he was going to have 

that same privilege.  And that just to me, was a lot so, yeah.  But academically he 

was great kid!” (Cindy, personal communication, May 16, 2013). 
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From my years of empirical observations, there are many ‘Cindys’ out there but we have 

to find a way to close the gap as they near college.  “A mind is a terrible thing to waste” and these 

kids have minds and can be useful in our society if we can close the academic gap (United Negro 

College Fund – 1972 campaign slogan).  Out of the entire group of 10, Cindy was one of the most 

interesting interviews I had.  Throughout the interview, at times in the discussion, she would 

grunt – a cultural code in the inner city indicating you are saying one thing but your actions are 

another.  She insinuated, I don’t trust you or believe you (referring to the educational system).  

The sound of the grunt was Hmmmm…yeah and simultaneously there were facial expressions of 

disgust and movement of her head.   

As an outsider one will conclude that this is a broken family and in some cases it might 

appear that way or you might be convinced that indeed it is a broken family.  But as an insider 

these interactions contribute to a strong binding of the family.  They are a loving respectful 

family struggling to cope with society.   It appears that the inability of the parent to communicate 

effectively with the teacher regarding why her son was beating on the desk presented a problem.  

The teacher assessed the student as being mentally challenged.  Since Cindy was unable to 

articulate to the teacher that her son liked to play the drums, the teacher alienated him in her 

structure of teaching.   

Faith also is having problems with low teacher expectation.  That is brought on by low 

economic fault of institutional racism and cultural ways as well as administrative blindness which 

are compounding the problems with her family.  Faith expresses concern regarding the teacher 

not being able to connect with her daughter.  I interpret this as a cultural divide.  I asked Faith 

why she felt the teacher was unable to connect with her daughter.   
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Just from [the] reaction that I’ve experienced at the school, i.e. like I was at a 

parent meeting one day and the teacher walked right in the meeting because I 

guess my daughter got in trouble, she [teacher] just walked in the meeting and 

she [teacher] didn’t say excuse me or nothing, just pulled me aside and she 

[teacher] was like, go in there and tell your mom why you are not in here, why 

you are in trouble. She [teacher] interrupted the meeting.  And I thought that was 

disrespectful.  I don’t think she [teacher] knows better or something because I 

wouldn’t have handled it that way (Faith, personal communication, May 16, 

2013).   

Faith goes on to express the classroom demographics where her kid is sitting.  Her expression, 

“…more Black American kids than normal. Her classroom is pretty much mostly Black 

American” (Faith, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  Economically this mother expressed 

a concern that she wishes that the school will have uniforms because she can’t afford to buy her 

children clothes like other kids in their classes, as this presents pressure for her and rejection or 

self-esteem issues for the child.   

Leon is not completely in the loop with his daughter.  He expressed problems with 

teachers having low expectation of his daughter, when in fact in every part of her life, she is 

exhibiting balance (Leon, personal communication, June 4, 2014). 

Institutional Racism 

Institutional Racism is racism by habit; it is akin to liver cancer, it will eventually choke 

out the life blood flow from the patient.  I have coined a term for the effect of racism; it is 

referred to as the ‘octopus syndrome’ which expresses the overwhelming exhausting life of some 

working poor who have come to a point where they just threw up their hands. 
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Trish expressed extreme racism and it seemed to be overwhelming for her while she tries 

to be a good mother and protect her daughter.  She (daughter) was being engulfed by racism 

which precipitates low teacher expectation.  One of those problems was her daughter’s hair.  

Being a Black American girl with thick coarse hair unlike most of the students in her class she 

(daughter) soon found out that her hair would be a topic of negative attention from both her peers 

and teachers.   Needless to say, this was disturbing to the child and the mother and it eventually 

caused some consternation between mother and administration (Trish, personal communication, 

May 15, 2013).  

Trish also expressed interests in non-minority teachers receiving cultural sensitivity 

training regarding minorities so the teachers understand cultural differences and are sensitive to 

them.  Trish also felt teacher expectation is low for minority students and thusly low teacher 

expectation is a factor in each student’s academic learning.  Trish shared another disturbing 

incident she had with the school.  She explained to me that her daughter could not play in the 

band for some inexplicable reason.  Her daughter had missed one rehearsal and was told she 

could not play, however, other white students had also missed rehearsals yet were allowed to play 

in the school band.  Trish tells me that her daughter is rather accomplished in music (Trish, 

personal communication, May 16, 2013).  

Leon expressed personal things regarding the care of his daughter.  He talked about not 

being able to comb her hair.  Leon agreed with his ex-wife Trish about their daughter’s hair being 

a point of contention and stress for her (daughter) as she does not know how to do her own hair.  

Thus she is often embarrassed when she attends school because her peers make fun of her thick 

hair (Leon, personal communication, June 4, 2013).  He acknowledged the cultural difference in 

his daughter’s hair and the other white students that she has to interact with daily.   Culturally 
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black American hair is different from white hair.  Thus many black American girls are made to 

feel inferior about their hair and they will sometimes try to conform to the majority culture.   

My empirical findings go back to two young girls who went to a private school and they 

were the only two Black Americans at the school.  One of the young girls expressed an interest in 

being in the ‘Sound of Music’ school play. The Home Economics teacher suggested this black 

American student ‘tame’ her hair before the show.  This student was being asked to straighten her 

naturally thick hair so it would lay flat to her head.  The student did not understand what the 

teacher was asking so when she (student) went home she asked her mother what ‘tame’ means.  

Her mother asked her a few questions about how the word was being used and found out that her 

(mother) daughter was being ridiculed and discriminated against because of her hair.   

I am sure we all remember Gabby Douglas, the black American girl, who is a gold medal 

Olympic gymnast.  She also received discriminatory comments about her thick hair as she 

competed for the gold.  There are so many other non-famous ‘Gabby’s’ that exist in the school 

system who have the constant battle of their cultural appearance (i.e. hair, facial features, body 

shapes and types) having to meet unfair expectations and comparisons of their white counterparts 

(students). 

Jay speaks very candid regarding low teacher expectation in fact, he calls it ‘dumbing 

down’.   Jay was absolutely angry with the amount of racism his son faced.  He remembered 

some of the same circumstances happening to himself growing up that is now happening to his 

son, such as the ‘dumbing down’ situation (Jay, personal communication, June 6, 2013).  

This single father (Jay) was rather blunt with me on some of the problems he has had in 

the St. Paul schools and now his son is going through that same kind of problems. He spoke 

rather unabashedly regarding what some of the minorities feel is ‘cool’ in the classroom. He said 
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they “dumb themselves down” to feel or to be socially accepted; to be accepted by others who 

may not have the education or intellect, intelligence or knowledge.  He explained that when he 

was a kid he answered a question that the teacher asked and the kids started laughing and making 

strange and condescending sounds, they call it ‘dumbing down’ (Jay, personal communication, 

June 6, 2013). These things are similar to what I read from Dr. Peter Demerath’s (1997) 

dissertation regarding acting ‘extra’.  Jay says, that this is a case in many of the schools that he 

hears about on a regular basis, from mothers, siblings, who have children in school and that he 

himself had similar experiences and now his son is experiencing the same thing (Jay, personal 

communication, June 6, 2013).  Jay believes strongly that more teachers of color will help close 

the academic gap.  He mentioned one such school, Harvest Preparatory Seed Academy, that he 

noticed measured success in role models of minorities; when our minority role models and kids 

were doing quite well.  Jay speaks quite candidly about conditions in the schools, another parent 

that I interviewed was not quite so candid.  Other parents used code words in their interviews 

such as “stuff” and “you know”, which indicates that institutional racism exists.  Parents are 

hesitant to call it racism because they do not want to be labeled as crying ‘wolf’ all the time. Jay 

reported,  

…and there are points in my schooling that if I raised my hand before the white 

kids and answered the questions correctly before the white kids, I remember at 

times my fellow brothers or sisters [other black students] would clown or talk 

about me and make fun of me by knowing the right answer (Jay, personal 

communication, June 6, 2013).   

Jane was already concerned with institutional racism. She was trying to navigate around 

it for her child. Racism from her vantage point just seemed to be everywhere.  Jane has one child 

and she expressed concern with the class sizes of the public schools.  She was concerned that her 
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child would not receive the help that he needed and also she expressed the fear of institutional 

racism; “…and I think with the bigger classes they kind of forget about certain students in the 

classroom” (Jane, personal communication, January 4, 2013).  From an insider’s paradigm (this 

writer being from the black community and trusted as a loyal community participant), I know 

what she means, she is referring to racism is indirectly expressed through larger classrooms.  

Through my interviews, sometimes in different words or expressions, there seems to be some 

problems that clearly society needs to address.  Jane expressed the racial fears and the kind of 

situations that she found herself in during her high school years (this mother is now 22 years old).  

Jane had an approachable mannerism but seemed to be timid and perhaps easily intimidated.  She 

had strong feelings about her child’s education.  The same theme aforementioned (institutional 

racism and lack of academic access) is recognized.  The question of a child being ignored when 

he/she raises their hand to answer a question in class, can be interpreted as ‘acting white’ because 

the student can answer the question while other minority students laugh at him/her.   

Shelley is being misled somewhat.  She felt things were going well with she and the 

teachers but simultaneously, racist comments were being said to her.  Shelley expressed strong 

interests in her children staying in the community rather than going to a different school; private, 

charter or any other kind of school.  She is more comfortable with her children being in the 

community with other children that look like them (Shelley, personal communication, May 16, 

2013).   

Carla is totally engulfed and caught up in the struggle of institutional racism.  I asked her 

if she was receiving the help that she needed from the school for her son. She was not completely 

satisfied, I asked why. She said, “because I guess certain people don’t won’t to do it [that is a 

code expression for racism]” (Carla, personal communication, May 16, 2013).    
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Cindy is a real ‘fighter’ but recognized institutional racism is an ‘elephant in the china 

closet’.  It (institutional racism) is ubiquitous.  She was doing a good job with helping her 

children cope with some of the social ills prevalent in our society.  She was still burdened by the 

prevalence of institutional racism.  

Hope 

Hope - there is a laundry list of things that’s needed to close the academic achievement 

gap, but if I could only choose one for this monumental task it would be hope.  In my empirical 

research, hope (anticipation for an improvement in their educational journey) does provide a 

joyous (sparkle in the eyes) triumph (victory) in reaching success in their education.  Hope makes 

life worth living another day. 

Trish has faith in God that somehow she and her daughter will prevail in their pursuit of 

academic excellence in education (Trish, personal communication, May 16, 2013).  This inner 

strength appeared to keep them both on task in their endeavors. 

Betty’s life with her children was very challenging economically and educationally 

draining.  She recognized the non-benefits of dropping out of high school and not graduating.  

She has gained strength in raising her children and promoting education in their lives.  She 

admitted she attends and is active in her church.  She exhibited a strong faith to complete another 

day and be there for her family (Betty, personal communication, January 4, 2013). 

Jane was struggling but still exhibits a strong amount of faith.  Her hope was that things 

will get better for the support of her son’s future education.  Jane was also fortunate to have the  

support of her biological family (parents and sibling group) (Jane, personal communication, 

January 4, 2013).  
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Shelley reinforces her faith in God with her children.  She stressed there will be a better 

day in their struggles as a family; if they continue to strive for excellence in their endeavors 

through education (Shelley, personal communication, May 16, 2013).   

Carla was in a profound struggle with her mentally challenged and problem son.  In spite 

of her challenges, she was very involved in her children’s’ education (Carla, personal 

communication, May 16, 2013).  

Cindy has been in the struggle for a very long time to the extent she was experiencing a 

breaking point.  However, her strong faith in God helps her to survive (Cindy, personal 

communication, May 16, 2013).   

Faith exhibited warmth and a strong desire to receive a fair and strong education.  Faith 

has a strong family and church environment (Faith, personal communication, May 16, 2013).   

Leon was a very thoughtful and encouraging father, although he does not have custody of 

his daughter, he reinforced God and church in his daughter’s life (Leon, personal communication, 

June 4, 2013).   

Jay was extremely positive and optimistic in his son’s educational future.  He expressed 

confidence in the academic progress of his son.  He emphasized a strong faith in God (Jay, 

personal communication, June 6, 2013). 

Personal Reflections 

The role of urban black American parents should be to strategically develop a plan to aid 

in their student’s success in the academic process.  This will involve and encourage teachers, 

counselors and Civil Rights activists, which are needed for the success of black Americans in the 

St. Paul District 625.  Because of the heavy load on parents in my research, it would be expedient 
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to form a coalition of parents, teachers, and school administrators to play a major role in 

removing a lot of the obstacles for the group’s endeavors.  As I have traveled through this 

research endeavor, I have encountered more obstacles than expected.   The 10 interviewees that I 

interviewed had a common thread of similarities.  Each interviewee spoke in a cultural code i.e. 

‘you know those folks, you know how they treat us’.    

The five research points that I have focused my attention on are parental involvement, 

discipline, teacher expectation, institutional racism, and hope.   This research has uncovered a 

high level of parental involvement.  However, a discovery of most of the single parents I 

interviewed received their high school diplomas or GEDs.  So their abilities to navigate through 

the educational process was limited.  Discipline I found was a major problem in the home and in 

the school.  In many cases there was very little discipline in the home and school. 

There is low teacher expectation for black Americans.  This research uncovered racism 

playing a major role in lack of access for black Americans.  But a bright spot in this research is 

that hope counters much of the negativity across the board.  I found that teacher expectation was 

lower for low income families, single-parent families and uneducated heads of households. There 

is a cause for low teacher expectation that is not contributed directly to the teacher.  

Hypothetically, it is overwhelming when a teacher’s classroom consists of 25 students and six or 

seven of those students required his or her undivided attention.  The teacher decides to teach the 

more controlled students and not expect much for the uncontrolled group.  This has nothing to do 

with race but more to do with the enormity of the job.   

I remember at times I will get [called] teacher’s pet or teacher’s suck up, or you 

know, just all type of other derogatory things that children come up and say for 
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making someone feel bad for being right, for having knowledge “ (Jay, personal 

communication, June 6, 2013).   

These reflections happened more often than not.  This is reflective in my code ”O= 

Octopus” a term that I have coined to express the overwhelming exhausting life of some working 

poor who have come to a point where they just threw up their hands.  Their experience is that 

there are too many obstacles to overcome in order to beat the odds of being academically 

successful.  At this juncture there is a challenge and an opportunity if we as educators will seize 

this opportunity and instill hope, then there is a chance to close the gap.  Acting ‘extra’ and acting 

white tend to produce similar results (Demerath, 1997).  There are many factors in these two 

societies that are worlds apart but yet some common denominators such as oppression, 

mistreatment and lack of access to education. 

In my focus I discovered hope.  My research on the achievement gap between black and 

white students led me to specifically focus on parental involvement, student-teacher relationships 

and disconnect, institutional racism, discipline, economics and cultural differences and 

disparities.  The aforementioned enumerations have contributed to the racial divide and 

compounded high school dropout among black students.  This complex problem involves a deep 

ideological mindset among parents, student-teachers and the broader educational system.  It is 

essential that all cultures are inclusive in educational practices; therefore it is an initial 

comprehension of the nature and contexts of the specific problems and experiences that lead some 

students to leave school prematurely. 

 Schools can be recognized as a microcosm of society and the primary site of social 

reproduction.  Schools create the ideological conditions necessary to replicate the extent social-

class and power relations which maintain social order (Sefa Dei et al., 1997, p. 20).  For minority 



Academic Achievement Gap 
 

44 
 

students this entails replicating a position of marginality in which issues of equal access to 

opportunities and success are constrained by the same social and ideological factors which 

operate in the broader social context and serve to legitimize their subordinate status. 

In my own program, I have found that children who might not be at the top of the chart to 

succeed will often do well with more stability in their families.  Hope is the one ingredient that 

seems to transform the child from having to be pushed through school to having the child pulling 

him or herself through the system with minimal guidance.  My research shows as a lack of hope 

students just have lost the will to do better.  Many of the things that cause students to lose hope 

start very early in their environment, such as their parents’ education and racism.   

Our society could save and redirect our resources more effectively by tapping into the 

minds of these young children early in their years of education.  One can extrapolate almost an 

endless number of positive outcomes by focusing on early education.  We could save the 

approximate $90,000 a year that it costs for incarceration in the prison system. Education builds 

strong and stable families.  Education would help people to be more suitable for employment 

which in turn will reduce government assistance.  Black American parents can play a strong role 

in their children’s’ educational success.  One of the things parents can do is make sure their 

children go to school every day.   
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Appendix A 

Coding 

 Administrative Blindness (A.B.) - is when school administrators do not see the 

provenance of the problem or in some cases chose not to deal with it. 

 Access (A) - or lack of access is the state of students not being able to obtain equal 

education for multiple reasons; economics, lack of assistance for students who learn 

differently and institutional racism. 

 Culture or ways of culture (C) – this is when culture presents a problem whether 

unintentional or intentional. 

 Discipline (D) – is primarily behavior of the student although some reference to teachers 

and parents. 

 Economics or the pressure of economics (E) – presents a major obstacle for inner city 

African Americans, economics of the family, school funding, etc. 

 Fog of Racism (F.R.) – this is where racism is reflected because of the lack of 

understanding – it is foggy. 

 Hope or the lack of hope (H) - this from my paradigm is the looming antagonist of the 

academic gap. 

 Institutional Racism (IR) – is racism by habit; institutional racism is the process of 

purposely discriminating against certain groups of people through the use of biased laws 

or practices. 

 Low Teacher Expectation (L.T.E.) - is where educators do not expect students to achieve 

highly…because of unsubstantiated notions or thoughts. 
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 Octopus (O) - is a term that I have coined to express the overwhelming exhausting life of 

some working poor who have come to a point where they just threw up their hands…their 

experience is that there are too many obstacles to overcome in order to beat the odds of 

being academically successful.  

 Parental Blindness (P.B.) – this definition is not referring to eye sight, but rather the 

inability of parents to work their way through educational roadblocks. 

 Parental Involvement (P.I.) - is the action of engaged parents with their children and all 

who play a role in their child’s education:  and non-parental involvement is where some 

children get themselves up each morning, stop by the local store before school to buy 

non-nutritious food (candy and pop) before class; and the child comes home to an empty 

house; which would be the better of two.  The other scenario would be coming home to 

drug using parents. 

 Parental Fatigue (P.F.) - is extreme weariness brought by the inability to navigate through 

the system of Institutional Racism, economic hardship, and just every day challenges of 

the working poor. 

 Racism (R) – is the belief that race accounts for differences in human character or 

abilities and that a particular race is superior to others; we are essentially saying one has 

been discriminated against so many times until one reacts irrational.   

 Resource (Rs) – is defined as having the necessities to participate in one’s own education, 

pen and paper, food, shelter, computers, tutoring and lights on in the house to study at 

night. 

 Segregation by Economics (SE) – indicates that the highest populations of residents who 

reside in the inner city are also of low income housing. 
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 Stability (S) – consists of students who can complete one school year at the same address, 

and students will be allowed to remain with parents, foster home or guardians for a 

complete school year (empirical information indicates some inner city students move 

multiple times per school year; one such student moved 11 times in one school year). 

 Student’s Stress (S.S.) – point to low income students facing the stress of other students 

but have additional anxieties whether their parent’s electricity will be shut off or whether 

they will be evicted from their apartment. 

 Trust (T) - affects both parents and students…by the time a student is in the first or 

second grades they would have encountered mistreatment by the majority race so many 

times that it becomes questionable whether the motives of the teacher is sincere. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Academic Achievement Gap 
 

51 
 

Appendix B 

First Interview Questions 

1.) What can be done to help your child be academically successful? 

 

2.) Is your child getting the help he/she needs from school? 

 

3.) Would it help your child if you went to Parent Teacher Association (PTA) meetings and 

talk to the teachers? 

 

4.) If you had a magic wand, what would be the first obstacle in your child’s school that you 

would change/improve? 

 

5.) Which school environment is better suited for your child: inner city, suburban, private, 

etc.? 
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Appendix C 

Second Interview Questions 

1.) What is the highest level of education you have obtained (parents)? 

2.) Did you (parents) have similar challenges to what your children are having when you 

were in school? 

3.) What state were you (parents) educated in growing up as a child? 

4.) What are the biggest challenges you (parents) face as a parent in the school system? 

5.) What community resources are you (parents) receiving for your child, if any? 

 

 

 


