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ABSTRACT

NAMING, FRAMING, AND CLAIMING THE GAP:
BLACK PARENT PERSPECTIVES ON ACHIEVEMENT
IN SAINT PAUL PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Michelle Joy Walker-Davis

This study broadly examines how Black parents in Minnesota’s Saint Paul
Public Schools (SPPS) make sense of and respond to the achievement gap. Using a
qualitative research design, I interviewed 21 SPPS Black parents, of diverse
backgrounds, and seven district administrators to gather their perspectives on how the
phenomenon known as the achievement gap is “named,” “framed,” and “claimed”
within the mainstream educational community and through the unique experiences of
Black parents in SPPS. Specifically, I asked: (1) to what extent are Black parents in
SPPS aware of the race-based achievement gap, and how do they interpret or make
sense of it; (2) how does knowledge of the gap influence the attitudes and interactions
of Black parents in SPPS toward and with the school system; and (3) how do Black
parents in SPPS engage in, or react to, the district’s efforts to develop and/or
implement programs, policies, and practices designed to address the achievement gap?
I found that the Black parents I interviewed have strong opinions about, and reactions
to, academic outcomes and disparities. They are aware of disparities in education but
don’t think or talk about the achievement gap in the same way as is dominant in public
discourse. The parents acknowledge many reasons why children don’t do well and
have something to say about what should done and by whom. Their engagement in
their children’s schooling experience, whether visible or not (especially if not), is a

form of resistance and advocacy, and they want and need to be part of a larger
movement to amplify their collective voice. This study is intended to provide guidance
to leaders and decision-makers in SPPS as the district develops, implements, or
redesigns programs, policies, and practices aimed at eliminating racial disparities in
student achievement. In particular, I recommend that careful and ongoing exploration
of Black parent perspectives and behaviors would be useful to the district’s efforts to
address the achievement gap.
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Chapter I
INTRODUCTION

Disparities in the educational experiences and academic performance of student
groups defined by race/ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic status have been observed at
the national, state, and local levels in a variety of measures, including standardized test
scores, attendance and discipline, identification for specialized services (e.g., gifted and
talented, special education), honors course enrollment and completion, graduation and
dropout rates, and postsecondary enrollment and completion. Where academic
performance is referenced, these disparities are often referred to as the “achievement
gap.”
This study of the achievement gap is fueled by my professional experiences in
various leadership roles in urban school districts, and my personal journey as a Black
educational administrator and mother in a state with wide academic disparities between
White students and students of color. This study focuses on Saint Paul Public Schools
(SPPS), where I served as chief accountability officer, then chief of staff, and later chief
executive officer. At SPPS, the largest urban school district in Minnesota, my primary
responsibility was helping the district carry out its then mission to provide a premier
education for all children. More specifically, I helped create and maintain the policy and
programmatic infrastructure necessary to meet the mission and strategic priorities of the
district, which included increased student achievement. In addition to various other
functions (including strategic planning, policy, federally-funded programs, and
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educational equity) throughout my tenure at SPPS, I supervised the Research,
Assessment and Evaluation (REA) department. REA was responsible for test
administration, program evaluation, and district-wide data analysis, including examining
existing patterns, uncovering emerging trends, and digging deeper into causes of and
potential solutions for the so-called “achievement gap.”
Recognizing the urgency of addressing the gap while serving as chief executive
officer, I guided my SPPS team to further hone their data collection and presentation
skills toward critical areas of need, to more adequately and accurately frame challenges
and opportunities, and to present information in user-friendly ways that could drive
effective decision-making. Yet over time, my frustration grew with the wide academic
disparities and little impact various initiatives had on changing outcomes.
The achievement gap is not unique to the school district that is the subject of this
study, nor is it unique to any district or state across the country. The issue is particularly
vexing in the state of Minnesota, however, which continues to have one of the widest
gaps in White and Black student performance in the country, based on results from the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). In SPPS, White students are
among the highest performing students in the state and country, while fewer than half of
the students of color (which at that time comprised 75% but now 79% of the student
population) meet state proficiency standards. The disparities in standardized test scores
between White students and students of color, and between low-income and more
affluent students, range from 30 to 40 percentage points. This pattern of disparities is
persistent and pervasive, and evident not only in state assessment results, but in other
academic and student success indicators.
Like many other urban, suburban, and rural districts, SPPS has attempted to
address the achievement gap. During my almost nine-year tenure with the district, I
participated in the development and implementation of various programs, policies, and
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practices aimed toward that end. In its Strong Schools, Strong Communities strategic plan
adopted in 2011 and revised in 2014, SPPS identified the achievement gap as one of its
biggest challenges.1 With the adoption of a racial equity policy (Policy 101.00–Racial
Equity)2 in July 2013, the district committed to “confront the institutional racism that
results in predictably lower academic achievement for students of color than for their
White peers … and provide all students with the support and opportunity to succeed.”
The policy identified three critical pillars—Family, Student and Community
Engagement; Leadership; and Teaching and Learning—on which to focus in order to
ensure systemic equity. While efforts have been launched within each of these areas of
the district’s equity policy, little has changed by way of student performance and patterns
of achievement disparities since 2011.
While working with SPPS on the achievement gap and engaging in efforts to
promote racial equity, I noted what appeared to be an apparent lack of Black parent
frustration, anger, or voice about what was happening; their collective perspectives
seemed to be virtually absent in the district’s strategic planning processes. A review of
the research literature on the achievement gap revealed no documentation or studies on
how parents, especially parents of color, think about the achievement gap, nor how they
are involved in, or react to, school system efforts to improve or make more equitable their
children’s educational experiences and outcomes. Why are researchers not paying
attention to this important stakeholder group and their insights about how to address the
achievement gap?

1https://www.spps.org/cms/lib/MN01910242/Centricity/Domain/146/sssc2_0_overview_fi

nal_march18.pdf

2https://www.spps.org/cms/lib/MN01910242/Centricity/Domain/13187/101.00%20Racial

%20Equity%20Adlopted%207-16-13.pdf
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This study broadly examines how Black3 parents in Saint Paul Public Schools
(SPPS) make sense of and respond to the achievement gap. Specifically, I ask:
1.

To what extent are Black parents in SPPS aware of the race-based
achievement gap, and how do they interpret or make sense of it?

2.

How does knowledge of the gap influence the attitudes and interactions of
Black parents in SPPS toward and with the school system?

3.

How do Black parents in SPPS engage in, or react to, the district’s efforts to
develop and/or implement programs, policies, and practices designed to
address the achievement gap?

I entitled this study Naming, Framing, and Claiming the Gap… in an effort to shed
light on how the achievement gap is defined, presented, and conceptualized in the
mainstream educational community—and in the Black community—and how it can be
eliminated. The Naming section explains the phenomenon known as the achievement gap
and briefly examines its manifestation at the national, state, and local levels. Framing
describes the conventional wisdom in education policy and research circles regarding the
causes of achievement disparities, the proposed solutions for closing the gaps in student
performance, and the primary locus of control for possible changes in program, policy,
and practice. In other words, who or what is responsible for the problem, and how and
where can it be solved? In addition, this section explores the literature on parent
involvement, parent engagement, and education advocacy to determine how school
systems might leverage the perspectives of Black parents in crafting effective solutions to
closing the gap and better serving children of color. Lastly the Claiming section

3The term Black is

used here to refer to people of African descent. My choice of this word
is intended to be inclusive not only of multi-generational Americans with ancestry in the United
States tracing back to African enslavement, but also more recent voluntary immigrants from the
African continent, the Caribbean, and other countries. Black and African American are often used
interchangeably in the literature and may appear so in this study.
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incorporates my own investigation into how a small number of parents in SPPS
“claimed” the issue—how they responded to the naming and framing in their own
community and with respect to their own children’s experiences. Based on these findings,
I explore implications for how other Black parents can claim their own roles and what
school systems can learn from the unique perspectives of this critical stakeholder group.
This study is intended to provide guidance to leaders and decision-makers in SPPS
as the district develops, implements, or redesigns programs, policies, and practices aimed
at eliminating racial disparities in achievement. This work may also be informative to
other similar districts or those working with them. In the absence of critical information
about how Black parents make sense of the achievement gap, district administrators miss
a valuable perspective and potential resource for the success of their efforts. As a Black
mother, former district administrator, and current leader of a collective impact coalition
designed to eliminate the achievement gap, I remain hopeful that this study will
contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how historically marginalized parents
experience, engage with, and potentially influence systemic change.
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Chapter II
NAMING

Background and Context
Saint Paul Public Schools (SPPS) is the public school district in the capital city of
Minnesota, Saint Paul. Saint Paul and the neighboring city, Minneapolis, are commonly
referred to as the Twin Cities or Minneapolis-Saint Paul (MSP). MSP is the state’s most
economically vibrant region, headquarters to several national and international
corporations, including 3M, Target, General Mills, and Cargill. With a population of
three million,1 the Twin Cities metro region, which includes Minneapolis- Saint Paul and
the seven surrounding counties, represents 55% of the total population of Minnesota.2
Although the racial/ethnic composition of the state is predominantly White, of
Scandinavian descent, there is a rapidly growing population of residents of color and
indigenous people, mostly concentrated in the urban cores of the two largest cities, Saint
Paul and Minneapolis. That said, the Twin Cities region has one of the lowest shares of
people of color compared to other major metro areas in the United States: 23%, ranking

1https://metrocouncil.org/about-us/Who-We-Are/The-Twin-Cities-region.aspx
2https://mn.gov/admin/assets/analysis-2015-population-household-estimates-msdc-

nov2016_tcm36-270612.pdf
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25th among the top 25 metros.3 Table 1 compares the racial/ethnic demographics of the
state and the city of Saint Paul as of 2015.
Table 1. Racial/Ethnic* Demographic Comparison: State of Minnesota,4 City of
St. Paul,5 2015
% of state population

% of city population

American Indian

1.1%

0.6

Asian

4.8%

16.5

Hispanic

5.2%

9.5

Black

5.8%

15.1

White

81.0%

54.2

*Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian and two or more races not reported

SPPS is the second largest school district in Minnesota and is the state’s largest
urban district. The state’s largest district, Anoka-Hennepin, is a suburban district north of
the Twin Cities that covers a wider geographic area, operates half as many schools as
SPPS, has only 100 more students total than SPPS, and is less racially/ethnically diverse.
With an overall K-12 enrollment of approximately 38,000 students at the beginning of
this study,6 SPPS enrolls a widely diverse student population. Unlike many urban
districts, SPPS does not have a single majority student group, although its students are
overwhelming of color. The two largest student groups are Asian American (32%) and
Black (30%). The Asian American population is comprised of multiple ethnic groups,
3http://www.mncompass.org/demographics/overview
4Time

series of MN population since 2000 from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Population
Estimates Program: Minnesota’s statewide population by race and ethnicity, 2000-2015 (Excel).
https://mn.gov/admin/demography/data-by-topic/age-race-ethnicity/
5https://www.stpaul.gov/books/race
6SPPS

K-12 student enrollment was 37, 605 during school year 2015-2016
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mostly of Southeast Asian origin, with Hmong comprising 37% of the Asian student
population. The Black student population also is a mix of ethnic groups, including
African American, East African, mainly from Somalia, and smaller groups of West
African descent. White students make up the third largest student group (21%), followed
by Hispanic students (15%). American Indian students are the district’s smallest student
group at approximately 2% of the student population. SPPS students speak more than 100
languages and dialects, and 80% of them are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch
(FRPL), a common proxy for poverty in public education.
According to the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), approximately
865,000 students were enrolled in schools across Minnesota during the 2015-2016 school
year.7 The state’s student racial/ethnic demographics are almost the reverse of those in
SPPS. During this time, the majority of Minnesota’s students (68.6% or 593,000) were
White; students of color and indigenous students together comprised 32.0% of the student
population. In 2016, SPPS and its neighboring urban district, Minneapolis Public
Schools, with respective enrollments of 11,400 and 13,500 Black students,8 enrolled the
highest concentrations of the state’s total Black student population of 89,000
(representing 10% of the state total student enrollment). The state’s other Black students
are either enrolled in public charter schools within the Minneapolis-Saint Paul region or
in small numbers in several other districts across the state. Table 2 illustrates a more
recent, though relatively unchanged, breakdown of the racial/ethnic composition of the
state and SPPS student populations for 2017.

7Minnesota

Report Card, http://rc.education.state.mn.us/#

8Minnesota

Report Card, http://rc.education.state.mn.us/#
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Table 2. Racial/Ethnic Student Population Comparison: State of Minnesota, SPPS (2017)
% of state student population
(MDE)9

% of SPPS student
population10

American Indian

2.6

1.8

Asian

7.8

33.0

Hispanic

9.1

13.5

Black

12.9

30.6

White

67.6

21.1

Minnesota’s teaching corps is also overwhelming white, with teachers of color and
American Indian teachers representing only 4% of the teaching population. Table 3
illustrates the percentage of Minnesota’s teachers by race and ethnicity from 2010-2015.
Although SPPS has a higher percentage of non-White teachers than the state, its teaching
staff is not reflective of its majority-minority student population. Table 4 illustrates the
racial/ethnic demographics of SPPS’s staff, including teaching and non-teaching
personnel, for school year 2017-2018.

9Minnesota

Education Statistics Summary—These data, derived from a variety of
Minnesota Department of Education Sources, are intended to give a broad overview of education
data and should be considered very close approximations, rather than definitive counts. Data
Sources: OrgUnit, MARSS Student, Staff Employment
10SPPS

REA, 2017.
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Table 3. Percentage of Teachers* in Minnesota by Race/Ethnicity, 2010-201511
2010
56,790
0.42%
1.26%
0.84%
1.03%
96.28%

Entire state
American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic
Black
White

2011
55,388
0.39%
1.27%
0.86%
0.98%
96.37%

2012
56,943
0.40%
1.33%
0.85%
1.00%
96.16%

2013
2014
2015
57,763 58,211 60090
0.40% 0.43% 0.41%
1.40% 1.60% 1.62%
0.90% 1.01% 1.05%
1.00% 1.14% 1.15%
96.10% 97.95% 95.58%

*The percent of teachers indicated in Table 3 above does not include teachers with unknown
race/ethnicity

Table 4. Racial/Ethnic Demographics of SPPS Staff (School Year 2017-2018)12
All Staff
1.8%
9.6%
5.6%
11.8%
70.7%
0.3%

American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic
Black
White
Unknown

Teachers
1.6%
8.2%
3.6%
5.5%
81.0%
0.1%

Non-Teaching
2.1%
11.3%
8.0%
19.4%
58.5%
0.5%

Academic Achievement and Disparities
Disparities in the educational experiences and academic performance of different
student groups have been observed at the national, state, and local levels for decades. In
the 1950s and 1960s, educators, activists, and researchers warned of the problems with
segregation in the United States, including the differential educational experiences and
academic outcomes of Black and White children in separate schools. The 1964 Hauser
Report examined the effects of school desegregation in Chicago and incorporated one of
the first public uses of the now ubiquitous phrase when it concluded: “greater educational

11https://mn.gov/pelsb/assets/2017%20Teacher%20Supply%20and%20Demand%20

Corrected_tcm1113-322217.pdf
12

SPPS REA, 2017
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opportunities for Negro boys and girls would result in major closing of ‘the achievement
gap’ between group performances of Negro students and other groups of students”
(Horsford, 2013, p. 16; emphasis added). The 1966 Coleman Report (Equality of
Educational Opportunity), which remains one of the most highly cited works in education
research, not only named and criticized the achievement gap, but also sparked the
ongoing and inconclusive debate on the factors contributing to such differences in student
achievement.
The current pervasiveness of the term “achievement gap” in the education lexicon,
and its underlying emphasis on standardized test score differences between students of
color and their White peers, can be attributed to the development of standards-based
reforms, sparked by the publication of A Nation at Risk (1983), and the implementation
of federal accountability polices such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Boykin &
Noguera, 2011; Horsford, 2013; Howard, 2010; McDonnell, 2018). It is worth noting that
longstanding disparities in the performance of various student groups defined by
race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status have been observed via a variety of
measures over and above standardized test scores, including attendance and discipline,
identification for specialized services, high school graduation, and enrollment and
completion in high school honors courses or postsecondary opportunities. However,
standardized test score differences dominate the discourse surrounding achievement
disparities.
The following academic performance data provide an overview of student
achievement disparities witnessed at the national, state, and local level and illuminate the
common and unique manifestations of the achievement gap in the SPPS context.
Achievement Gap at the National Level
Whether states have minority or majority populations of students of color, patterns
of disparities exist between Black and White students across the country. The most

12

reliable source of comparative academic performance data of K-12 students at the
national level is the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP). NAEP,
commonly referred to as “the nation’s report card,” is a series of national, state, and urban
district assessments that provide results on subject-matter achievement, instructional
experiences, and school environment for populations of students and groups within those
populations.13 To facilitate comparison with SPPS performance on state-administered
assessments, this study will only focus on results from the main NAEP assessments in
reading and math, which are based on the performance of representative samples of
students in grades 4, 8, and 12 in every state. 14
Reading. In 2015, the average reading scores for White 4th grade and 8th grade
students were each 26 points higher than the average scores for their respective Black
peers as measured by NAEP. These gaps were not significantly different from those
evident in 2013, the previous assessment year. In addition, the gaps at 8th grade between
White and Black students have remained relatively unchanged since 1992.
In state-level comparisons of 2015 NAEP results, White-Black 4th grade reading
score gaps range from as narrow as six points (West Virginia) to as wide as 57 points
(District of Columbia).15 Minnesota is among the states with the widest academic
disparities in reading. In 2015, the gap in MN’s 4th grade reading proficiency between
White and Black students was 37 points, third highest in the nation; only the District of
Columbia (DC) and Wisconsin experienced wider disparities, at 57 and 38 points

13National

Center for Education Statistics, http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/about/.
Retrieved July 15, 2014.
14National

Center for Education Statistics, http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/glossary.
aspx#long_term_trend. Retrieved July 15, 2014.
15https://nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#reading/state/gaps?grade=4.
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respectively.16 At 8th grade, the gap in reading proficiency is smaller, 29 points, but
Minnesota still ranks sixth highest in the nation. Again, the widest White-Black gap in
NAEP scores at this grade level is in the District of Columbia (57 points). Wisconsin,
Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and Nebraska each witnessed disparities ranging from 30 to
34 points, only slightly higher than Minnesota.
Math. In 2015, the average NAEP math score for White 4th grade students was 24
points higher than the average score for their Black peers. This 24-point score gap was
smaller than the 26-point gap in 2013, and the 32-point gap in 1990, the first assessment
year. The 32-point difference in average 8th grade math scores of White and Black
students was not significantly different from the 31-point score gap in 2013, the previous
assessment year, and the 33-point score gap in 1990, the first assessment year.17
As with reading, academic disparities in math are evident across the nation. State
comparisons of 2015 NAEP math results reveal differences in student performance
ranging from 15 to 59 points, with Minnesota among the states with the widest
disparities.18 The average score gap of Minnesota’s White and Black 4th grade students
was 30 points, seventh highest in the nation. At 8th grade, the difference in average math
scores was 40 points, the fourth highest in nation in achievement gap.19
Achievement Gap at the State Level
Minnesota has high academic standards and a long history of academic excellence
for many of its students, who until the mid-1990s were almost exclusively White.
However, as the demographics of the state have changed within the last 25 years, wide
16https://nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#reading/state/gaps?grade=4.
17https://nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#mathematics/gaps?grade=4.
18https://nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#mathematics/state/gaps?grade=8.
19https://nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#mathematics/state/gaps?grade=8.
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gaps in student performance have become evident. While Minnesota’s White student
group continues to perform at high levels, students of color and indigenous students
continue to struggle.
The Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA) is the standardized assessment
used to measure student performance against state standards in reading (grades 3-8, 10),
math (grades 3-8, 11) and science (grades 5, 8, and HS). The current version of the state
test was first administered for math in 2011, followed by science in 2012 and reading in
2013. In each of the subject areas and at every grade level significant gaps exist between
the student performance of White and Black students. In reading, Minnesota’s White
student proficiency rates have either remained stable or increased, with 68% proficient in
2016. While Black student group performance has improved over time, less than half of
the state’s Black students are meeting or exceeding state standards, with only 35%
achieving proficiency on the MCA in 2016. This represents a gap in reading proficiency
rates of 33 percentage points between White and Black students. In math, the vast
majority (70%) of Minnesota’s White students also meet or exceed state standards, while
less than one-third (32%) of their Black peers do so. The resulting gap in math
proficiency rates in 2016 was approximately 40 percentage points.
Gaps in MCA performance exist between Minnesota’s White students and every
other racial/ethnic student group as well as low-income students20 (see Tables 3, 4, and
5). In fact, despite their relatively small numbers statewide, on average students of color
as well as indigenous students do not experience the high levels of academic performance
historically experienced by most of their White peers. Given that students of color are
concentrated in the urban core, statewide gaps are particularly pronounced, and to some

20Free and

Reduced Priced Lunch eligibility is used as a proxy for low-income.
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extent driven by student performance at SPPS and its neighbor Minneapolis Public
Schools.
Table 5. Reading MCA-III Grades 3-8 and 10—Percent Meets and Exceeds by
Race/Ethnicity, Income
Race/Ethnicity
All Students
American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic
Black
White
Free and Reduced Priced Lunch

2013
58%
34%
49%
34%
32%
65%
38%

2014
59%
36%
52%
35%
33%
67%
39%

2015
59%
38%
54%
36%
34%
67%
40%

2016
60%
39%
56%
38%
35%
68%
40%

Table 6. Mathematics MCA-III Grades 3-8—Percent Meets and Exceeds by
Race/Ethnicity, Income
Race/Ethnicity
All Students
American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic
Black
White
Free and Reduced Priced Lunch

2011
58%
32%
56%
33%
30%
65%
39%

2012
65%
41%
62%
41%
36%
73%
47%

2013
63%
37%
61%
39%
35%
70%
44%

2014
63%
38%
62%
40%
35%
71%
44%

2015
62%
37%
61%
39%
33%
70%
42%

Table 7. Mathematics MCA-III Grade 11—Percent Meets and Exceeds by
Race/Ethnicity, Income
Race/Ethnicity
All Students
American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic
Black
White
Free and Reduced Priced Lunch

2014
51%
24%
48%
25%
20%
57%
28%

2015
49%
23%
48%
24%
18%
55%
27%

2016
47%
22%
48%
22%
19%
53%
25%

2016
61%
37%
60%
38%
32%
70%
41%
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Achievement Gap in the Local SPPS Context
While many school districts struggle with improving overall student achievement
and performance disparities, the challenges are magnified in a district like SPPS due to
the number and size of its student groups of color and the level of poverty within its
student population. When I embarked on this study in 2016, little more than one-third of
SPPS’s students were proficient in reading (38.4%), and less than half were proficient in
math (40.3%), as measured by the MCA.21 This compared to statewide averages of
59.1% in reading and 61.4% in math. Current academic performance data show little
improvement.
White students in SPPS are among the highest-performing on state assessments
both within the district and across the state. In 2016, 65.6% of SPPS White students were
proficient in math, similar in performance to their statewide peers (68.1%). In reading,
SPPS White students outperformed their statewide peers by 3.3 percentage points (71.3%
SPPS vs. 68.3% State) in 2016. In contrast, Black students were among the lowestperforming in the district, and although at some grade levels they too outperformed their
statewide peers, on average Black proficiency rates were at or below 25% in both reading
and math in 2016.
The patterns of reading and math proficiency for White students and students of
color in SPPS described above mirror statewide patterns and have been consistent over
time (see Figures 1 and 2). While there have been incremental improvements in the
performance of students of color in SPPS, White students also continue to improve, so
the disparities between the groups remained relatively unchanged.

21Minnesota

Report Card, http://rc.education.state.mn.us/#.
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Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA)
Percent Proficient for
Students at Saint Paul Public Schools
MATH
2013

2014

2015

2016

EL

Special
Education

Low Income

American Indian

Asian

Hispanic

Black

White

2013

22.7

19.0

31.7

30.8

42.4

31.1

25.4

69.5

2014

25.1

18.6

29.0

29.4

37.8

28.5

24.4

67.3

2015

23.4

16.0

26.8

25.3

36.0

27.8

22.4

65.6

2016

20.3

17.2

26.5

24.5

35.6

27.3

22.2

65.6

Figure 1. SPPS MCA Proficiency Math 2013-201622
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Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA)
Percent Proficient for
Students at Saint Paul Public Schools
READING
2013

2014

2015

2016

EL

Special Education

Low Income

American Indian

Asian

Hispanic

Black

White

2013

10.8

21.6

25.5

30.9

26.6

29.3

25.8

70.2

2014

15.9

21.7

26.3

35.0

28.7

29.0

25.2

72.0

2015

17.5

15.9

26.1

32.1

29.9

30.0

25.3

68.8

2016

15.4

18.9

27.9

29.0

32.9

31.5

25.6

71.3

Figure 2. SPPS MCA Proficiency Reading, 2013-201623
Similar patterns of disparities between low-income students and their more affluent
peers exist within SPPS and across the state. However, at 80% of its student population,
SPPS enrolls a significantly higher percentage of low-income students than other districts
in the state. Saint Paul’s more affluent parents tend to enroll their children in private and
parochial schools or exercise public school options in other districts. Figure 3 compares
the percentages of SPPS’s low-income students (as measured by free and reduced priced
lunch status) and their more affluent peers, by race and ethnicity.

23SPPS

REA, 2017.
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Figure 3. SPPS Free and Reduced Price Lunch (FRPL) Status, by Race/Ethnicity, School
Year 2017-201824
Given the concentration of poverty within the district, the impact of income on
student achievement must be considered. However, this study places a greater focus on
racial disparities in achievement, specifically the gaps in performance between Black and
White students, recognizing that in SPPS these gaps are the widest on almost every
measure of achievement, even when controlled for income. As Figure 4 illustrates, race
more than income is a predictor of student achievement in SPPS. Indeed, within every
student group, higher income students outperform their less affluent peers, and female
students generally perform better than their male counterparts. However, patterns of
racial disparities remain the same, with low-income White students outperforming their
low-income peers of color and indigenous low-income students. More vexing is the
reality that in almost all cases, low-income White student performance parallels or
exceeds that of their more affluent Black peers and other students of color.

24SPPS

REA, 2019.
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AI = American Indian; AS = Asian American; BLK = Black;
HS = Hispanic; WH= White; noFrp = Non-Free/Reduced Price
Lunch; FRP= Free/Reduce Priced Lunch

Figure 4. SPPS Student Proficiency in Math and Reading by Race/Ethnicity, Gender and
FRP Status, 2010-201625
Gaps in Other Performance Measures
The pattern of racially predictable academic disparities in SPPS is evident not only
in measures of state Reading and Math standardized test proficiency, but also in Science
MCA proficiency and other student success indicators, including attendance and
discipline, identification for specialized services, honors course enrollment and
completion, graduation and dropout rates, and postsecondary enrollment and completion.
In 2011, as part of its monitoring and reporting system for its newly adopted Strong
Schools, Strong Communities strategic plan, SPPS developed VisionCards to report on
25SPPS

REA, 2019.
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progress in key instructional and operational areas. VisionCards, included in Appendix A,
illustrate some other disparities within SPPS. Based on the school year 2012-2013
Achievement and Equity VisionCard, Black students were five times more likely to be
suspended, five times less likely to be referred to gifted and talented programming, and
twice as likely to be identified for special education services than their White peers.

Conclusion
The tables and descriptions above clearly show that White students are
significantly outperforming students of color and American Indian students on measures
of student achievement at the national, state, and local level. In the SPPS context, these
disparities have been persistent, with little improvement over time. While low student
performance is likely attributed to the concentration of poverty within the district, SPPS
data clearly show that race more than income is a predictor of student achievement. SPPS
Black students in general, and Black male students not identified for English language
learning services in particular, are the lowest performing in the district and among the
lowest across the state. The contextualization of the achievement gap within SPPS as an
issue of race warrants further examination of the programmatic and sociopolitical issues
at play in the district, as well as the perspectives of those impacted by and charged with
addressing the challenges.
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Chapter III
FRAMING: LITERATURE REVIEW

In this literature review, I summarize key themes and findings that emerge from
theoretical, normative, and empirical literature in the areas of achievement gap, education
and equity, and parent engagement. Having presented data on the disparities we “name”
as the achievement gap in the previous chapter, this chapter explains the understandings
and interpretations used to “frame” and contextualize these gaps. This first section
describes the conventional wisdom in education policy and research circles regarding the
causes of achievement disparities, the proposed solutions for closing gaps in student
performance, and the primary locus of control for possible program, policy, and/or
practice changes—in other words, who or what is responsible for the problem, and how
and where can it be solved. I then review the literature on parent involvement, parent
engagement, and education advocacy to explore how school systems might be able to
leverage the perspectives of Black parents in crafting effective solutions to closing the
gap and better serving children of color.

The Achievement Gap: Who, What, When, Where, and How
Disparities in the educational outcomes and schooling experiences of Black and
White children in the United States have been present since the advent of formal
schooling in this country. With its genesis in the legally sanctioned exclusion from
learning of children of African descent, achievement disparities were for a long time
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thought to be produced by the segregated and under-resourced environments within
which Black children were exposed. W.E.B. Dubois (1903) and Carter G. Woodson
(1990) were among the Black scholars who illuminated the lingering effects of racial
apartheid on the cognitive, psychological, and spiritual well-being of Black Americans
and their prospects for economic mobility. Woodson, specifically, wrote of the harmful
effects of American schooling on Black children. However, few outside the Black
community paid attention, and little action was taken to address these inequities until
Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which was fundamentally focused more on
educational access and quality than on outcomes per se. The major remedy sought by
Brown to improved education for Black children was the desegregation of schools, which
was not actually enforced until a decade later.
President Lyndon B. Johnson’s efforts to improve conditions for poor families,
which included many of the nation’s Black students, ushered in another focus on
educational access and opportunities. In an effort to increase federal funding for schools,
Johnson advocated for the first Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA),
authorized in 1965. To justify that funding, as part of ESEA, Congress commissioned a
study of the conditions and performance of U.S. schools. Led by James Coleman and a
team of researchers, this study was eventually published as Equality of Educational
Opportunity (Coleman, 1966). Often referred to as the Coleman Report (Coleman), the
study was an important early effort to document and explain achievement disparities
based on race and socioeconomic status (Hanushek, 2016; Horsford, 2013).
One significant aspect of the Coleman Report was that it “fundamentally altered
the lens through which analysts, policymakers and the public at large view[ed] and
assess[ed] schools” (Hanushek, 2016, p. 19). Prior to Coleman, school quality was
measured in terms of “inputs” such as per pupil expenditures, school size, curricular
offerings, etc. After Coleman, measures of school quality shifted to “outputs” or
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“outcomes”—the amount students know, annual academic gains in learning,
postsecondary attainment, long-term employment, and/or earning potential (Hanushek,
2016). This reframing from inputs to outcomes illuminated the existence of “achievement
gaps.” To understand why these gaps existed, and using fairly simplistic measures of
school resources, Coleman and his team found that the disparities had more to do with
students’ own family backgrounds and the backgrounds of the children they went to
school with than with the quality or resources of the schools they attended (Coleman,
1966; Downey & Condron, 2016). This initiated a near-constant stream of debate, further
research, and policies targeting causes of the gaps as out-of-school factors (including
family background and community context), school-related factors, or a combination
thereof.
Other efforts that influenced the framing of achievement gap causes and solutions
were the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983, the passage of NCLB in 2001, the
Common Core State Standards initiative in 2009, and the 2015 reauthorization of ESEA
as Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). All of these were pivotal events within the larger
movement toward standards-based education reform (McDonnell, 2018). A Nation at
Risk (1983) largely focused on economic viability and the requisite preparation of
students to enter the workforce, emphasized competency testing as a way to improve
performance. The NCLB linked concern for achievement gaps to standardized testing,
demanding public accountability for reducing disparities, and putting the onus on schools
to improve. Common Core attempted to standardized expectations for student
outcomes—and thus teaching and learning inputs—within and across states, again with a
focus on what schools can do. ESSA, in reaction to the punitive effects of NCLB and its
overemphasis on testing, retained the focus on closing gaps, but gave greater autonomy to
states and districts to determine appropriate solutions. Specific to its impact on the
framing of the achievement gap, ESSA emphasized high expectations for “disadvantaged

25

and high-needs” students, including those in poverty, minorities, students receiving
special education services, and English language learners.1 It also expanded expectations
for school and student success beyond test scores to include measures of kindergarten
readiness, access and completion of advance coursework, college readiness, and school
climate factors such as attendance and discipline.2 Lastly, ESSA introduced the
possibility for locally-driven, innovative solutions that encourage in-school and out-ofschool collaboration.
Throughout the decades-long evolution from awareness to diagnosis of the
phenomenon referred to as the achievement gap, disparities in educational experiences
and outcomes between low-income children of color and their White counterparts have
persisted and worsened. While individual schools and some districts have seen
improvements for certain student groups, there is little evidence of those efforts being
brought to scale to positively impact the trajectory of outcomes for Black children and
other children of color wholesale.
Explanations for Achievement Gaps
No clear consensus exists on the factors most responsible for the persistent
disparities in student achievement. The research and policy literature on the subject,
which abounds with both competing and complementary theories, is controversial and
inconclusive. In general, explanations of and solutions for income- and/or race-based
achievement disparities focus on out-of-school factors related to students and the contexts
in which they grow up, or school-related factors over which educators have direct
influence and control.

1https://www.ed.gov/essa?src=rn.
2https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/your-childs-rights/basics-about-childs-

rights/every-student-succeeds-act-essa-what-you-need-to-know.

26

Out-of-school factors. Common explanations of out-of-school factors are broadly
catalogued within three models—genetic, socio-economic, and socio-pathological
(Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Singham, 2005; Valencia, 2015).
Genetic model. A by-product of the eugenics movement of the early 20th century,
the genetic model attributes differences in student achievement to innate differences in
intelligence or cognitive ability among racial groups (Howard, 2010; Jencks & Phillips,
1998; Singham, 2005; Valencia, 2015). Buoyed by the use—and misuse—of IQ testing
during the 1920s and 1930s, this model is based on a belief in the inherent inferiority of
non-White students as compared to their White counterparts. More recent versions of this
argument were witnessed in the 1994 publication of The Bell Curve in which Murray and
Hernstein argue that social inequality is largely caused by the unequal distribution of
immutable, heritable intelligence (Singham, 2005).
Genetic-based arguments have been strongly refuted and are no longer popular in
today’s mainstream literature. However, several authors argue that remnants of these
ideas still exist, contributing to the “deficit-thinking” characteristic of many
contemporary explanations of achievement disparities (Cross, 2007; Horsford, 2013;
Howard, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2006a; Valencia, 2015). According to Valencia (2015),
“deficit thinking is an endogenous theory that ‘blames the victim.’… This theoretical
perspective posits that students of color who experience academic achievement problems
do so because they, their cultures, and their families have deficits or deficiencies” (p. 35).
While explicit in the genetic model, the socio-economic and socio-pathological models
described below implicitly assign deficits to non-White, low-income individuals in their
explanation of academic disparities.
Socioeconomic model. Adherents of the socioeconomic model explain the
achievement gap as a by-product of stark income and net worth disparities that draw poor
families ‘and students’ attention away from schooling and perpetuate unequal access and
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opportunities for low-income children of color and their more affluent White
counterparts. This view is supported by empirical evidence that socioeconomic status
(SES), more than any other single factor, is strongly correlated to educational
achievement. The prevailing wisdom in this model is that once economic disparities are
attended to—through employment and income equality—educational (and other)
disparities will disappear (Singham, 2005).
Other researchers have suggested that SES alone cannot explain the depth and
breadth of educational disparities between White students and their peers of color. To
underscore the significance of race and ethnicity, Howard (2010) highlights that “careful
analysis of school achievement data reveals that even when social class is held constant,
African American, Latino, and Native American students still underperform” (p. 26).
Rothstein (2004b, 2005) conflates income and race factors to highlight what he refers to
more broadly as “social class” differences as contributing to disparities in Black and
White student achievement. Rothstein’s assessment of social class differences moves
beyond the socioeconomic model to sentiments more reflective of the socio-pathological
model described below.
Socio-pathological model. The socio-pathological model suggests that the Black
community has various social pathologies that lead to Black students’ underachievement
and perceived lack of interest in education (Singham, 2005). This model is the prevailing
form of victim blaming or deficit-thinking described above. Adherents to this model
highlight differences—and implied deficiencies—in family status (single- vs. twoparent), child rearing habits, disciplinary approaches, and communication styles between
White and Black parents as partial explanations for the achievement gap (Rothstein
2004a, 2004b, 2005). In addition, negative pathologies—such as drug use, crime, teenage
pregnancy, unstable families, and lack of drive and ambition—ascribed to the Black
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community writ large, are seen as reasons why greater economic and educational equality
has yet to be achieved (Singham, 2005).
Rothstein (2005) uses the term “lower class” to describe “the families of children
whose achievement will, on average, be predictably lower than the achievement of
middle class children” (p. 17). He goes on to explain the central characteristics of the
“lower-class” families as “a collection of occupational, psychological, personality, health,
and economic traits that interact to predict performance—not only in schools but also in
other institutions—that, on average, is lower than performance of families from higher
social classes” (p. 17).
School-related factors. Schools and the process of schooling are also implicated in
explanations of the achievement gap. While several scholars have argued against
Coleman’s inference that schools do not matter, consensus on how schools matter has yet
to be developed (Downey & Condron, 2016). Some scholars argue that school policies
and practices that favor the advantaged serve to reproduce or exacerbate disparities.
Other scholars explicate ways in which schools mitigate the effects of inequalities already
present when students enter school. Downey and Condron (2016) offer another lens with
which to analyze the relationship between schools and inequality. Their “refraction
framework” suggests that “schools’ role could be (1) neutral (no change to inequality),
(2) exacerbatory (makes inequality worse), or (3) compensatory (reduces inequality)”
(p. 212). In this regard, schools influence inequalities along different dimensions and in
different ways.
Cited among the in-school factors that scholars suggest positively or negatively
influence student success are teacher quality (i.e., years of experience and instructional
effectiveness) and placement, class size, ability grouping and/or tracking of students,
school’s demographic composition, and the effectiveness and cultural sensitivity of
curriculum and instruction approaches. Arguably, school systems have considerable
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control—through policy and programmatic actions—over how each of these factors
manifests in individual school settings.
Another factor found critical to student achievement, over which schools per se
have less control, is teacher perceptions and expectations of students. According to
Ferguson (1998):
No matter what material resources are available, no matter what
strategies school districts use to allocate children to schools, and no matter
how children are grouped for instruction, school children spend their days in
social interaction with teachers and other students. As students and teachers
immerse themselves in the routines of schooling, perceptions and
expectations both reflect and determine the goals they set for achievement;
the strategies they use to pursue the goals; the skills, energy and other
resources they use to implement the strategies; and the rewards they expect
from making the effort. These should affect standardized scores as well as
other measures of achievement. (p. 274)
Ferguson’s (1998) early observations that teachers’ perceptions, expectations and
behaviors indeed “help to sustain and perhaps even expand the Black-White test score
gap” (p. 313) have been later supported by his own scholarship (Ferguson, 2003) and that
of several others (Becker & Luthar, 2002; Desimone & Long, 2010; Gregory & Roberts,
2017; Mangiante, 2011; Minor, 2014; Ready & Wright, 2011; Smith, 2005). We will
return to these factors, and the efforts tried by schools and school systems, when
discussing proposed solutions to the achievement gap.
Critical and comprehensive models. Other scholars argue that the framing of the
achievement gap must go beyond mere regurgitations of statistics and superficial
discussions of causes and solutions. These scholars promote a more critical understanding
of the historical and socio-political realities of racial inequality and education apartheid
that underlie schooling in the United States (Cross, 2007; Horsford, 2013; Howard, 2010;
Ladson-Billings, 2006a; Valencia, 2015).
Horsford (2013) argues that “contemporary discussions of the achievement gap
have sought to ignore the term’s origin as a byproduct of school segregation practices,
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and desegregation evaluation findings, which over time have racialized achievement and
normalized underachievement for Black children and children of color” (p. 16).
Advocating for systemic solutions, Horsford challenges us to consider the social and
political context of marginalized communities and seek their voices and perspectives in
the crafting of education reform efforts.
Cross (2007) uses metaphor to analyze and explain the achievement gap and its
permanence in urban education discourse. She argues, “The attention to and the discourse
circulated about the achievement gap builds on a long U.S. history of producing images
of certain groups as subordinated and inferior” (p. 249). Moreover, “the metaphor
ultimately fixates us on the idea of an achievement gap to assure that we do not recognize
the reality of an apartheid system” (p. 251). Cross also challenges us to look beyond the
metaphor and within marginalized communities of color for asset-based solutions to
academic disparities.
Finally, Ladson-Billings (2006a) shifts the focus from poorly performing students
to limited access and opportunity in the articulation of an “education debt” as opposed to
an “achievement gap.” She argues that the concentration on the achievement gap is “akin
to a focus on the budget deficit, but what is actually happening to African American and
Latina/o students is really more like the national debt” (p. 7). She attributes present-day
educational disparities to the historical accumulation of several “debts” including: (1) the
“historical debt,” which reflects the “legacy of educational inequities … formed around
race, class and gender” (p. 5); (2) the “economic debt,” which reflects income and wealth
disparities between Whites and non-Whites (p. 6); (3) the “sociopolitical debt,” which
“reflects the degree to which communities of color are excluded from the civic process”
(p. 7); and (4) the “moral debt,” which “reflects the disparity between what we know is
right and what we actually do” (p. 8).
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Solutions for Closing the Achievement Gap
From an extensive body of theoretical and normative literature emerge three major
themes of discourse surrounding closing the achievement gap. Some researchers,
policymakers, and pundits argue that schools and education systems have the best, if not
only, hope of eliminating or narrowing the achievement gap. Those that identify the
cause of the achievement gap as societal factors outside the schools also situate the
solutions for closing gaps outside of schools. They argue that schools cannot do it alone;
students’ social and economic conditions must also, if not primarily, be addressed.
Finally, many acknowledge the role and influence of both school and non-school factors,
suggesting that each matter in specific ways. Beyond these three themes—in-school, outof-school, or a combination thereof—a growing body of literature also advocates for
more open and “courageous conversations” about race and racism in efforts to improve
student achievement (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Howard, 2010; Singleton & Linton,
2006).
“No excuses.” Today, public schools are expected to meet the needs of an
increasingly diverse student body regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, ability, religion, or
when and how they enter formal schooling. Demands for performance come from federal
and state officials as well as local communities (taxpayers). The data are clear that
schools are not meeting students’ academic needs. Given the expectation that schools
have to serve all, educators have accepted the primacy of their role in closing the
achievement gap.
Kati Haycock, founder and CEO of Education Trust, is a prominent spokesperson
for the unique role of schools. Haycock argues that educators must focus on what they
can do to close the achievement gap, rather than wait for factors outside the control of
schools to be successfully ameliorated (Holland, 2007). Educators are keenly aware of
the challenges students bring to schools but cannot afford to make excuses for it. Rather,
they must become increasingly adept at responding to challenges by doing the things
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within their control. Haycock does not dispute that social and economic disadvantages
need attention. However, she does not see schools as uniquely positioned to solve those
issues. Like policymakers, self-proclaimed education reformers, and others in the “no
excuses” camp, Haycock argues that when schools focus on what they can do, such as
investments in teacher quality/effectiveness, curriculum, professional development, and
strategic use of time, they can and have increased achievement and closed gaps (Holland,
2007, pp. 57-58).
Largely normative, some literature points to the successes of certain schools with
serving “at risk,” “hard to reach” student populations (Noguera & Wing, 2006;
Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). However, there is little evidence to suggest that the
conditions under which those schools operate or the strategies they implemented have
been brought to scale to produce sustainable results for large numbers of students of
color. More prevalent are empirical studies that have examined the effects of specific
strategies, including those mentioned above, implemented to varying degrees in different
contexts. The literature is too extensive to cover at great length here. I highlight a few
findings regarding the strategies that receive significant attention, and around which
schools have considerable control: class size, teacher quality, and the effectiveness and
cultural sensitivity of curriculum and instruction approaches.
Class size reduction (CSR) is one for the most popular school improvement
strategies implemented at local and state levels across the country (Ehrenberg, Brewer,
Gamoran, & Willms, 2001; Hoxby, 2000; Nye, Hedges, & Konstantopoulos, 1999). The
assumption behind CSR is that if the number of students a teacher is responsible for
instructing is reduced, student outcomes will have a greater likelihood of improving.
Tennessee’s Project Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio (STAR), commissioned
in 1985, remains the largest and longest running experiment of the effects of class size on
student achievement, although several other studies have since examined CSR’s effects
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both in Tennessee and other settings (Ehrenberg et al., 2001; Jepsen & Rivkin, 2009; Nye
et al, 1999). Project STAR was notable not just for its findings but for the quality of its
research and the rarity of its randomized control trial design in the education field (Finn
& Achilles, 1999; Ritter & Boruch, 1999). Project STAR famously produced statistically
significant differences in achievement between students in small classes and the two
other randomly assigned groups (Ehrenberg et al., 2001; Finn & Achilles, 1999). In
addition, significantly larger effects were found for minority students (Ehrenberg et al.,
2001; Finn & Achilles, 1999). Lastly, Project STAR data showed that the differences
identified in the early grades persisted into the upper grades (Ehrenberg et al., 2001; Finn
& Achilles, 1999). When Nye et al. (1999) reexamined the effects of the Tennessee Class
Size experiment, they found that class size effects persisted for at least five years. While
the authors acknowledged the positive effects of small classes (15-17 pupils), they left
unanswered many questions about the precise effects of small class sizes on student
achievement and other desirable outcomes.
While there is consensus in the research literature that smaller classes have had
positive impact on student achievement, there is no consensus on the magnitude of the
impact, the precise size of classes at which effects are maximized, the specific grade
levels at which CSR is most effective, the duration of treatment necessary for long-term
results, or the degree to which CSR as a singular strategy—as opposed to one of a set of
strategies—is effective (Ehrenberg et al., 2001; Finn & Achilles, 1999). Indeed, more
recent scholarship examines the tradeoffs between CSR and other school improvement
efforts, such as teacher quality (Jepsen & Rivkin, 2009).
There is little debate in the field of education that teachers matter. An extensive
body of literature, not fully covered here, has interrogated both the characteristics and
preparation of teachers (i.e., quality), as well as their actions and interactions within the
school environment (i.e., effectiveness). Linda Darling-Hammond (2000, 2010) has long
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discussed the link between high-quality teaching, learning opportunities and outcomes for
low-income and minority children, and the overall pursuit of educational excellence and
equity. In her examination of the ways in which teacher qualifications and other school
inputs are related to student achievement across states, Darling-Hammond (2000) found
that “teacher quality characteristics such as certification status and degree in the field to
be taught are very significantly and positively correlated with student outcomes” (p. 23),
and these teacher quality “appear to be more strongly corelated to student achievement
than class sizes, overall spending levels, teacher salaries … or other such factors as the
statewide proportion of staff who are teachers” (p. 32).
While Darling-Hammond makes a strong case for teacher quality as one of the
most effective strategies for closing the achievement gap, other scholars go beyond the
issue of quality, as defined by credentials and certification, to issues of teacher
effectiveness, both in terms of teacher perceptions and expectations of students (Becker
& Luthar, 2002; Desimone & Long, 2010; Ferguson, 1998, 2003; Gregory & Roberts,
2017; Mangiante, 2010; Minor, 2014; Ready & Wright, 2011; Smith, 2005) and cultural
relevance and responsiveness to students’ interests and needs—in other words, how and
what they teach (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Desimone & Long, 2010; Gay, 2010;
Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995, 2006b; Mangiante, 2010; Powell, Cantrell, Malo-Juvera, &
Correll, 2016; Shevalier & McKenzie, 2012).
Teachers’ perceptions and subsequent expectations of students have long been
connected to student achievement. Specifically, the research literature is rich with
evidence that the negative perceptions of an overwhelming White teaching force in this
country are a significant factor in the persistence of disparities in student outcomes
between Black and White students, and the low success rate of Black boys (Becker &
Luthar, 2002; Desimone & Long, 2010; Ferguson, 1998, 2003; Gregory & Roberts, 2017;
Mangiante, 2011; Minor, 2014; Ready & Wright, 2011). In a study commissioned by
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Teach for America in 2005, teachers themselves also identified low expectations as a
significant cause of the achievement gap (Smith, 2005).
Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Cohort of
1998-1999, Minor (2014) found that teachers perceive Black students to have lower
academic, social, and behavioral skills than their White counterparts. Moreover, Minor
found that teachers perceptions of students’ behavior had a greater influence on teachers’
perceptions of Black students’ academic ability than for White students. Likewise,
Gregory and Roberts (2017) observed a strong connection between teachers’ negative
perceptions of students and the overrepresentation of out-of-classroom discipline referrals
for Black children.
Papageorge, Gershenson, and Kang (2016) examined the long-lasting impact of
teacher expectations and found that teacher expectations are strongly correlated with
college completion, yet teachers are less optimistic about Black students’ ability to
complete a four-year college degree than they are of White students (p. 32). They also
found hiring more Black teachers and “de-biasing” White teachers to be effective
strategies for Black high school students, although the extent to which either strategy was
effective was dependent on whether college completion was already likely for such
students (p. 33).
In 2011, Ready and Wright concurred that teachers’ perceptions do impact student
achievement at early grades. However, they found that the classroom context (i.e.,
student racial and economic composition) in which teachers work had more of an impact
on their negative perceptions of student ability than the teachers’ own sociodemographic
or professional background. While Ready and Wright do not argue against policies to
increase the racial and ethnic diversity of the teaching force, they advise schools and
schools systems to pay attention to racial and income concentration in classrooms and
schools as attempts are made to address the issue of teacher bias.
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More recent scholarship has paid attention to the role of culturally relevant
education (CRE) in combating the low and disparate outcomes of students of color in
general (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Garcia & Chun, 2016; Gay, 2010; Griner & Stewart,
2013; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995, 2006b; Powell et al., 2016; Teel & Obidah, 2008)
and Black boys in particular (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Noguera, 2008). While the body of
knowledge around the effects of CRE continues to grow, there is a need for more
empirical studies as well as for tools to support the effective implementation of CRE
strategies (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Griner & Stewart, 2013; Powell et al., 2016).
In their synthesis of multiple research studies on the subject, Aronson and Laughter
(2016) provide a solid frame for understanding the tenets of CRE and the positive
impacts CRE has had across several content areas. Aronson and Laughter identify two
strands of research, stemming from the early work of Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994,
1995, 2006b) and Geneva Gay (2010), that form the foundation of CRE: teaching and
pedagogy. Gay (2010) is credited with defining culturally responsive teaching “as using
the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of
ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for
them” (p. 31, cited in Aronson & Laughter, 2016, p. 165). Ladson-Billings (1994) is
credited with defining culturally relevant pedagogy as “one that empowers students
intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically using cultural referents to impart
knowledge, skills and attitudes” (pp. 16-17, cited in Aronson & Laughter, p. 165).
Combining the six dimensions of Gay’s (2010) culturally responsive teaching and
the three components of Ladson-Billings’s (1994, 1995, 2006b) culturally relevant
pedagogy, Aronson and Laughter (2016) identify four markers of culturally relevant
education (CRE) —academic skills and concepts, critical reflection, cultural competence,
critique of discourses of power—that reflect both the competency and methods of
instruction (i.e., culturally responsive teaching), as well as the attitudes and dispositions
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of teachers (i.e., culturally relevant pedagogy) who employ these strategies and
techniques. Using these four markers, Aronson and Laughter synthesized the findings of
over 40 studies across five content areas (Mathematics, Science, History/Social Studies,
English Language Arts, and English as a Second Language) and concluded that
“engagement of CRE across the content areas resulted in positive increases in academic
skills and concepts” (p. 196). Aronson and Laughter noted that increases were witnessed
not just in terms of higher test scores, but also across other “affective domains,” including
student motivation, student interest in content, student perception of self as capable, and
increase confidence in standardized test-taking (p. 197).
While their study emphasized the work of Ladson-Billings (1994, 1995, 2006b)
and Gay (2010), Aronson and Laughter (2016) acknowledged several other scholars for
their contributions to CRE, noting the common thread in the field is “social justice
education and the classroom as a site for social change” (p. 164). Shevalier and
McKenzie (2012) also link culturally responsive education to the notions of ethics and
care embodied in Nel Noddings’s care theory. They argue that “the point of culturally
responsive teaching is to respond to students in ways that build and sustain meaningful
positive relationships … that is to ‘care for’ them rather than ‘care about’ them”
(p. 1091). Shevalier and McKenzie invite pre-service teacher preparation programs to do
a better job of exposing candidates to the theoretical concepts of care and ethics
embodied in culturally relevant teaching to foster teachers’ capacity to better serve
disadvantaged children.
Schools and non-school supports. Richard Rothstein has been one of the most
vocal critics of what he calls the “schools can go it alone” approach. Rothstein (2004a,
2004b) argues that social class differences such as child-rearing practices, health,
mobility, and financial assets are key factors influencing the disparities in student
academic outcomes. Consequently, eliminating the achievement gap will require social
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and economic policies, not just school reform. Rothstein (2005) rejects both conservative
(Heritage Foundation) and liberal (Education Trust) assertions that some schools have
been successful in narrowing the gap as evidence that the achievement gap can be closed
by all schools or schools alone (emphasis added). He states:
The influence of social-class characteristics is probably so powerful that
schools cannot overcome it, no matter how well-trained their teachers and no
matter how well-designed their instructional programs. Yet policymakers
and educators often claim that the existence of high-performing schools
proves that higher standards, better teachers, more accountability, better
discipline, or other effective practices can close the achievement gap. (p. 19)
He further argues that when educators accept all the responsibility, it shifts the burden
from other sectors of society. Rothstein (2005) suggests a three-pronged approach to
making significant progress in addressing student achievement: (1) improved school
quality; (2) investments in out-of-school time, including early childhood, and summer
and after-school enrichment activities; and (3) state and federal government policies to
improve the social and economic conditions of poor children and their families, such as
health services, stable housing, livable wages (pp. 42-43).
More evolved arguments against the “schools can go it alone” approach neither
dismiss the powerful effects of school policies and practices on inequality and student
achievement, nor downplay the intractable effects of poverty. This comprehensive
response advocates instead for combined school, public policy, and community-based
solutions to closing the achievement gap.
In What Matters for Student Achievement, Eric A. Hanushek (2016) assesses the
findings of the 1966 Coleman Report for its relevance to today’s education policy
discussions. He focuses on two major conclusions of the report: (1) families are the most
important influence on student achievement, and (2) school resources do not matter. He
concludes that neither family, nor school, nor money alone matter, but that each matters
in unique ways that either have been oversimplified, overstated, or inadequately
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examined in the original Coleman Report and other studies since then. Hanushek argues
that while family background factors are strongly correlated to student achievement, “the
exact channels through which family resources have their impact on educational and
lifetime success remain unclear” (p. 24). With respect to schools, he argues that teacher
effectiveness, more specifically than teacher quality, does impact student achievement,
but researchers are not exactly sure why. With respect to funding, his analysis reveals that
how money spent in schools matters more than how much is actually spent (p. 26).
Mathis (2005) also argues that schools cannot single-handedly address the depth of
the current educational disparities. To “bridge the achievement gap,” he suggests we that
“invest in programs that are well outside the conventional ways of thinking about
schools. We must address health, mobility, housing, nutrition, unemployment, family
structure, medical and dental care, and a host of other factors” (p. 592). Mathis advocates
for the following services and supports within schools: early childhood, and after-school
and summer programs, full-day kindergarten, small class sizes (p. 592). He also advises
that our efforts should concentrate not just on early grades, but throughout the K-12
experience.
The Broader, Bolder Approach (BBA), a national campaign launched in 2008 in
response to failed school accountability policies such as NCLB, emphasizes that
“education happens not only in classrooms, but from birth, all day, and all year in a
variety of contexts” (BBA, 2016).3. Likewise, solutions to gaps in opportunity and
achievement must be comprehensive and inclusive of policies that seek to enhance outof-school experiences, in-school experiences, and school-community connections. BBA
proposed strategies to improve out-of-school experiences, including high-quality early
learning, through a birth-five system of support; comprehensive health, wellness and

3http://www.boldapproach.org/app/uploads/2015/12/Mission-Statement-Full-Final.pdf.
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nutrition supports; and before- and after-school as well as summer programs that both
extend (i.e., time) and enrich (i.e., quality) learning opportunities for low-income
children. Among the case studies that BBA cites as early indication of the success of
these strategies is the Northside Achievement Zone (NAZ) in Minneapolis, a cross-sector
collaborative focused on eliminating multi-generational poverty through early learning,
high quality K-12 experiences, parent education, and wrap-around school and family
supports. According to BBA, NAZ witnessed increases in the overall number of children
enrolled in the organization, improvements in academic outcomes such as kindergarten
readiness and third grade reading proficiency, and increased housing stability of its
families4. Saint Paul has a similarly structured place-based effort—Saint Paul Promise
Neighborhood —from which to build.
With respect to in-school factors, BBA recommends equitable funding schemes and
an aggressive school improvement strategy, including ensuring smaller
classes in early grades for disadvantaged children; attracting high-quality
teachers to hard-to-staff schools; improving teacher and school leadership
training; making a college preparatory curriculum accessible to all; and
paying special attention to recent immigrants. (BBA, 2008; Education
Digest)
In addition, BBA advocates for more sophisticated and culturally sensitive tools of
assessment and accountability, with an emphasis on broader measures of student wellbeing, including academics, executive function, and physical, mental, and emotional
well-being. A final in-school policy solution that BBA offers is an oversight framework
for charter school accountability and a call for increased collaboration between district
and charter schools (BBA, 2016).
Two more principles undergird the Broader, Bolder Approach. First, BBA
promotes racial and economic integration at the school and community level, through

mn/.

4http://www.boldapproach.org/case-study/northside-achievement-zone-north-minneapolis-
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innovative policies such as diversity-oriented school choice plans and place-based
scholarships (BBA, 2016, p. 8). Second, BBA “seeks to expand education policymaking
table” by valuing the voices of multiple stakeholders and the lived-experiences and
expertise of those most impacted by an issue (BBA, 2016, p. 8). In the Broader, Bolder
Approach, schools themselves are pivotal to change for both low-income students and the
larger community—not in isolation, but in collaboration with community expertise and
resources. To that end, school reform is community reform (Noguera, 2011).
Examining empirical research on certain teaching and learning practices, A. Wade
Boykin and Pedro Noguera, a chief architect of the BBA, offer several suggestions for
closing the gap that echo the strategies mentioned above. Boykin and Noguera (2011)
point to a need to rethink the prevailing emphasis on assessments and focus more on
student engagement (behavioral, affective and cognitive) and high-quality instruction
(p. 174). They promote full-service or community schools that provide appropriate wraparound services for their student population and professional development supports for
their staff. Boykin and Noguera further see promise in school turnaround efforts and
particular charter schools as models of the type of innovation necessary in traditional
public schools. In addition, the authors encourage schools, districts, and states to shift the
existing paradigms of schooling to: create collaborative partnerships better connecting
early childhood to K-12; strategically assign the best teachers to the neediest students;
develop new teacher evaluation tools; and implement “opportunity to learn standards”
that articulate the “optimal conditions for learning” to which schools must be accountable
(pp. 184-185).
Taken together, the literature detailed above frames the achievement gap in deficitbased ways that blame students and families and explicate causes and solutions absent the
perspectives of those most impacted—students and families themselves. Most scholars
situate causes and solution of the achievement gap either within schools or outside of
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schools. A growing body of policymakers, researchers, and practitioners employ a
“broader, bolder approach” to ensuring the academic and social-emotional well-being of
children disadvantaged by poverty, racial and linguistic minority status, and other factors
(BBA, 2016). Yet, few scholars provide critical analyses that acknowledge the historical
and socio-political realities of racial inequality and education apartheid in the United
States.

Black Parents and the Achievement Gap
In the naming and framing of race-based achievement gaps, attention is usually
focused on Black students and their families: the students’ academic performance is
parsed for its origins, and parents and families are questioned for their ability to help
reduce achievement gaps. Through our achievement gap discourse, Black parents are
either directly or indirectly told—as opposed to asked—what to do or not do to support
their children and blamed for their circumstances or cultural norms. While the importance
of parental involvement has been a key part of our understanding of education success in
general, parents themselves are often an afterthought in education decision-making, and
their perspectives are largely absent from achievement gap literature.
Central to this study is the exploration of how Black parents make sense of and
respond to the achievement gap. Therefore, in this section of the literature review, I
discuss various perspectives on parents and schooling, including a few studies
specifically on parents of color, to begin conceptualization of ways in which Black
parents might be involved in crafting effective solutions to the achievement disparities
their children experience.
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Parent Involvement vs. Parent Engagement
Positive parent involvement is widely believed to lead to student success. The
parent involvement field has evolved, however, to include not just whether parents are
involved, but how they are involved, and ways to best support their children’s progress
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002). One might further argue that the emphasis has also shifted
from parents being involved in school activities and events to parents being engaged in
their children’s academic and social emotional success. New models have emerged that
help us better understand how parents act in support of their children, particularly how
parents of color act. These models might suggest ways for schools and/or districts to
improve student learning.
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995, 1997) are among the many authors to explore
reasons for and benefits of parental involvement. The authors are primarily interested in
the unique role parents play in student success. Specifically, they offer a model of parent
involvement that aims to answer the following questions: “Why do parents become
involved? When parents choose to be become involved, how do they choose specific
forms of involvement? How does parent involvement make a difference?” (HooverDempsey & Sandler, 1995, p. 312).
According to the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) model of parental
involvement, parents become involved in their children’s education for three main
reasons. First, based on observations of their own familial and peer groups, parents
construe their parental role to include personal involvement in their children’s education
(p. 313). Second, parents must also believe that they have the skills and opportunities to
be involved; they must experience a “sense of personal efficacy for helping their children
succeed in school” (p. 313). Building on Albert Bandura’s (1986, 1989a, 1989b) work,
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) described four sources from which parents derive
their sense of efficacy:
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activities; the vicarious experiences of others’ success …; verbal persuasion
by others that involvement activities are worthwhile and can be
accomplished …; and emotional arousal induced when issues of importance
… are ‘on the line.’ (pp. 313-314)
The third reason the authors suggest that parents become involved is because they
perceive opportunities or demands for involvement from their children and their
children’s school to do so.
The second part of Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s (1995) parent involvement
model explains how parents choose to be involved. The authors suggest that parents both
respond to invitations from schools as well as initiate involvement activities based on the
skill and knowledge they possess, the total demands on their time and energy from work
and family, and specific requests for involvement from children and the school. The
authors further explain how each of these variables influences the unique ways in which
parents actively participate in their children’s schooling. For example, parents who
believe they have strengths in a particular subject will tend to choose forms of
involvement that align with that skill set, versus activities in a subject area in which they
have fewer skills. On the other hand, parent work schedules or proximity to school may
dictate their availability for particular involvement activities and impact how they choose
to be involved. Likewise, the demands of other family responsibilities, such as infant or
elder care, may determine the specific activities in which parents choose to participate.
With respect to specific invitations, the authors argue that requests of children or schools
for parents to participate in specific activities (e.g., homework help, field trips,
conferences, etc.) influence the likelihood that parents will be involved in those unique
ways (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995).
In addition to explicating why and how parents chose to be involved, the HooverDempsey and Sandler (1995) model describes three mechanisms that determine whether
parental involvement has a positive effect on students’ success: modeling, reinforcement,
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and instruction. When parents model positive school-related behaviors and attitudes,
reinforce those behaviors through the interest, attention, praise and reward they give to
their children, and provide direct instruction in support of their learning, the authors find
positive influences on their children’s educational outcomes.
Finally, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) suggest that
the positive influence of parental involvement on children’s educational
outcomes is tempered or mediated by … the parent’s selection and use of
developmentally appropriate involvement strategies and activities, and the fit
between the parent’s activities and the school’s expectations for parent
involvement. (p. 322)
When mediated as described above, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler conclude that parental
involvement can have positive outcomes in children’s skill and knowledge development
and the child’s sense of efficacy for doing well in school.

Figure 5. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler Parental Involvement Model. Adapted from
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995, p. 327).
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Figure 5 summarizes the full Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) parental
involvement model (p. 327), which focuses on the specific variables as described above
that, according to the authors, are: “1) likely to be the most salient to the parentinvolvement process from parents’ perspectives, and 2) potentially subject to specific
intervention and change as school personnel and others work to improve parental
involvement and related student outcomes” (p. 312).
Barton, Drake, Perez, St. Louis, and George (2004) also offer a model for
understanding parents’ involvement in their children’s education, which, like HooverDempsey and Sandler’s (1995) model, goes beyond what parents do and additionally
examines how they do it. Specifically, Barton et al. draw upon research of parent
participation in urban education settings to offer new ways to conceptualize parent
involvement as “a dynamic, interactive process” in which parents are “authors and agents
in schools” (p. 3). Figure 6 summarizes Barton et al.’s Ecologies of Parental Engagement
(EPE) framework, which illustrates the interconnections between “what” parents engage
in and “how” they manage to do so (p. 7). The researchers use the term ecologies to focus
on the whole system—parents in relation to their environment. Barton et al. also refer to
parental participation in schooling as engagement rather than involvement in an effort to
expand our understanding of involvement to include not just what parents do, but also
their orientations to the world and how those orientations frame the activities they
undertake.
The concepts of space and capital are at the foundation of the EPE framework.
Barton et al. (2004) argue that the work of schools happens within different social,
cultural and political boundaries or spaces. These spaces are further defined both by their
physical location (school-based academic, school-based nonacademic, home/community)
and their theoretical location on a continuum from formal, school-structured to personal,
individually authored and enacted spaces. The beliefs expressed, and the actions engaged
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in, by individuals within a given space are referred to as their capital. Drawing on other
researchers’ use of the term, Barton et al. define capital as “the human, social and
material resources one has access to and can activate for their own desired purposes”
(p. 5).

Figure 6: Ecologies of Parental Engagement (EPE) Framework. Adapted from Barton
et al. (2004, p. 7).
The EPE framework reflects three key hypotheses that emerged from Barton
et al.’s (2004) analysis of parent engagement in high-poverty urban schools. First,
parental engagement is seen as the mediation between space and capital by parents in
relation to others in school settings. Barton et al. argue that engagement is a set of
relationships, actions, and events that are produced and bounded by context:
What parents “do” in school settings (including the relationships they
form, the artifacts they produce and draw upon, the expectations and roles
they hold, and the division of labor they encounter and help to produce) is an
active manifestation of the physical and material boundaries of what it is
they want to do. (p. 6)
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The second hypothesis that informs the Barton et al.’s (2004) EPE framework is
that “mediation must be understood as both action and orientation to action” (p. 8). They
argue that parents’ actions influence and are influenced by the relationships and practice
of schooling. Some actions position parents as receivers, as opposed to framers. Referred
to as “re-actions,” these are “the things that parents do that are endorsed within
prescribed structures and norms set up by the institutions in power,” such as attendance
or participation in PTA meetings, family nights, conferences, etc. (p. 8). In contrast,
“‘critical actions’ are those things parents do when they critically examine the
assumptions that frame school-based conversations about the roles of parents and
families or the commons practices and policies of schools” (p. 8). Barton et al. further
discuss two important actions that foster engagement as mediation, authoring and
positioning:
Actions that engage are both about how parents activate the resources
available to them in a given space in order to author a place of their own in
schools and about how they use or express that place to position themselves
differently so that they can influence life in schools. (p. 8)
The researchers also remind us that in high-poverty, urban school settings, it is equally
important to understand and examine engagement not only in terms of parents’ actual
actions but also in terms of their desire, or “orientation,” to do so (p. 10).
The aforementioned models of parental involvement and engagement are intriguing
frameworks through which to analyze why and how parents choose to support their
children’s education. However, neither model directly addresses race-based differences in
parents’ understandings of and reactions to issues of student achievement. The following
research on parents of color attends more specifically to their role vis-à-vis the racial
achievement gap.
Richard Valencia’s (2015) recent examination of students of color and the
achievement gap offers a comprehensive body of work that looks at macro-, meso-, and
micro-level factors in creating and maintaining the achievement gap, including the role of
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parents. In his chapter “Parent Engagement and Empowerment,” he offers another
critique of traditional, deficit-based views of parent involvement. Valencia argues that the
conventional understanding of parental involvement has limited applicability to low
socio-economic status parents of color. He challenges longstanding myths that parents of
color do not value education and underscores the many ways they are involved, with
empirical evidence from other researchers’ studies of African American, Latino/a, and
racially/ethnically diverse parent groups.
Valencia (2015) offers systemic transformation suggestions to “stimulate needed
discourse on how parents of color can become more fully empowered in their profound
roles as advocates for the academic success of their children” (p. 274). First, Valencia
calls for “re-conceptualizing the notion of parent involvement” (p. 274) from an
“‘accommodationist’ perspective” to parent engagement as a “‘transformational’
perspective” (p. 258). To that end, he finds great utility in both Hoover-Dempsey and
Sandler’s (1995) and Barton et al.’s (2004) models, as described above. Second,
recognizing that even educators of color can harbor biases toward parents of color,
Valencia (2015) suggests “fostering parent-pre-service teacher relationships” (p. 275) as
a key systemic reform.
Citing the research of multiple scholars, Valencia (2015) finds “convincing
evidence that pre-service teachers who receive training in parental involvement report
that they develop the confidence and the necessary skills to effectively work with parents
once they enter the teaching profession” (p. 277). Third, Valencia advocates for a
“community-centric over a school-centric approach to parental engagement” (p. 277).
He suggests that schools should provide more opportunities and services that reflect
parents’ desires and needs, as opposed to activities or events prescribed by schools
themselves. A community-centric perspective, he argues, “focuses on relationships and
parents as constituents of a collective, and parents are given opportunities to lead and set
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agendas” (p. 278). One particular model that Valencia suggests has great potential for
changing the power dynamic for low-income parents of color is full-service community
schools, which he sees as the “most comprehensive community-centric approach to
parental engagement” (pp. 278-279).
Finally, Valencia (2015) suggests that active steps at “empowering parents as
change agents” (p. 279) must be taken. He cites several models of parental engagement
that are useful to this goal, including Barton et al.’s (2004) EPE model. Valencia (2015)
also highlights a Parents Advocates Model (PAM) that was developed by parents of color
in South Los Angeles County in reaction to Joyce Epstein’s (2001) model of parental
involvement. Recasting Epstein’s model, PAM contains seven kinds of action-based
strategies that parents direct:
I.

Access to Information and Data Collection

II.

Parents in Decision Making Roles

III. Parents as Student Advocates
IV. Parents as Leaders at Home and in the School Community
V.

Effective Two-Way Communication

VI. Acquiring District Level Support
VII. Creating a Friendly School Atmosphere. (Valencia, 2015, pp. 280-281)
Similar to Valencia, Auerbach (2007) contributes to a more inclusive discourse on
families of color and their role in supporting the education of their children. In From
Moral Supporters to Struggling Advocates, Auerbach examines the beliefs, goals, and
practices of a small sample of working-class African American and Latino parents of
high school students in a college access program. She offers an alternative lens through
which to view the engagement actions of historically marginalized parents, particularly as
it relates to creating and supporting access and opportunity for their children. Building on
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s (1995, 1997) concept of parent role construction, as well
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as critical approaches to parent engagement offered by other researchers, Auerbach
(2007) articulates an “alternative role typology” of parent role orientations for working
class parents of color (p. 258). Auerbach theorizes that parental role construction occurs
at the unique intersection of structure, culture, and agency:
Parents’ roles in education are fundamentally (a) socially structured by
class and race but also (b) culturally mediated by particular schemas and
scripts as well as (c) psychosocially enacted [i.e. agency] according to
individual psychosocial resources and relationships within families. (p. 254)
According to Auerbach, working class families of color bring alternative forms of capital
to the education process—moral, navigational, and emotional capital—contrary to those
understood in mainstream models of parent involvement (p. 261). She places parent role
orientations on a less proactive to more proactive continuum of Moral Supporters,
Ambivalent Companions, and Struggling Advocates (pp. 259-260). Auerbach’s Moral
Supporters were all Latino immigrant parents. They used a more “hands-off approach”
(p. 259) to supporting their children. Supporters often shared personal narratives and used
themselves as examples to stress the importance of education, study, and hard work
(p. 261). They provided this support at home, rarely going to their children’s school. In
large part, these parents trusted their children to do well and trusted the American school
system. They saw their role as providing moral and emotional support for college,
expressed through specific traditional Latino immigrant cultural values (p. 263).
At the opposite end of Moral Supporters on Auerbach’s (2007) alternative typology
continuum are the Struggling Advocates. Parents in this category were more mixed
racially and ethnically than other groups. Struggling Advocates took a more “hands-on”
(p. 259) approach than other parents. They neither trusted their children to succeed on
their own, nor the school to guide their children. They believed that “parent action was
necessary to give students the extra push they need to get ahead” (p. 266). While other
parents acknowledged the importance of moral and emotional support for education, the
Advocates were the only group to “consistently mention and enact specific direct,
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proactive strategies for promoting college pathways” (p. 267). These parents had more
contact with schools than others and were more likely to express frustrations with school
bureaucracy. Advocates often experienced what Lareau and Horvat (1999) referred to as
“moments of social exclusion” (cited in Auerbach, 2007) when their needs conflicted
with school practices or when schools discounted their social and cultural capital
(Auerbach, 2007). While their advocacy on behalf of their children resembled “more
privileged parents with high-status cultural capital” (p. 268), Auerbach’s Advocate
parents “intervened with less competence, confidence, and effectiveness than did higher
SES parents” (p. 269).
Ambivalent Companions fall somewhere between Supporters and Advocates on
Auerbach’s (2007) continuum, demonstrating “a complex blend of cheerleading,
protectiveness, and ambivalence” (p. 270). These parents, who in the study were all
single mothers of daughters, supported their children’s education through “strong
emotional support, close communication, and occasional tangible help” (p. 270). Unlike
other parents whose support was mainly indirect and home-based, Companions’ approach
was different in style and degree. According to Auerbach, Companions were “more
aware of their children’s school lives and more assimilated to the dominant culture”
(p. 270). She continues to explain that “rather than exhorting students to succeed like the
Supporters, or pushing them to advance like the Advocates, the Companions focused on
listening to their children to learn their needs and ‘find a way to get through to them’…”
(p. 271).
Black Parents and Alternative Forms of Engagement
The preceding section provides a window into new possibilities for envisioning the
role of parents of color as it relates to their involvement, engagement, and support of their
children’s education. While these frameworks are useful for analyzing historically
marginalized parents’ understandings of their roles, none of the literature, or the
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empirical studies on which they are based, expressly analyzed Black parents’
perspectives about the achievement gap or their unique role therein. Assumptions can be
and have been made that Black parents have limited perspectives on the matter, because
they have not been asked or are not responding. However, it may be true that Black
parents are, in fact, responding to the achievement gap in ways yet to be fully captured by
our theoretical examinations. While not specifically about the achievement gap, the work
of Bridges, Awokoya, and Messano (2012) and Cooper (2007) described below offers a
new lens for viewing Black parent engagement in their children’s learning and their
relationship with schools and school systems.
In 2012, the United Negro College Fund (UNCF) issued a report about Black
parents’ perceptions of schools based on quantitative and qualitative inquiry conducted in
Atlanta, Detroit, Memphis, New Orleans, and Washington, DC (Bridges et al., 2012).
While the target cities in the UNCF report are significantly different from the
Minneapolis- Saint Paul region, with much higher concentrations of African American
parents and robust education reform efforts, the findings may offer some insight into the
decision making of Black parents in the Twin Cities region. Indeed, the key findings of
this study reinforce the themes highlighted in the critiques of traditional parental
involvement models as described above and add greater detail to the emergent body of
knowledge specific to African American parents and their engagement in education.
The title of Bridges et al.’s (2012) report, Done to us, Not With Us…, is particularly
illuminating, and many of the findings are relevant to this study. First, the authors
contend that “[Black] parents view engaged parents as the key to a child’s successful
education and generally describe themselves as very engaged with their children’s
teachers and school” (p. 7). Parents in the study articulated their engagement in the
following direct ways: reviewing test scores and grades, regularly speaking with their
child’s teacher, reading to their child, helping with homework, understanding grade level
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standards, and researching school options for their children. Other means of support
included providing extra assignments, buying supplemental educational materials, and
enrolling in out-of-school time enrichment activities. The parents also expressed
frustration about uninvolved parents but held the schools, and not their peers, largely
responsible for the lack of involvement: “it’s not the parents, it’s the system” (p. 8).
Black parents in the UNCF study also articulated the need for information across a
wide range of subject matters, including grade level standards, ways to support their
children at home, assessing the quality of their children’s school, ways to support the
social and emotional learning of their children, in addition to academics (Bridges et al.,
2012).
Another key finding of Done to Us was that “parent perceptions in their immediate
neighborhood and their satisfaction with the quality of their children’s education were
misaligned, creating an unrealistic paradox around expectations of school performance”
(Bridges et al., 2012, p. 9). Parents expressed concerns about the safety, lack of
resources, and poor teacher quality in the schools in their neighborhood, but many were
satisfied with their own child’s school.
Regarding parents’ own agency, Bridges et al. (2012) found that “most parents felt
they had a degree of personal power and influence at their children’s school but
acknowledge they sometimes face obstacles exerting it” (p. 12). Among those obstacles,
parents cited lack of a sense of welcome at school and feeling like they couldn’t or
shouldn’t ask questions. Yet many reported persistent efforts to communicate with their
children’s teacher in person or electronically, and to be present in schools. The study also
reported that “hardly any parents felt they had personal power or influence to address the
issues in the school system as a whole” (p. 12). To that end, the parents underscored the
importance of working as a group to “exert power and advocate for changes that could
improve education for all children” (p. 12).
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Finally, the Black parents in the UNCF analysis overwhelmingly reported a belief
that education reform efforts would be more effective if more African American leaders
were actively involved in efforts to reform schools. Churches, and parents themselves,
were cited as the most influential sources of this leadership.
Cooper (2007) offers additional insights into Black parents’ alternative forms of
engagement. Like other scholars, Cooper suggests that parental involvement is socially
constructed, influenced by one’s gender, race, and class. She, too, challenges notions that
parents of color are not actively involved in their children’s education, arguing that
“mothers of color approach parenting with unique concerns” (p. 492). Cooper combines
multiple theories to develop new frames for viewing how and why Black mothers, in
particular, engage with school related to their school choice activities. She states,
“Lumping all parents’ educational experiences and activities together is not helpful if one
is concerned about addressing the distinct inequities that different parents confront”
(p. 495). Cooper’s theoretical frame of “motherwork” is particularly useful for this study.
She suggests that the “motherwork work of low-income and working-class African
American mothers entails (a) ensuring their children’s physical and emotional survival;
(b) seeking power to improve their children’s life outcome; and (c) nurturing their
children’s positive racial identity” (p. 495). Examining the school choice standpoints of a
small sample of low-income or working-class mothers of middle school children in
traditional public, charter, private Afrocentric and private Catholic schools, Cooper
illustrates how “three central themes of motherwork—survival, power, and identity—are
integrated into the mothers’ choice-making and advocacy efforts” (p. 498). The mothers
in Cooper’s study were “active choosers” (p. 500). Public school mothers, in particular,
took the initiative to explore their options by “seeking information, visiting and
evaluating schools, and making the best choice they felt was possible” (p. 500). However,
all the mothers, regardless of where their children attended school, perceived the
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educational inequities in the public schools as threatening their children’s future (p. 502).
While the language of “the achievement gap” was not directly referenced in Cooper’s
study, this point could be illuminating with respect to Black mothers’ perspectives on the
issue. Acknowledging that the Black mothers’ abilities to wield power vary, Cooper
argues that many of them adopt a “proactive parenting role to resist their children’s social
and cultural domination” (p. 503). In this regard, Cooper describes mothers as
“purposeful agents” (p. 503).
As part of their educational advocacy, the mothers in Cooper’s (2007) study said
they strive to be their children’s “voice,” to “follow” their kids where they go, to have a
“visible presence” in schools, and “keep close tabs” on teachers (p. 504). The mothers not
only intervened on behalf of their own children if they were mistreated or denied
educational services, but they also expressed concern about the educational fate and wellbeing of other African American children. Cooper described the school choice-making
and advocacy actions of the Black mothers in the study on a spectrum of “mildmannered, critical and assertive” (p. 506). She points to the underlying notion of “care”
that informs Black mothers’ actions on behalf of their children, which are largely
misunderstood by conventional notions of both parental involvement and care in
education. Cooper concludes with the following recommendation:
Educators should show sensitivity to the culturally relevant values that
influence parents’ educational priorities and demands; work to understand
how socioeconomic factors can constrain parents’ school involvement
activities and choices; and collaborate with parents to construct educational
involvement opportunities and school—family partnerships that are mutually
beneficial. This means rethinking and reforming the structure, culture and
power of schools so that marginalized parents have increased voice,
representation and impact. (p. 508)
A possible frame for understanding the actions of Black parents in school systems,
and to situate the findings of Bridges et al. (2012) and Cooper (2007), is Hirschman’s
(1970), and later Withey and Cooper’s (1989), Exit, Voice, Loyalty, and Neglect theory
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(cited in Matland, 1995), which was originally designed to describe the decline of
organizations. Very often parents choose to leave or “exit” schools that are not serving
them. In this way, school choice is seen as an act of advocacy (Matland, 1995). To the
extent that some Black parents are unable to exit or choose not to leave, they often
“voice” their concerns within the system to varying degrees of response. Hirschman
(1970) defines voice as:
any attempt at all to change, rather than escape from, an objectionable state
of affairs, whether through individual or collective petition to the
management directly in charge, through appeal to a higher authority with the
intention of forcing a change in management, or through various types of
actions or protest, including those that are meant to mobilize public opinion.
(p. 30)
Although intended to describe actions within firms, organizations, and states, “voice” is a
useful concept to analyze the advocacy efforts of Black parents within and toward
schools on behalf of their children. Hirschman (1970) suggests that organizations react
differently to the exit and voice of its consumers, being more sensitive to one option over
the other. The effectiveness of either of these approaches—exit or voice—is dependent
on the degree to which the organization experiences them as viable threats to its existence
and therefore worthy of a response. Matland (1995) questions the extent to which urban
schools are sensitive to the exit option, suggesting that the scale and scope of the exit
matters to spur a response from districts. Given the obstacles Black parents often face in
their school choice decision-making, and the potential lack of school response to their
exit, their ability to effectively exercise their voice while remaining in the system
becomes vitally important.
In addition to exit and voice, Matland (1995) discusses two other options for
expression of consumer dissatisfaction vis-à-vis urban schools—”loyalty,” originally
presented by Hirschman (1970), and “neglect,” a concept introduced by Withey and
Cooper (1989). Here loyalty is defined as “remaining within the organization and
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supporting it” (Matland, 1995, p. 510). Neglect “is characterized by maintaining formal
ties with the organization, but limiting contributions to a minimum” (p. 510). Matland
argues that for parents choosing schools—regardless of the factors influencing their
decision—”either loyalty or neglect is exercised when they leave their children at the
local school” (p. 510). Further interrogation of the concepts of loyalty and neglect is
necessary, not just with respect to school choice decisions, but to other actions or
reactions of Black parents in relation to the schooling of their children and the
achievement gap.
Bridges et al. (2012) and Cooper (2007) offer a new lens for viewing Black parent
engagement in their children’s learning and their relationship with schools and school
systems. Each highlight the existing, oft-times invisible, acts of advocacy in which Black
parents engage, as well as the obstacles they encounter in so doing. Their findings, along
with the Hirschman’s (1970) frame, underscore the need to better understand the “voice”
Black parents are currently exercising and the ways in which that voice can be
consistently heard and acted upon by schools and school systems.

Conclusion
Racial, gender, and socioeconomic disparities in academic achievement have been
examined for decades. Much of the literature on achievement gaps is controversial and,
as a whole, it is not conclusive. One can find considerable normative literature that
provides “solutions” for closing achievement gaps. While there is evidence that some
schools have successfully narrowed racial and/or socioeconomic disparities in student
achievement, there are few examples of district-wide efforts that have resulted in the
same.
Often parents and families are implicated in the analysis of causes of student
underachievement, and they are expected to part of the solution, especially with their own
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children. However, there is a dearth of literature that focuses on what parents, especially
parents of color, think about the achievement gap or how their perspectives can inform
how districts improve the education of their children. Attention is poorly paid to how
Black parents/families fit into the picture as stakeholders, advocates, or resisters of the
achievement gap, especially at the district level. As districts struggle to respond to the
achievement gap through programs, policies, and practices, Black parent attitudes about,
and levels of, engagement in these district efforts must be understood.
The research literature summarized above offers several core ideas to guide the
exploration of Black parents’ perceptions and responses to the achievement gap. My
study will pay close attention to existing themes and concepts present in the literature,
including: causes of and solutions to the achievement gap as framed by researchers,
policymakers, and educators; factors contributing to parents’ involvement in their
children’s school; and specific ways in which parents of color engage with schools and
educational systems. In my formal inquiry, I looked for implicit or explicit parent
reactions, in thoughts and actions, to the way the issue has been framed.
I have structured my three research questions to explore the value of focusing on
Black parents and, in so doing, to “claim” the achievement gap as something they have
perspectives on and a role in addressing. In the next chapter, Claiming, I will explain the
methods used to address my questions, present the findings of my inquiry with parents,
and discuss the implications for both district officials and Black parents themselves.
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Chapter IV
CLAIMING

Methodology
Having explored in the previous chapter the relevant literature, in this chapter I
explain the methods used to design and conduct my study of Black parent perspectives on
achievement in Saint Paul Public Schools (SPPS). Specifically, my research questions
were:
1.

To what extent are Black parents in SPPS aware of the race-based
achievement gap, and how do they interpret or make sense of it?

2.

How does knowledge of the gap influence the attitudes and interactions of
Black parents in SPPS toward and with the school system?

3.

How do Black parents in SPPS engage in, or react to, the district’s efforts to
develop and/or implement programs, policies, and practices designed to
address the achievement gap?

From an epistemological perspective, this was an interpretivist study (Cramer, 2016;
Green, 2017; Riehl, 2001) designed to illuminate greater understanding of specific parent
reactions to a national phenomenon as it uniquely manifests in a local school district
context. This type of qualitative research approach acknowledges that individuals create
their own reality through social interations, relationships, and experiences (Spencer,
Price, & Walsh, 2014). It values the perspectives of research participants as the primary
source of knowledge and information. While much has been studied about the
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achievement gap broadly across the country, the aim of this study was to examine how
Black parents make sense of and respond to the achievement gap in Saint Paul. This work
was intended to provide guidance to those working in leadership roles within SPPS as they
develop, implement, or redesign programs, policies, and practices aimed at eliminating
racial disparities in achievement. My goal was not to simply describe the situation but
offer recommendations for improvement based on participant feedback as well as best
practice research. Although the study’s conclusions were not intended to be generalizable
beyond SPPS, I did hope that my findings would form a kind of “working hypothesis”
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 122) that might be transferable to similar contexts with Black
parents.
Research Setting
The decision to choose SPPS as the research setting was based on two main
factors. First, I served as a senior administrator in the district for close to nine years,
initially as chief accountability officer, later chief of staff, and finally chief executive
officer. As a former SPPS employee, I was familiar with the district’s demographic and
performance data and had deep knowledge of the culture of the organization. Therefore,
my inquiry could begin with some understanding of the context being studied. Second,
having spent my time at SPPS directly supporting district efforts to eliminate
achievement gaps through data and policy analysis, and leaving frustrated by the
seemingly limited progress made toward achieving that goal, I remained extremely
passionate about helping the organization figure this out.
I currently lead a collective impact coalition that works with SPPS and its
neighboring urban district, Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS). Both districts’
improvement is not only important to me personally, but also vital to the success of the
coalition. Finally, to the extent that SPPS is a highly diverse urban district, a better
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understanding of Black parent perspectives may add to the field’s understanding of other
parents of color’s perspectives within and outside of the district.
Research Participants
Black and African American are often used interchangeably in the literature.
Similarly, SPPS’s student information system classifies as Black all students who identify
as African or African American, including those students born in the United States or
those who emigrated from other countries. In 2017, of the district’s 30% Black student
population, 13% speak Somali as a home language,1 and another 11% speak languages
other than English at home. I have used the term Black in this study to refer to various
people of African descent. This word choice is intended to be inclusive, not only of
multi-generational Americans with ancestry in the United States tracing back to African
enslavement, but also more recent voluntary immigrants from the African continent, the
Caribbean, and other countries.
When I began this study, I was particularly interested in the perspectives of USborn Black parents with multi-generational experiences in this country, as their
understandings are more likely to be influenced by the socio-political history of the
education system in this country than that of immigrant parents. However, as I reflected
on the fact that immigrant families are also exposed to some of the same treatment as
their multi-generational, US-born counterparts, I became interested in ascertaining how
other Black parents also experience and respond to district programs, policies, and
practices, and whether there were any significant differences between members of both
groups. As a result, I originally designed a purposive sampling technique (Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 1998) to identify proportionate numbers of US-born and immigrant Black

1Home

language is used to determine eligibility for English Language Learner services
and often serves as a proxy for immigrant status.

63

parents of varying socioeconomic backgrounds. Also referred to as purposeful selection,
this is “a strategy in which settings, persons, or activities are selected deliberately in order
to provide information that can’t be gotten as well from other choices” (Maxwell, 2005,
p. 88). As stated earlier, in this study, I was not interested in generalizing findings to a
larger population, for which random sampling would have been more appropriate. The
study’s focus is on the experiences of particular parents within SPPS as those experiences
relate to the achievement gap.
For various reasons, timing being a major factor, I chose not to employ my original
sampling design. I initially intended to source a diverse pool of parent candidates using
student demographic data contained in the district’s information system, including age,
school enrollment, home language, and eligibility for free and reduced-priced lunch. This
approach was heavily dependent on being granted access to the data from the district’s
research department, which was neither guaranteed nor expeditious. While my approach
was still purposeful, in the end, I implemented several other strategies, as described below,
to ultimately secure a convenience sample of participants who both were uniquely
qualified to answer my primary research questions, and who positively responded to my
requests to participate in the study. Specifically, I sought participants who met the
following criteria: (1) racially/ethnically identified as Black or African-American, and (2)
parents of either current or recently enrolled (2007 through 2017) students in Saint Paul
Public Schools (SPPS).
My goal was to find a diverse group of participants, with different socioeconomic
levels and ethnic backgrounds, and whose children attended a variety of school settings.
To do so, I first looked to school sites as the primary source for identifying research
participants. I reviewed the demographic breakdown of SPPS schools (SPPS REA, 2017)
to identify the schools with significantly higher or lower percentages of Black students
than the district average of 30% as well as the average percentage of Black students at
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each grade band, including K-5 or elementary (31.7%), 6-8 or middle (29.4%), 6-12 or
secondary (27.7%) and 9-12 or senior high (27.7%) sites (see Appendix B). I then sent
email communications to the principals of the identified 14 school sites requesting their
assistance in both sharing a flyer announcing the study (see Appendix C) and soliciting
potential research participants. It is important to note that given my previous positions in
the district, I had developed positive relationships with several school leaders. While I
cannot confirm the specific extent to which they shared my flyer with others, most
principals responded affirmatively to my request.
My second attempt to identify participants was to reach out to the district’s Office
of Family Engagement and Community Partnerships’ (OFECP) parent advisory council
liaisons. I was invited to attend a Parents of African American Students Advisory Council
(PAASAC) meeting to explain the study and solicit participants. The Somali Parent
Advisory Council (SPAC) liaison also included information about my study in one of the
group’s regular meetings and personally offered to recruit parents.
Another targeted recruitment strategy was to seek the support of key community
leaders who interact with and serve Black parents and families. I specifically requested the
assistance of the leaders of the Network for the Development of Children of African
Descent (NdCAD) and Saint Paul Promise Neighborhood (SPPN), respectively. These two
organizations had strong community connections and partnerships with the district.
NdCAD is a Saint Paul-based family education center offering literacy and cultural
enrichment programs and services, with the goal of positively impacting children’s
cultural, spiritual, and academic development.2 I was able to attend an NdCAD meeting
and share the goals of the study, successfully yielding multiple willing participants. SPPN
is a place-based initiative that uses a collective ownership model to serve children and

2https://ndcad.org/about-us/
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families in the Frogtown, Rondo, and Summit-University neighborhoods of Saint Paul.3 I
received parent referrals from SPPN’s Executive Director. Other recruitment efforts
included attending community events as well as asking friends and colleagues to share
information about the study with their respective networks.
Once the initial recruitment efforts described above were employed, I followed up
with all interested candidates by phone and/or email. I also asked those who agreed to
participate in the study to recommend additional Black parents for participation, a
sampling technique referred to as snowballing (Stringer, 2007, p. 47; Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 1998, p. 76). I was able to successfully follow-up with all but four individuals
who initially expressed interest in the study. These four individuals either did not respond
to my subsequent outreach efforts or were unavailable to schedule an interview.
A final sample of 21 participants (shown in Table 8) emerged from the sampling
techniques and recruitment efforts described above. Participants either actively responded
to a flyer disseminated (by principal or other staff) at their school, signed up to participate
at an informational session that I hosted, or agreed to my personal request to be a part of
the study. While individual participants were ultimately selected based on their interest
and availability, the final sample did reflect some of the diversity I had hoped to gain by
my original, more extensive sampling techniques.
Of the 21 respondents, 14 were US-born parents, and seven were parents who
emigrated from other countries. All respondents were parents of at least one child, and
most had more than one child. Fifteen of the respondents had at least one child currently
enrolled in a PreK-12 Saint Paul Public School site or education-related program at the
time of our interview. The remaining six respondents had children who graduated or
exited SPPS within the last five years. Respondents enrolled their children in a range of

3https://www.wilder.org/community-impact/saint-paul-promise-neighborhood
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schools, including neighborhood-based and magnet programs; with 11 respondents
currently having one or more children attending a school with language immersion, gifted
and talented, or Montessori programming. In addition, five of the 21 respondents were
SPPS employees during their child’s enrollment, with three actively employed at the time
of our interview. These five employees served in a variety of capacities, mostly at the
school level, including special education or English language learner student support
staff, parent liaison, and administrative intern, a role similar to lead teacher or assistant
principal. One parent was a high-level district administrator. In terms of other
demographics, the sample was overwhelmingly female; 19 of the respondents were
mothers, and two were fathers. Parents ranged in age from early 20s to mid-50s. The
family income of approximately half of the sample (11 respondents) was such that their
children qualified for free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL), used as a proxy for lowincome in schools. Parents were assigned pseudonyms, and efforts were taken to ensure
the anonymity and confidentiality of each respondent.
District administrators. To better understand the context within which parents are
operating, district administrators were interviewed about their respective roles in helping
to shape programs, policies, and practices aimed at closing the achievement gap or better
serving Black students. As outlined in Table 9, the sample of seven district administrators
were selected based on their leadership functions within specific departments. In most
cases, district administrators would be identified by their roles, due to the singularity of
various positions within SPPS leadership. Therefore, I am maintaining the confidentiality
of individual participants in this sample and have aggregated administrator responses to
the greatest extent possible.
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Table 9. Sampling Frame—District Administrators and Community Stakeholders
Sample
Organization/Department
District
Research, Evaluation and
Administrators
Assessment Department
(includes senior or
mid-level
management)
English Language Learner
(ELL) Department

Responsibility
Collects, analyzes and reports district and
student demographic (including enrollment
and SES statistics) and performance (test
scores, etc.) data
Provides services for immigrant students
including newcomer center, bilingual
services, etc.

Elementary Education

Oversight of elementary schools

Middle Grades Education

Oversight of middle and junior high
schools

High School Education

Oversight of senior high schools

Office of Teaching and
Learning

Oversight of districtwide curriculum,
instruction and professional development

Office of Family Engagement Facilitates parent education programs
and Community Partnerships across district and with schools; coordinates
community partnership opportunities

I originally envisioned comparing parents’ perceptions of student achievement to
district personnel’s understanding of those perceptions. As a former district administrator
with my own opinions of how the district did or did not meet the needs of students and
families, I was curious whether administrators’ perspectives on district efforts to
empower and engage parents were aligned with parents’ perceptions of both their own
needs and the district’s subsequent response. In the end, I chose not to make such direct
comparisons. Instead, I felt it was more useful and informative to illuminate parents’ own
perspectives whether they were validated by district personnel or not, and particularly if
they were not.
Data Collection Sources and Instruments
Following a successful dissertation proposal defense in February 2017, I received
approval from the Teachers College Institutional Review Board in May of 2017 to begin
collecting data. It proved difficult to connect with families at the end of the school year
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and during the summer. Thus, data collection began in earnest in September 2017 and
continued through January 2018.
Data were collected through interviews and focus groups. These qualitative
research approaches are aligned with an interpretivist approach, which places value on
individual experience and perspectives. This study aims to understand Black parents’
thoughts and feelings about the achievement gap and the extent to which those are
aligned with or inform SPPS actions to address the achievement gap. Interviews are
excellent tools to collect this type of information because they provide opportunities for
participants to describe situations from their own perspective and on their own terms
(Stringer, 2007).
I conducted individual interviews with 18 parents (identified through the sampling
processes described above) and one focus group with three Somali parents, co-facilitated
by a Somali translator. Each participant had a unique perspective on SPPS programs,
policies, and practices, its successes, its challenges, and the relative ease or difficulty with
which Black parents navigate them. As mentioned above, I also interviewed 7 district
administrators.
I used a semi-structured interview protocol to ask informants specific questions
related to my research objectives and allow for information and perspectives unrealized at
the onset of this inquiry to emerge. The same protocol (Appendix D) was used for both
individual parent interviews and the focus group. This protocol captured questions related
to academic performance, the achievement gap, and parent involvement, engagement,
and education advocacy. My research design matrix (see Table 10) illustrates the
connections between each research question, theoretical concepts, and data collection
efforts. The protocol used for district administrators (Appendix E) was limited to my
broad research questions and designed to capture administrators’ perspectives on parents’
response to their department’s or the overall district’s efforts.

Table 10. Research Design Matrix
Research Questions
1. To what extent are Black
parents in SPPS aware of the
race-based achievement gap
and how do they interpret or
make sense of it?
a. What do Black parents know
about their child’s academic
performance?
b. What do Black parents know
about Black student performance
in SPPS and how it compares to
that of other student groups (in
their class, school, district,
and/or in Minnesota, and
nationally)?
c. If they are aware of disparities in
student achievement, how do
Black parents describe and
interpret them (causes and
solutions, public discourse, etc.)

Relevant Concepts
•

Parent role construction
including culturally specific
models of parent role (e.g.,
motherwork, “Moral Supporters,
Ambivalent Companions,
Struggling Advocates”)

Data Collection Questions
(Interviews/Focus Groups)
• Tell me a little bit about your child’s school. If you chose it, how
did you decide? What do you like or not like about the school?
• How is your child doing in school? Does he seem to be learning?
Enjoying it? Does he have a favorite subject or activity or
something he feels good about?

•

Forms of parent involvement,
engagement, and advocacy with
schools and school systems
(traditional Epstein to critical
Auerbach)

• To be a bit more precise, is your child doing as well as he should be
doing in school? How do you know; what do you base your
assessment on? (Probe for: grades, teacher reports, behavior
problems, standardized tests, comparison to other kids, being “on
grade level” or “on track”)

•

Explanations for educational
mistreatment (low expectations,
deficit thinking, neglect,
institutional racism)

• Let’s talk more broadly about Black students. Do you have any
sense of how Black children are doing in this school or district? Are
they performing up to expectations or grade level? How are they
performing compared to other groups of children?

•

Causes and Solutions for
Achievement Gap (in-school vs.
out of school)

• Do you think your child is typical of Black student, or is she doing
better or worse: Why do you think this?
• Since you have noted differences between Black student progress
and that of other students, what do you think are the causes for this?
• In your view what, if anything, is the school or school district doing
to reduce those differences?
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Research Questions

Relevant Topics

2. How does knowledge of the gap
influence the attitudes and
interactions of Black parents in
SPPS toward and with the
school system?
a. How do parents describe and
explain their perceptions and
attitudes about their
children, school, and school
district in light of the
achievement gap?
b. How do parents act, relating
to the achievement gap? Do
they engage in different
practices to help their
children at home? To
advocate for their children at
school? To mobilize other
parents? Why or why not?

Parent role construction including
culturally specific models of parent
role (e.g., motherwork, “Moral
Supporters, Ambivalent Companions,
Struggling Advocates”)
Forms of parent involvement,
engagement, and advocacy with
schools and school systems
(traditional Epstein to critical
Auerbach)
Stereotype Threat
Community-Based Education Reform
School Choice
Exit, Voice, Loyalty, Neglect

Data Collection Questions
(Interviews/Focus Groups)
• Have you ever heard about the “achievement gap”? It’s a term
often used to describe the kinds of differences between students
that we’ve been talking about. Have you heard people use this
term? If so, what does that term mean to them and to you? Why
do you think they talk about the achievement gap? Do they really
want to do something about it, in your view?
• How does it make you feel hearing this gap language, and/or
knowing that children perform so differently? – about yourself,
your school, etc.? Have you ever spoken to your child’s teacher,
school, or a district staff person about your concerns?
• What do you think needs to be done to address the achievement
gap? By whom? Have your concerns led you to do anything
different with/for you child and his/her learning?
• What, if any, support do you think is needed to accomplish this?
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Research Questions

Relevant Concepts

3. How do Black parents in SPPS
engage in, or react to, the
districts efforts to develop
and/or implement programs,
policies and practices designed
to address the achievement
gap?
a. To what extent do they
participate in parent education
or engagement activities? Which
ones and why?
b. How active are they, or their
children, in district sponsored
programs? Which ones and why?
c. How do they talk about the
district and its role in student
achievement? Or, its support of
Black students and families?
d. To what extent are they aware of
district academic or curricula
policies and practices?

Forms of parent involvement,
engagement, and advocacy with schools
and school systems (traditional Epstein
to critical Auerbach)

•
•

Are you involved in any groups or activities at your child’s
school (i.e., PTA/O, Parent Academy, etc.) or at the district
level? (Parent Advisory Committees (PAC, DPAC))?

•

Are there any community-based organizations that help you
understand or work with the school system?

•

Do you think teachers and school administrators are doing
everything they can to help your child succeed? If not, what do
you want/need them to do? Are there other adults that c/should
help students succeed (district administrators, community,
leaders, parents, etc.)?

Exit, Voice, Loyalty, Neglect
Stereotype Threat

Data Collection Questions
(Interviews/Focus Groups)
How do you learn about events or activities at your school or in
the district?

Community-Based Education Reform
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In addition to interviews and the focus group, I reviewed various documents,
records, and reports to better understand the local discourse around the district’s
achievement gap and to gather background data on the participants. These sources
included board policies, administrative documents, and marketing materials (including
program descriptions and other promotional documents).
Data Analysis
Pursuant to the informed consent of participants, I audio-recorded 20 of the 21
parent interviews and all interviews with district personnel. One parent declined to be
audio-recorded, but as with all other participants, I took copious notes during the
interview and captured initial impressions of her responses immediately following our
conversation. Detailed transcripts were generated of each recorded interview and the
focus group. Following, I describe the process used to analyze these field notes and
transcripts to ultimately reveal the themes and patterns summarized in this chapter.
First, I reviewed every transcript and accompanying notes multiple times, using
NVivo software to conduct several iterations of categorizing or coding the data therein.
Based on the theoretical concepts I encountered in the literature, I created etic codes
(Maxwell, 2005) to capture the terms, themes, and explanations that seemed relevant to
my early understanding of the ways Black parents might make sense of the achievement
gap. For example, I initially categorized portions of the data based on relevance to
theoretical concepts, such as academic performance, causes of the achievement gap,
parent involvement or engagement, and education advocacy. Having carefully scrutinized
participants’ responses for relevance to literature, I then conducted other layers of coding
to more precisely capture the language and perspectives of the participants themselves.
To facilitate this stage of analysis, emic codes (Maxwell, 2005) were established to
categorize the actual words and ideas the participants shared. As a result, concepts
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emerged from the data that were not part of a priori theorizing. These concepts are
explored later in this chapter where research findings are aggregated.
In addition to looking for patterns and themes and grouping or clustering data, I
employed other “tactics for generating meaning” out of the data (Miles & Huberman,
1994, p. 245). I made contrasts and comparisons across and within cases to identify
similarities and determine whether Black parents’ experiences were dissimilar depending
on when and how they entered the system, and whether the level of their connectedness to
internal or external organizations or departments mattered. Finally, once all the patterns
were deduced through coding, I developed an Excel formatted matrix to manage the data
and facilitate the writing of my findings.
Trustworthiness
To ensure trustworthiness of the data analysis, I looked to Lincoln and Guba
(1985), Maxwell (2005), and Miles and Huberman (1994) for guidance. Following is a
brief explanation of techniques used to test the internal and external validity of my study.
First, I will explain how I addressed internal validity, including acknowledgement of
researcher bias and efforts, to ensure that my findings made sense and were credible to
both respondents and readers, (i.e., credibility and reliability). Having already explained
the lack of generalizability of my findings beyond the scope of this study, I will briefly
discuss whether the conclusions drawn are transferable to other contexts.
Researcher bias. Researcher bias was of particular concern for several reasons. As
a first-generation African American, native English speaker, former district
administrator, former architect of district policies and programs, and Black mother, I
bring several personal interests and biases to this study that may influence my theories,
beliefs, and perceptual lens (Maxwell, 2005). For example, given my prior roles within
the SPPS district, I have my own perceptions about the success or challenges of district
efforts to address the gap and specific actions to engage Black parents. Participants may
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also be less likely to be completely honest in their responses when talking to a perceived
authority figure or engineer of that with which they disagree. On the other hand, it is
possible that some respondents may have been more inclined to participate in the study or
share their thoughts precisely because the invitation came from a former high-level
district administrator. In addition, although my children are not enrolled in SPPS, I have
developed my own perspectives on navigating the public school system as a Black
mother that could influence how I hear and receive parents’ commentary on their own
experiences.
As Maxwell (2005) encourages, time was spent illuminating these potential biases
to ensure they did not unduly influence the study’s analysis and findings. I was very
careful to remain impartial when parents discussed district strategies or programming so
as not to appear either supportive or defensive about them. Even when I had considerable
knowledge of the area or program parents discussed, I sought clarification of their
specific understanding and phraseology so that my perspectives would be muted. Another
very important step taken to ensure that the participants’ voices were truly reflected was
to use interpreters as necessary to ensure that parents could participate in the interviews
in their native language. I was concerned that interviewing in English only would exclude
a significant population of parents who lack English proficiency and bias the findings
toward multigenerational, US- born Black parents. As it turned out, most participants
preferred communications in English, and only one participant required the use of an
interpreter.
Credibility and reliability. Several techniques have been suggested to increase the
likelihood of a researcher producing credible findings and interpretations from the data
collected (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994). While I
did not employ every technique, three strategies proved useful during my inquiry process:
member checks, triangulation, and negative case analysis, each of which is discussed
below.
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Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that “one of the most logical sources of
corroboration is the people you have talked with and watched” (p. 275). This is a study
of Black parents’ understandings; therefore, their first-hand accounts bear more
importance than those of second and third parties or other sources of data. My first
attempt to ensure that parents’ perspectives were accurately captured and portrayed was
to conduct brief follow-up communications to “member check” certain aspects of my
findings with participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2005; Miles & Huberman,
1994). This involved phone calls or email communications with several parents to clarify
and confirm information they shared.
Another source of affirmation was reviewing other data collected to triangulate my
findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Although
not designed for this purpose, district administrator interviews revealed similar themes
about parents’ perceptions that validated the perspectives shared by parents themselves.
This was particularly true in discussions with the district’s Office of Family Engagement
and Community Partnerships and school assistant superintendents regarding the district in
general and student achievement in particular. It is important to note that I reached
saturation of the data early in my data collection. While similar themes and patterns
emerged quickly and consistently, I also looked for outliers and inconsistencies to test
against my hypotheses (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Maxwell
(2005) suggests using “negative case analysis” to identify instances that “cannot be
accounted for by a particular interpretation or explanation” (p. 112).
Transferability. Miles and Huberman (1994) provide a list of factors to interrogate
when determining the transferability of the findings of one study to another, including
those related to the study’s context (e.g., setting, sample) and the researcher’s
methodological approach (e.g., sampling techniques, processes of data collection and
analysis). In the preceding sections I have attempted to provide what Lincoln and Guba
(1985), citing Geertz’ (1973) usage of the term, refer to as “thick description” of these
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factors. Following, I will share the strengths and limitations of my efforts to advise on the
broader import of my findings.
As mentioned earlier, my primary goal for this study was to better understand
Black parents’ perspectives about student achievement. While the study’s conclusions are
intended to be specific and not generalizable beyond SPPS, I had hoped to provide a
working hypothesis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) that adds to the body of knowledge about
how some parents, within certain situations, might respond to a national phenomenon.
The extent to which this hypothesis can be tested depends on the similarity of any other
setting to the Saint Paul school district, and any other sample to the 21 respondents in this
study. Again, given the high level of diversity in Saint Paul, it is unique among its school
district peers. With a student body that is majority-minority and overwhelmingly lowincome, it will be very difficult to find another context, even among urban school
districts, that is exactly like Saint Paul. Those seeking to validate or replicate this study
should examine the student demographics of the proposed setting in comparison to SPPS
and consider how discrepancies might influence the conclusions drawn from inquiry. For
example, would Black parents in a setting where they were smaller in number have less
or greater expectations of responsiveness from the school system? And, to what extent
does the diversity within SPPS’s Black student population offer a comparative lens that
Black parents may not have in other settings with more homogeneous Black student
populations?
Another factor to consider is the characteristics of the sample being studied. As
previously mentioned, participants for this study were chosen based on narrowly defined
demographic criteria (racial identity, child’s enrollment status) and their interest and
availability. Ex post facto analysis of similarities and differences among native,
immigrant, employee, and non-employee members of the sample was conducted.
However, I did not use randomized sampling techniques that would have produced a
more representative sample of Black parents in Saint Paul at the start. As mentioned
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above, the sample was overwhelmingly female, with the majority of parents having one
or more children enrolled in some type of specialized programming. The themes that
emerged from my inquiry were consistent and profound, yet caution should be taken in
generalizing the findings too broadly beyond the SPPS context, given the particularities
of both the setting and sample studied.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I explained the methods used to design and conduct my study of
Black parent perspectives on achievement in Saint Paul Public Schools (SPPS). Using an
interpretive approach, I engaged in inquiry to illuminate greater understanding of specific
parent reactions to a national phenomenon manifested in a local school district context.
This approach proved useful to surface unique participant perspectives, yet insufficient
for broad generalizations to be made beyond the specific setting of SPPS.
A sample of 21 respondents were identified based on their racial identity, child’s
enrollment status, and interest and availability. The sample included a mix of US-born
and immigrant parents of low and high socioeconomic status with at least one child
currently or formerly enrolled in a PreK-12 Saint Paul Public School site or educationrelated program. A few respondents were SPPS employees at some point during their
child’s enrollment. Although diverse, this sample was not secured in such a way as to
guarantee that participants were representative of a typical SPPS Black parent.
In addition to the data collected from interviewing the sample described above,
contextual information was gathered from other sources, including interviews with
district administrators and document reviews. Several techniques were employed to
ensure the trustworthiness of the data; and issues of researcher bias, credibility, and
transferability were examined. Although saturation of the data was experienced early in
the process, additional time with interviewees could have potentially enhanced the
internal validity of my findings.
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Overall, I executed a strong interrogation of the three research questions I set out to
answer. I am confident in the conclusions at which I arrived with respect to the attitudes
and interactions of a small subset of SPPS Black parents. Both the district and the field of
urban education would benefit from further investigation of the specific ways Black
parents make sense of and respond to racial disparities in academic achievement.

Findings
Parents passionately shared their perspectives on their children’s school and
education experiences and spoke poignantly of the causes, manifestations, and solutions
to existing educational disparities, whether they used contemporary “achievement gap”
language or not. As I analyzed my research findings, I was interested in whether and how
what parents shared reflected the theories and frameworks offered in the literature for
thinking about Black parents’ thoughts and actions, including notions of parent
involvement vs. engagement (Barton et al., 2004; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; HooverDempsey & Sandler, 1995, 1997; Valencia, 2015), concepts of educational advocacy and
choice-making such as “motherwork” (Auerbach, 2007; Bridges et al., 2012; Cooper,
2007), and notions of “exit, voice, loyalty” (Hirschman, 1970; Matland, 1995) within
schools and school systems.
Following are highlights of my discussions with parents, including summaries of
responses to each of my primary research questions:
1.

To what extent are Black parents in SPPS aware of the race-based
achievement gap, and how do they interpret or make sense of it? (Awareness)

2.

How does knowledge of the gap influence the attitudes and interactions of
Black parents in SPPS toward and with the school system? (Attitudes and
Interactions)
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3.

How do Black parents in SPPS engage in, or react to, the district’s efforts to
develop and/or implement programs, policies, and practices designed to
address the achievement gap? (Engagement)

Awareness
In this section, I will first examine parents’ overall awareness of the achievement
gap. Then, I will highlight their perspectives on specific causes and manifestations of the
gap. To repeat, while most parents interviewed did not use the phrase “achievement gap”
until or unless I specifically offered it, all parents—US-born and immigrant alike—
expressed keen awareness of resource disparities and/or differential treatment of their
own children or the larger Black student population. They acknowledged differences in
both the inputs and outcomes of the education process based on race, gender, and
socioeconomic status.
Few parents, on the other hand, challenged the underlying premise inherent in use
of standardized tests as the ultimate measure of student performance. On the other
extreme of dismissing the phenomenon for its overreliance on measurement was the
prevalent and palpable concern regarding Black male students, who are arguably the most
visible victims of its effects. There was a consensus among parents that Black boys were
misunderstood and ill-served by the school system and society as a whole. Before turning
my attention to the other issues raised, I will explore further the theme of Black boys.
Black boys. Respondents who were parents of Black male children (n=15)
consistently expressed frustration with some aspect of that child’s schooling experience.
These parents perceived the proverbial deck to be stacked against Black children in
general, and Black boys in particular. This sentiment is best captured by the following
quote from Winter Norwood, US-born, middle class parent of two children:
I don’t know. I feel like society or just the system, the educational
system, society, it’s everything like, they don’t view our boys as children.
They instantly look at them like they are grown and they’re a threat. It’s
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almost, what I would say is just, instead of saying this is a child, it’s like
nope, that is a Black man, and Black men are threats. They start out with a
target on their back, out the gate. It’s terrifying, and it’s not fair, because you
have to do a lot to make sure that they’re doing what’s right, that they’re
behaving, and that they’re not doing the stuff that is going to get them
labeled to where that is going to follow them throughout their entire
educational career. (Winter Norwood, November 10, 2017)
Immigrant parents also noted differences in how their sons were treated relative to
non-Black male students. In the following statement, Aaliyah Khalil, a Somali-born SPPS
educational assistant, shares her awareness that Black boys are treated differently. She
also highlights her daughter’s awareness of the phenomenon, even at a young age:
Often, what the teachers, what they want is for the child to conform to
their way of doing it … they don’t see that divers[ity]…. To me, when I see
a little Somali boy who’s running around, he has a lot of energy, whereas for
them, they see a lack of discipline.... There is a sense of building community
that the teachers are not able to ... they have this traditional way of doing
things that they expect … you have to be quiet.
Not only Somali boys, the general, what is suffering us is a lot of our
boys are not [well] treated because they have this high energy. They do not
see their way of doing it. I had a teacher who had a child, a White boy who
was hyper and the teacher would say, “Calm down, Connor, calm down
Connor.” And my daughter said if that was a Black boy, he would be sent to
the office all the time. But Connor is going behind her and she was saying,
“Calm down, Connor” and cuddling him. So, she was ten years old, that was
last year, and she was aware in her fifth grade class that how Connor was
treated was different. So, equal treatment? (Aaliyah Khalil, November 22,
2017)
The challenges experienced by Black male students were particularly acute for
parents of both male and female children (n=12). They noted significant differences
between their daughters’ and sons’ experiences, often within the same schools and
sometimes with the same teachers. Carla Nathan, an immigrant parent of Caribbean
descent, cited multiple incidents where she felt her sons, especially her eldest son, was
mistreated by teachers. In contrast, she described her daughter’s schooling experience as
“very uneventful for the most part” (Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017). Carla used words
like “oppressive” and “unfair” to describe teachers’, especially White teachers’,
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behaviors and attitudes toward her son (Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017). She
transferred her son to a Black male teacher in second grade and had a much better
experience. However, she was unable to do so for later grades.
Higher socioeconomic level and employment status within SPPS did not exempt
parents from perceived inequitable treatment of their sons. Regarding the reactions to her
own son, Denise Evans, a US-born SPPS employee, said:
I’m sure you have heard that story over and over and over again. I’m
actually grateful it’s happening to me. I’ll tell you why, because if it wasn’t
happening to me, I could easily walk away thinking, well, if you’re a twoparent household, if you’re a two-parent household that has educated parents
and you have a somewhat middle-class lifestyle, then your children won’t be
seen this way. What I know for sure is none of that matters. It’s Black boys
particularly and Black children generally. (Denise Evans, November 3,
2017)
Based on her son’s experiences and her conversations with teachers, Denise contends that
teachers “are looking for signs of stereotypical Black behavior to label him and then get
him on that journey [emphasis added], which I believe they are unconscious of that they
are doing on some level” (Denise Evans, November 3, 2017).
Denise was not the only parent to refer to a metaphorical journey from punitive and
exclusionary practices to long-term negative outcomes for Black boys, including
underachievement and incarceration. These observations are directly linked to a
phenomenon known in the literature as the “schoolhouse to jailhouse track” or “schoolto-prison pipeline,” where low-income children of color, disproportionately male, are
more likely to become incarcerated because of increasingly harsh school and municipal
policies.
Winter Norwood expressed anguish about the negative immediate and long-term
effects of the school environment on Black children, observing notable differences in the
treatment of her daughter and son:
It’s very critical that you don’t allow the school environment to kill their
desire to learn. Because then, if they kill their desire to learn, they don’t want
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to learn and they’re not reading, they become the statistic. That’s the pipeline
to the prisons for Black boys. This is who they are, very, I feel like it was
more aggressively aimed at the boys. Now, I didn’t really have any issues,
like I was listening to all this, I don’t feel like I had any of those issues with
my daughter … it’s not that [girls are] not experiencing something in the
learning environment as well, but it’s just a little bit more subtle. (Winter
Norwood, November 10, 2017)
Sandra Miller also spoke to the biases she witnessed in the disciplinary approaches
to Black boys and their White counterparts:
When I would go up there [to visit the school], I started to notice a
trend: A lot of little brown boys in the office sitting in corners with their
head in the corners. Very few Caucasian kids. And if there was, one or two.
They had a little ... Seemingly a lot more freedom to move about the office.
And so I started having conversations and I started to observe. And what I
realized is that these teachers do not know how to deal with our little brown
boys. And so when they get frustrated, they just send them out. Or they send
them home. Or they suspend them. Or they take them out of the class, which
is where an achievement gap starts. At this age, where you’re kicking them
out of the class ‘cause you don’t know how to deal with these children. And
they’re not learning. (Sandra Miller, October 14, 2017)
Achievement gap, what does it really mean? While some parents were more
familiar than others with the phrase “achievement gap,” all parents situated the
achievement gap within a larger systemic structure negatively influencing results for
Black children. Parents mostly hold schools—both individual sites and the system as a
whole—accountable for the existing academic disparities. However, to a lesser degree,
they blame themselves, as well as the Black community at large, for allowing these
inequities to persist unchallenged.
Parents who were SPPS employees tended to have a more sophisticated
understanding of the achievement gap, the technical definition of the term, as well as its
manifestations within the district. However, their observations were consistent with their
non-SPPS-employee counterparts and, to some degree, even more profound given their
proximity to—and positional authority within—the school system.
In her role as parent, Angela Sekou, a US-born, high-level SPPS administrator,
responded in the following way when asked about the phrase “achievement gap”:
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I didn’t always think this way about the term “achievement gap.” Before
I thought the achievement gap literally was the difference between
performance, generally test scores of kids of color and White kids. But most
recently, I’ve been thinking about it as kind of a construct where it’s not
really just a difference in scores or the difference in grades. That’s not really
what it is…. More and more to me, it is a term that represents the inequity
that the process of schooling creates, so that these scores and grades and
stuff, those are indicators but that’s not the definition of the achievement
gap.
When it comes down to it for me, it’s the inequity that these things
represent, which is classes, like opportunities, enrichment opportunities, field
trips, experiences, giving quality of life experiences that are not happening
for Black kids. When I think about it, for Black kids they’re not happening
for Black kids. Even when Black kids are there, there’s inequity in what
they’re experiencing. (Angela Sekou, July 17, 2017)
Another employee, Denise Evans, contends that the recent increased attention on the
achievement gap is to assuage the guilt of those who are privileged:
The achievement gap is just a nice way of saying.… It’s just a way of
covering the fact that opportunities have been taken from people long time
ago when systems have been put in place in order to keep people down but
then you look at the people as they are the problem rather than the system
that was designed to create exactly the epidemic that they’re seeing right
now … it’s just the new thing…. People want to assuage their guilt and feel
like they’re doing something. So the intent is good but the unconscious
biases, and they want to keep them unconscious because when it becomes
conscious, there’s too much work to be done. (Denise Evans, November 3,
2017)
Allison Charles, a US-born, former SPPS administrator, identified achievement as
just one of many areas where disparities in outcomes exists:
We have a housing gap, we’ve got an income gap, we’ve got a
healthcare gap, we’ve got lots of gaps. I think when we talk about the
achievement gap, and when I say we I mean society in general and Josh
Verges and them who write all these articles in the paper and what not, and
they wanna hold these schools accountable. Your job is to cover schools,
well let’s not cover them in isolation. Let’s be real about what we’re dealing
with. As an educator, I know I’m supposed to be hopeful and I’m supposed
to have answers, and we’ve got strategies, and we don’t ever give up on kids,
and we don’t, I don’t believe that we need to give up on kids, ‘cause that
achievement gap ain’t going nowhere. It’s not going nowhere until all the
other gaps go anywhere. We gonna still work, still try to chip away at it, and
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work so that every child has access to, not just access to but can we see a
high-quality education. (Allison Charles, November 2, 2017)
For the most part, US-born parents talked about the achievement gap as a fait
accompli, connecting it to a historical and sociopolitical context in which Black people
are disproportionately underserved by “systems.” While immigrant parent perspectives
about the gap were not ahistorical, they reflect a more recent contextual understanding of
the United States. A newer immigrant parent, Bernice Naes, a recent immigrant and new
parent to SPPS, was not immediately familiar with the term “achievement gap,” but she
had strong reactions to the inferiority and inherent racism implied in its use:
I think what they’re trying to say is how well they think that Whites ... a
certain group whether it’s Whites, or any kind of group compared to the
other is doing better than the other one because they might be smarter or
more organized than the others but personally what I think is that, like I said,
you should judge people individually not in general, generalize a certain
group just because they’re like that and usually, people would say mean
things about Black people and say all those negative things and all but they
forget is that Black people were never given credit for who they are and what
they are ... and what they’ve done. Most stuff that they had was taken away
from them and when you keep on belittling, diminishing someone over and
over, how do you expect those people to just stand up by themselves and just
become. (Bernice Naes, November 10, 2017)
A similar sentiment was expressed by another immigrant parent, Carla Nathan, who
characterized the achievement gap as a self-fulfilling prophecy and chided her US-born
African American counterparts for buying into it. When asked how hearing about the gap
made her feel, she said:
I don’t worry about it. I take offense to it. Like I said that perspective
that these African American or some people have that we’re learning
differently. It’s annoying for me. Personally, I don’t think that it affects my
home, because now I have my eyes open. I have to do all the work in terms
of the kids developing their competency. I figured out it would be my job to
police that, that teachers aren’t going to take care of that for me. It doesn’t
bother me on my family level, but what I do know that, it still is a sad mantra
that I hear people sometimes repeating and I think when you say stuff,
sometimes you start to believe it—that there’s this gap between us. (Carla
Nathan, November 2, 2017)
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Causes and manifestations. Parents offered several explanations for the existence
and manifestation of the achievement gap in their own children’s educational
experiences—and sometimes their own. Most reasons offered were outside of parents’
immediate control and attributed to the actions of agents of the school system, other
institutions, or society at large. In this section, I will first address parents’ discourse
regarding the societal and institutional causes of the achievement gap. Then I will address
the causes attributed to the behaviors, attitudes, or actions of those within the education
system—teachers, school leaders, and/or other administrators.
Societal/institutional. Whether due to socioeconomic or immigration status,
education-level, or other barriers to access, parents acknowledged their limited social,
economic, and political capital vis-à-vis educational decision-making. They
acknowledged several impediments to effectively navigating the educational system or
successfully advocating on behalf of one’s children. In addition to challenges within the
schools themselves, participants discussed many other obstacles to upward mobility
outside of school, including housing instability, un- or under-employment, incarceration,
mental illness, substance abuse, community violence, etc. Winter Norwood, Herman
Moses, and Samantha Robbins illustrate these sentiments well:
I feel like we as a people have just a lot that we’re dealing with, that it’s
just more that is on the plate, and it’s just running over, where it’s just like,
what do you focus on or how do you make a difference or how do you keep
it all together. Then I feel like these kids are dealing with a lot of adult
crises. I can’t say that I know anything about being homeless, my parents
both, they always had a job, or at least one of them. Having a parent that,
there’s no parent with a job, there’s no food, we’re never been hungry, I’ve
always had food. Being hungry, not having food, not having shelter, not
having somewhere to stay. Just a lot of basic necessities not being met. I
think that can hinder academic progress a lot. A lot of us are dealing with
stuff like that…. (Winter Norwood, November 10, 2017)
Commenting on the lower student performance of the overwhelmingly Black, lowincome, single-parent population at his daughter’s former school, Herman Moses,
US-born, low-income, single parent said the following:
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To me, it’s a lot of factors in that. It goes all the way back to the prison
population. And it goes back to how many Black families, their fathers aren’t
in the picture. And they either lost their parents to violence in the
community. You know what I’m saying. In the community or even in the jail
system, that’s a major point. Because it’s over, and I don’t know what the
number is, but the prison system is mostly populated with Black men. And
guess what? Those Black men, I’d say over 80% of these Black men have
kids, have children, so if they’re not raising them, who raising them?
(Herman Moses, January 5, 2018)
Samantha Robbins, a US-born, former SPPS special education paraprofessional and
current juvenile justice worker, said the following:
I work in the prison. Doesn’t matter if you’re White, Black, Indian, if
you’re a minority, I think the chips are against you. Just people look at your
parents and what’s wrong and a whole system that’s broke from parents on
up and school districts think they can fix your kids, and I don’t like that.
Even working in the school district, “We get your kids for eight hours a day.
We’re doing all these interventions. We don’t know why it’s working.”
‘Cause they still gotta go home and survive. This is just a little break and
they gotta go back to the mess that they left. (Samantha Robbins, October
16, 2017)
Indeed, most of the parents subscribed to what Makeba Forde referred to as a “systems
perspective” (Makeba Forde, April 21, 2018). In this view, education is not isolated.
Jobs, housing, healthcare, financial well-being, nutrition all impact a child and family’s
potential for success.
Educational/school-related. In addition to the societal factors identified, parents
discussed several factors within the school environment that contribute to disparities in
educational outcomes between students of color and their White peers, including
teachers’ low expectations, lack of cultural understanding, lack of empathy and care, and
resource allocations to and for Black students. The data reveal a major disconnect
between parents’ belief in their children’s potential and the supports they need, and what
parents think teachers believe about their children and the supports they provide.
Teacher expectations. Every parent interviewed expressed some level of
disappointment and/or frustration about teachers’ stereotypical, deficit-based perceptions
of their own child and/or Black children in general. Parents observed lower expectations
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for Black children’s performance compared to other student groups. Their collective
feeling of being let down was palpable. The following statements from Henry King and
Mildred Brown illustrate this point. Henry King stated, “The capability and the talents are
there. They’re just being abandoned and missed. The expectations are so low. I’m not
saying every teacher, but I am saying the system in general has really low expectations”
(Henry King, August 10, 2017). Similarly, Mildred Brown said:
I think there’s just a lower expectation of Black students in general. I
don’t feel that a lot of times in the schools that they believe that the students
can do well, and that they’re launching them to be able to do great things. I
think that they’re keeping them busy until they can do menial jobs as adults.
I don’t think that Black brilliance is expected. I think that when they see it,
it’s challenged. (Mildred Brown, November 27, 2017)
Immigrant parents also observed teachers with lower expectations for their
children, often interpreting parents’ and/or students’ language and/or cultural barriers as
signs of intellectual inferiority.
There are lots of factors they are not looking into…. Then there’s the
perception that it’s viewed as inferior as intellectual. There are a lot of things
that comes into the equation, that literally when the teachers are coming to
teach that they have preconceived notion of what they see already, and not
know what even the child is capable of doing…. And then the bar is very
low for them. (Aaliyah Khalil, November 22, 2017)
Cultural understanding. Lack of cultural understanding was cited as a major cause
of teachers’ unwillingness or inability to connect with Black students. Parents felt that
White teachers were unfamiliar with Black language and culture and often misinterpreted
and negatively judged the behaviors and actions of Black children. It is important to note
that parents recognized that deficit-based attitudes were not present among all teachers.
However, given that most teachers in the system are White, the impact was magnified.
The following statements from Frances Norton, Sasha Peterson, and Mildred Brown
illustrate the scope of this concern:
I honestly think it is a lack of understanding. I have worked in urban
school settings and I’ve worked in suburban. I feel like, when you have a
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population of students, you need to have someone who understands what
those students need, or at least are willing to understand what those students
go through. I feel like L’Etoile doesn’t offer that. I think that sometimes that
is the reason that they feel like one student that’s Black seems to be so over
the top where they don’t see the same thing for a student that isn’t. (Frances
Norton, November 6, 2017)
We don’t have a school of our own, so we have to sometimes assimilate
or get in where we fit in in their environment…. Well basically, Minnesota
in general is just a White culture … like they don’t know enough about
Black people, or they’re not around Black people enough to know how to
interact with them, or how to receive what the student is giving them. (Sasha
Peterson, December 4, 2017)
When I see who’s teaching classes ... I think not having enough AfricanAmerican teachers, means there are that many more people who the students
aren’t relating to, and who the teachers aren’t relating to them. There are
some who I think do try to go out of their way to be more engaged, knowing
that they don’t come from the same background. They want to try and get to
know them. Then there are some that absolutely don’t do anything extra ...
“This is my class, this is the way I run it, and you either sink or swim.” And,
unfortunately more of our students get into the sinking side than the
swimming side. (Mildred Brown, November 27, 2017)
As parents reflected on the lack of connection between White teachers and Black
students, some observed a stark contrast between the low expectations of many teachers
and the supportive nature Black students experience from athletic coaches. For example,
Henry King, says:
I mean is it not a surprise for kids of color, especially boys, and girls too
that the way out is athletics? That’s not surprising at all because some of the
most stable encouraging people they meet are their coaches. I wouldn’t be
surprised if some of the first people that some of these kids ever told them
that the sky’s the limit for you was a coach. (Henry King, August 10, 2017)
Lack of empathy/care. Another undercurrent heard in parents’ admonishment of
teachers is a lack of empathy or care for Black students. While most parents did not
explicitly use the term “care,” they spoke about the parent-like, protective attitude they
expected educators to have toward their children. Reflecting on her own elementary
school experience in another state, Sandra Miller said the following:
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When I walked in Miss Martin’s class, I felt like it was her home. And I
felt like she really cared about each and every one of us as we were her
children. You understand what I’m saying? And I felt like she really took joy
in us grasping things … I remember care. I remember feeling like it was her
home. I remember feeling welcomed. You understand what I’m saying? I
remember feeling stable. She just didn’t let anything go down in her class.
Miss Martin did not let that happen…. Now that I’m grown and I see the
teachers now, and as I’ve been in his class, I don’t feel like there’s the same
level of ownership. If you really don’t care about the kids you are serving,
how are you gonna teach them? (Sandra Miller, October 14, 2017)
Pointing out the importance of a Black school leader in ensuring that Black children are
“taken care of,” Angelou Sekou says:
When my daughter was going there when [school principal] was there, I
saw very clear expectations for everyone in the building. I guess what I
would say is since she’s left, and this is kind of dramatic, but I think that
she’s left I feel as if Black students are not as well cared for or not as
protected, and that there is less oversight on how you as a teacher are
supposed to treat all students…. You can make the expectation how you’re
supposed to treat all students, but unless you enforce it and underscore that
Black students, students of color are included in my expectations, I just don’t
think they will be. When my daughter went there and when [her son] first
started, I didn’t see kids in the office being referred. I see it a lot now and I
see Black boys a lot. I’ve heard from other parents, they’re having problems
with teachers, particularly kindergarten teachers that are complaining about
their sons…. It just feels much looser. It feels much looser and it feels like
the Black kids are not doing as well. I don’t think it’s explicit, but I think it’s
kind of neglect, just ignored, just invisibility like if you act out, I will just
ignore you or I will just.... You’re just excluded from being visible. That’s
what I see. (Angela Sekou, July 30, 2017)
Allison Charles expressed concern about the size of the school district, questioning
whether it was “too big” to adequately respond to the needs of Black children.
I feel like our systems are too big, and systems fail people…. It’s hard to
take this big old bus and turn it on a dime. I think that’s a problem and I
don’t know ... I think that so many of our school districts, our urban school
districts, where our Black kids are, are huge…. I think that somehow, we
need to figure out how to make it on a smaller scale. It’s a big district, but it
needs to have a down home, smallish feel. There’s too many layers. I think
things are just too far removed. (Allison Charles, November 2, 2017)
Resource allocation. Limited or lack of resources was another prevalent theme in
my dialogue with parents. They observed disparities in funding allocations at certain
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types of schools, as well as in the level of support available to specific groups of students.
They questioned policies and practices that resulted in racially and economically isolated
school populations, with less experienced teachers placed at schools with the greatest
student needs.
With respect to school level resources, Herman Moses observed differences in the
economic and social capital of parents at his daughter’s first school (School A), a
neighborhood school with one of the highest populations of students of color and lowincome students in the district, and the school to which she later transferred (School B), a
citywide magnet school with gifted and talented programming. He expressed concern that
the population at School A was not reflective of the surrounding neighborhood. Higherincome families were not sending their children to School A, opting instead for private
education. While grateful for the additional resources provided (by the state) for lowerperforming schools, Moses felt that greater efforts should be made to retain the higherincome families in the school. Unlike School A, School B parents were able to provide
supplemental funding for field trips and extracurricular programs and appeared to be
more visible and present in the school.
Samiyah Ash, a Somali parent at School B, observed differences in teacher
placement, with more experienced teachers at School B compared to the schools her
children previously attended—an elementary and a middle school, each with higher
populations of students of color and low-income students, and, in Ash’s opinion, less
experienced teachers.
Other immigrant parents, including Sawantu Sanneh and Aaliyah Khalil, perceived
differences in the types of supports immigrant and native-born children (White or African
American) received:
I feel Black children do not get a lot of resources in terms of money and
the other supports, and so I have grievance about that…. I feel that the
native-born, so I’m not sure whether that’s White ... she’s just saying that
people born here kind of get a lot of support, and when they are not doing
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well, they have resources places that they go to get up their score, but if we
are not doing well, we don’t get the same kind of attention and support and
urgency. With our Black children, I don’t see that support of creating more
resources, more teachers, more money to raise them when they’re behind, so
I feel they are not cared for. (Sawantu Sanneh, November 22, 2017)
Our families, I know that they mean well, like I literally know that they
mean very well, but they are not aware of. Like I know that when they are
sending in the morning, their children fed, clean, and sending them to school.
They want them to have a better life than what they had. Every parent,
regardless of Black, White. But our families are lacking about that resources
and the knowledge to get their students where they should be. But their
intent I never doubted their intent is always good. They’re coming from a
good place, but they’re not educated themselves. (Aaliyah Khalil,
November 22, 2017)
Solutions. In their assessment of the myriad causes of the achievement gap, parents
also offered solutions to addressing the disparate educational experiences of SPPS Black
students compared to their White counterparts. While parents framed the causes of the
achievement gap as circumstances both within and outside of the schools, the solutions
offered were mostly internal to the educational system. When parents discussed solutions
external to the schools, their discourse focused on their own empowerment and the
involvement of the broader Black community as valuable resources to support Black
student development. The most common school-based solutions offered included: hiring
more teachers of color; increasing the cultural awareness of existing personnel; fostering
deeper empathic, caring relationships between teachers and students; tapping existing
community resources; and providing greater supports to parents.
Teachers of color. Parents had an overwhelming desire to see more teachers of
color in schools. They saw the lack of diversity in the teaching staff as evidence that the
district was not doing its best to serve children of color. They view Black teachers as
having unique knowledge and specific levels of understanding that would facilitate better
connections with their children than White teachers. Teachers of color can decipher,
interpret, or use learning techniques in ways White teachers cannot. Having teachers with
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similar lived experiences was seen as valuable and a necessary condition for student
success.
When asked if schools were doing everything they needed to help her child
succeed, Carla Nathan said the following:
No, we’re not doing everything at all…. They need to improve on their
hiring of teacher of ... and not just bring any Black person up in there to
make the statement that you see it doesn’t work. Get qualified Black folks
because you can have ... just like you can have lousy White folk teacher, you
can have lousy Black teachers. Get qualified Blacks in the classrooms, more
of them. In the classroom, in administration…. Truly. You cannot be serving
and especially in neighborhoods where the school is predominately of color.
It is just such a slap in the face to tell this population that we cannot find
anybody who looks like you to service the school. It’s not just about ... like
we’re just hiring people who meet the qualifications. It’s more than that.
(Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017)
Parents see Black educators as strategic assets to Black student success. Reflecting on the
process of gifted and talented identification, Frances Norton highlights the value of
having more teachers of color involved in the process:
I guess, for me, I do think the hiring of Black teachers are important. I
feel like, sometimes, students of color are looked over and not identified.
Not just for having troubles, but for maybe being gifted. It isn’t identified if
the teacher doesn’t look like them. I feel like having teachers that look like
kids just sometimes links with comfortability. Being comfortable. I think
those kind of go hand in hand. You need a teacher that looks like you, that
understands you, but that can say I know that you can do great. Or, then say
if they’re already got it, let me see what else I can do. I think that both of
those are important. (Frances Norton, November 6, 2017)
There was a strong desire to see people of color in lead roles in the classroom instead of
relegated to support roles or disciplinary positions. Denise Evans’s experience
underscores this position:
The staff needs to be representative of the children that go to the school.
I don’t mean don’t count the TAs. I’m upset about how color is being used to
police schools. We see colored security. We see color in our TAs. We see
color in our janitors and maybe our cafeteria staff. Where the power
structure lies, we don’t see much color. I talk very candidly about this kind
of stuff. I said, “How is this different than the plantation?” If this was a
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plantation, what is my role on it? I am certainly not going to be an overseer.
What’s my role? (Denise Evans, November 3, 2017)
Cultural proficiency. In addition to increasing the numbers of teachers of color in
schools, parents also felt it necessary to improve the cultural awareness of existing
personnel. They suggested diversity, anti-bias, or cultural proficiency training, stressing
the need for such training to be mandatory. While most parents were aware that the
school district was engaged in racial equity work, they were not always clear about how it
manifested, and many questioned the impact of the district efforts on teachers’ behaviors.
They have to be able to reach out to the community that they are
teaching. If they do not know about how my home life is, how are they able
to educate me? There is a disconnection about their cultural belief and my
cultural belief. I think Saint Paul Federation of Teachers started community
outreach, like home visits. So, if they know where the children are coming
from, they have to literally, sincerely they have to be able to educate without
having these preconceived notion of ... Blacks inferior, Blacks are not able to
learn, they are poor, their parents are not involved, they are not coming.
When they already are coming to school to teach, they have their heads full
of this, so they have to undo all the things that they learned as a society, to
be able to teach.... (Aaliyah Khalil, November 22, 2017)
Along with culturally proficient teachers, parents recommended more inclusive
curriculum and instruction.
When actually you go to a teacher’s classroom and you say, “Where are
your Black books? Where are your books that represent the kids in your
classroom?” there’s a tension around why they feel like they should or
shouldn’t have them. If people are honest about that little feeling that goes
on in their heart when they hear, “Where are your Black books?” you feel
like, “Oh. Why should I have all those?” I’m trying to say that if White
educators were very honest with themselves, they are playing into keeping
Black and Brown children down by not showing them their greatness
through the pictures that are on their walls, through the artifacts that are in
their room, in telling the stories, the real stories of what has happened
historically for like Thomas Jefferson…. Well, tell Thomas Jefferson’s story.
Yeah, talk about he’s a president, talk about great things, and also talk about
that he was a slave master, talk about that he had children with his slave and
that he sold them. Give the full picture so that we can actually understand
what’s going on. The fact that you don’t want to talk about that other part is
the part that says that we’re still wanting to keep perpetuating what’s been
going on. (Denise Evans, November 3, 2017)
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Some parents argued that Black children have unique learning styles warranting
instructional approaches not currently present in most schools. Others countered this
perspective, suggesting that Black children’s learning styles were no different than other
students’; rather, teachers need to differentiate their instructional strategies to serve the
range of talents and abilities of all students. Carla Nathan said the following:
I hear this argument some time from African American families that our
children are just not learning, Black people have this special way to learn.
We don’t have a special way to learn. We’re human beings like.… They
have done tests and they have found that there is really, there is a fraction of
a percent difference between what it means to be Black versus something
else.… It’s like noise….
You can be one teacher in a classroom and have a different way of
interacting with each student or a set of students that produces different
results. You can behave with one set of students in such a way that they
shutdown from you. They won’t come and complain to you about anything,
because they already know that you’re, they don’t have any currency with
you. Then you have another set of children who’s in your class, because you
smile at them, your body language is very different with them, and so they’re
very receptive to taking things from you. You have the trust that you develop
with them. I think there’s a lot of that going on in the classrooms with these
White teachers. (Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017)
Other strategies suggested for building better connections with students and parents
include teacher training on communicating across differences as well as restorative
approaches to discipline. Sasha Peterson said the following about restorative practices:
I think restorative practices is one of the biggest things that I feel will
benefit our students because we are the ones disproportionately being
expelled, suspended, disciplined, and one of the things with the restorative
practice or the other parts was that they’re trying to structure the discipline
is, you get a referral, you come down, you talk about what you did, what you
could do different, and you go back to class. Where before you’re kicked out
of class for a whole period, and now you’re missing learning, or you’re
suspended for a day and you miss a whole day of all those classes. So I think
those are really positive measures that are happening and should continue to
grow and expand to other schools as well. (Sasha Peterson, December 4,
2017)
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Empathy/care. Many mothers spoke about the proverbial village as both a personal
approach to the care and well-being of their children, as well as a necessary systemic
response to educational disparities. The following statements from Winter Norwood,
Sandra Miller, and Lala Ross illustrate this idea:
I’m pro-village, most definitely. Yes, it takes a village to raise a child. I
feel like as soon as I realize that Lucas was having problems, I reached into
the village. Because I work and I can’t necessarily take off and show up how
I might want to. Finding people that can, that do have the time. Reaching out
to my mom and, can you commit to a day, can you go, can you observe and
see what it is that he needs or what’s going on or why. Then the other
parents that volunteer, I know that she goes on, she’s going for her child, but
saying I’m there for other children as well, can you check on them, can you
talk to them. She’ll say hi, or make sure that he’s okay. Those are things,
that’s the village, that’s the community. (Winter Norwood, November 10,
2017)
I believe in each one, teach one. I believe it takes a village to raise a
child, like I really believe that. And I also believe I am my brother’s keeper.
Those are my three mantras in life. So if I am my brother’s keeper, then I’m
gonna let you know about information that I know. If each one, teach one, if
that means that whatever I know that I feel you can benefit from and learn,
I’m gonna teach you that. It takes a village to raise a child, I expect you to
treat my child like it’s your child. Period. No exceptions. Real parents don’t
eat their young. I say real parents ‘cause some parents eat their young. But
real parents don’t eat their young. (Sandra Miller, October 14, 2017)
I’m advocating for all kids, nevertheless I got responsibility
immediately for two. That’s what we have to do. We have to be responsible
for everybody. Love everybody. The right to be American for everybody.
Nevertheless, where are you? If I’m beating down, messed up, and can’t take
care of my own, how can I help somebody else through? I can’t. This
achievement gap, I hope that everybody look at it and say, “You know what?
We are strong as the weakest link.” If you got a whole bunch of Blacks and
you ain’t promoting everybody to do good, well the weakest link....
Problem’s going to come through the weakest link.... Everybody has to have
education. Everybody has to know how to survive and have what they need.
We’re only as strong as our weakest link. (Lala Ross, November 22, 2017)
Community resources. Parents challenged schools to widen the net of “educators”
to include community resources such as elders and cultural experts as a complement to
the predominantly White teaching staff. In the following statement from Sasha Peterson,

97
she shared that the school district’s reluctance to engage community expertise contributes
to the persistence of the achievement gap:
Schools and the school system is failing our children, and that the
programs that they’re implementing, it’s there to save face for them, but not
that they’re really putting the, how can I say it, they’re not putting, it’s not
formed correctly. They’re not reaching out to people that really have the best
expertise or the best knowledge of what’s going to work…. They get people
that are researchers…. Or do that research and data, and talk about data and
statistics, and this is what has worked, and not worked. You have to change
and you have to bring in the community and even the elders in that specific
community to give you input on what worked in that community, and what
they see as helping as well. Or even just, one of the things PASAAC wants
to do is to have funding so that the elders can come in, walk the halls, sit in
the classrooms, have a presence, and we’re pushing for these things but who
knows if that kind of stuff will ever happen. (Sasha Peterson, December 4,
2017)
Doris Fuller encourages more inclusivity in decision-making, urging schools to find ways
to have more representative voices at the table:
Leaving people out of the conversation is really a struggle for me … it’s
everybody’s job to really figure out.... Everybody can’t be at the front, can’t
be sitting at the table, but if you’re sitting at the table you gotta make sure
that you’re really representing the people that are around you, and that’s
super intentional work. Super intentional work. And if you can’t meet with
them in person, you gotta figure out some other ways….”“ Be super
intentional about collecting information from the people who are not at the
table.... When I go to meetings at the school and I sit there. First thing I do,
actually, most of the time when I’m in the room, I’m looking around and I’m
going, “Who’s missing at this table? Who’s missing at this table? Do they
have a voice at this table? I don’t see a lot of youth. I don’t see a lot of
people of color.” That’s what I’m thinking. And I don’t hear people talking
about that. (Doris Fuller, November 6, 2017)
More critical than the expanded role of community, Black parents placed emphasis
on the pivotal relationship between themselves and teachers. The need for co-dependence
between the two parties was discussed, with mothers having a unique window into a child
and teachers having another perspective altogether. The lack of strong partnerships
between themselves and their children’s teachers was a source of great disappointment
for several mothers, as referenced in Carla’s statement below:
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There’s this thing out there that Black women—because it’s usually
moms—that we are aggressive, we are not approachable…. We’re defensive.
We’re not coming from a good place anyways. How do you bring down
those ... make those or improve those relationships? They are in the
relationship because we are entrusting our children in your care so you can’t
say there is no trust. There is something to work with because otherwise I
would not ... if it felt like we’re ripping the kids in school, we wouldn’t send
them in there. (Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017)
Parent supports. Parent empowerment was another key solution offered to address
the achievement gap. Parents noted their own individual and collective strengths,
recognizing both the need to advocate for their own children and the power of
collectively raising issues and concerns about the treatment of Black children as a whole:
I think when it’s one person, it is easy to disregard or discount that
person but when you have an organization that’s engaging the school and
saying that we have certain things and we want it fixed and we’re expected it
to be fixed and we know it can be fixed and we know that you guys have
some amount of control over these things. I think people behave differently
as opposed to maybe the one proactive parent that doesn’t know anybody
else…. The support, I think those groups need to be formed, because you
don’t feel alone, and some parents are effective in dealing with things,
sharing ideas, exchanging. (Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017)
For these parents, the supports that would be necessary for them to better understand and
navigate the system and exercise their power and advocacy on behalf of their children
were of some importance. They challenged the district to take responsibility for getting
the right information to the parents who need it the most. Aaliyah Khalil shared the
following:
Parents need to be educated and to be more involved, to be aware of
what’s going on. If they knew what’s going on, I think they would be able to
speak up. As an insider you know what’s going on, as a district employee,
there are a lot of things that I know that they do not know. They need to be
aware of, they need to do their homework and involve. But how is it going to
be possible if you’re struggling to put a meal on the table and going to work?
Do you have to choose to go to work or do you have to be involved?
(Aaliyah Khalil, November 22, 2017)
Denise Evans further contributed:

99
I think that parents need to understand how to communicate in a way
that educational systems can listen or will listen because they don’t really
want to listen anyhow. Any time we get too passionate, raise our voices,
come in, how we present ourselves.... No, I’m not saying that we should be
looking like White people think we should look. I’m not saying that. I am
saying that if you show up in your pajamas and your slippers to talk to the
teacher, it’s not sending out the right message. (Denise Evans, November 3,
2017)
Parents articulated the need for special training and support programs such as the
district’s Parent Academy or other community-based parent education. Those who had
experienced these opportunities spoke highly of them and encouraged their continuation
and expansion. For example, Lala Ross voiced the need for a deeper level of Parent
Academy, a next phase:
Definitely Parent Academy number two. Now we need to go from what
to expect and look forward to and having everything list out of, this is the
check offs and you go through. We need to move to, okay now parents, this
is what we gonna give you to be a good advocate and those people who have
barriers, to make provisions around those barriers. If people are working two
or three jobs because you don’t want them on welfare so they trying now,
they can’t take off to come up to the school for this, and that, and the other.
(Lala Ross, November 22, 2017)
Referring to a community-based parent empowerment program run by a district partner,
Winter Norwood said the following:
I really feel like it starts at home. It’s going to have to start with the
parents. Parents are really going to have to make sure that they have their
eyes and ears open, and that they know what’s going on, and that they
know.... That’s why I just love ParentPower [referring to program run by
NdCAD], and I just feel like everyone should go through something like
that. Even with why he told me he [referring to executive director of the
program] named it ParentPower, not empowerment, because the power is
already there with the parents. There’s nobody that’s giving us this power,
we already have it. Owning that, knowing that, and then utilizing that, I feel
is the beginning of making a difference. (Winter Norwood, November 10,
2017)
A final set of solutions offered for closing the achievement gap rests outside of
schools, reflecting parents’ belief that those closest to the problems are closest to the
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solutions. Parents encouraged Black mentorship, economic development, and other
efforts to promote personal and collective healing within the Black community.
I think the African-American community has to solve its problem, it’s
going to have to create.... It goes around back to we came out of slavery,
nobody going to teach nobody Black. Okay? The Black people said, “We
want, we know we have to learn.” So this one over here somehow learned
how to read a little bit.... So your job, you’re going to teach everybody what
you know. When they’ve learned everything that you know, we’re going to
find somebody else who has even more knowledge, who’s going to teach ...
there was a time when we knew education was important. We wanted it for
ourselves. We were doing it for ourselves … what’s missing was it’s not just
the facts of the education. It’s the spirit of the education and understanding
the why of the education. So we’ve just got lost and no one but us is going to
... I mean, conscious us are going to get us back on track. But we’re chasing
the dollar. We’re trying to prove that we can do this over here and please
accept me over here. I’m going to rise to this level right here. Our kids are
lost. Our kids are lost in it. (Denise Evans, November 3, 2017)
Attitudes and Interactions
My second research question examines how, if at all, knowledge of the gap
influences Black parents’ attitudes toward and interactions with the school system. My
dialogue with Black parents suggests that they approach the public school system with
trepidation informed by their own experiences as students in the U.S. school system, as
newcomers to the country navigating different, sometimes daunting processes, and/or as
district employees with a bird’s-eye view of educational policies and practices.
Parents’ orientation toward the school district can be seen as analogous to the fight
or flight response used in the physical sciences to explain animals’ response to stress. In
fact, most parents spoke about having to struggle or “fight” to give or get their children
what they need and deserve. Many also expressed a desire to “flee” the system altogether,
with some ultimately choosing to exit. In many ways, this framing echoes the notions of
exit, voice, and loyalty, presented by Hirschman (1970) in his analysis of decline
organizations, with “fight” being analogous to “voice” and “loyalty,” and “flight” being
analogous to exit.
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When responding to how the achievement gap makes her feel, Sawantu Sanneh
said, “I believe it makes me want to work more harder, to get involved and keep the
struggle and fight” (Sawantu Sanneh, November 22, 2017). Sasha Peterson said, “It’s
bigger than one child, one person, it’s a whole community. We have to advocate for those
that don’t have people to advocate for them. We have to challenge the status quo. We
have to challenge average, or acceptable” (Sasha Peterson, December 4, 2017). The
feelings were particularly visceral for parents who were former SPPS students. Recalling
her own negative experiences as an SPPS student, Samantha Robinson described herself
as a vocal mom and talked about having to “fight” for her kids:
So, I mean I would say just being a vocal mom. Being a mom who went
to school in Saint Paul Public School District too, feeling like it. If you don’t
fight for your kids, nobody will fight for you.... I never wanted my kids to
feel like I did when I was in school and no matter if they was wrong, they
was wrong and I didn’t condone it. If they was right I would say it but
nobody could disrespect my kids. Maybe I was over the top. Maybe I was
too much but I just didn’t want my kids to feel like I felt and I think I
projected my little self onto them. (Samantha Robbins, October 16, 2017)
Fight. Black parents’ “fight response” manifests in many ways. First, Black
parents are hyper-vigilant. They talked about their roles as having to be present; to watch,
advocate, and protect not just their own children, but all Black children. They feel like
schools only respond when they are physically there or actively engaged. The following
quotes from Henry King, Winter Norwood, Sasha Peterson, and Angela Sekou illustrate
elements of this theme. Henry King talked about being present and active as a strategy for
ensuring his children were successful:
My wife and I were really active in the school and activities at the
school … I mean, that was one thing I would say to [my son], “I want them
to see me every day.” And if that was just dropping them off on the way to
work—I took them—and I would just linger on, because I just wanted to
make sure that they saw me every day and knew that I was there and I was
watching, that I was watching them. We also, all through elementary school,
and middle school, we coached kids in like, Destination Imagination … and
Lego League.… So like I said, our strategy was always to be active and be
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seen by the school so there was never any issues with that. I think that
worked well for us. (Henry King, August 10, 2017)
Winter Norwood shared the following:
I think if there is not that parent influence or the parent presence there,
of those children, then they are mistreated. I feel like if you’re there and if
you’re seen and you’re aware of what’s really happening, then that allows
you to help.... I don’t know if buffer is a good word, but just to give your
children that additional support or to help them with confidence in their
identity, and in what they ... in their intelligence and validating a lot of this
stuff. If you’re not ... Oh well … if you’re not present, or involved or there,
then they don’t get that. Then it eventually beats up on them, and it gets
really heavy. I don’t know, it’ll probably affect them academically later, if
it’s not already. (Winter Norwood, November 10, 2017)
Knowledge of the achievement gap caused Sasha Peterson to be a stronger advocate for
all kids:
The achievement gap, the only difference it has caused me to do
differently is to look outside of my small circle. That’s it, not as a parent of
my children because I’m gonna do it anyway. But just speaking for all
children, yeah. Being present for all children. Challenging when I see things
that are not right, not fair, not equal, so yeah. (Sasha Peterson, December 4,
2017)
For Angela Sekou, school choice decisions were impacted by her knowledge of the
achievement gap and the importance of being present for Black children:
Because I’ve heard the conversations, I know education, our educational
systems, I know the inside, my goal is, my mission is to make sure that they
are well poised for success and that they respond accordingly. Just the fact
that my kids are in St. Paul Public Schools is a perfect example, because I
want them to be in a place where unconsciously they know I’m there…. I
might not be in their building or in their classroom, but they know that I am
there in that district. I want them to be in a place where people know that
they are my children. That’s important to me, because I see how children get
treated when they think that no one cares or when they think that there’s no
repercussions for it. I mean children of all races. I’ve seen some ridiculous
stuff, so yeah, school’s choices, teacher’s conversations, yeah. (Angela
Sekou, July 30, 2017)
Parents stated that being present and involved in their children’s schools
contradicts commonly held beliefs about Black parents’ lack of interest in education.
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Multiple parents challenged these misconceptions of parent involvement/engagement.
Frances Norton’s comments summarize the concerns:
I think that the biggest obstruction, a lot of times, for Black parents is
thinking that they’re not wanted to be involved. I think that my husband
would always tease because sometimes we are the only Black parents at a lot
of things. We know many Black parents that love their children and support
them to do whatever just like any other parent. I feel like, sometimes, the
narrative doesn’t always show that…. Out of all of the friends that I have
that are Black, they are involved. They are in the field. They’re volunteering.
Some have changed careers to teach. They all are a part. I feel like that all
gets lost ... Blacks aren’t given the empathy for people to realize that there
could be something else going on. We don’t get the chance to explain our
story of things that could happen. When we don’t show up for something, it
looks like we’re just not involved…. I think that sometimes the way that
teachers start their introduction to parents sets the tone of how parents are
going to come and be involved. If every time you contact me it’s about my
child being an issue, then it’s a defense already set up because I have to
protect my kid. (Frances Norton, November 6, 2017)
Recognizing that being present is a challenge for themselves and many other Black
parents, they enroll “surrogates” or chose to “show up” for other parents:
Parents need to be educated and to be more involved, to be aware of
what’s going on. If they knew what’s going on, I think they would be able to
speak up. As an insider you know what’s going on, as a district employee,
there are a lot of things that I know that they do not know. They need to be
aware of, they need to do their homework and involve. But how is it going to
be possible if you’re struggling to put a meal on the table and going to work?
Do you have to choose to go to work or do you have to be involved.
(Aaliyah Khalil, November 22, 2017)
I find myself advocating for children that look like mine, that maybe a
parent isn’t there in the school while I’m volunteering. I have done that
because I feel like, it is one of those things where we have to look out for
students that look like us. Sometimes there aren’t advocates for Black
children. I do, as a parent, feel it’s heartbreaking to see when there are some
children that, if they just had that extra time or someone saying you can do
this, could help them. (Frances Norton, November 6, 2017)
Recognizing that other parents may not be as privileged as she is, Sekou said:
I think they need the same things that I’m privileged to have. They need
their children to be somewhere where the child feels like the parent’s
presence is pervasive. They need to be aware of what happens or the

104
possibility of what happens when your presence is not known. They need to
have friends or peers or somebody like a parent network where if I can’t be
there, I’m okay with you being there because I trust you, I know you, and I
know that your presence serves as a proxy for my presence, so my child is
taken care of. That is super, super important. (Angela Sekou, July 30, 2017)
Another way that parents manifest the “fight response” is in their concern about
their children’s emotional well-being and cultural identity, in addition to their academic
performance. Referring to her attempts to change her daughter’s class/teacher, Allison
Charles shared the following:
In kindergarten, she was in a class with her best friend. Not that I care
that she’s in a ... I do care that she’s in a class with her friend. Little brown
girl that looks like her, in a Chinese school where she’ll never have a Black
teacher, and I don’t know how many Black kids are there. I want her to have
somebody she can lean on. The other family is very active and they’re there
a lot, they can be at the school, and I’m like “Yup, I need another set of
eyes.” … I didn’t have a lot of time to go over to the school and what not.
So, it was comforting that somebody else was there that could put eyes on
her and ears and tell us what was going on. They would go and have lunch
with the kids. I appreciated that. (Allison Charles, November 2, 2017)
Denise Evans is concerned that despite her son’s love of learning, he hates school. He
says it’s boring, repetitive, and that there are not children he can relate to. He repeatedly
asks her to be homeschooled. Evans ultimately switched her son’s class in fourth grade
and continues to be concerned and feel guilty about her son’s dislike of school:
He loves learning. He is so curious and inventive. He loves engineering.
He loves science. He’s always creating things. In his room, he’s got all this
engineering stuff and building and all of that. He’s always doing his own
research. So he’s just hungry just talk about space and portals and
everything, right. But he hates school…. I don’t want his thirst and his
passion for learning to be killed. (Denise Evans, November 3, 2017)
Another struggle that parents experienced was the need to significantly supplement
their children’s education. They often described themselves as “first teacher,” claiming
that their children succeeded because they were sent to school ready or had the extras
they needed. Doris Fuller stressed parents’ role in helping to supplement learning. She
said, “It’s not completely the school’s or the teachers’ job to educate my kid, to make
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sure that they succeed. It’s also my job.” (Doris Fuller, November 6, 2017). Aaliyah
Khalil said:
As a parent, it’s a lot of work. Because you have to continuously say,
“Do your reading, do this, do that.” And what I’m finding out, and her
[referring to another parent in the focus group] and I were talking is, school
alone is not enough for these kids. Like if they just come to school and they
did their learning and go home, and if they do not do their reading, or math,
or homework, then they will never be able to make a gain. To me, her and I,
we always talked about this that the school alone is not enough. And they
need to have structure at home. (Aaliyah Khalil, November 22, 2017)
Herman Moses expressed a similar sentiment regarding parents’ responsibility for
learning:
The main thing to me is, family is always first, at home. I think every
child should learn, I say over 80% of a child’s life, they learned at home.
They step out the door and go to school, it’s more they’re experiencing the
public, kids, and other grown-ups, teachers. And because we as parents, we
trust our kids around teachers. And that’s the reason why I think parents
should communicate to teachers more. And I think even some parents are the
best teachers. (Herman Moses, January 5, 2018)
While fully accepting their own responsibility for learning, parents seek and expect
strong partnership with classroom teachers. Fatima Fulami said it most succinctly: “I
think you have to be involved in your kids’ education. And you must have a constant
contact with the teachers, also” (Fatima Fulani, November 22, 2017). Sandra Miller
talked about the different roles of parents and teacher, describing them as symbiotic:
I’m not a dumb parent. I see my son close up and I don’t want to be a
hovering parent, but I wanna be a parent that’s balanced. That I am the farsighted vision, where I see close-up. And I believe that the teachers are nearsighted vision, where they can see him far away. And together, maybe you
can find out something about my son ‘cause you’re far away and you have a
relationship that I’m not seeing ‘cause I’m right here. And we’re gonna meet
in the middle to best decide what educational path he’s gonna be on. And to
be wary of this tracking that they like to do with our children. (Sandra
Miller, October 14, 2017)
Carla Nathan talked about her relationship with a Black male teacher:
I had him transferred in the second year from this White woman teacher
to a Black male teacher. He was an African male, so no comment. Rather
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than him going to the principal, that teacher decided to go through me, and
communicate with me as opposed to this administration because [school
principal] would have to document our meetings every time I would have to
go to her. Not that he was perfect, but he had incentives for him…. He made
it clear to the student or to my son anyways that he had a relationship with
me, and he was going to check in with me about things, if they weren’t going
the way they had agreed upon. (Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017)
Several parents shared their expectations with teachers early and held teachers
accountable for adequately supporting their children. Parents complained about the
overall lack of information coming home and teachers waiting until conferences to voice
concerns about academic progress or challenges. The following quotes illustrate the range
of these concerns:
I guess I have this meeting with every teacher no matter what, is that I
am loaning you my little precious kid. Everybody thinks their child is
precious. I am sending a child that is wanting to learn, and eager to learn.
With that, I want you to realize that this is Jackson. This isn’t just some kid
in your classroom. Because of that ... I told her, I understand you have a lot
of personalities in here. A kid like Jackson, who is quiet and really tries hard
to do things on his on, could get overlooked. But, that’s why I’m here today.
I don’t want him to get overlooked…. I’ve had this meeting with both kids’
teachers. I do, every year. My child is important to me. I get that every kid
is. I also know, if he isn’t a kid that makes a ruckus, or makes a name for
himself, he could be overlooked. So, I explained to her that is our, and I
pointed to both of us, job to ensure that he continues on the pace of enjoying
learning and excelling and doing the best that he can. (Frances Norton,
November 6, 2017)
Referring to how she thinks her child is doing in comparison to other Black children,
Sasha Peterson shared:
I would say that he’s probably doing better, and I think it’s only because
I am as involved as I am. I hold teachers and the administration accountable.
I’m fair on both sides. If my son does something wrong, I hold him
accountable for what he’s doing. I also call them to task if they’re not doing
what they’re supposed to be doing. If they’re treating my son disrespectfully
or unfairly I will challenge it. You know, I also feel like because I talk and
communicate with them ahead of time, that this is a partnership. I expect us
to work together to make sure that my son is successful. I shared with them
what my expectations are for my son, and I gave them my phone number and
email and told them they can call me or email me any time during the day,
any day. (Sasha Peterson, December 4, 2017)
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Angela Sekou has a “stump speech” that she shares with both her children and her
teachers. She emphasizes the assets her children bring to the classroom and her
expectation that those are seen, valued, and supported by the teacher.
At the beginning of every year, I meet the teachers.…The first, whatever
it is, in front of my kids with the teacher I say my expectations for the year
are that they are going to be learning. They’re going to be engaged in
learning, and that we’re going to be communicating about that. So I say
email is the best way for me because I’m super busy, a single mom, they’re
going between two houses. I lay the context of the kids’ lives out to them
and I say, “Clearly...,” I’ve almost perfected this phrase because I’ve been
saying it forever, “You can see that my children are Black. You can see that
I’m a Black woman. I have expectations for my children and the way that
they learn. I have expectations for the way that they’ll be taught. I need you
to be on the same page with me, and you need me to be on the same page
with you. So I want them to come into the building or the classroom as
authentic people. What they bring in is valuable. I want you to know that I
know that and that I think that. I want them to know that I know that they are
not perfect, so I’m saying this here in front of you, I need you to have high
expectation for their learning. I need for you to know that they can learn at
high, high, high levels. I need you to get them there. If you need help doing
that, I need to know what that is.” Generally, I’ve been met with positive.
Really, I’ve had no negative response. I’ve had some questioning looks, like
huh, hmm okay, but I haven’t had any outright like, you’re crazy kind of
look. (Angela Sekou, July 30, 2017)
Complaining about the lack of information about student progress, Carla Nathan said:
They have sheets of paper and kids they lose sheets of paper and then at
conference time, they make pile of whatever sheets of paper that they have
and they tell you, “Okay, this is what happened.” There’s nobody in between
that’s saying, “We’ve taught fractions and he’s just not getting it and I think
you need to do more fractions with him.” It’s like at the end of three months
or something he is really going to struggle with fractions, and he didn’t do
this and all this paperwork here he didn’t do this assignment. It’s so crazy.
It’s like, “Are you really trying to help this kid, waiting three months to tell
me this and expecting that in the next quarter or next trimester, that he’s
supposed to do well, when you’re telling me that he’s already set back in
these kinds of ways?” (Carla Nathan, November 2, 2017)
In addition to an overall lack of information about academic progress, parents were
concerned that communication from teachers is more negative than positive. Specifically,
teachers focus on behavior issues rather than academic success. Winter Norwood said:
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I don’t know. I feel like that’s just what I’ve seen, or what I feel,
because I worked in the school system for a year and a half. I see so many
kids that look like me, that are just falling by the wayside. It’s all their
behavior, especially when it’s negative, is played up. That’s all that their
parents are ever hearing about. Eventually, they just tune out. They might
not even answer their phone, they’re not trying to hear that or be called and
notified that someone, so and so’s having a bad day, or whatnot. (Winter
Norwood, November 10, 2017)
It is important to note that parents’ concern about teachers’ emphasis on behavior rather
than academics is not limited to when those behaviors are negative. Even when teachers
described their children as being “good” or “quiet,” parents were frustrated by teachers’
lack of focus on learning.
Perhaps the clearest illustration of the parents’ fight response is with respect to
their children’s identification for specialized services, such as Special Education (SPED)
or English Language Learner (ELL) programs. Parents perceive schools as quick to
recommend special services, especially for Black boys, and usually without the
appropriate prior parent communication about problems or willingness to try other
solutions. Immigrant parents also expressed frustration at children being identified for
what they see as unneeded ELL services. Sandra Miller likened the phenomenon of overidentifying children of color for specialized services to a conspiracy:
Why, knowing that my son is not really having any educational issues or
developmental issues, and more social issues, but special education is your
recommendation for me?? So then I started to do more research. Like, “What
is this now? Is this what being a Black mom is all about? Is this the struggle
that all these moms have told me about and the Lord has allowed me to see?”
So, I started digging … Girl, when I opened my eyes to observe, and I
noticed that a lot of brown boys were in the office all the time. And then I
started to notice that, in reference to the school, the achievement gap that’s
public information, online. And then I put two and two together. Black kids
being sent out of class. They’re telling my brilliant, smart Black boy that’s in
trauma that he needs to go to special education and there’s his achievement
gap. Ding, ding, ding, ding. There is a conspiracy that’s going on in this
school, Lord. (Sandra Miller, October 14, 2017)
Mildred Brown noted a stark difference in how a teacher responded to her son versus her
daughter, even though she had previously had open communication and positive
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experiences with this teacher. She shared the following regarding the teacher’s quick and
misguided assessment of her son’s need for specialized services:
He started preparing for first grade.... The teachers will give
recommendations about which classes to go into, and because I had been
really active and knew a lot of the staff well, I gave her my preference of
wanting him to be in the same classroom that my daughter had been in. This
teacher, like I said, since she had my daughter for a year and we continued to
engage through PTO and whatnot, she had met my son, known my son,
interacted with my son.... The experiences that they had ... parallel first grade
from him to her were completely different.
We always had really open communication, and at the first conference I
realized that ... okay, something isn’t the same. I hadn’t changed, we hadn’t
had any dramatic changes in our household, everything’s pretty much the
same. Except she started talking to me about maybe my son needing to see a
psychologist, and talking to me about a child who I didn’t recognize as this
being my kid. I’m like, “I don’t know who you’re seeing during the day, but
that’s not the same kid that’s coming home.” (Mildred Brown, November 27,
2017)
Denise Evans shared a story of ongoing dialogue with her son’s teacher culminating in
the teacher recommending SPED:
Because she was like, “I want him to go into special services.” She
wanted him to be put in these special services classes not for academics but
for social behavioral stuff. I was like, “Well, I’m not sure about that because
if these social services are being offered by people who are not of his
culture, who understand what’s going on with him as a person and if most of
these kids who are in this group are Black, it feels targeted. I don’t want him
to be a part of that. I know you need my permission to allow that happen.
You’re going to have to give me more evidence that makes it clear that that’s
something that’s necessary.” (Denise Evans, November 3, 2017)
Samantha Robbins shared her reality of having worked in the district’s special education
department:
As a Black person who worked in the district and I’ve dealt with kids
who are in Special Ed that I know that they call them EBD and often your
child is just bored and they need something to do. This just ain’t working for
them. It’s not an emotional behavior. Honey, that just mean he bored and
I’ve done this a long time and don’t put your baby in the program cause I’ve
worked with children who are super smart and they’re getting passed over
because of behavioral problems. (Samantha Robbins, October 16, 2017)
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As the statements above illustrate, there was a stigma associated with special
education identification. While parents rejected recommendations for special services,
some recognized such identification as the only vehicle through which the district is
obligated to provide additional resources to children that might need help.
I do not like that our brown boys are always in the office. I do not like
that a recommendation for special education was given and Sandra wasn’t
given a sheet of paper of all the services that the school offered that my son
has access to because I’m a tax paying ... I just felt like it just went from
we’re gonna help him, now he needs to be labeled…. And my doctor never
told me anything was going on with my son. And the therapist, which he had
seen for over two years, has not noticed any of these things. And she is
trained to recognize all types of stuff. So you are the only one that sees this
and you’re not giving me the help that I need to make informed decisions
about my precious son. So I don’t like that. But I do like that they do have all
these services available…. Them kids with papers [referring to IEPS or
504s] get lots of help.... All kids need access to help. All kids should be
allowed to have a bad day. They shouldn’t be sent out of class all the time.
(Sandra Miller, October 14, 2017)
Flight. As parents voice their concerns about the education of their children, many
experience or worry about retribution. Parents expressed fear of being typecast as the
“angry Black woman,” or other similar stereotypical judgments about their advocacy.
They were also concerned about the power differential between school officials and
themselves and the potential for retaliation against their children.
The school or district response (or lack thereof) to parents’ advocacy resulted in
five parents in the sample having some sort of “flight response”—they switched classes,
changed schools, or left the district entirely.
When you’re talking about even being an active parent, not being able to
always authentically come to the table and having to worry about ... If I say
something in a moment of passion, or if I say something with deep
conviction ... Are you reading it as I’m passionate about my child’s
education? Or that I’m the scary Black mom? It’s painful to even have to
wrap your mind around. I have to be cognizant of how I walk in the world,
because it can have direct impacts on what my child’s experience is with that
same person when I’m not in the room. (Mildred Brown, November 27,
2017)
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When asked if she had communicated her concerns to her son’s teacher, Sasha Peterson
responded, “I did. I didn’t say all the things that I had heard. That [son] had said that had
been done. I don’t know why I didn’t. I think I didn’t because I felt like maybe she would
take it out on my son. I also felt like I didn’t know what to do. I just wanted him out of
there.” Referring to an incident where a teacher said something culturally insensitive and
insulting to another student, Fatima Fulani questioned how she should handle the
situation, given her desire to protect her child from any backlash:
And I’m left wondering, should I ask her mom [referring to the student’s
mother]? Or maybe it’s better for me to not say anything, because I don’t
want my child to have some consequence. I was having an internal conflict,
still I’m asking myself how the teacher can say something like that. And I
saw another teacher saying to a little Black boy, “You know, you will end up
in jail.” “You will end up in jail if you keep misbehaving the way you are
behaving, you will end up in jail.” And my kids heard that. And my kids say
that, “You know, ma, that teacher say that.” And they said, “Okay, what we
should do? Should we go to the principal?” (Fatima Fulani, November 22,
2017)
Referring to her decision to request a change in her son’s classroom teacher (her son is
now in middle school) against the principal’s advice and despite his initial rejection,
Sasha Peterson said:
With the support, it might have been different. But I saw a change in my
son that ... I was like he has to get out of there. She’s not building him up.
She’s breaking him down. So, that’s what it was. And that’s basically what
he said. He [referring to the school principal] probably felt betrayed because
he’s right. He had never let me down. He had always had our best interest at
heart. He’d always looked out for Aaron, kind of made exceptions for Aaron,
kind of gave him opportunities, things like that. But it was just the teacher,
you know. And because I went above his head, that basically ruined our
relationship, but I don’t care. I don’t have any more kids. They’re not going
back to [that school]. (Sasha Peterson, December 4, 2017)
Helen Cook-Nelson, a former SPPS student, and current parent, whose son is in early
childhood special education with services provided by Saint Paul Public School at a
private child development site, said the following regarding the pending transition to a
K-12 SPPS site:
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With the St. Paul public schools as it is now, I am not comfortable
sending him to a St. Paul public school. I am thinking about private
schooling, and I am also thinking about sending him to Roseville Area
Schools…. I really did not like how I was treated as a student within this
system, and that’s making a big impact on sending my son to a school here
in St. Paul public schools ... so I was an IEP student. I was thought of as less.
I was called the N-word and a B-word by my freshman teacher in high
school.... The constant bullying from other students, they did not address
that. I feel like if they don’t address it here now as a student, they’re not
going to address it later, even with the new bullying laws in place, they still
will not address it. (Helen Cook-Nelson, October 31, 2017)
Ultimately, five parents chose to leave the district. Their “flight” or exit from the
system was usually precipitated by an egregious incident or the accumulation of
frustrations over how their issues were addressed. There was always a “last straw” that
signaled to parents that SPPS would no longer work for their child.
Referring to his decision to enroll his first child in private high school rather than
SPPS, Henry King cited an overall lack of investment in African American student
success. King and his wife debated whether to keep their third child in public schools for
middle school or send him straight to private school, as they were certain they were
sending him to a private high school. King’s wife, who is White and a district employee,
held out hope, stating: “It’s probably because I wanted one kid to make it. I wanted the
public school to respond to my sons and daughter, and I kept thinking maybe this will be
the one that we get right” (during interview of Henry King, August 10, 2017). King, who
himself attended public schools in Minnesota, had no such faith:
My response was, “That’s never going to happen. So we’re going to
send him to private school.” It isn’t going to happen…. I never had anybody
who gave a rat’s ass about me … the last straw once again is we go to
conferences and it’s clear every teacher that they had no clue who he was.
They really honestly didn’t know who he was or what they could tell us
about him or really how he’s doing or what did they think his skillsets are.
Where do you think he’s going to go? I mean a couple of teachers, all they
wanted to talk about was how hard their days were…. So needless to say, by
Christmas break he was gone…. And some of this has to do with, and I want
to back up. One thing about [the King’s middle child], I went and removed
her from Ramsey and nobody asked a thing as to why we were leaving. The
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principal and another person just gave me the paperwork to sign and just
walked away. (Henry King, August 10, 2017)
Mildred Brown described her decision to leave the school her children attended for
several years as painful but necessary:
It was painful to leave, because this had been my community, this had
been something bigger than just where I send my kids for the day. Also,
there was a shift in how people interacted with me after I started to push
back about issues with my son…. Staff that would suddenly stop talking
when I walked in a room. Also, there were parents who started to act
different because one thing you got to understand on the background of
this.... This was one of the favorite teachers. This is a teacher that has won
awards in this school, this is a teacher who has been there almost since the
inception of Four Seasons as a school itself. Even though I never raised my
voice when talking to her, the mere fact that I was pushing back about my
son’s experience changed how people dealt with me. I knew it was time to
go. (Mildred Brown, November 27, 2017)
Denise Evans didn’t leave the school but ultimately had her son switched to another class
and was contemplating leaving the school if her classroom transfer request was not
honored. She shared multiple challenging interactions with a particular teacher who she
felt was targeting her son and misrepresenting his behaviors.
(In)sight. In addition to the fight or flight response, there is another category of
response that is useful to our examination of parents’ attitudes and interactions with the
district. I have coined this response “(In)sight” to explicate the perspectives of a distinct
subset of my sample who are current or former district employees, and who operate
within the system as both producer and consumer of its policies, programs, and practices.
Indeed, individuals who were both parents and administrators expressed a strong sense of
personal accountability for Black student success and viewed themselves as protectors,
champions, or agitators on their behalf.
The following statements from Allison Charles, an administrative intern, Denise
Evans, a parent liaison, and Angela Sekou, a district administrator, warrant careful
review. Regarding disproportionate disciplinary actions of teachers, Allison Charles said:
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Because this is Minnesota and our teacher force is overwhelmingly
White, they don’t see our kids the way they see their kids. That difference is
right there in the disproportional data. A White kid sits in class and blurts out
and they might even document it, he’s blurting, but he stays in that
classroom. But our kids blurt and they’re gone, and they’re blurting. What’s
the difference? You’ve taken away his access to education, now is he
making stuff hard for other people, well yeah, but so is that kid, and he gets
to stay. What’s that about?... White people have a hard time seeing that.
Recognizing that, yeah, that one reminds you of your son, or your cousin or
your nephew, so your going to give him some latitude. Well, guess what, he
reminds me of my cousin, so that’s why I’m going to keep him around, that’s
why I’m going to fight for him to be back in your classroom and fight for
you to change your teaching practices and see him differently....
That is heavy and hits hard, because I take it personally. Because we’re
talking about … this is our hope as a people, these are marriage prospects for
my children that we’re talking about, these are my neighbors, these are my
kids, they’re my kids. I am invested. Just because you come to work here
doesn’t mean you’re invested, ‘cause you go home and you see something
different. It doesn’t mean you’re invested in the same way I’m invested. I
feel a way about that, I take it so personally. I hate talking about the gap with
White people, I just ... I hate it. ‘Cause I’m like what are you even thinking?
There goes the fly in the ointment. Will these Black kids just come on and
get it together. We’re working so hard and they’re just not getting it. That
part bothers me. (Allison Charles, November 2, 2017)
Allison also recognizes the importance of her presence to other Black parents and the
responsibility that entails:
I know the difference when Black parents walk in the building and they
see me in the front office. People I don’t even know are like I’m so glad
you’re here. I feel this weight that I’m somehow supposed to be able to save
the children ‘cause I’m the Black person in the building. (Allison Charles,
November 27, 2017)
Angela Sekou reflected on her role as a district administrator in the face of
daunting achievement disparities. When asked how the achievement gap makes her feel,
she said:
As a district employee, it makes me sick. It makes me feel hypocritical
sometimes, and it makes me feel disingenuous, and it makes me angry. It
makes me angry at the system, angry at my colleagues. I think that
sometimes it makes me paranoid and neurotic because I’m hyper aware of it,
but it also makes me reflect on what it is that I believe in. I feel like
fundamentally it goes to real belief in high expectations. I’ve been

115
questioning myself like how I need to have high expectations for myself and
my colleagues, and how I need to show up and communicate what that looks
like for them from a Black mom, and from a place of just real, authentic
communication, I have high expectations for you, and here’s what that looks
like. It means that you communicate like that. It means that you go out of
your way. It means that you are uncomfortable sometimes. It means that you
know what it feels like to look a Black child in the eyes when you go to
buildings. This is what it looks like for me to have high expectations for you,
and more and more try and communicate that to teachers. I’m not sure that
people know on a one to one what it means. We say it a lot, but I don’t know
if people know what that means that you have high expectations for them.
(Angela Sekou, July 30, 2017)
Denise Evans’s anger and sadness about the “gap” motivates her to action. In response to
a question about how the gap makes her feel, she said:
It makes me angry. It makes me sad. It drives me into action. Honestly,
it’s the reason why I am here [referring to the SPPS school where she
works], which is something I have said in staff meetings. It’s not the children
that are going to make me want to leave. It’s the staff because if I don’t
believe that you’re real and that you’re serious about courageous
conversations and all these things that people are talking about, I’m not
going to waste my time because I’m really trying to make a difference for all
of our children because it’s not about just how my children are doing.… I’m
very upset about it. No, I don’t believe that people are working in earnest to
make a change. I think we are ... what’s the word I’m looking for? We’re
trying to look like we’re doing something but without making the real
strategic moves that are necessary, the bold moves that are necessary in
order to make a change. (Denise Evans, November 3, 2017)
Engagement
For my third research question, I explored parents’ level of engagement with the
district. Specifically, I asked how Black parents engaged in, or reacted to, the district’s
efforts to develop and/or implement programs, policies, and practices designed to address
the achievement gap. My dialogue with parents revealed that most of their interactions
with SPPS were at the school level, with their children’s classroom teachers, and less
frequently with school administrators or other support personnel.
To the extent that parents engaged with the district, interactions were mostly
through participation in parent education programs such as Parent Academy, or as
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members of one of the Parent Advisory Council (PACs). Parents speak favorably about
these district initiatives, especially Parent Academy and Somali parent outreach and
support. Lala Ross credits Parent Academy with giving her the tools to better advocate
for her children:
I learned from Headstart how to advocate for my child, but I learned
from a parent academy how to prepare for my child and how to more so than
advocate but be present and to engage with the teachers in a way that they
would understand without interfering. (Lala Ross, November 22, 2017)
Sawantu Sanneh urged continued support from the Office of Family Engagement and
Community Partnerships’ Somali parent liaison:
I want people connected and aware of what they can do. Mr. Hadi is in
that role now, and I want what he is doing to be continued because he never
gives up, reaches out to the community, this is what is meeting, come. The
more meeting you come and show at least you are aware of.... (Sawantu
Sanneh, November 22, 2017)
Aaliyah Khalil similarly praises the coordinating efforts of the Somali parent liaison:
Mr. Hadi has a big role, big role. Family Engagement. Has a huge role
now because he literally is trying to put the Somali parent community,
Council together. Monthly meetings that he put together. He tries to not only
reach Highwood but all the schools. (Aaliyah Khalil, November 22, 2017)
Despite their praise for some parent-focused programs, overall participants either
don’t know or don’t believe the district is actively doing anything to address the
achievement gap. In response to what, if anything, the school or district is doing to help
reduce differences, Mildred Brown said:
Sadly, I don’t think much. I don’t think very much has been done to
reduce. I think that there are a lot of conversations about the fact that there
are issues and the issues need to be addressed. I can’t give you concrete
examples of actual successes in making that difference. That’s not to say that
there are none, but I don’t have any clear examples for you of how that’s
being changed. (Mildred Brown, November 27, 2017)
Carla Nathan said:
They’re talking about it. I’m hearing there is this thing called equity
something. They seem to be doing a lot of talking and they’re keeping the
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White people employed to talk about change. I don’t know if it’s actually
trickling down in practice. Like I said, I really think all this talk is a waste of
time because they have the answer sheet. They really do have the answer
sheet. It’s just a matter of launching it and the stuff. All these stuff they’re
wondering about is not unknown. They know what to do. It’s a matter of
willingness to actually do it. What are they doing? They hired a principal, I
think they probably would believe like, wow, we see you hired a Black
person principal but she [the principal] cannot change the system and even
when she try to do things, they push back a lot on her. (Carla Nathan,
November 2, 2017)
Other parents questioned the impact of the district racial equity training. They were
unsure if the training was reaching the staff or what its overall impact was on hiring, and
other changes in policy and practice. To that end, Winter Norwood shared:
They have these circles and stuff that they’re having people talk in, the
racial equity and things of that nature, where they’re at least trying to have
these candid conversations that address what really is going on. I don’t
know, I was just talking to somebody, and I feel like it’s true, it might be
reaching the students, but it’s not reaching the staff. That was a thing too,
where the staff does not look like the student population. There might be a
whole lot of diversity in the student population, but the staff, it’s not. You
can do all this stuff, but if it’s not reaching the staff, and things aren’t being
done differently in who they hire and how and getting it to look more like
the student population, what are you really doing, or what is your goal?
What are these conversations supposed to do or change? (Winter Norwood,
November 10, 2017)
Makeba Forde is not convinced that the district knows how to create equitable
results and is not assuaged by the talk of progressive thinking. She worries that the
achievement gap is talked about as White-centered: “Whites will have to give up
something to close the achievement gap—that’s what holding us back” (Makeba Forde,
April 21, 2018).
Sasha Peterson finds hope in the actions of individual principals at individual
schools. Responding to whether the district is doing anything to help address disparities,
she said:
No, I think it’s all a farce. And I think they keep pushing good money
after bad because all of the things that they’re spending money on is not
working. These small grants for restorative practice and the things that
principals do on their own is what’s making the difference. And I think the
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schools that are making the biggest changes should get more money for other
opportunities. (Sasha Peterson, December 4, 2017)
Conclusion
As the findings above illustrate, Black parents are keenly aware of disparate
educational outcomes and have strong opinions on the causes of and solutions for
addressing these disparities. Parents rarely use the term “achievement gap,” but offer a
great deal of texture to our understanding of its manifestations. Schools and school
systems are mostly implicated in discussions of the achievement gap. Teachers,
individually and collectively, garner considerable attention in parents’ assessment of the
problems and solutions to Black student underachievement. As parents articulate their
actions and reactions vis-à-vis their children’s schooling experiences, they often describe
efforts to “fight” within or against the system, while flight is the preferred option for
others.
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Chapter V
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Analysis and Synthesis
In the preceding chapters, I explored how we “name” the achievement gap through
data and statistics on student achievement at local, state, and national levels, and how we
“frame” the issue both in public discourse and relevant research literature. In this section,
I attempt to address whether and how Black parents “claim” the achievement gap; to
what extent do they embrace commonly held notions of the phenomenon or offer
divergent and unique perspectives that can inform district efforts to improve or make
more equitable their children’s educational experiences and outcomes?
I have previously explained the methodology used to design and implement my
study and presented the findings of in-depth interviews with 21 Black parents in SPPS. I
will now synthesize the themes that emerged from my inquiry in the context of my
original research questions, the research literature initially reviewed, as well as other
relevant theories that resonate with what I heard parents say. Before doing so, I want to
revisit the thoughts and opinions that motivated me to conduct this research.
During my time in SPPS, there seemed to be a lack of Black parent frustration,
anger, or voice about the academic performance of Black students and the huge racial
disparities between student groups. The collective perspectives of this very important
constituency were seemingly absent from the district’s strategic planning processes. I
wondered why the district was not doing a better job of listening to this group, but more

120
personally, as a Black administrator and new mother, I wondered why Black parents were
not demanding to be heard. I consulted the research literature and found very little on
how parents, as a whole, think and respond to the achievement gap. Even fewer sources
were available related to parents of color’s specific thoughts on the issue. As a result, I
embarked on this study to understand how Black parents in SPPS make sense of and
respond to the achievement gap. Stated again, my research questions were:
1.

To what extent are Black parents in SPPS aware of the race-based
achievement gap, and how do they interpret or make sense of it?

2.

How does knowledge of the gap influence the attitudes and interactions of
Black parents in SPPS toward and with the school system?

3.

How do Black parents in SPPS engage in, or react to, the district’s efforts to
develop and/or implement programs, policies, and practices designed to
address the achievement gap?

Through my research I have found that Black parents in SPPS have strong opinions
about, and reactions to, academic outcomes and disparities; careful and ongoing
exploration of their perspectives and behaviors would be useful to the district’s efforts to
address the achievement gap. Data collection, analysis, and more recent examination of
the literature presently led me to posit the following with respect to SPPS Black parents
and the achievement gap:
1.

Black parents in SPPS are aware of disparities in education but don’t think or
talk about it in the same way as is dominant in the public discourse
surrounding the achievement gap.

2.

Black parents in SPPS acknowledge many reasons why children don’t do well
and have something to say about what should done and by whom.

3.

For Black parents in SPPS, engagement in their children’s schooling
experience, whether visible or not (especially if not), is a form of resistance
and advocacy.
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4.

Black parents in SPPS want and need to be part of a larger movement to
amplify their collective voice.

I will explore each of these statements in greater detail below. I preface that discussion
with the recognition that the 21 Black parents in this study are not a representative
sample of their peer group. Thus, I do not make these assertions about all Black parents
in Saint Paul Public Schools. Nonetheless, it warrants attention that the 21 parents
interviewed for this study had as much to say as they did, and that their perspectives both
punctuated and refuted the literature on the achievement gap and parent involvement.
Disparities vs Disinvestments
Black parents in SPPS are aware of disparities in education but don’t think or talk
about it in the same way as is dominant in the public discourse surrounding the
achievement gap.
All parents in the study had some level of awareness of educational disparities in
education or differential treatment and outcomes of Black students. However, regardless
of their depth of knowledge of the public discourse regarding the achievement gap, all
parents rejected its underlying deficit-based connotations, taking offense with the
implication that something is lacking in them or their children. Indeed, a critical critique
of the early scholarship around the achievement gap is that it is rooted in “deficit
thinking” that blames the victim (Howard, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995, 2006a;
Olivos, 2006; Valencia, 2015). Those who subscribe to cultural deprivation theoretical
perspectives suggest that students of color experience low or disparate academic
achievement due to deficits or deficiencies in themselves, their families, and/or their
cultures.
Contrary to popular achievement gap discourse that assigns responsibility to
students, parents, and their respective circumstances, the parents in this study blame
schools and other societal institutions for the persistence of the gap; they believe neither
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they nor their children have failed, but rather they have been failed by the larger system. I
connect this sentiment to Ladson-Billings’s (2006a) notions of the education debt,
referenced earlier in this thesis. Drawing metaphorical comparisons between our national
fiscal situation and our education situation, Ladson-Billings argues that “our focus on the
achievement gap is akin to a focus on the budget deficit, but what is actually happening
to African American and Latina/o students is really more like the national debt” (p. 5).
She further argues that the “historical, economic, sociopolitical and moral decisions and
policies that characterize our society have created an education debt” rather than an
achievement gap (p. 5). While deeply concerned about the current conditions of
schooling for their children and other Black children, the parents in the study, similar to
Ladson-Billings, situate the challenges they see not only with their individual teachers
and schools but also within a broader, longstanding context of institutional oppression
and discriminatory practices. In this sense, the shortcomings of the educational system
are either fueled by or symbolize racism. Every parent in this study expressed high
expectations for their children and for how the system should be serving and supporting
them. However, they also shared deep frustration that those expectations were rarely fully
actualized, particularly because of their children’s race and, in the case of Black boys,
their gender.
Another relevant theoretical frame for understanding SPPS’s Black parents’
orientation to their children’s schooling and therefore their response to the achievement
gap is Camille Wilson Cooper’s (2007) concept of “motherwork.” Cooper’s study of
African American mothers’ school choice-making processes provides a useful frame for
understanding how the parents in this study approached their parental roles. As explained
earlier, the majority (19 of 21) of the respondents in my study were mothers. The
perspectives these mothers shared were quite similar to those expressed by the African
American mothers in Cooper’s study for whom succeeding in education “is a high-stakes
endeavor for their children—something that will make or break their futures” (p. 499).
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Like Cooper’s mothers, the mothers in this study appeared less concerned about the
specific differences in test scores than what those differences meant for their children’s
long-term success and survival. SPPS’s Black mothers spoke about the achievement gap
in terms of the actions or inactions of educators that threaten their children’s ability to
reach their full potential, including low expectations for Black student performance, an
overall lack of cultural awareness, and misguided policies and practices. They seldom
used the term “achievement gap” or discussed specific disparities in academic outcomes.
Instead, they enumerated multiple examples of differential treatment in schools that
paralleled inequities witnessed in other institutions impacting the Black community. The
mothers did not talk about the achievement gap per se as something to fight against, but
rather they articulated a strong motivation to fight for the academic success and social
emotional well-being of the own children and all Black children in the context of a racist
society.
Just as feminism is embraced by men as well as women, so too is the notion of
motherwork. The two fathers in this study expressed no less commitment to the success
of their children than did the mothers. In fact, one father was a single parent, and while he
did not explain his decision-making with the same language as the mothers in the sample,
his motivations for his daughter’s well-being and upward mobility mirrored their desires.
Schools and the Achievement Gap
Black parents in SPPS acknowledge many reasons why children don’t do well and
have something to say about what should done, and by whom.
Although cognizant of the impact of other societal factors, the parents in the study
overwhelmingly discussed how schools, particularly teachers, create and/or perpetuate
the inequitable conditions and outcomes Black students experience. They offer a host of
causes of and solutions to closing the achievement gap as detailed in the previous
chapter. However, their major concerns were the treatment or mistreatment of Black
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boys, including over-identification for special education services, and the apparent lack
of understanding or care for Black children on the part of a majority White teaching
force.
Equally important for district officials is not simply an understanding of what
parents believe needs to be done, but also who they hold accountable for the proposed
action(s). Apart from the four SPPS employees and the three parents who were involved
in district-sponsored parent advisory councils, the parents in the study were mostly
unaware of, or disconnected from, district efforts to address the achievement gap. They
spoke more about actions and activities at their children’s school. Admittedly, this may
be less a function of intentional disengagement with the district and more due to the
relative frequency of opportunities to interact more intimately with their children’s
teachers and/or schools. In other words, parents’ assessment of the district’s effectiveness
in addressing Black student needs is influenced by their knowledge of and satisfaction
with their schools’ efforts toward this end, not necessarily the district itself. Therefore, it
is important for district officials not only to understand what parents say they need and
want, but also to monitor how district policies aimed at addressing those needs get
mediated by administrators and faculty at the school level.
Interestingly, the district administrators interviewed seemed to have a good
understanding of parents’ concerns, even if parents themselves were dubious of the
district’s sincerity or efficacy. The district administrators also agreed with many of the
suggested remedies parents offered for closing the achievement gap. Moreover, all
administrators articulated a direct connection between their perceptions of the needs of
Black children and families and specific tactics and strategies they employed within their
supervisory purview. They expressed a similar level of frustration as parents that their
policy intent was not being effectively implemented at the school level, and overall
discontent that the district was not able to adequately meet the needs of all children and
families. It is important to note that of the six district administrators interviewed, three
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were themselves Black parents (not of students currently enrolled in the district), and two
were responsible for direct supervision of school administrators. Reflecting on my own
personal orientation to the work, and my former administrator colleagues’ lived
experiences and proximity to the issue, I am not surprised to find alignment between their
thoughts and those of parents. However, I am left with several wonderings related to my
motivation for this inquiry. If such alignment exists, why don’t parents feel heard and
understood? Why aren’t the efforts of administrators of color resulting in greater success
for children of color? To what extent are other elements of the “system” working to
maintain the status quo?
Engagement, Resistance, and Advocacy
For Black parents in SPPS, engagement in their children’s schooling experience,
whether visible or not (especially if not), is a form of resistance and advocacy.
At the foundation of this assertion is the premise that parents of color and schools
have different perceptions of what it means to be involved in their children’s education.
In my a priori review of the literature, several authors presented counter-perspectives to
the commonly held belief that low-income African American and Latinx parents are
either not involved in or do not value education (Auerbach, 2007; Bridges et al., 2012;
Cooper, 2007; Valencia, 2015). They offered alternative explanations for how parents of
color conceive of their role in their children’s education and their subsequent interactions
with schools. Auerbach’s (2007) continuum of parent role orientations is based on an
analysis of the behaviors and interactions of working class families with respect to
college access. While not all the parents in this study would be considered working class
(some being lower SES and others higher SES) and the scope of concerns addressed was
not limited to college access, the theoretical concepts presented in Auerbach’s work are
relevant to this analysis. The parents in this study most resemble Auerbach’s “struggling
advocates,” who on behalf of their college-bound children provided “more direct,
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tangible support and monitoring at home along with advocacy at school” (p. 266). Like
Auerbach Advocates, the parents in my study also take “a hands-on stance pushing for
progress as part of strong social mobility for both their children and themselves” (p. 266).
The women and men in my sample took ownership of their children’s education, with
little distinction between immigrant and non-immigrant status. Due to the current or
former employment with the district, or involvement with parent advisory councils or
community organizations like NdCAD and SPPN, most of the parents in the sample had
some knowledge of the workings of the system. Interestingly, despite this awareness—or
perhaps because of it—they lacked confidence that their advocacy would necessarily
result in positive change for their children, and some worried about retribution. This
sentiment was also expressed in Bridges et al.’s (2012) study of African American
parents’ perceptions of K-12 education, where they found that “most parents felt they had
a degree of personal power and influence at their children’s school, but acknowledge that
they sometimes face obstacles exerting it” (p. 12). The key takeaway from my dialogue
with SPPS Black parents and my initial and current review of the literature is that even as
they described their involvement with their children’s education as needing to be
“present” and “visible” at school, they also articulated an oppositional stance to the
school system, wherein they must “fight” to get what they want. As result, their
interactions and engagement with the district writ large should be viewed as acts of
resistance; it is evidence of their refusal to comply with low expectations and other
limitations on their children’s abilities.
Perhaps the most visible way parents exhibit their resistance is in their school
choice making. Overwhelmingly, the parents in this study actively sought specialized
programming for their children, including language immersion, gifted and talented
programming, and Montessori pedagogy. They expressed a desire for control or
guarantees about the quality of the academic experience their children receive,
recognizing the potential limits of the traditional neighborhood school to provide such.
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Even for the one parent with a child actively enrolled in a neighborhood school, the
cultural and linguistic characteristics of the school, with its high Somali student
population, factored heavily in her selection criteria.
Indeed, parents that can exercise choice do, both within SPPS and outside of it. The
five parents that ultimately transferred their children to schools outside the district
described extreme frustration with SPPS’s inability to effectively respond to their
children’s needs, and deep concern about the harm that ongoing engagement with the
system would bring to their children. These parents had the knowledge and means to
physically remove their families from the district. However, I wonder to what extent
parents of lower SES who may not be able to transfer their children out of the district still
express resistance by physically removing themselves from the district. In other words,
do they limit their interactions with the district not because they do not care about Black
children’s academic development, but rather as an expression of their rejection of an
inherently unfair system that disadvantages Black children by creating and perpetuating
disparities.
After beginning my data analysis, I happened across Olivos’s (2006) work on
bicultural parents, which sparked many connections and offered a theoretical frame to
bolster my working hypothesis of SPPS Black parent engagement as resistance. Olivos
refers as bicultural “individuals or social groups who live in and ‘function in two [or
more] distinct sociocultural environments: their primary culture, and that of the dominant
mainstream culture of the society in which they live’” (p. 14). In his book, he interrogates
the contradictions between the espoused and enacted values of the U.S. education system
and argues that bicultural student underachievement (i.e., the achievement gap) and low
bicultural parent participation “are the result of a complex socioeconomic and historic
structure of dominance” (p. 16). He presents a paradigm that illustrates “how the
relationship between bicultural parents and the school system is in fact a micro-reflection
of deeper societal contradictions resulting from economic exploitation and racism”
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(p. 22). He argues that “contradictions produce ever-present tensions, which eventually
develop into conflicts, which are demonstrated either through resistance or active
oppositional behavior” (p. 22). Figure 7 illustrates Olivos’s paradigm of tension,
contradiction, and resistance in parent involvement (p. 22).

Figure 7. Olivos’s Paradigm of Tension, Contradiction, and Resistance in Parent
Involvement. Adapted from Olivos’s (2006, p. 22).
I have attempted to understanding the extent to which these dynamics are present in the
discourse of the parents in this study. As SPPS policymakers contemplate actions to close
the achievement gap, interrogation of the tensions, conflicts, and resistance that may be at
play vis-à-vis the larger African American parent population and/or other bicultural
communities is warranted.
According to Olivos (2006), bicultural parent resistance can take on various forms,
ranging from absence, disengagement, and disinterest to openly challenging the school
system. Using a typology suggested by Soloranzo and Delgado Bernal (2001), Olivos
(2006) analyzes four modes of bicultural parent resistance: reactionary, self-defeating,
conforming, and transformational (p. 91). The first mode of resistance, reactionary
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behavior, is not quite resistance at all. Olivos describes reactionary behavior as one in
which parents agitate or disrupt—”for the hell of it”—without acknowledgment of the
context or social conditions driving their actions or motivation to change those conditions
(p. 91). Self-defeating resistance is described as “a form of escape from the oppressive
condition but with no desire to transform it” (p. 91). Examples of this type of resistance
might be when parents, for a variety of reasons, decide to refrain from participation in
school-related activities that might be beneficial to themselves or their children. Olivos
characterizes this resistance as self-defeating in that the actual absence or lack of
bicultural parent participation contributes to commonly held misperceptions of parent
disinterest or indifference. Conforming resistance is described as “a type of oppositional
behavior that challenges the dominant ideology” (p. 92). However, this form of resistance
does not fundamentally confront the current system of oppression but rather responds to
systemic problems with superficial, quick-fix solutions. The final mode of resistance is
referred to as transformational resistance, in which an individual is “motivated by social
justice and has a critique of social oppression” (p. 93). In this mode, bicultural parents’
actions are not only directed at avoiding school activities, or participating in low-impact
roles, but rather they are focused on improving conditions in an entire school or
unearthing systemic challenges that have a harmful impact on their children or
community.
Based on these four modes of resistance presented by Olivos (2006), I situate the
actions and attitudes expressed by Black parents in this study somewhere between
conforming and transformational resistance. For the most part, their participation in
school- or district-level activities was precipitated by, or in response to, their observations
of disparities in the educational experiences and outcomes of Black children relative to
their peers. Several parents were members of parent advisory councils or external parent
education/engagement supports, through which they sought to inform decision-making by
having a “seat at the table” or a “voice” in the discussion on behalf of all children, not
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just their own. Several parents also articulated a stance that went beyond confirming
resistance to naming and confronting institutional racism. However, with few
exceptions—namely, those that were district employees—parents lacked resources (e.g.,
social capital, access, proximity, etc.) to fully activate transformational resistance.
Regarding this challenge, multiple parents articulated the need to join forces with other
parents of color to magnify their presence and increase the collective impact of their
advocacy. This sentiment is related to my final assertion.
Collective Voice
SPPS Black parents want and need to be part of a larger movement to amplify their
collective voice and impact.
The Black parents interviewed for this study know their voice should matter but
struggle to see effective response to their remonstrations from either school or district
personnel. While their initial advocacy might have been sparked by an issue impacting
their own children, they recognized the need for collective advocacy around the needs of
all Black children. Their desire to be part of a larger movement of resistance and
advocacy is informed by their conception of the achievement gap as a racial justice issue
rather than solely an issue of academic underperformance. Indeed, this understanding of
the achievement gap phenomenon, and Black parents’ own status in society as members
of a marginalized group, demand a response proportionate to the scope of the problem—
collective strength. As I reflect on the participants’ comments that connect education not
just to individual upward mobility but also community empowerment, I am reminded of
the principle of the Ujima from the African American holiday of Kwanzaa. According to
its creator Maluana Karenga (2002), Kwanzaa promotes “seven basic values of African
culture which contribute to building and reinforcing community among African
American people as well as Africans throughout the world African community” (p. 7).
Ujima, the third principle, translates to “collective work and responsibility” (p. 7). It
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means “to build and maintain our community together and make our brothers and sisters
problems our problems and to solve them together” (p. 7). Karenga refers to the practice
of Ujima as a “commitment to active and informed togetherness on matters of common
interest” (p. 53). He further suggests that “without collective work and struggle, progress
is impossible and liberation unthinkable” (p. 53). Evocative of Ujima, I hear in the
sentiments of the parents of this study a recognition of the necessity of collective action,
not for the sake of being louder but, more profoundly, for the protection or restoration of
their children’s well-being and identity as members of a racialized community.
Several education researchers have underscored the value of, and challenges
associated with, parent and community engagement toward systemic reform (Henig,
2011; Olivos, 2006; Orr & Rogers, 2011). Henig (2011) cautions that the evolving
“political grid” of education can positively or negatively impact the effectiveness of
different public involvement strategies. He focuses on “public engagement,” which he
distinguishes from individual advocacy. Once parents decide to politically engage to
improve schooling, Henig suggests they have several other decisions to make, including
the level of engagement (e.g., classroom, school, district), institutional avenue (e.g.,
electoral, judicial), selection of allies, and tactics for influence (p. 54). While the parents
in this study acknowledged the need for collective action, there was no consensus in their
comments regarding which level they should seek to engage or through which
institutional avenue their efforts should be directed. Guidance is needed to harness this
desired collective action.
Olivos (2006) makes the case for a “transformative education context model” of
parent involvement to effectively engaged marginalized parents in addressing educational
inequities (p. 110). In this model, parent involvement is seen as political and active. It is a
“political process in which parents form diverse backgrounds (including middle-class
Whites) work to transform a system that engenders subordination and stratifies students”
(p. 111). Olivos, and co-author Ochoa, offer a Parent Involvement Analysis Paradigm
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(see Table 11) to assess four levels through which parent involvement progressively
moves toward the ideal of cultural democracy and socioeconomic and political
consciousness (p. 113).
Table 11. Parent Involvement Analysis Paradigm (Olivos, 2006)
Level
I
Status Quo

Theoretical/
Social Focus
Functionalist
(Conformity)

II

Structural functionalist
(Social control and
harmony)

III

Conflict theory
(Equity and power)

IV

Conflict theory, social
constructionist, &
interpretivist
(Transformational
change towards
cultural and economic
democracy)

Open
Democratic
System

Parent Involvement
Models
Family influence:
Change bicultural
parents- “improve” home
condition for participants
to acquire preferred
behaviors and values
Cooperative systems:
parents participate within
the school culture to
assimilate to school
practices and behaviors
Alternative school
reform:
Parents challenge schools
to be more responsive,
inclusive and equitable
Transformational
education:
Problem posing that seeks
solutions enabling
inclusion, voice, and
representation in decision
making

Perception of Parents as
Contributors to Schools
Superficially connecting
parents to school culture
(I)

Parents as collaborators of
school culture (II)

Parents as co-participants
in the decision-making
process (III)
Cultural democracy,
parents as action
researchers, agents of
transformative change in
school and community
(IV)

Adapted from Olivos (2006, p. 113)
Again, as argued above, the parents in this study articulated a need to have greater
voice in the educational decision-making process. My discussions with parents suggest
that the education context in which they operate—the SPPS district—supports Level One
to Level Three parent involvement. Olivos (2006) recommends that parent involvement
go beyond informing processes that school officials ultimately control, to Level Four—
participatory action research in which parents are co-creating not just solutions, but also
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framing the issues they seek to have solve. As SPPS seeks to design new strategies for
addressing academic disparities, it should foster a culture that allows for Level Four
involvement. Acknowledging that those closest to the problem are the closet to the
solution, it appears SPPS Black parents are an untapped resource in informing the
development of effective policies and programs for their children. Participatory action
research is a viable tool for SPPS to involve parents and for parents to direct their
collective advocacy.

Recommendations
My recommendations for district officials to address longstanding disparities in
student academic achievement, such that outcomes are no longer predictable by race, are
both technical and adaptive (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001), and reflect my deep knowledge of
the systemic reform efforts previously attempted in SPPS from 2007 through 2016.
Moreover, the recommendations that follow are tempered by my perception that despite
public statements to the contrary (Verges, 2017), district leadership is reticent to boldly
name race equity as a current strategic goal (SPPS Achieves Strategic Plan)1. Having
experienced a significant turnover of the school board in 2015, the subsequent and abrupt
departure of the superintendent in 2016, and public opposition by some teachers and
parents to the racial equity transformation efforts implemented during her tenure,
including explicit training on critical race theory and implicit bias, special education
mainstreaming, and student discipline reform such as alternatives to suspensions (Du,
2016; Hawkins, 2015; Lonetree, 2016; Marciniak, 2013; Matos, 2016; Wastvedt, 2016)
the district appears to have little appetite for radical change.

1https://www.spps.org/strategicplan
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Most importantly, my recommendations aim to honor and amplify the voices and
perspectives of the parents in this study who called for both structural changes and shifts
in mindset regarding Black children. Again, those closest to the problems are likely to be
the best sources of effective solutions. To that end, my overall guidance to SPPS leaders
moving forward is that whatever actions are taken to address systemic inequities, Black
parents should be engaged fully in the process of co-creating effective responses to better
serve their children. I will first address some of the structural changes that should occur,
including efforts to diversify the teaching force, cultural relevant/responsive instructional
practices, and enhanced parent education supports.
Teacher Diversity
Given that student achievement is tied to teacher quality and teacher expectations,
and exposure to same-race teachers has shown positive effects for children of color, SPPS
would do well to expand and enhance its efforts to increase the recruitment and retention
of teachers of color. While the recently launched SPPS Urban Teacher Residency
Program (SUTR)2 is a promising “grow-your-own” effort to bring new teachers into the
profession, SPPS must examine and address other policies, such as licensure rules and
collective bargaining agreements, that impede its ability to appropriately place, support,
and retain good candidates.
Culturally Relevant Education
In addition to efforts to diversify the teaching force, attention should be paid to the
effectiveness of existing teachers. To the extent that racial equity development is a
lifelong journey, routine professional development should be provided—and whenever
possible mandated—to increase teachers’ knowledge and capacity to employ culturally

2https://www.spps.org/SUTR
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responsiveness strategies and adopt culturally relevant approaches to instruction. In
addition, the district should take specific actions to ensure the curriculum is reflective of
the student body, including formal ethnic studies. Both efforts appear to be on the horizon
under the new SPPS Achieves Strategic Plan.3
Parent Engagement Supports
Parents spoke highly of two initiatives supported by the Office of Family
Engagement—Parent Academy and Parent Advisory Councils. I strongly urge the district
to maintain these two programs and to consider expanding the offerings under Parent
Academy. Specifically, parents who have already experienced Parent Academy crave a
deeper level of knowledge and exposure to additional navigational skills to support their
children through the schooling process.
Principals and school administrators play a pivotal role in supporting authentic
family and community partnerships (Auerbach, 2012). As mentioned earlier, the parents
in this study most frequently interacted with teachers and administrators at their school
sites, as opposed to district officials.

District policies and programs, including those

aimed at equity and inclusion, are being translated by school leaders, with parents’
assessment of the effectiveness of such efforts informed by what occurs or doesn’t occur
at the school site. To that end, the SPPS should ensure that parent engagement and
partnership skills are prioritized in the hiring, placement and ongoing professional
development of school administrators, and in the ongoing monitoring and evaluation of
their success. In addition, the district should allocate to principals additional, dedicated
resources (fiscal and/or human) to support school-based engagement activities that reflect
the unique needs of the school community.

3https://www.spps.org/strategicplan
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While the above efforts might produce marginal to significant positive experiences
among parents, they do not fundamentally challenge the underlying power dynamics
inherent in the system. For the district to recognize and address the existing tensions,
conflicts and resistance (Olivos, 2006) that are impeding both parents’ and educators’ full
participation in a collective, social justice response to the achievement gap requires
adaptive leadership and problem-solving (Heifetz, 2009). The ideas presented here are
not a checklist of specific actions, but rather a starting place for further examination.
Truly adaptive solutions will require being attuned to the issues as they present
themselves and responding accordingly (Heifetz, 2001). Therefore, some starting places
for inquiry include:
•

Regularly asking parents’ opinions and seeking their input, through surveys,
focus groups, and informal dialogue. Here I am not referring to the typical
check-the-box feedback instruments, but rather meaningful inquiry, including,
but not limited to, possible replication of the type of investigation conducted in
this study.

•

Providing more opportunities for Black parents and district administration to
connect directly, not as adversaries, but with the intent of creating space for
each to get to know the other. My findings suggest that there is considerable
alignment between the perspectives of Black parents and administrators. It
might do good to provide meaningful opportunities for the two groups to
interact and problem solve together.

•

Provide regular opportunities for parents to be formally and authentically
engaged in district decision-making. During my time, the district had robust
community engagement and communications teams. They successfully use
tools from the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) and
other stakeholder engagement models to create more inclusive processes.
However, this recommendation calls for a deeper level of commitment from
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district leaders to share power. Olivos (2006) offers intriguing ideas about
participatory action research that are worth exploring further. This approach
proves particularly useful when examining issues of equity. SPPS’s neighbor
district, Minneapolis Public Schools, has used participatory action research
models with students, parents, and community members, most recently to
explore its efforts around the recruitment and retention of teachers of color.
Furthermore, Black parents need to be given a reason to stay in the district besides
resignation. While the number of parents in the study that ultimately left SPPS is small
(n=5), the reasons offered and response (or lack thereof) from the district are concerning.
SPPS needs to value Black parents, and other parents of color, as their primary
customers, as the demographics suggest. Consistent with the concept of targeted
universalism (Powell, Menendian, & Reece, 2009), the district’s allocation of time,
resources, and attention should be directed to the most underserved communities, rather
than in response to internal and external pressures to serve all equally. This is related to
my final recommendation, which is directed at parents themselves.
Regardless of the presence or absence of internal or external supports, SPPS Black
parents must continue to tap in to their individual and collective strength to hold the
district accountable. They must increasingly show up as what Dr. Rudy Crew, former
chancellor of New York City Public Schools, and Superintendent of Miami-Dade Public
Schools, refers to as “demand parents” (Crew, 2007). According to Crew (2007),
“demand parents demand things from their schools because they understand that they are
indeed owed something and it is their responsibility to get it for the children” (p. 155).
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Reflections
This study of the achievement gap was fueled by both my professional and
personal experiences. As a former district administrator and a Black mother in a state
with one of the widest academic disparities between White students and students of color,
I was very curious about how other Black parents understood and responded to this
phenomenon. Moreover, in my professional roles as Saint Paul Public Schools’ (SPPS)
chief accountability officer, then chief of staff, and later chief executive officer, I often
wanted to see a stronger presence of Black parents at school board meetings and other
decision-making venues, demanding better outcomes for the children our district was
failing the most. Rarely did that occur during my nine-year tenure. I wondered, then, why
weren’t Black parents angry; why weren’t they voicing their frustrations; and if they did,
would the district be willing or able to hear and respond?
I am grateful for the opportunity to have met and engaged with the 21 Black
parents in this study. I was humbled by the positive response to my invitations and the
vulnerability and courage of the parents who ultimately shared their stories. In many
ways, my inquiry affirmed my underlying belief that Black parents did in fact have
something to say about what was happening to their children. While seemingly different
in terms of culture, ethnicity and socioeconomic status, I was surprised by the
consistency of message of both multigenerational, US-born and immigrant parents
regarding their hopes and dreams for their children and communities, and their frustration
with the district’s inability to adequately meet those desires.
My findings revealed rich perspectives on the causes and solutions to educational
disparities, and the need for more shared dialogue between Black parents and educators.
My review of the literature and discussions with parents provided better understanding of
the interplay between school and non-school factors on inequality and student
achievement. I am ever more convinced that schools can’t do it alone, but I remain
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troubled by the fact that the district to which I dedicated the better part of a decade seems
not to be doing nearly enough. I am disappointed that SPPS has shifted its focus away
from the deep racial equity transformation work it was engaged in prior to my departure.
Given its strong correlation to achievement in SPPS, I do not believe outcomes will
significantly change for children unless and until the district squarely confronts race and
racism and acknowledges its influence on educational decision-making at all levels. I
heard this sentiment echoed in the stories of the Black parents I interviewed. As the
district takes steps to eliminate racial disparities in achievement, it is my hope that space
is created to surface additional perspectives of those most impacted by their
manifestations.
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Appendix B
Preliminary Racial/Ethnic Student Count by School or Program, Saint Paul Public Schools, October 3, 2016
ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

AMERICAN
INDIAN
1%
22%
3%
0%
3%
3%
3%
2%
1%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%
0%
1%
1%
1%
3%
2%
1%
2%
1%
0%
1%
2%
0%
2%
2%
1%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%
3%
1%
3%
2%
2%
1%
1%
2%
22%

ASIAN
2%
33%
37%
30%
16%
8%
52%
28%
30%
27%
35%
8%
9%
9%
70%
21%
49%
12%
10%
13%
31%
34%
12%
25%
12%
60%
41%
33%
26%
10%
7%
19%
59%
56%
43%
8%
86%
11%
7%
14%
59%
53%
19%
30.0%

HISPANIC
49%
14%
14%
7%
6%
38%
9%
12%
7%
15%
13%
10%
10%
4%
11%
14%
11%
12%
9%
14%
17%
22%
8%
10%
7%
3%
12%
14%
12%
5%
8%
4%
11%
5%
12%
7%
7%
6%
61%
7%
11%
9%
51%
13.7%

BLACK
22%
25%
34%
24%
29%
38%
28%
37%
53%
46%
40%
28%
24%
25%
11%
46%
29%
62%
31%
58%
45%
28%
44%
63%
28%
32%
13%
46%
33%
17%
76%
72%
25%
12%
23%
81%
5%
15%
24%
14%
22%
32%
22%
31.7%

WHITE
26%
7%
12%
39%
47%
12%
8%
22%
10%
10%
11%
53%
56%
61%
8%
18%
8%
13%
47%
13%
6%
13%
34%
2%
53%
4%
34%
6%
27%
67%
7%
3%
4%
27%
21%
2%
1%
65%
6%
63%
6%
5%
5%
22.3%

TOTAL
STUDENTS
708
613
451
1,248
469
247
508
294
332
307
341
173
366
677
477
461
542
172
449
275
653
522
418
289
395
375
187
381
317
430
255
442
504
350
239
472
688
452
337
517
606
464
544
18,947

TOTAL
STUDENTS
OF COLOR
526
573
396
767
250
217
466
230
300
277
304
81
162
264
441
377
496
149
237
240
613
456
277
283
187
360
124
359
230
142
237
430
485
256
189
463
679
160
317
190
567
443
516
14,716

PERCENT
STUDENTS
OF COLOR
74.29%
93.47%
87.80%
61.46%
53.30%
87.85%
91.73%
78.23%
90.36%
90.23%
89.15%
46.82%
44.26%
39.00%
92.45%
81.78%
91.51%
86.63%
52.78%
87.27%
93.87%
87.36%
66.27%
97.92%
47.34%
96.00%
66.31%
94.23%
72.56%
33.02%
92.94%
97.29%
96.23%
73.14%
79.08%
98.09%
98.69%
35.40%
94.07%
36.75%
93.56%
95.47%
94.85%
77.67%

NOTE: Above figures do not include non-state funded Pre-Kindergarten (four-year-old) students who are not in Early Childhood Special Education.
Department of Research, Evaluation, and Assessment
7/7/2017

7/7/2017
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ADAMS SPANISH IMMERSION
AMERICAN INDIAN MAGNET
BATTLE CREEK ELEMENTARY
CAPITOL HILL
CHELSEA HEIGHTS
CHEROKEE HEIGHTS
COMO PARK ELEMENTARY
CROSSROADS MONTESSORI
CROSSROADS SCIENCE
DAYTON’S BLUFF
EASTERN HEIGHTS
L’ETOILD DU NORD LOWER
L’ETOILE DU NORD UPPER
EXPO
FARNSWORTH LOWER
FOUR SEASONS
FROST LAKE
GALTIER
GROVELAND PARK
HAMLINE
HAZEL PARK PREP. ACADEMY
THE HEIGHTS COMMUNITY
HIGHLAND PARK ELEMENTARY
HIGHWOOD HILLS
J.J. HILL MONTESSORI
JACKSON
JIE MING MANDARIN IMMERSION
JOHN A. JOHNSON
LINWOOD MONROE LOWER
HORACE MANN
MAXFIELD
BENJAMIN E. MAYS
MISSISSIPPI
NOKOMIS MONTESSORI NORTH
NOKOMIS MONTESSORI SOUTH
OBAMA SERVICE LEARNING
PHALEN LAKE HMONG STUDIES
RANDOLPH HEIGHTS
RIVERVIEW
ST. ANTHONY PARK
ST. PAUL MUSIC ACADEMY
BRUCE F. VENTO
PAUL & SHEILA WELLSTONE
SUBTOTAL
\

GRADE
LEVEL
HK-5
HK-8
HK-5
1-8
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-1
2-5
HK-5
HK-4
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-8
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-2
HK-5
HK-3
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5
HK-5

7/7/2017
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7/7/2017
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7/7/2017

7/7/2017
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7/7/2017

7/7/2017
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Appendix C
Parent Interview Flyer

176
Appendix D
Interview Protocol for Parents
Participant Group:
Interviewer:

Parent

Michelle. J. Walker, Ed.M, Principal Investigator

Interviewee:._____________________________________________________________
Date: ________________________

Time: ______________________________

Location: _______________________________________________________________
Documents Obtained: _____________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

Post Interview Comments or Leads:
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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Introduction
You are invited to participate in a research study entitled
“Naming, Framing, and Claiming the Gap: Black Parent
Perspectives on Achievement in Saint Paul Public Schools”
because you are Black or African-American and have children
who are current or former students of an SPPS school. I, Michelle
J. Walker-Davis, doctoral student at Teachers College, Columbia
University’s Urban Education Leaders Program will serve as
Principal Investigator for this research. When necessary,
translators, interpreters and/or research assistants will provide
support for this inquiry.
This study aims to gather your perceptions, attitudes and actions
as it relates to the achievement of your own children and other
students in public schools in Saint Paul, MN.
Before I begin, I want to ensure that you have had an opportunity
to review and sign the informed consent form devised to meet our
human subject requirements. Essentially, this document states that:
(1) all information will be held confidential, (2) your participation
is voluntary and you may stop at any time if you feel
uncomfortable, and (3) we do not intend to inflict any harm. In
addition, to facilitate note-taking, I would like to audio tape our
conversations today. For your information, only researchers on the
project will be privy to the tapes which will be eventually
destroyed after they are transcribed.
This interview is planned to last no longer than 90 minutes.
During this time, I have several questions that I would like to cover
and I will do my best to manage our conversation to ensure we get
to all of them.
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HOW DO BLACK PARENTS IN SAINT PAUL PUBLIC
SCHOOLS (SPPS) MAKE SENSE OF AND RESPOND TO
THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP?
To what extent are Black parents in SPPS aware of the racebased achievement gap and how do they interpret or make sense
of it?
1)Tell me a little bit about your child’s school.
o If you chose it, how did you decide?
o What do you like or not like about the school?

2)How is your child doing in school?
o Does s/he seem to be learning? Enjoying it?
o Does s/he have a favorite subject or activity or
something he feels good about?
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3)To be a bit more precise, is your child doing as well as s/he
should be doing in school?
o How do you know; on what do you base your
assessment? (Probe for: grades, teacher reports,
behavior problems, standardized tests, comparison to
other kids, being “on grade level” or “on track”)

4)Let’s talk more broadly about black students.
o Do you have any sense of how black children are doing
in this school or district?
o Do you have any sense of how black children are doing
in this district?
o Are they performing up to expectations or grade level?
o How are they performing compared to other groups of
children?
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5)Do you think your child is typical of black students [in the
school or district], or is she doing better or worse:
o Why do you think this?

6)Since you have noted differences between black student
progress and that of other students, what do you think are the
causes for this?
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7)In your view what, if anything, is the school doing to reduce
those differences?
o Is the school district doing anything to reduce those
differences?

How does knowledge of the gap influence black parents’
attitudes towards and interactions with the school system?
8)Have you ever heard about the “achievement gap”? It’s a
term often used to describe the kinds of differences between
students that we’ve been talking about. Have you heard
people use this term? If so, what does that term mean to
them and to you? Why do you think they talk about the
achievement gap? Do they really want to do something
about it, in your view?
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9)How does it make you feel (about yourself, your school, etc.)
hearing this gap language, and/or knowing that children
perform so differently? Have you ever spoken to your
child’s teacher, school, or a district staff person about your
concerns?

10)
What do you think needs to be done to address the
achievement gap? By whom? Have your concerns led you
to do anything different with/for you child and his/her
learning?
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11)
What, if any, support do you think is needed to
accomplish this?

How do Black parents engage in, or react to, the districts efforts
to develop and/or implement programs, policies and practices
designed to address the achievement gap?
12)
How do you learn about events or activities at your
school or in the district?
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13)
In your view what, if anything, is the school or school
district doing to reduce those differences?

14)
Are you involved in any groups or activities at your
child’s school (i.e., PTA/O, Parent Academy, etc.) or at the
district level? (Parent Advisory Committees (PAC, DPAC))?
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15)
Are there any community based organizations that help
you understand or work with the school system?

16)
Do you think teachers and school administrators are
doing everything they can to help your child succeed? If not,
what do you want/need them to do? Are there other adults
that c/should help students succeed (district administrators,
community, leaders, parents, etc.)?
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Appendix E
Interview Protocol for District Administrators

Participant Group:
Interviewer:

Administrator

Michelle. J. Walker, Ed.M, Principal Investigator

Interviewee: _____________________________________________________________
Date: ________________________

Time: ______________________________

Location: _______________________________________________________________
Documents Obtained: _____________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

Post Interview Comments or Leads:
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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Introduction
You are invited to participate in a research study entitled “Naming, Framing, and
Claiming the Gap: Black Parent Perspectives on Achievement in Saint Paul Public
Schools” because you are an administrator in the central office of the school district. I,
Michelle J. Walker-Davis, doctoral student at Teachers College, Columbia University’s
Urban Education Leaders Program will serve as Principal Investigator for this research.
When necessary, translators, interpreters and/or research assistants will provide support
for this inquiry.
This study aims to gather your perceptions, attitudes and actions of Black parents as it
relates to student achievement in public schools in Saint Paul, MN. Your perspectives are
crucial to understanding the districts efforts to support students and parents.
Before I begin, I want to ensure that you have had an opportunity to review and sign the
informed consent form devised to meet our human subject requirements. Essentially, this
document states that: (1) all information will be held confidential, (2) your participation
is voluntary and you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, and (3) we do not
intend to inflict any harm. In addition, to facilitate note-taking, I would like to audio tape
our conversations today. For your information, only researchers on the project will be
privy to the tapes which will be eventually destroyed after they are transcribed.
This interview is planned to last no longer than 90 minutes. During this time, I have
three main questions that I would like to cover and I will do my best to manage our
conversation to ensure we get to all of them.
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HOW DO BLACK PARENTS IN SAINT PAUL PUBLIC SCHOOLS (SPPS)
MAKE SENSE OF AND RESPOND TO THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP?
1. Tell me a little bit about your department/function.
• Is your department engaged in efforts to: increase parent awareness or
engagement; increase student achievement; and/or close the achievement
gap?

2. In what specific ways have or do you work with or support parents?
• How do parents participate in or respond to these efforts?
• Do you support Black parents in any particular ways?

3. In your interactions with parents in the district, how do they talk (to you or to
each other) about their experiences with and support for their children’s schooling
(teachers, schools, etc.)?
• Are there any unique ways that Black parents talk about those experience
▪ Do Black parents talk about differences between black student
progress and that of other students?
▪ If so, to what do they attribute those differences?
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4. Does you department/function do anything in particular to address the issues
raised by Black parents
• Are there other motivations for your work?

5. Of the parents with whom you interact or support, how many would you estimate
(%) have heard about the “achievement gap”?
▪ Does your department use the term? If so, in what ways, and under
what circumstances?
▪ Do parents themselves use the term “achievement gap” or do they
refer to the phenomenon in different ways?
▪ What, if anything, do parents say about how others use the term
achievement gap?

190
6. Do you think your department, is doing everything it can to help Black children
succeed?
▪ If not, what do you want/need to do so?

7. Are there others that c/should help Black students succeed (district administrators,
community, leaders, parents, etc.)?

