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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

CREATING A CULTURE OF THE DESERVING: AFRICAN AMERICAN 
 

STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES IN MINORITY RECRUITMENT PROGRAMS 
 
 
 

Makila Samia Meyers 
 
 

High-achieving African American students are not immune to the issues that 

underlie racial inequalities in school achievement. There is much to learn from these 

students in terms of how they navigate schools and achieve according to conventional 

standards. Further, serious questions remain about the social and racial costs to being 

constructed as high-achieving against broader narratives of African American students 

as deficient. This qualitative inquiry uses participant interviews and document analysis 

to explore the Discourses on achievement and leadership produced by minority 

recruitment programs and the students who participate in them. Specifically, the 

research uses critical discourse tools to look at the narratives produced both by African 

American students and by (and through) program documents. It seeks to understanding 

where these narratives converge and where there might be tension. This research is 

conducted by incorporating a socio-cultural literacy and critical race theory framework. 

This dissertation study is at the intersection of equity and access; it 

problematizes progressive arguments against a segregated curriculum for high-

achieving students by invoking a social justice argument in favor of leveling the 

playing field for traditionally marginalized students, specifically African Americans. 

Much of the existing literature on high achievement and African Americans takes place 

in traditional classrooms. Glaringly absent from the literature on achievement are the 

ways in which some high-performing students of color are positioned to succeed in 



competitive, non-school environments. Specifically, I look at minority recruitment 

programs because these programs teach a particular type of literacy. The study 

explores the degree to which students’ home literacies are being honored. 

Findings indicate that students’ perspectives on achievement were much more 

critical than those of the programs with students overtly challenging meritocracy. 

Students were less critical of leadership, and both programs and students offered views 

that privileged particular literacies of leadership. The researcher offers 

recommendations for MRPs that calls for programs to involve students in more critical 

inquiries through the use of a Critical Race English education lens. 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

My earliest memories of elementary school deeply impacted my own perspective 

on what it means to be Black and a high achiever. My own educational experiences lie at 

the intersection of issues related to access and equity in schooling. I spent most of my 

days racing through the work that the teacher assigned, collecting my stars, stickers, or 

some accolade of praise, spending the remaining two-thirds of the day “helping” my 

peers. I moved from desk to desk, checking off student responses with answer keys, 

stopping to “tutor” peers with incorrect responses, and collecting student papers and 

filing them in the teacher’s file cabinet. Day by day, I would follow this same pattern; on 

days when there was not much tutoring to do, I would retreat to some back corner of the 

room and read a book I had brought in from home until the rest of the students in my 

class were done. I remember liking school, but I also remember growing impatient with 

the amount of time I spent waiting. There was so much waiting. 

By the middle of the third grade, my mother’s concern had reached its peak. I was 

no longer allowed to be the class monitor. Instead, my teacher would give me an 

“accelerated packet” which consisted of more of the same. If the class was to complete 15 

problems, I was to complete 25. If my peers were completing 5 cloze reading passages, I 

did 7. When I began to complete this work in less than the allotted time, I was told that I 

would benefit from more independent reading time or that I should write freely in my 

journal. I was given Highlight magazines or National Geographic Kids, and although I 
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found this material particularly engaging, there was never any curricular connection 

made. As the school year progressed, I found myself doing more reading and “free 

writing” than actual engagement with the mandated curriculum. 

Frustrated by the inability of my neighborhood school to provide a rigorous in-

school curriculum, my mother turned to the magnet school application process. In the 

fifth grade, I was admitted to a district-wide gifted and talented school where I would 

combine my love of ballet with my desire to be challenged academically. Finally, I would 

be in an environment where my peers would be intellectually stimulating, where I would 

be challenged, and where teachers would understand that accelerated curriculum means 

differentiated and not simply more. The education I received in this program was an 

improvement on my first four years in a neighborhood school, though my mother was 

still not satisfied. While I had hours of nightly homework, a heavy reading load, and daily 

pop quizzes, there was little project-based learning or preparation on how to conduct 

research. There were not many opportunities to collaborate with peers, few trips that 

utilized the broader New York City community, and limited access to foreign language 

instruction. In short, my mother believed the curriculum to be too insular and not truly in 

line with her perception of what was happening in other gifted and talented programs in 

more affluent districts in the city. This, she concluded, might be what passed for gifted 

and talented in the Bronx, but it certainly was not sufficient. 

The summer before my sixth grade year, my mother met a woman from our same 

community whose daughter had attended a minority recruitment program and, after a 

year of rigorous coursework in the evening and two summers of training, been admitted 

into an elite New England boarding school. Jada, now in the tenth grade, deeply 

impressed my mother with her poised attitude, her talk of famous authors she had read, 

and her interests in cultural institutions throughout the city. She spoke eloquently about 

honing her leadership skills, attending Spelman College, and one day returning to her 

community to invest in other young girls. My mother began to look into this, and other 
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recruitment programs, and over the next year I sat for exams for two of these programs as 

well as for the most prestigious gifted public school in the city. I scored well on the 

written exams, but during the interview process at each program, I was unable to access 

the type of cultural experiences that seemed to be required for success in these programs. 

What instruments did I play? Where are some places I have or would like to travel? 

Could I give an example of how I had been a leader in my community? Ultimately, I was 

not admitted into any of these programs.   

My mother’s fear for my academic future was heightened. While she invested 

heavily in my out-of-school education, she was determined to find a learning 

environment that would complement her efforts. Deciding to remove me from what she 

perceived as an environment plagued by low expectations, lack of cultural opportunities, 

and rote approaches to instruction, my mother withdrew my brother and me from the 

public school system and placed us both in a Black independent school.1 Here, for the 

first time in my academic career, I was placed in an environment where I was both 

challenged and supported; I took field trips to other cities, conducted library research, and 

engaged in community volunteer efforts. My school day was an unpredictable array of 

activities ranging from cooperative learning to Socratic seminars to engaging in debates 

with high school student volunteers. In the morning we might work in the lower grade 

and conduct read-alouds we had planned for the Kindergarten class while in the afternoon 

we researched and recorded a Public Service Announcement to send to the city council. It 

is this shift in my schooling that I attribute so much of the academic success that I have 

been afforded in my life; it is problematic that these types of educational environments 

                                                

1Referred to in the literature as Historically Black Independent Schools, Foster (1992) cites 
that there were 400 of these schools nationally, serving 52,000 students, with 55 of these schools 
in New York City in the 1990s. Foster describes many of the families who choose to participate 
in this type of schooling as having had negative experiences as parents of public school children; 
the schools are thought to incorporate an extensive amount of drilling in basic skills with more 
culturally sustaining pedagogies. 
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that support high-achieving students from low-income and working class neighborhoods 

were scarce in the public school system. 

Bourdieu (1986) argues that the more capital one has, the more powerful a position 

that person is able to occupy in social life. Cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Lareau & 

Horvat, 1999) can be a source of social stratification because it positions some as a 

privileged “us” versus a marginalized “them.” Education is the manifestation of this 

inequity, resulting in school spaces that structure inequality (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; 

Oakes, 1985). My mother understood that, in schools and society at large, dominant 

forms of capital are valued. If I was going to access the types of schools she aspired for 

me to attend, the likelihood of my being able to do so would be negatively impacted if I 

remained in schools that valued rote assignments, work with only one right answer, or 

compliant behavior over work that required expression, individual thought, and high 

levels of analysis (Anyon, 1980). 

Overview of the Study 

This research project is not a scathing review of failing urban schools. That low-

income, high-need urban schools fail their students, even those who are high-achieving, 

is an oft-researched and written about phenomenon. However, what happens when those 

students attempt to leave the public school system and access high-achieving pipelines? 

Glaringly absent from the literature on achievement are the ways in which some high-

performing students are positioned to succeed in competitive environments and, 

contrarily how some are positioned to fail. Specifically, I wanted to look at minority 

recruitment programs because while these programs seem to recruit a seemingly 

monolithic group of students, there are likely a range of experiences within them. I 

wanted to interview participants of these programs and ask that they reflect on their 

educational and social experiences. Further, I analyzed the narratives that are constructed 
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and reproduced by these programs through the web-based and promotional documents 

that they produce and discuss the significance of where these policies converge with, or 

diverge from, the experiences of participants. I view policy not as objective text, but as a 

“socio-cultural process—as modes of human interaction, negotiation, and production 

mediated by relations of power” (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006, p. 10). My dissertation 

study analyzed both institutional documents and individual experiences in order to 

conduct a study that examined the relationship between policy and experience. Exploring 

what it means to experience a recruitment program as an African American high achiever 

is a problem worthy of investigating if we are committed to the idea of providing 

equitable access for high-achieving African American students. 

Background of the Problem 

The most pervasive, dominant narrative surrounding African American students 

and schooling is one of deficit, failure, and perceived illiteracy. Literacy has served as a 

gatekeeper for African Americans not just to minority recruitment programs, but to 

various institutions, including schooling. Historically, literacy served as a marker of race, 

as African Americans were denied the right to learn to read, write, or attend schools. 

There is a long tradition around Black thought and literacy. Literacy, immediately 

following emancipation, was about humanizing the former enslaved (Anderson, 1988). 

Literacy seemed to hold the promises of full personhood for Black men who had been 

conceived of as 3/5 human. The Southern leaders who emerged from slavery became 

literate in opposition to laws that prohibited Blacks access to literacy (Anderson, 1988). 

How best to attend to the social and educational needs of Black children has a deeply 

rooted history. During the post-bellum period in the Southern United States, tensions 

about whether to incorporate a technical curriculum or a more academic one sharply 

divided the Black intellectual elite. It was at the center of the Du Bois-Washington 
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debates. Arguments in favor of each type of curriculum reflected the ideological 

perspective of the group of people in favor of it. For Booker T. Washington, schooling 

should be used to construct Blacks as hardworking and moral in the mind of Whites. He 

advocated for industrial training, whereas Du Bois wanted schooling in the classical 

liberal tradition, modeled after that Of northern liberals. Anderson (1988) argues that this 

desire to mimic White schooling was not an attempt on Du Bois’s part to move the 

former enslaved toward Whiteness, but to provide for them what he saw as access to the 

most equitable academic traditions. 

W.E.B. Du Bois wrote extensively about “double consciousness” or the lack of 

having a unified self. Du Bois believed the Black experience in America to be one of 

“twoness” in which one is perpetually (and pervasively) at odds with being both an 

American and Black. He wrote, “It is a peculiar feeling, this double-consciousness, this 

sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul 

by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity” (Du Bois, 1903, p. 8). 

Du Bois saw this twoness of being both Black and American as something that Black 

people sought to merge in an effort to sacrifice neither identity. However, Du Bois noted 

the ways in which this double-consciousness was often used as an asset by Black people. 

He believed being born Black was to possess a “second sight” and that to access this 

sight, was to be bicultural and to possess the tools that allows those with a shared history 

of oppression to uniquely and critically examine their own experiences. Du Bois provided 

a language through which to discuss the paradox of Black achievement within the 

broader and pervasive narrative of school failure. 

The work of James Baldwin is also fertile ground from which to discuss the 

paradox of education as it pertains to the Black student. In a work titled, A Talk to 

Teachers, Baldwin (1973) explored how societies relied heavily on assumed, 

uninterrogated assumptions; he wrote, “The paradox of education is precisely this—that 

as one begins to become conscious one begins to examine the society in which he is 



 

 

7 

being educated” (p. 1). For Baldwin, education created a tension between accepting 

certain dominant discourses about how society functions while simultaneously being 

given the tools to critique those very assumptions; Baldwin argued that society did not 

welcome people who constantly question it, even if society, through education, has 

created these types of people. This line of thinking builds off of the question that frames 

Du Bois’s (1903) The Souls of Black Folk: How does it feel to be a problem?2 

This literate tradition of examining the complex role of education in the lives of 

Blacks, and the ways in which they are constructed as problems that society must deal 

with, is not limited to Black scholars in the United States. In the 1960s, Frantz Fanon, a 

Martinique philosopher reflecting on the relationship between Blacks in former French 

colonies and the French, wrote about the dominant discourses that shaped how these 

“social climbers” were viewed, both by other Blacks and by Europeans. In Black Skin, 

White Masks, he writes, “The black man who returns home is radically transformed” 

(Fanon, 1967, p. 3). He foregrounds some of the same ideas about Discourses being a 

“seeing-doing-believing” combination that Gee later writes about by referencing the 

difference in clothing, choice of furniture, and gestures used upon return, noticing that 

hugs had become bows and particular phrases, accents, dialects, and even the intonation 

of one’s voice had been altered. Drawing on Du Bois’s notion of double-consciousness, 

Fanon wrote, “The Black man possesses two languages, one with fellow Blacks and the 

other with whites” (p. 1). For Fanon, this twoness was an attempt for “social climbers” to 

humanize one’s self, as he saw assimilation as a person’s attempt to move towards 

whiteness in an attempt to position one’s self as human. 

                                                

2Du Bois (1903) opens The Souls of Black Folk with this very question. He writes, 
“Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by some through 
feelings of delicacy, by others through the difficulty of framing it right…. How does it feel to be a 
problem?” (p. 1).  



 

 

8 

Black schooling has often been impacted by dominant narratives. During school 

desegregation, Black schooling diminished as dominant discourses about schooling 

prevailed. This complex history shows how achievement and literacy are inextricably, 

though not always explicitly, intertwined. Achievement is often, implicitly, about owning 

the “right” literacies. Literacy cannot be separated from what people are doing, how they 

are doing it, when, where, under what conditions and with whom they are doing it (Gee, 

1989b). Literacy often takes on the role of gatekeeper. There are vestiges of this history 

of dominant Discourses of schooling apparent in contemporary analyses of Black 

students. These dominant narratives about schooling include the false promises of 

meritocracy, autonomous views of literacy (Street, 1985), and colorblind notions of 

achievement. Double consciousness is apparent in these contemporary discussions 

surrounding Black students because it provides researchers with the language to discuss 

this tension through a recognition that Black students often have to navigate between 

identities that are conducive to mainstream schooling and those which schools label as 

counter. While Delpit (1992), with her argument for students gaining explicit access to 

the “culture of power,” recognizes that these dominant Discourses are harmful to Black 

students, critics of this view hold that the very notion of providing access to these codes 

precludes one from disrupting this hierarchy. 

Delpit (1992) counters that students have agency and are able to understand and 

make sense of these tensions.  She argues not only that people of color, in order to find 

academic and professional success, often master secondary Discourses of schooling, but 

also that acquiring dominant Discourses is not always met with loss. Drawing on African 

American scholars such as bell hooks and Henry Louis Gates, as well as using historical 

examples such as Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Frederick Douglass, Delpit 

writes: 

• Members of society need access to dominant Discourses in order to (legally) 

have access to economic power. 
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• Discourses can be and have been acquired in classrooms because they [students 

and parents of color] know individuals who have done so. 

• Individuals have the ability to transform dominant Discourses for liberatory 

purposes (p.300). 

Delpit (1992) argues, “Acquiring the ability to function in a dominant Discourse need not 

mean that one must reject one’s home identity and values, for Discourses are not static 

but are shaped, however reluctantly, by those who participate within them and by the 

form of their participation” (p. 300). This is an especially salient point when considering 

my line of research. High-achieving students of color have benefited from being able to 

purposefully navigate Discourses of schooling in ways that challenge traditional deficit-

based Discourses about themselves and their communities. 

Defining Key Terms 

Minority Recruitment Programs are under-examined in the literature. When I first 

began research on this study, I sought to look at the literature that existed. The terms that 

were prevalent in the research, especially in the body of work in higher education that 

looks at college access and equity, were terms such as “opportunity programs” and “pre-

college/college access programs.” In this section, I seek to define the terms that exist in 

the literature and to differentiate between these terms and what I have come to call 

Minority Recruitment Programs. While a superficial glance at the literature might suggest 

that they are more similar than they are different, a close examination of the literature 

suggests that they adopt very different means to arguably the same ends. 

Access Programs 

Tierney and Hagedorn (2002) define [pre]college access programs as “enhance[d] 

programs that supplement a school’s regular activities and are aimed at low-income youth 
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who otherwise might not attend college” (p. 2). They further argue that one key 

assumption in support of college access programs is that schools that serve low-income 

youth are often ill-equipped to act in this role. These programs often exist in the form of 

Federal TRIO programs such as Upward Bounds, or at the state-level; contrarily, many of 

them might be not-for-profit organizations. Some programs exist as both, with many 

Upward Bounds programs being federally-funded, but run through local, community-

based organizations. 

These access programs seem to have grown out of what were known as educational 

opportunity or compensatory education programs which provided “special and extra 

services intended to compensate for a complex of social, economic, and educational 

handicaps suffered by disadvantaged children” (Gordon & Wilkerson, 1966). In a 1963 

special message to the U.S. Congress that focused on education, President John F. 

Kennedy recommended “initiating pilot, experimental, or demonstration projects to meet 

special educational problems, particularly in slums and depressed rural and urban areas” 

(The American Presidency Project, 2018). Johnson (2014) discusses these types of 

programs in relation to the mission on which they were founded: to provide opportunities 

to high-achieving African American students from low-income areas, to diversify elite 

schools, and to provide leadership that can effect change in urban communities of color 

(p. 8). These programs were originally conceptualized as desegregation programs and are 

embedded in the principles of Brown v. Topeka Board of Education (United States 

Supreme Court 1954) and its subsequent cases. The Higher Education Act of 1965, 

stemming from the Civil Rights Act of 1964, mandated that monies be allocated to 

programs directly addressing disadvantaged/minority students in higher education. 

Gordon (1975) argues that some programs sought to include minority students “who 

would present the least risk to their standards” (p. 9). 

Today, college access programs serve as a way to address structural and 

institutional barriers that make it difficult for low-income students to access higher 
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education (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013). In terms of tangible resources, they argue that 

this usually includes “access to the collegiate resources and environments via email 

accounts, scholars-in-residence during summer, college visits, and the use of institutional 

facilities” (p. 154). However, prevalent in the research on college access programming is 

the role of the family in sustaining aspirational capital (Yosso, 2005) in the lives of 

youth. Unlike the little existing research on Minority Recruitment Programs, and the 

documents produced by these programs, college access programs seem to consider cross-

cultural differences in their programming. These programs, at least in mission, tend to 

value some aspects of students’ home Discourses (Dyce et al., 2013) likely because they 

do not remove students from their home schools or communities. 

Minority Recruitment Programs 

College access programs differ sharply from those that are the focus of this 

dissertation. The aforementioned programs often rely on two key selection criteria: low-

income status and academically at-risk students (United States Department of Education, 

2018). The programs I chose to study are designed specifically for those who excel 

academically. Further, as a part of their mission, they seek to remove students from their 

neighborhood schools, and oftentimes their communities, as opposed to being 

supplementary programming. Said another way, the student who succeeds in a Minority 

Recruitment Program is one who successfully passes through the programs, attains the 

“right” literacies, and is accepted into an independent day or boarding high school. 

Because I am talking about programs with a significantly different aim than the 

aforementioned, I have made the decision to use none of these terms, opting instead for 

Minority Recruitment Program (MRP) because I believe it more accurately and explicitly 

describes their mission. To not use the term minority masks the fact that these programs 

are primarily geared towards students of color, both today and historically. My decision 

to use the term recruitment aptly describes the attempt on the part of the program-sponsor 
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(and the elite schools that keep these programs operating) to recruit students into a culture 

that encompasses more than just education. And while I do concede that these programs 

provide educational opportunities and can be linked to upward mobility, to privilege 

these factors is to ignore the recruitment aspect of them. To recruit someone is to attract 

them to your program and eventually select them, having deemed them as appropriate. To 

view this process as a recruitment highlights the program’s active role in the process as 

opposed to opportunity, with its solely positive connotations, which allows the programs 

to seem passive and neutral. High-achieving African American students are recruited not 

just into a program, but into a particular discourse of achievement and success.  

Many of the major minority recruitment programs (Prep for Prep and Oliver 

Scholars) only recruit in New York City; some recruit nationally (A Better Chance). They 

all use conventional measures of success such as standardized test scores including the 

Secondary School Admissions Test (SSAT), essays, grades, teacher recommendations, 

and several rounds of interviews to admit middle school students of color. Each of these 

programs requires that students complete two consecutive summers of rigorous study 

with a school-year long, evening program in between. In addition to academic 

preparation, students participate in social and cultural events, and are mentored by 

program alumni. Most programs place students in either independent day schools and 

boarding schools, removing students completely from their home communities. 

Participants are chosen for their abilities to demonstrate their leadership abilities, and the 

program’s success is largely contingent upon students being admitted into independent 

schools and thriving once they are there. Johnson (2014) found that Black program 

students, once they matriculate at National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) 
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institutions, outperform black students in other private and public schools on standardized 

test scores and graduation and college attendance rates.3 

Minority recruitment programs have served as a pipeline for a small number of 

African American students since the 1960s (Zweigenhaft & Domhoff, 2003). These 

programs recruit students from low-income neighborhoods for admission into elite 

preparatory schools, usually boarding schools. Independent researcher accounts of the 

programs in peer reviewed journals are non-existent; there were a few studies which 

interviewed alumni of the program (Johnson, 2014). Few empirical studies exist 

examining minority recruitment programs. In addition, there were only a few empirical 

studies of current minority recruitment programs and their participants, but those were 

summer only (Kaul, Johnsen, Witte, & Saxon, 2015), after school (Goerlich Zief, Lauver, 

and Maynard, 2006), or shorter programs with less duration and less involvement in a 

student’s life. This is an important distinction because these programs may not send the 

same message about the deficiency of one’s home culture that is both implicit and 

explicit by the removal of a child from his or her home although the removal of the child 

from the entire public school system could reinforce a similar message. 

Historical Context of Minority Recruitment Programs 

Perry and Kopperman (1973), in a report titled A Better Chance: Evaluation of 

Student Attitudes and Academic Performance, 1964-1972, cite the Coleman Report 

extensively. The following quote emphasizes the ways in which these programs sought 

not just to provide a quality education to students, but to address (what they perceived to 

be) parental failures: “The sources of inequality of educational opportunity appear to lie 

first in the home itself and the cultural influences immediately surrounding the home; 

                                                

3Johnson (2014) notes that none of the programs keep data on students who exit the 
program before graduation. 
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then they lie in the schools’ ineffectiveness to free achievement from the impact of the 

home” (Coleman Report, 1966). This report contains deficit language about students and 

their families that construct participants as coming from “broken homes” in “urban 

slums” with parents who have “limited education” (Perry & Kopperman, 1973, p. 26). 

The researchers also compare the experiences of “Indians” with that of Black students, 

arguing that because African American students had already lost knowledge of their 

native language and other aspects of their culture during slavery, they found more success 

and persisted in this particular minority recruitment program when compared to Native 

Americans, many of whom came into these programs from Indian Reservations. Perry 

and Kopperman note that the existence of a Black middle class likely served as role 

models for students and encouraged Black students to persist whereas Native American 

students overwhelmingly struggled for fear of “changing too much … and no longer 

being accepted if [I] stayed away from the reservation any longer” (p. 56). Historically, 

participants in these programs seem to have been constructed along deficit lines with 

their home communities seen as lacking. Black students in particular were thought to 

have shown inordinate degrees of persistence in light of having few opportunities to 

return home to and a Black middle class to aspire to. 

Parallels have often been drawn between the (mis)education, historically, of the 

African American and that of the Native American. The above quote from the Coleman 

Report is reminiscent of the federal government’s attempts at the start of the twentieth 

century, through the Bureau of Indian Education, to remove Native American children 

from the influence of their families and “civilize” the so-called American Indian by 

compelling students’ attendance at state-sanctioned boarding schools. These schools, 

designed to “kill the Indian in him, save the man,” enforced assimilationist policies by 

requiring that students drop their native names, languages, and visible cultural markers 

including the length of their hair (Wallace Adams, 1995). Juxtaposing the experience of 

the Native American student to that of the African American student in a minority 
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recruitment program is an area ripe for analysis, though there are grave limitations to this 

comparison given the different historical contexts that each of these programs is situated 

in. The methods of assimilation have drastically changed, as students today are being 

exposed to rigorous, college preparatory curriculum as opposed to domestic work and job 

trades. Still, the changes in the type of curriculum offered do not negate the fact that 

minority recruitment programs, like the assimilation programs under the Bureau of Indian 

Education, serve similar ends by marking certain behaviors as uncivilized. 

Limited Research on Minority Recruitment Programs 

To date, there is limited research on Minority Recruitment Programs. MRPs often 

operate in ways that seek to market the programs and the lifestyles that they sell. Two 

major minority recruitment programs have released books, utilizing interviews of 

alumnae in good standing with the program. A Better Chance, Inc. released a book in 

1991 (updated in 2003) by researchers Zweigenhaft and Domhoff. This book offered an 

interpretation of the interviews of the first cohort members from the 1960s. A 

longitudinal and inter-generational study concerned with looking at how alumnae of the 

program (and their children) had moved into the capitalist elite social class, this book 

frames the experiences of students along a trajectory from “ghetto” to “elite” 

(Zweigenhaft & Domhoff, 2003, p. 1), explicitly depicting a student as a deficient target 

moving towards acceptance into a normative, White society. This book ignores the 

existing capital that students bring into this experience, instead opting to hone in on 

students deemed as being able to successfully pass into or, “uncover which experiences 

led to economic mobility for some students, including how quickly and thoroughly they 

acquired an upper-class style and identity” (p. 10). 

Prep for Prep released a book titled Be the Dream (Simons, 2003), in which the 

founder of the program asked specific alumni of the program (seemingly in good 
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standing with the program as evidenced by their having worked for the program as staff 

after they were students) to write personal narratives about their experiences pre, during, 

and post their years in Prep for Prep. In these individually written essays, evidence of the 

wealth of knowledge innately found in communities of color are prominent in many of 

the stories—support networks of extended families, linguistic capital earned from 

knowledge of a home language, aspirational capital inherent in working class families. 

Still, there is no one voice to thread these narratives together and offer a compelling 

argument in support of the fact that many students arrive to this program with academic, 

social, and cultural capital that they are poised to leverage towards further academic 

success. This does not happen because that is not the point of the book. Instead, the 

reader is left with heart-warming stories about students who persevered in spite of 

obstacles without a real examination of how these examples might be used to inform 

existing program policy as they are representative of individuals (and their families) who 

leveraged their existing capital when the social, cultural, and academic rigors of 

schooling shifted. The danger of only offering these heart-warming stories is that they 

serve to reinforce deficit Discourses about the home communities of African American 

youth as dangerous, void of opportunity, and unsupportive; these narratives read much 

like redemption stories of children whose lives have been saved because they were 

removed from their home schools and neighborhoods. 

Statement of the Problem 

There persists an achievement gap between high-achieving Black students and 

high-achieving students of every other race (Fries-Britt, 1998; Wyner, Bridgeland & 

Diiulio, 2007). Fries-Britt (1998) argues that there is the mistaken assumption that high-

performing students, including Black high achievers, do not encounter significant 

obstacles. Consistent with this line of thinking is the belief that because these students 
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have managed to achieve conventional measures of school success, they do not require 

(or deserve) support. Those who question the merits of studying Black high achievers 

might ask, what is there to learn from Black students who meet conventional measures of 

success? Understanding the experiences of high-achieving African American children is 

more complex than measuring their success solely on the basis of how they achieve by 

dominant standards. 

Two major tensions underpin this research problem. The first is the concept of 

success and the normative Discourses of schooling that impact a national push for 

“college of all” (Rosenbaum, 2001). This approach to higher education has redefined the 

markers of success; this has especially been the case for members of marginalized 

communities. By focusing solely on college as the single marker of post-secondary 

success, as a nation, we have moved towards a competitive notion of schooling without 

considering how this impacts those marginalized by race and class. This narrow 

conception of schooling, in which there is only one way to be an achiever, is problematic 

because it presents achievement as neutral without problematizing how important aspects 

of a student’s identity, specifically race, might impact how students perceive of 

achievement. This is directly related to the second tension—the concept of meritocracy. 

The false promise of meritocracy is prevalent in the mission statements of minority 

recruitment programs. One program writes: 

The Oliver Scholars Program prepares high-achieving Black and Latino 
students for success at top independent high schools and prestigious 
colleges. We provide crucial support for our Scholars so that they can realize 
their full potential and ultimately give back to the city, the nation, and the 
world. 

And our approach works: 

100% of Scholars graduate and matriculate into college. Over time, 
32% of Scholars have enrolled in Ivy League institutions. 86% were 
admitted into schools rated in US News and World Reports Top Colleges 
and Universities in 2012. (Bolded text and original italics, Oliver Scholars 
website, 2016) 
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Meritocracy and “college for all” discourses are not unproblematic, especially 

when viewed in relation to race and class. Minority recruitment programs make many 

assumptions about what counts as a quality education for students of color and assumes 

dominant Discourses of meritocracy at the cost of more critical views of success. Student 

achievement is complex, made more so when issues of race are considered. Carter (2008) 

writes about “achievement as resistance” and argues for the use of a critical race 

achievement ideology that recognizes that how students conceive of achieving is often 

raced and classed. In the current study, I was particularly interested in how dominant 

Discourses act on African American students, specifically those labeled as high-

achieving. Further, I wanted to know how students describe achievement, success and the 

Discourses that count as successful in their experiences as high-achieving students at-

large, and in minority recruitment programs specifically. Do the narratives that students 

construct about their own identity as achievers intersect with those produced by the 

programs themselves? 

Theoretical Frameworks 

In this study, I drew on two theoretical frameworks to inform my study. The first, 

Critical Race Theory (CRT), allows me to highlight the ways in which race, and issues of 

racism, are often presented as neutral or invisible in institutional policies. CRT allowed 

me to privilege the experiential knowledge of students and highlight their raced 

experiences. However, there is nothing implicit in the CRT framework with regard to 

literacy, though CRT is often used to address issues of educational equity. Because I 

believe literacy to be a social practice that serves as a gatekeeper to minority recruitment 

programs, I decided to complicate socio-cultural conceptions of literacy with CRT. 

Socio-cultural conceptions of literacy are attuned to issues of power although race is not 

explicitly a part of this framework. Combining these two theoretical frameworks allowed 
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me to theorize more fully about issues of access, race, and literacy with regard to high-

achieving students in minority recruitment programs. 

Critical Race Theory 

Race, like literacy, has profound consequences for material life because it impacts 

one’s daily experience. I used Critical Race Theory (CRT) to build on sociocultural 

conceptions of literacy by adding race to the analysis. With roots in Critical Legal 

Studies, CRT is uniquely suited to studying both the experiences of students of color as 

well as the institutional policies that impact these experiences. CRT holds that laws (and 

policies) cannot be written from a neutral perspective; race is at the center of the U.S. 

experience and racism is the normative experience of daily life (Taylor, Gillborn, & 

Ladson-Billings, 2009). CRT, with sociocultural conceptions of literacy, allowed me to 

examine the discourses present in these texts and critique them not just for issues of 

power, but with regard to the major tenets of Critical Race Theory. Ladson-Billings 

(1999) calls CRT a “framework for educational equity.” My research is at the intersection 

of equity and access because it challenges progressive arguments against a segregated 

curriculum for high-achieving students by invoking a social justice argument in favor of 

levelling the playing field for traditionally marginalized students. 

Pizarro (1998) argues that “neutrality, objectivity, colorblindness, and meritocracy 

are all questionable and nebulous constructs while social reality is only created through 

the stories we tell as individuals and as a society” (p. 58). CRT provides the researcher 

with a tool to critique meritocracy and colorblind discourses that are prevalent in 

schooling, at large, and specifically in minority recruitment programs. The concept of 

interest convergence (Bell, 1980) provides an additional framework for analyzing 

minority recruitment programs because it can be used to explain the political and 

economic interests behind certain acts that people of color have benefited from, 

underscoring how such actions generally do not occur due to pure benevolence or sudden 
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enlightenment, but instead because they are also mutually beneficial to whites (Bell, 

1980; Park & Liu, 2014). 

Minority recruitment programs through the lens of CRT. Tyson (2014) argues 

that African American students develop their feelings about achievement not through 

society at large, but specifically though “institutional displays of unequal status” (p. 18). 

She furthers, “Youth rely heavily on their own experiences to judge how open and fair 

American society actually is” (p. 19). This highlights the importance of using an 

epistemology that highlights students’ experiential knowledge. Students respond to the 

institutions with which they come into contact and measure their own success in relation to 

how they are viewed by institutions—in the case of education, by those in schools in 

positions to assess student achievement. Critical race theory can serve as a useful tool to 

privilege the voices of African American students and provide them with the opportunity to 

discuss how they came to be thought of as achievers, how they view this identity in relation 

to the various institutions they have come into contact with, specifically minority 

recruitment programs, and how they view achievement in relation to key CRT themes such 

as meritocracy and colorblindness. 

Critical race theory defines racism as “a present and unavoidable force in the 

construction of our social reality” (Greene & Abt-Perkins, 2003, p. x). This framework 

allows me to center race and racism in this study. I reject a Eurocentric epistemology 

(Delgado & Stefanic, 2000; Delgado-Bernal, 2002) for a racial one in which race and 

racism are often invisible but are made visible through the application of CRT. Critical 

race theory is equipped to lead researchers towards unpacking the covert nature of racial 

discourse in written, spoken, and multimodal texts. One major theme in CRT is that 

although racism is usually covert, race is lived because its embodied. CRT assumes that 

laws and policies do not offer relief from racial injustices. In “Camouflaging Power and 

Privilege: A Critical Race Analysis of University Diversity Policies,” Iverson (2007) uses 

critical race theory to analyze university diversity policies in order to show how 
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researchers can use CRT to expose so-called neutral policy. CRT does this by focusing 

the questions that researchers ask of their data to include historical context, as much CRT 

work is grounded in a specific historical context. Through a CRT lens, racism is situated 

in a particular history (Cherland & Harper, 2007; Taylor et al., 2009). Further, CRT 

positions researchers to consider whose perspective counts (and whose is marginalized), 

who benefits (and who does not), and what discourses are present. 

Delgago-Bernal (2002), in her discussion of critical race theory and Latina/Latino 

critical theory (LatCrit), argues that a critical raced-gendered epistemology “recognizes 

students of color as holders and creators of knowledge” (p. 107). My own research begins 

from this perspective, furthering the idea that African American children are producers of 

knowledge and that their viewpoints must be privileged in the achievement literature as a 

counter to traditional narratives on African American children as at-risk and under-

achieving. As a raced epistemology, CRT recognizes that students of color are often 

“bicultural”; this theory is often used to demonstrate that students of color possess the tools 

to navigate and negotiate between their primary (home) and secondary (school) Discourses. 

One major critique of CRT, relevant to the current study, is the essentialist argument 

(Grillo & Wildman, 1991; Rosen, 1996, both cited in Delgado & Stefanic, 2000). 

According to this view, race in CRT-inspired research is presented as a unidimensional 

characteristic and is not a significant enough experience by which to group people as 

similar. In other words, critics argue that CRT essentializes people of color as the same 

simply because of race and ethnicity and that, for the purposes of research, there exists the 

need to diffuse difference into these categories. Proponents of CRT argue that the theory is 

used to unify large groups of people under a common goal—in the case of education, 

attending to the social and academic needs of students of color—and that while there is 

difference within the group, all are united not just under race, but the intersection of race 

and oppression (Delgado & Stefanic, 2000; Delgado-Bernal, 2002). In other words, race is 

critical to the experience of people of color in education research because of how their 



 

 

22 

lived experiences as students are impacted by an overarching narrative of 

underachievement and deficiency. Critical race theory is about how race plays out with 

other forms of subordinations. It adopts an “intersectional” (Crenshaw, 1994) approach to 

research; researchers argue this intersection is not just about identity markers such as class, 

ethnicity, and gender, but broad enough to include an “intersectionality of subordination” 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

Socio-cultural View of Literacy 

This study drew upon a socio-cultural view of literacy that begins not with the 

ways that literacy is taken up by schools, but with how literacies are actually used by 

people (Gee, 2013; Heath, 1983). The act of being literate is a political act (Freire, 1993). 

Literacy has been, and continues to be, used as a means of stratifying society into those 

who are literate and those who are not even as the mark of what counts as literate 

continues to move. This dissertation study aligns itself with the perspective of New 

Literacy Studies (NLS) and rejects mental or cognitive notions of literacy in favor of 

definitions that highlight the cultural or social practices of people. According to this 

view, literacy is something that people do; literacy is a sociocultural phenomenon, as 

opposed to limited to the processes that occur inside of a reader’s head (Gee, 2011, 

p. 35). This view positions literacy in its many contexts and emphasizes the ways in 

which people participate in literacy—how people use oral language, how people act and 

interact, how people know, value, and believe, and the various conventions, norms, and 

practices of distinct social and cultural groups (p. 36). People are members of a Discourse 

community and they take up the literacy practices of that community in distinct ways. 

Many African American students in urban schooling contexts are positioned in a 

place of paradox. On the one hand, they are taught to believe, both at home and in school, 

in the merits of meritocracy and the unrelenting power of education to change their lives. 

On the other hand, they experience daily the material realities of discrepancies in 
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funding, inexperienced teachers, and privatization of public schooling. Because of this 

paradox, literacy is a central part of this study. While literacy researchers have shifted 

away from notions of the autonomous model of literacy (Street, 1985), the public 

discourse surrounding literacies, and I argue the one dominant in urban public schooling 

(and minority recruitment programs), aligns with this idea that literacy is the panacea to 

the social, educational, and economic disparities that plague urban communities of color. 

Prendergast (2003), in discussing the gap between research, policy, and practice, writes: 

Literacy policy tends to be based now, as it has been for some time, on 
what literacy researchers call the “ideology” of literacy, the flawed but 
rhetorically seductive and seemingly deathless argument that literacy will 
guarantee equality of opportunity, moral growth, and financial security and 
ensure the democratic participation of all individuals in society, regardless of 
other factors. (p. 4) 

This literacy myth (Graff, 1979) inordinately impacts communities of color 

because of how literacy has been constructed as property innately belonging to whites 

(Ladson-Billings, 2004; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Prendergast, 2003). This myth is 

the deep-seated and ideological assumption that being literate has social, economic, 

political and democratic benefits regardless to other factors such as race and class (Graff, 

1979). Socio-cultural researchers of literacy reject this myth and instead they 

acknowledge the often contradictory nature of literacy. These literacy researchers are 

attuned to the ways in which literacy has been used as a marker for exclusion. In writing 

about students of color gaining access to the “culture of power,” Delpit (1988) argues that 

because there are explicit rules relating to language and communication needed to 

participate in the “culture of power,” marginalized students must be given explicit 

knowledge of the rules of this culture in order to enable the acquisition of power. While 

students of color must gain access to these discourses, they must do so in order to disrupt 

the hierarchy reproduced by these discourses. Examining the policies of minority 

recruitment programs, as well as privileging the voices of students who have participated 

in them, provides the space for students to discuss access to this “culture of power” in 
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relation to their own experiences. It is also a necessary step in determining how this 

“culture of power” might be disrupted. 

Sociocultural literacy and minority recruitment programs. The teaching and 

learning of literacy are not culturally or politically neutral endeavors; they heavily 

involve one group’s imposition on another (Luke, 1988). Minority recruitment programs 

further the myth of literacy by what they deem as “literate” for students of color. In 

essence, they act in much the same way as traditional public schools, offering the same 

access to the literacies of the dominant Discourse. The present study is concerned with 

the experiences of students in public schools as well as their experiences in the elite, 

private schools they have been groomed to attend. Writing about Brown v. Topeka Board 

of Education (1954), Prendergast (2003) describes a concept she calls “the economy of 

literacy,” with a salient part of this economy being that literacy environments (in this case 

public schools) are denigrated once they are integrated; the economy of literacy acts to 

make public education into an “Other.” Rooted in this idea that public schools are ill-

equipped to handle the highly literate is the move to send high-achieving students of 

color to predominantly White preparatory schools. 

Many scholars have written about the failings of the promises of public schooling, 

starting with our nation’s inability to recognize the promises of the landmark Supreme 

Court Case, Brown v. Topeka Board of Education (1954). Literacy is at the core of these 

shortcomings. Prendergast (2003) writes, “The ideologies of literacy supporting the 

Brown decision may have propelled the Court to condemn segregation, but the goal of 

ensuring equality of education remained elusive, and the true character of racial 

discrimination remained unrecognized” (p. 28). By bolstering a view of a colorblind 

America, as opposed to an American society with deeply entrenched racial tensions, 

Brown furthered this idea that equality of schooling was the solution to the educational 

disparities between Black and white Americans. Prendergast contends, “The arguments, 

the decision, and the remedies proffered in Brown constructed equal education as the 
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opportunity to be educated among Whites” (p. 20). Brown v. Board of Education (1954) 

sought to challenge notions of Black inferiority without challenging white supremacy 

(Ladson-Billings, 2002; Prendergast, 2003). The history of Brown v. Board of Education 

aligns with the present study and the continued notion that if poor, minority students can 

just be integrated into predominantly white school settings then they will have both 

equality of opportunity and equality of result. 

Purpose of the Study 

That students can be (or should be) prepared to “enter the white elite” 

(Zweigenhaft & Domhoff, 2003), as opposed to examining what it means to be Black and 

upwardly mobile, offers some insight into how programs conceive of the social 

trajectories of their students as separate from that of their racial and ethnic communities. 

The overarching theme is this: in the United States, institutions that serve educational 

purposes often seek to infuse dominant values into minority children, consistently asking 

that they be educated in environments where everything familiar to them is lost. The 

purpose of this study was to examine how Black students who have participated in 

minority recruitment programs describe their academic and social experiences in these 

programs in light of this loss. This was a qualitative interview study that was informed by 

CRT from the inception of the research questions, the study’s design and methodological 

choices, through the critical discourse analysis of the collected data. I examined the 

institutional documents of these programs and asked participants to reflect on some of the 

ideas in these documents through my interviews. I then looked at how the documents 

intersected with, or extended, or refuted the narratives that my participants constructed 

about their experiences. I used CRT to look closely at institutional documents in order to 

better understand concepts like meritocracy and leadership. 
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By conducting a CDA, which I will elaborate on in the methodology section of this 

dissertation, I positioned the decision of African American students to engage with these 

programs not as individual decisions, but as part of a broader socio-political context that 

offers some insight into how high-performing students are perceived and the existing 

narratives on how best to educate them. Through this qualitative study, I privileged the 

voices of high-achieving students by allowing them to explore the ways in which they 

experience minority recruitment programs and their social and educational lives after 

having attended one. I offer large segments verbatim text in order to give the reader a 

sense of their language. 

However, my work was twofold. In an effort to conduct literacy research that 

privileges the voices of traditionally marginalized groups without presenting portraits of 

their lives as insular, I looked closely at the language in existing documents and artifacts 

that also impacts this experience and began to trace the relationships between how policy 

and programs construct these experiences and how students report experiencing them. 

Critical discourse analysis allowed me to look at what participants said, as well as how 

they constructed themselves through language. I discuss the dominant societal narratives 

on African American students as achievers and consider the following questions. 

Research Questions 

1. What narratives do African American students construct about their educational 

and social experiences in minority recruitment programs?  

2. What narratives do minority recruitment programs construct about students’ 

educational and social experiences? 

3. How do these narratives intersect with each other? Where do these narratives 

diverge? 

A central assumption at the core of my study is that the greatest asset that 

researchers have to increasing the educational attainment of those who have been 
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marginalized by an education system marred by systemic racism is to ask those who have 

successfully navigated it despite facing similar obstacles. These counter-stories on the 

achievement of Black students are firmly rooted in Critical Race Theory and impact 

researchers’ decisions to frame research in terms of the possible, from the research 

questions through the methodologies. The present study sought to dispel myths that high-

achieving African American students are somehow immune to the societal inequities that 

impact all students of color. 

Rationale and Significance of the Study 

High-achieving African American students do face educational and social 

challenges as their achievement is multi-layered. Black students should not have to 

matriculate at elite, White private (or public) schools in order to gain access to an 

equitable education. Black students, like all students, deserve to have access to rigorous 

academic and supportive social curriculum in their own communities surrounded by 

same-race peers should they choose this route to schooling. Minority recruitment 

programs teach a particular type of literacy in which students’ home literacies are largely 

absent. Students should be taught to leverage their existing academic and social capital, 

including their particular language and literacies, in order to understand what it means to 

be a Black achiever. Notions of “achievement as resistance” (Carter, 2008) should be 

infused into traditionally dominant approaches to teaching high-achieving African 

American students. 
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Chapter II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This literature review investigates two major bodies of research—African 

American students as achievers and research on the literacy achievement of African 

American youth grounded in socio-cultural conceptions of literacy. The literature on the 

achievement of students of color, specifically African Americans, looks at students who 

are succeeding and considers the ways in which they mobilize cultural, language, and 

literacy resources in order to achieve school success. The literacy body of research is 

important to this study because literacy acts as a gate-keeping mechanism to minority 

recruitment programs. The pedagogies enacted in these programs are about obtaining 

certain types of literacies while simultaneously shedding others. 

First, I review literature on African American students as achievers, re-reading the 

literature through a critical race theory and socio-cultural literacy lens in order to draw 

attention to the multiple Discourses implicit in this work and to draw parallels that have 

implications for literacy. This literature review will allow me to generate a series of 

questions about the literacy practices of high-achieving African American students with 

respect to Discourses about race, achievement, and success. It provides much needed 

context about the complexities of achievement, discusses the concept of achievement-

oriented behaviors and highlights the ways in which achievement is impacted by race. 

The broad range of achievement and literacy research presented in this chapter reminds 

the researcher that school and society inform each other. 
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The biggest obstacle I have faced in writing this chapter is that much of the work 

on high-achieving students of color does not explicitly deal with literacy despite the fact 

that dominant discourses of literacy are implicit in the work. Though much of this work is 

not usually viewed as literacy research, “high-achieving” or “gifted” labels are based on 

common Discourses of schooling that make claims about how one should read, write, 

speak, behave and think. Because literacy is at the core of this work, what counts as 

literacy research (as what counts as literacy) must be considered more broadly. 

There is a dearth of information on the literacy habits of high-achieving African 

American students although there is literature on African American youth and literacy. I 

examined research on literacy and African American youth in order to understand how 

these youth are constructed in literacy research. In the literacy research, these youth are 

not necessarily high-achieving by conventional measures. While some have high grades 

and standardized test scores, others demonstrate their literacies through other ways of 

knowing. Some students have been chosen as research participants because they do not 

achieve conventionally but have demonstrated strengths according to out-of-school 

contexts. Implicit in much of the contemporary literacy research on African American 

students is the argument that these students will demonstrate a command of literacy when 

we shift our notion of what counts as literacy and incorporate multiple literacies. 

Achievement as an African American Student 

In this section, I present research on African American students as achievers in 

both high school and college. The literature reviewed here offers several different 

conceptual frameworks for making sense of achievement as it pertains to African 

American students. I began with seminal work in the field (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) 

since most of the literature refers back to these studies, even if it contests it. I then 

attempted to synthesize a great deal of literature that asks broad questions about 
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achievement, meritocracy and the role of schools. Prudence Carter (2005) argues that the 

dominant achievement ideology is the belief that education is the main route to 

socioeconomic mobility regardless to extenuating factors. The work cited here presents 

various ways in which African American students hold or refute this belief. Dorinda 

Carter (2008) defines merit as individual effort plus hard work. Both Prudence Carter 

(2005) and Dorinda Carter (2008) provide the reader with the grounds to contest 

meritocracy. D. Carter (2008) argues, “The idea that individual agency is the primary 

determinant of social and economic mobility and success is commonly known as the 

myth of meritocracy” (p. 466). The language and practices of schools reinforces the 

notion that hard work and effort are solely in the hands of the individual. Schools, and 

institutions like minority recruitment programs that serve educational purposes and are 

structured similarly to schools, reinforce meritocracy and construct achievement through 

the sorting and labeling of students. The role that schools play in legitimizing the concept 

of meritocracy, and the uneven ways in which African American students respond to this 

concept, are explored here. 

Studies of high-achieving students of color adopt a variety of theoretical 

frameworks from which they theorize achievement Discourses. In this section, I will 

review the body of achievement literature pertaining specifically to high-achieving 

African American students. In my discussion of each, I offer a re-reading of the 

achievement Discourses present in the study through a sociocultural lens in order to 

generate a series of questions about both the explicit and implicit relationship between 

literacy and achievement. I explore not just the findings of these studies, but I look 

closely at the research frameworks employed because I am interested in how researchers 

who do this work structure their research. 
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High School Achievement 

The seminal work in the field of high achievement of Black students was 

conducted by Ogbu (1978, 1987, 1992, 2003) and Fordham and Ogbu (1986) using a 

cultural ecological theoretical framework. Conducting an ethnographic study of Black 

high school students in Washington, DC, Fordham and Ogbu concluded that students 

rejected achievement-oriented behaviors for fear of the burden of sounding “White.” The 

Acting White Hypothesis emerged from this work and, at its core, is literacy-oriented 

because it specifically references the speaking of “Standard English” as White. In this 

hypothesis, Ogbu argues that students of color who are academically successful do so 

through Discourses that are interpreted by their peers as “acting White,” thereby creating 

distance between high achievers and their peers. In this work, the act of achieving is 

intertwined with language, race and class. More contemporary work has refuted Ogbu 

and Fordham’s hypothesis, offering other explanations such as the attitude-achievement 

paradox (Ford & Harris, 1996) and work that positively links racial identity to 

achievement, such as the concept of the “cultural straddler” (Carter, 2005). 

In Keepin It Real: School Success beyond Black and White, Carter (2005) 

presented findings from surveys and interviews of 68 students and families. As part of a 

longitudinal quasi-experimental study funded by a major foundation, Carter worked with 

a community project to compare families living in subsidized housing in middle class 

areas to those living in poorer ones. During this initial research project, she decided to 

ask permission of these participants to involve them in a second study—one that looked 

at school achievement, career aspirations, and racial and ethnic identity. She interviewed 

68 students, some living in low-income neighborhoods, and some in a more affluent, 

white district, about their school going experiences. The research project included data 

from surveys, individual interviews, three single-sex, focus group interviews, and 

observation of students in focus groups; classroom observations were not conducted.  
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In a discussion of academic achievement differences among racial and ethnic 

groups, Carter (2005) identified three groups that “characterize how [students] managed 

their identities, cultural styles, and educational beliefs” (p. 12). These ideological 

identities attempt to explain how students make sense of the tension between their 

collective identities as students of color and their individual achievement. One way that 

African American students are perceived is as “noncompliant believers.” These are the 

students with the widest gaps between their beliefs, school engagement, and achievement. 

While they do report to believe in education in the abstract, Carter argues that their 

concrete beliefs in education—the factors that actually impact them such as material, 

familial, or academic contexts—cause them to underachieve. 

The second ideological construct she offers for explaining African American 

students as achievers is that of the cultural mainstreamer. These students report more 

optimistic attitudes about their academic futures and its relationship to educational/ 

economic attainment later in life. They also have the highest grade point averages of the 

three constructs. These students embrace a dominant cultural identity and believe in 

“playing the game” and “working within the system”. Additionally, they adopt speech, 

gestures, and cultural styles that they believe to be part of a normative, White, middle 

class society. They stand in contrast to the cultural straddlers who abide by the cultural 

ways of the schools without passively obeying such rules. They, too, are high achievers, 

though they are critical of the nature of schooling that asks students to be passive and 

compliant. They are thought to be both academically, socially, and culturally the most 

successful of the three groups because they proudly hold on to aspects of their native 

cultural styles that allow them to be seen as proficient code-switchers. They are able to 

fluently move between various discourses. 

These ideological ways of viewing African American students as achievers are 

deeply rooted in literacy. Gee (1996) argues that “literacy” is often a way to talk about 

larger social and political issues. In these studies of achievement, literacy is a way of 



 

 

33 

explaining the mastery of a specific set of academic signifiers that all relate back to 

speech, language, gesture, and dress—what Gee (1996) calls Discourses or an identity 

toolkit. Language and literacy make no sense outside of Discourses. In this way, literacy 

and achievement are inextricably linked to Discourse because the demonstration of one is 

dependent upon the other. 

Many high-achieving Black students’ racial identities inform their achievement 

ideology. In other words, these students see themselves not just as achievers, but as Black 

achievers. Dorinda Carter (2008) argued that although some African American students 

are able to view achievement as a raceless trait (meaning that a member of any 

race/ethnicity is capable of high achievement), the act of achieving is still thought to be 

racialized (p. 473, emphasis added). Dorinda Carter’s work draws heavily on Prudence 

Carter’s work. Dorinda Carter (2008) incorporated the idea of Prudence Carter’s (2005) 

“cultural straddler,” although she writes about this act as a cultural negotiation, because 

she feels that the term “straddler” connotes indecisiveness. Carter (2008) argued that 

some African American achievers possess a critical race achievement ideology that 

allows them to form adaptive and resistant (although not oppositional) behaviors toward 

achievement. The students in her study who she identify as engaging in acts of cultural 

negotiation have a nuanced understanding of the role that race might play in their 

schooling. Yet, this understanding did not act as a barrier to achievement; rather, it 

helped students to conceive of success despite the institutional, structural barriers that 

might impede them. Rather than viewing structural barriers as an opportunity to form 

resistant attitudes toward achievement that might lead to underachievement, the students 

in this study “have schooling dispositions that facilitate their enactment of resilient 

adaptive behaviors” (p. 477). Students did not hold dominant ideas about achievement, 

but instead considered what it meant to be a Black achiever. 

Carter (2008), arguing that there is not an either/or attitude between some Black 

students and achievement, writes: 
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School success is dependent on (1) seeing one’s self as a member of the 
racial group (i.e., connectedness); (2) being aware of stereotypes and 
limitations to one’s present and future social and economic outcomes (i.e., 
awareness of racism); and (3) developing a perspective of self as succeeding 
as a racial group member (i.e., achievement as an African American). 
(p. 472) 

In order to gain a complete understanding of what achievement means for those 

who do well by conventional measures, it is necessary to look at some explanations for 

underachievement as well. The attitude-achievement paradox “posits that some black 

students believe in the mainstream achievement ideology but do not exhibit school 

behaviors that support high academic performance” (Carter, 2008, p. 468). Carter further 

argues: 

These adolescents value education in the abstract, believing that hard 
work and individual effort result in a high return on investment. However, 
their concrete attitudes are informed by their perceptions of the American 
opportunity structure, perceptions that differ based on the ways in which 
race, ethnicity, and social class shape individuals’ and groups’ experiences 
within their opportunity structure (Michelson, 1990). Similar to Ogbu’s 
work, this argument recognizes how the interaction between structural 
conditions and individual agency can affect academic achievement. (p. 468) 

It is important to look more closely at how high-achieving youth of color make 

sense of the structural inequality of institutions, in this case the school, and how they 

perceive of the impact of this inequality on their own achievement. Conchas (2006) 

conducts such work. In The Color of Success: Race and High-Achieving Urban Youth, he 

positioned his work as complicating the cultural ecological framework by adopting a 

sociocultural approach that focuses more on the schooling context than on broader 

structures that afford or impede achievement. Unlike the work that lies in sharp contrast 

to Ogbu (D. Carter, 2008; P. Carter, 2005; Conchas, 2006), this work expands the cultural 

ecological model by considering the intersection of the institution with the experience of 

the student and thus asks “why some minority students seek out processes and form 

supportive institutional relationships, while other students do not” (Conchas, 2006, p. 19). 

Conchas’s work offers an understanding of how a consideration of institutions 
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(specifically their structures, their resources, their programming, as well as their students) 

might offer insight into minority school success. The institution is two-fold here: a large, 

segregated urban high school with a smaller, integrated, “school-within-a-school” college 

preparatory academy. 

Conducting a two-year case study of 80 high-achieving students of color, Conchas 

(2006) used a mixed methods research methodology to conduct surveys, interviews, 

focus groups, and observations of students in the academy setting. Conchas’s work 

concerns itself with how institutional processes within schools can, and often do, have 

positive impacts on minority achievement. Conchas suggested that the conditions of the 

institution and the attitude of the students intersect with broader structures like race, 

class, and gender, to explain school success. Conchas neither blames the student nor 

focuses solely on the institution, but examines the relationship between the two, arguing 

that students want to learn and that schools have the ability to create conditions that foster 

academic success. 

Conchas (2006) also offered a comparative case study of groups of minority 

students—African Americans, Mexican Americans, and Vietnamese Americans. In this 

study, Vietnamese students outperformed African American and Mexican American 

students. Searching for an explanation for the gaps in achievement between three groups 

of minority students with similar levels of poverty, Conchas found that non-familial 

sources of capital (peers, teachers, school staff, community members) had more impact 

on school achievement than familial factors. This finding is consistent with Stanton-

Salazar and Dornbusch (1995), who noted that students of color often draw more heavily 

on support from their peers and communal resources than from their families. This shifts 

the responsibility to provide resources from solely the responsibility of families onto a 

more symbiotic relationship between families and the key institutions in a student’s life, 

placing the discrepancy in achievement mostly in the schools. Researchers found two key 

non-familial explanations: peer support and teacher expectations/perceptions of 
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achievement. Vietnamese American students had more high-achieving friends because 

there were more high-achieving Vietnamese American students in their cohort from 

which to draw peer support and teacher support was higher because Vietnamese students 

were perceived as harder working by teachers when compared to their Mexican American 

and African American peers. 

African American Achievement in Higher Education 

Here, I explore work in higher education because it makes up the majority of the 

existing literature on high-achieving Black students. It also represents the aspirant 

educational trajectory for the students in my own study. The work on African American 

achievement in higher education focuses on social networks and their positive impact on 

achievement. Harper (2008) studied how Black, male high-achievers “gain, negotiate, 

and benefit from access to powerful social networks” (p. 1030). Fries-Britt (1998) argues 

that many Black high achievers do not find a community of students with the same goal 

of academic excellence until they reach college and that many of them come to depend 

on “same-race” collegiate programs for academic and social support. This reliance on 

social networks at the collegiate level is of interest when considering the present study 

because one expressed goal of MRPs is to provide students with access to a network of 

peers of color beginning in middle school. 

Chambers, Huggins, Locke, and Fowler (2014) also examine academically 

successful collegiate students of color. They employ a macroeconomics theoretical 

framework known as “racial opportunity costs” to describe the educational experiences of 

these achievers. This framework offers four assertions: student achievement for students 

of color is most impacted at the level of the institution; outside factors such as the 

individual student and their family do impact students’ academic success but 

conversations around these influences must avoid absolving the institution of its 

responsibilities; while race is a determining factor in the experiences of students of color, 
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other identity markers must be considered as these are also impactful; if students choose 

to achieve by conventional measures of academic success, they must navigate these 

institutional factors (p.466).  

Assertion one, consistent with previously mentioned findings, lays the foundation 

for researchers to look critically at the role of institutions in enabling or serving as 

barriers to the achievement of African American students. My study suggests the need to 

look more closely at institutions that function like schools because high-achieving 

students come into contact with these nontraditional settings in order to access enriched 

curriculum. Assertion two points to the need to consider intersectional identities in order 

to fully understand achievement and is a reminder to researchers to infuse more 

difference into categories of identity. Assertion three is a crucial reminder to consider the 

role of familial capital but to do so in relationship to non-familial capital whereas 

assertion four provides the rationale for the present study.  Students of color approach 

educational institutions with preconceived notions about achievement based on their 

previous relationships with these institutions and how they believe themselves to be 

viewed by key stakeholders in them. The educational experiences of students of colors as 

achievers should not be viewed in isolation of the fact that institutions can and do impact 

students as achievers because of how they sort and construct students as particular types 

of learners. 

The work of Shaun R. Harper takes up questions of high-achieving Black students 

in Higher Education in much the same way as Chambers et al. (2014) and has been 

influential in helping me approach my own work through an asset-based lens. Harper 

(2010) adopts an anti-deficit achievement framework for research of students of color in 

the STEM field, arguing, “Most empirical studies amplify minority student failure and 

deficits instead of achievement” (p. 64). Although he uses this framework for STEM 

students, the anti-deficit questions can be applied to students across contexts, especially 

in literacy research where students might be constructed as “illiterate,” “struggling,” or 
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“unmotivated” with regards to speech and language. Harper constructs this “anti-deficit 

inquiry” by not just changing the framing of the questions he asks, but by examining how 

researchers can use seminal theories in an “instead of” manner. The “reframings” most 

influential to my own work are below (pp. 70-71). 
 
 
Table 1. Harper’s (2010) Anti-deficit Framework 
 

Theory Theory through Anti-Deficit Framework 

Cultural capital and social 
capital theories (Bourdieu, 
1986, 1987) 

Instead of exploring how those who attended low-resource 
K-12 schools lack prior exposure to high-level science 
instruction…an anti-deficit inquiry focuses on 
understanding how achievers from these backgrounds 
manage to overcome such disadvantage. How do students 
cultivate meaningful and value-added relationships with 
STEM faculty and professionally well-connected others in 
the fields? 

Stereotype threat theory 
(Steele, 1997; Steele and 
Aronson, 1995) 

Instead of further examining how racist stereotypes have a 
negative effect on minority student performance in STEM  
courses, an anti-deficit inquiry pursues insight into 
strategies these students employ to resist the 
internalization of discouraging misconceptions about 
members of their racial groups and how they manage to 
respond productively to stereotypes they encounter on 
campus.  

Attribution theory (Weiner, 

1985) 

An anti-deficit inquiry invites minority STEM achievers 
to name the persons, resources, experiences, and 
opportunities to which they attribute their achievements 
instead of continually having them identify all the barriers 
to persistence and success.  

Critical race theory (Harper, 
2009; Solorzano and Yosso 
2002; Yosso, 2005) 

Instead of relying on deficit-laden reinforcements of 
minority student underachievement from the education 
and social science literature, an anti-deficit inquiry 
recognizes students of color as experts on their 
experiential realities and empowers them to offer 
counternarratives concerning their success in STEM 
fields.  

 

Harper (2007) argues that the few studies that deal with high-achieving African 

American students “are fraught with descriptions of negative peer interactions” and rely 
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heavily on Ogbu’s (1986) Acting White Hypothesis to explain the complexities of being 

both academically-inclined and Black (p. 340). Harper conducted a qualitative study of 

32 African American male high-achievers in leadership positions at six large, elite, 

predominantly white public Midwestern institutions. These students, selected by key 

administrators on campus as those African American males “who had made the most of 

their college experience” consisted of four sophomores, 12 juniors, and 16 seniors with a 

mean grade point average of 3.32. All participants reported plans to obtain advanced 

degrees. 

Harper (2007) conducted face-to-face interviews and focus groups with these male 

participants during visits to each campus. In reading through the transcripts of these 

interviews, Harper summarized what each high achiever reportedly experienced and how 

he experienced high achievement specifically at a predominantly white institution. He 

studied how these students utilize peers as resources and found no evidence of 

internalized racism on the part of these students with regard to being high achievers. 

Further, he found membership in key organizations (in this case, the National Society of 

Black Engineers) to be critical to Black male achievement both in college and in 

accessing competitive graduate institutions and jobs. This work disrupts the often relied 

upon narrative that when students of color do manage to achieve success, they often feel 

distanced from their peers or experience tension because being high-achieving is 

somehow incongruent with being Black. Harper argues that these students teach one 

another to negotiate same-race relationships and are able to leverage them for support. 

This leveraging of social capital is key; Lareau and Horvat (1999, as cited in Harper 

2008), write, “Previous studies of social capital have placed too much emphasis on the 

factors that lead to inequality but have offered limited insight into the ways by which 

individuals convert access to social capital into educational advantages” (p. 1034). 

Harper’s work embodies this principle because it de-emphasizes the value of specific 

types of capital choosing to instead emphasize how capital is used and leveraged. 
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Work of this nature makes it difficult for one-sided perspectives on what it means 

to be Black and high-achieving to persist. In Succeeding in the City: A report from the 

New York City Black and Latino Male High School Achievement Study, Harper and 

Williams (2014) address limitations Harper raised in his earlier work about the dearth of 

perspectives of students in K-12. Instead of asking undergraduates to reflect on their 

earlier schooling as he has done in previous work, Harper and a team of 12 Black and 

Latino male researchers interviewed 415 high-achieving Black male high school juniors 

and seniors and recent college students who graduated from a group of public high 

schools in New York City. There were no distinct findings between the high schoolers 

and the young men in college. Including demographic information on students and their 

parents in the report, Harper and Williams heavily emphasized the importance of parents 

and families in the lives of these men. In their interpretation of the participants’ 

interviews, the researchers found that parental support comes in a variety of forms 

although it is mostly aspirational. While parents of color are shown to value education, a 

finding consistent with other work, including Compton-Lilly (2002), Yosso (2005), and 

Lareau and Horvat (1999), there is also a good amount of attention paid to non-familial 

capital: community resources, teachers, and peer support. Students adopted many 

narratives consistent with that of the dominant achievement ideology, but like previously 

cited work, were able to complicate this ideology with reflections on how it pertained to 

them as low-income, Black, urban males. 

Wiggan (2014) also found that high-achieving African American students 

challenged the dominant achievement paradigm. This study of high-achieving African 

American students in their first two years of college, employed a “student-based inquiry 

research method.” He argues, “Rather than the typical downward flow of information that 

centers around researchers’ interests, and positions students as lower and researchers as 

higher participants, student-based inquiry research seeks to empower students to shape 

the direction of the research process” (p. 481). While participants demonstrated an ability 
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to “play the game” and achieve by conventional measures of success including 

standardized test scores and course grades, these students challenged themselves to meet 

different standards of achievement such as community involvement and personal 

development. The significance of this study is that it privileges the viewpoint of students, 

instead of studying their habits and practices; it seeks to understand how they define 

achievement rather than just examining their behaviors and labeling them. Wiggan 

encourages researchers to adopt more “fluid” understandings of achievement that include 

student input on how to define and measure it. It makes no assumptions about how 

achievement is defined and does not purport to be able to do so, noting that the best way 

to understand a student’s perception of achievement is to provide them space in one’s 

research to explain. This is a contrast to other work presented here that labels achievers 

into distinct ideological categories and could potentially ascribe certain identities onto 

them. These labels are a useful tool for discussing the uneven ways in which students 

take up dominant achievement ideology, but more attention must be paid to the distinct 

ways in which students define academic success. 

Research in Literacy and African American Youth 

The research reviewed in this section is a major part of the groundwork for the 

current study because it refutes claims in educational research that students of color are 

disengaged from literacy. Instead, I examine the work of scholars who highlight the 

myriad wealth of knowledge that African American youth possess and that they utilize, 

often in outside of school spaces. This emphasis on schooling outside of the literacy 

classroom is indicative of the wide range of possibilities for literacy learning in minority 

recruitment programs. Specifically, the researchers in this section look closely at 

examples of literacy that adopt a critical approach to English education and that include 

students as active parts of their literacy learning. Here, literacy is used for liberatory 
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purposes and extends traditional understandings of literacy as reading and writing. In 

short, this body of work positions African American youth as asset-based and highly 

literate. 

Vasudevan and Campano (2009) argue that there is a body of research on 

adolescent literacies “that has a pronounced emphasis on activism and the belief that an 

important part of knowing about the world involves knowing how to change it” (p. 334). 

The body of this research is largely qualitative in nature and relies heavily on narrative 

analysis of the data. The literacy research in this section falls under this “activist research 

stance” because these researchers “strive to articulate a progressive agenda that identifies 

social injustice and proposes norms for more equitable alternatives” (p. 335). 

Contemporary research examining the literacies of urban, African American youth 

focuses largely on literacy in out-of-school contexts (Hull & Nelson, 2005; Hull & 

Schultz, 2001, both cited in Vasudevan & Campano, 2009). Many of these works are case 

studies of K-12 students, although to a lesser extent college-aged youth are reviewed. 

In response to over three decades of literacy research seeking to define literacy as 

socio-cultural, but lacking an explicit discussion of race and power, contemporary 

scholars of African American literacy have taken up issues of race and equity in literacy. 

Many contemporary, literacy scholars of African American urban students take up a 

plethora of topics in their work. These works (Kim, 2011; Morrell, 2002, 2005, 2008; 

Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002, 2004; Paris & Kirkland; 2011; Winn & Behizadeh, 

2011, 2013, to name a few) are important in that they extend the classroom to incorporate 

out-of-school contexts into the school curriculum for African American youth. Scholars 

of contemporary African American youth literacies place great faith in the power of 

literacy, specifically critical literacy, as a tool for empowering students to challenge the 

status quo. Literacy remains a (raced, gendered, classed, spatialized) tool that can be used 

effectively by critically conscious, culturally relevant teachers. 
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None of the studies reviewed here deal explicitly with youth labeled as high-

achieving; in fact many of the participants are chosen because their storied histories with 

literacy have often been ignored by researchers until recent scholarship. Participants who 

demonstrate a strong command of literacies outside of the traditional schooling context 

are often chosen to refute claims about the singular nature of much school-based literacy 

that assumes there is only one way to be literate. Literacy research should include a focus 

on a variety of experiences and those whose have felt disenfranchised by their schooling 

experiences offer an important insight into literacy. However, African American 

participants who achieve by conventional schooling standards also offer valuable 

experience that can inform literacy research. While they might exhibit school success in 

some regards, as the research on achievement shows, their schooling experiences are 

complicated by what it means to achieve as a Black student. Though the literacy research 

does not address high achievers explicitly, there is great value in what can be learned 

from the studies reviewed in Vasudevan and Campano (2009) on African American 

students’ literacies. In addition, the methodologies employed in conducting this research 

are useful to discuss and inform the methodology chapter of this study. 

In her participatory action research narrative, Harlem on Our Minds: Place, Race, 

and the Literacies of Urban Youth, Kinloch (2010) offers a read on the literacies of 

residents of Harlem that explicitly addresses the tensions between local and broadly 

situated literacy contexts. In this work, she conducts an ethnographic study of Harlem 

High School and extensively interviews two student-residents of Harlem over the course 

of three years about their views on gentrification. She draws on themes that are pervasive 

in literacy research: “concerns over equity and fairness, debates over spatial power and a 

sense of belonging, and questions over representation” (p. 41). The stories of these 

students, as well as other participants, led Kinloch to draw connections between the local 

literacy practices that are rooted in the history of Harlem and the broader contexts that 

emerge as a result of the political and economic implications of gentrification. While rich 
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data and “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973) emerge about the individual literacies in this 

text, the participants’ own responses lead Kinloch to discuss issues of power and policy, 

or what Reder and Davila (2005) refer to as the “contextual influences on social 

interactions” (p. 179) that compel researchers to consider how what occurs locally and 

what occurs globally are not dichotomous, but symbiotic. 

The participants in Kinloch (2010) illustrate the degree to which African American 

youth engage with multiple literacies when they understand the impact on their lives. 

Further, Kinloch argues that youth were able to draw heavily on “their emerging 

understandings of history and culture” (p. 73) in order to explain how their lives were 

impacted by the changes in their surrounding community. Students noted changing 

boundaries and offered insight into how these boundaries were constructed and the 

disparities that these constructed boundaries produced. For these students, literacy 

engagement is social justice oriented and has meaning outside the context of the 

classroom. Participants made critical observations about the effects of gentrification on 

their lives and expressed these concerns through multimodal literacy practices. Finally, 

the students demonstrated ownership over their own learning by taking on the role of 

activists—conducting research, identifying community stakeholders and engaging with 

them directly. 

Less explicit are discussions of housing policy, both locally in terms of the 

Columbia University-Manhattanville Expansion Plan, and nationally. Yet, one of the 

participants alludes to the failure of gentrification to impact and invoke meaningful 

school reform, stating, “This school don’t have benefits. So instead of them building a 

condo across the street from the school, why not give us money to make our school 

better?” (Kinloch, 2010, p. 50). In this study, African American youth are depicted as 

informed and critical readers of texts. Neither participant was identified as being a high 

achiever by conventional measures although both participants demonstrated an ability to 

read the word and the world (Freire, 1985). 
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David Kirkland (2013) uses Critical Race Theory (CRT) to inform the theoretical 

framework of his research. One reason why CRT appeals to scholars of literacy 

conducting research in traditionally marginalized communities is that it privileges the 

“experiential knowledge” of persons of color. This is a key strength of the ethnographies 

of literacy reviewed here. However, in an effort to write research that incorporates 

broader discussions of place and policy, one need not sacrifice privileging often silenced 

voices. In fact, literacy research, as contemporary scholars of African American literacy 

have largely shown, must be able to work from the middle—the space in which they are 

able to shift between two views: the local and the global. Kirkland (2013), in his book, A 

Search Past Silence: The Literacy of Young Black Men, is a strong example of research 

that shifts perspectives effectively. His work is concerned with the “cultural, historical, 

and geographical dimensions that impact literacies” and he explores each of these in the 

text. Kirkland is aware, as he writes this research, of the limitations of conducting 

research on young, Black men without being explicit about the complexities of their 

experience. He offers a limitation of socio-cultural language and literacies research by 

stating: 

For it is impossible, even after acknowledging the social and cultural 
nature of words and of literacies, to disentangle language and literacy 
learning from the political and social complexities involved in their 
constructions. It is, however, possible to resolve some of these complexities 
by examining in some systematic way the discourses that fuel their 
construction. (p. 7) 

The addition of race and Black masculinity to the theorizing on the literate lives of 

African American young men addresses the limitation of reading solely through a socio-

cultural lens because it emphasizes the political tensions of defining what counts as 

literacy. Looking to conduct an inquiry into the literacy practices of African American 

male youth, Kirkland was invited into the classroom by a teacher who noted that many of 

the young Black males she taught were barely passing her course. Kirkland (2013) writes 

an ethnography of six young, Black men in East Lansing, Michigan over the course of 
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two years which challenges the singular nature of the “literacy crisis” narrative and 

refutes the notion that young Black males do not live literate lives. His work is more 

nuanced, concerned not with if Black males possess literacy but with the nature of 

literacy in their lives and how they make meaning of these literacies. The literacy 

practices of these young men were in sharp contrast to the autonomous, insular nature of 

literacy they experienced in schooling. Kirkland’s work shows that the literacy practices 

of their daily lives were infused with tension. Questions emerged as to how best to use 

language to “keep it real” (p. 79) and how to use language to construct one’s self as a 

particular kind of person. Further, participants expressed opposition to certain literate 

identities as not particularly masculine or Black.  

In addition to visiting participants three to four times per week and writing field 

notes based on his observations, Kirkland (2013) conducted archival research of the city 

of East Lansing and the areas that impact it. He describes walks through the city, both 

alone sense of the history into which the young men were born” (p. 152). He uses 

Anzaldúa’s (2007) concept of the “borderland” to describe Lansing and to discuss the 

racial, ethnic, and linguistic characteristics of the city both historically and 

contemporarily. He incorporates time as a context in his work by acknowledging how 

these young men’s lives are impacted not only by their histories but by invisible forces 

that impact their futures. 

Kirkland (2013) uses an organic pheminist lens that is situated in a feminist read of 

hip-hop ideology; this lens is appropriate to his particular research participants because it 

highlights “the centrality and ubiquity of Black females in the lives of Black males” 

(pp. 11-12). Kirkland’s adaptation of the “p-h” spelling is twofold: he first wants to 

distinguish his work from the “rigid product of academic debates” (p. 12) while also 

drawing on hip hop linguistic traditions of replacing the “f” spelling with a “ph.” There 

are all types of complexities in existing research that enable researchers to choose from 

epistemologies and deconstruct work in order to provide clarity for the methodologies 
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they eventually employ. Kirkland emphasizes the work that researchers must be willing 

to do to understand the context of the places where they choose to do research in relation 

to both the participants as well as to bordering places. They cannot view these spaces as 

ahistorical but must instead understand that there are traces of these places in the lives of 

their participants. Thus, what emerges from this study is a rich understanding of how 

literacy might operate in the lives of some young Black males and a call to reimagine 

schooling curriculum with regard to their literate practices. 

Carter-Power and Kumasi (2011) conducted a study of 13 African American 

students in a community literacy afterschool program for middle and high schoolers. The 

purpose of this program was to provide pre-college students with the opportunity to 

utilize their literacy strengths through the use of a culturally relevant writer’s and book 

club. Carter-Power and Kumasi audio-recorded book club sessions and conducted a 

microethnographic discourse analysis of the transcripts. In analyzing their data, they use 

W.E.B. Du Bois’s (1903) scholarship on “double consciousness” to better understand 

how “some Black youth interact, negotiate their identities, and engage intellectually in 

academic settings” (p. 73). This “double consciousness” relates to what Du Bois saw as 

“a social and psychological tension” because of “always looking at one’s self through the 

eyes of others” (Kinloch, 2011, p. 3). This is a crucial perspective for looking at the 

literacies of students of color, specifically those who consider themselves to be college-

bound, like the participants in this study. This “double consciousness” lens reveals that 

although African American students are not exempt from the ways in which dominant 

discourses act on them, many are able to speak in opposition to the idea that they lack 

engagement and have an inability to succeed in school. Carter-Power and Kumasi (2011) 

conclude that many high-achieving African American students utilize “strategic moves” 

that help them to navigate the tensions associated with two opposing identities. These 

moves include disengaging (from conversations), weighing the costs of participation, and 

bridging across tension to challenge other participants to consider opposing perspectives. 
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A “double read” (Carter-Power & Kumasi, 2011) might provide students and teachers 

with “strategic moves” and enable researchers to understand the multiplicity of 

experiences that high-achieving though traditionally marginalized students encounter in 

schools. 

Some studies of literacy as it pertains to African American youth attempt to bridge 

this gap through non-school enrichment programs, especially during the summer. Rogers, 

Morrell, and Enyedy (2007) highlight the experiences of high school students of color 

who participated in a university collaboration summer community of practice. Students 

worked in the role of “critical researcher” in order to “use social theory and the tools of 

social science investigation to document, make sense of, report on, and take action to 

change the conditions in their schools and communities” (p. 424). The researchers found 

that in order for students to act as critical researchers, they first had to demonstrate 

mastery of traditional academic practices and then use those practices to access higher 

order academic skills including designing research questions, generating hypotheses and 

conducting interviews and surveys. Rogers et al. note both that students were able to 

demonstrate conventional school success, but more importantly, that students’ success 

was likely linked to the use of the work that they generated. Student work had immediate 

value in the learning context as opposed to being linked to a distant, standardized end-of-

unit (or end-of-school year) assessment. 

Students also conducted interviews, wrote field notes, and documented video 

research, drawing on oral histories, and eventually presented their research findings to an 

academic audience. The importance of this research study, and other studies cited here, 

lies in the ways in which students can both engage with the literacy skills they need to 

access the “culture of power” (Delpit, 1988) while simultaneously engaging with 

transformative and personally meaningful work. The implications for how best to teach 

African American students are many; this work lends itself to the view that students’ 

understanding of the secondary discourses they adopt in school are important beyond the 
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school building. Educators can, and must, provide students with the space to make 

connections between these secondary discourses and those of their primary. 

Re(reading) Achievement and Implications for Literacy 

This chapter reviewed two distinct bodies of literature: literature on African 

American students as achievers and literacy research on the experiences of African 

American students. As the research on African American students in literacy indicates, 

students use language and literacy to construct themselves as certain types of students. 

Beliefs about language and literacy lead students to adopt certain discourses on 

achievement. The aforementioned studies on achievement highlight how African 

American students are not only able to master both primary and secondary discourses 

(Delpit, 1992), but how these students are able to be recognized as members of several 

Discourse communities that are traditionally presented in research as contradictory. The 

experiences of these students demonstrates how they are able to adopt more critical and 

nuanced views of normative discourses of schooling. In arguing that student’s sense of 

self as achievers is inextricably linked to their racial identities, these researchers are 

implicitly arguing that students’ home language and literacies have social and cultural 

value. 

Both bodies of literature can inform the other. The addition of a literacy framework 

to the studies on achievement would draw attention to the multiple Discourses present 

about language and literacy. One cannot talk about conventional forms of achievement 

without also talking about dominant discourses on achievement: that students have a 

written and verbal command of “Standard English,” that students be familiar with the 

literature canon, and that students demonstrate mastery of academic and discipline-

specific vocabulary. This is a very limited perception of literacy, though it is the one 

often taken up by schools, and mastery of these markers of academic success ascribe 
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students with labels of high achievement because they demonstrate mastery of the “right” 

literacies. However, we should also consider the other literacies that students bring with 

them to schools.  Students who are able to move fluidly between Discourses—those 

called “cultural straddlers”—hold great linguistic capital and are often called upon to 

demonstrate their proficiency across contexts. These are the students that Carter (2005) 

found to have the highest level of conventional success. 

Students talk about dominant Discourses and understand that they must 

demonstrate mastery over these Discourses in order to be perceived as high-achieving. 

Yet, their understanding of dominant Discourses is critical in nature because they are able 

to refute claims about the dominant achievement ideology as “White” that might position 

them as outsiders to achievement. Carter (2005) found that students’ resistance to the 

“acting White” label was not a resistance to achievement, but to a “refusal to adhere to 

the cultural default setting in U.S. society, to what is seen as normative or “natural”—the 

generic American, White, middle-class patterns of speech and mannerisms, dress and 

physical appearance, and tastes in music and art forms” (p. 53). This belief, White 

supremacy, is at the core of much of the work on the “language wars” and the idea that 

there is one way to speak English. Therefore, the adoption of a literacy lens would 

provide the achievement literature with the necessary language to refute claims about 

achievement as neutral. Instead, literacy research demonstrates that the academic 

signifiers that indicates that one is high-achieving are insular because they rely heavily on 

mastery of a normative, so-called standard way of conceiving of language. 

Conclusion 

In examining high-achieving African American students, the very use of that label 

defies deep-seated and often impenetrable beliefs about literacy, access, and equity. In 

this type of research, researchers must incorporate a methodology that “critiques the 
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popular yet unfounded notion that urban youth are disengaged from learning” (Kinloch, 

2011, p. 2). As shown in this literature review, researchers have offered several 

explanations for the discrepancy between the educational beliefs of African American 

students and achievement including familial support, cultural values, and poverty; all of 

these explanations have limitations and have failed to adequately explain the differences. 

However, institutional explanations, specifically looking at the resources provided and 

the ways in which students are able to draw from these resources, offer researchers 

explanations that consider both the individual attitudes of students and how they are able 

to navigate school spaces. My study of middle and high school students can serve as a 

bridge to existing work in higher education and provides an in-the-moment perspective to 

complement the existing research. 
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Chapter III 

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

This inquiry began with my commitment to the education of high-achieving 

African American students and my concerns that, by removing these students from 

schools in their communities and in many cases removing students from their homes, 

deficit messages about urban schools (and implicitly urban communities and urban 

students) were being reproduced. Therefore, I looked closely at the documents produced 

by (and about) minority recruitment programs, as well as conducted interviews of African 

American students, in order to better understand how these students make meaning of 

their experiences. This qualitative inquiry is an interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2012) study 

that uses document review (Bretschneider, Cirilli, Jones, Lynch, & Wilson, 2017) and 

critical discourse analysis (Gee, 2011) to describe the social and educational experiences 

produced in minority recruitment programs that some high-achieving African American 

middle and high schoolers choose to engage with. 

I collected and analyzed documents, outlined below. In addition, I conducted one 

interview with seven participants and wrote an individual report for each, attempting to 

identify themes across cases by drawing on a critical race theory lens for reading these 

cases. Finally, using CRT to help me identify salient moments in the data, I conducted an 

iterative analysis of the transcripts, using critical discourse analysis to emphasize the 

ways in which language, and Discourse more generally, allow people to position 

themselves (and be recognized) in specific ways (Gee, 1999). 
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Research Questions 

This qualitative inquiry builds upon existing qualitative research on the academic 

and social experiences of high-achieving African American students. Specifically, I 

looked at participants who attended a public or public charter middle school and who 

attended a minority recruitment program that recruits from across the country. In 

addition, I reviewed the documents produced by these programs in order to gather data 

that addresses the following research questions: 

1. What narratives do African American students construct about their educational 

and social experiences in minority recruitment programs? 

2. What narratives do minority recruitment programs construct about students’ 

educational and social experiences? 

3. How do these narratives intersect with each other? Where do these narratives 

diverge? 

Qualitative research relies heavily on the researcher as a human instrument 

(Creswell, 2009; Merriam & Merriam, 2009). As the researcher, and hence the 

instrument, my positionality influences the questions that I ask, the theoretical frame 

through which I review the existing literature, and the data collection methods that I 

chose to use, as well as my analysis and interpretation of the collected data. 

Researcher’s Positionality 

In trying to become “objective”, Western culture made “objects” of 
things and people, distancing itself from them, thereby losing “touch” with 
them. This dichotomy is the root of all violence. (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 37) 

In order to remain consistent with both a sociocultural approach to literacy and 

critical race theory, it is necessary to explore aspects of my identity that inform the work 

that I do. My work concerns issues at the intersection of equity and access; how I define 

each of these terms and, more importantly why I advocate for them, have very specific 
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meaning when positioned alongside my own understandings of equitable schooling for 

high-achieving African American children in high need areas. 

In seeking to conduct research that draws on CRT and socio-cultural literacy 

frameworks, I explore and problematize my own positionality and how it becomes central 

to the research process. Considering CRT as a theoretical framework that supports my 

research, it is critical that I interrogate my own positionality as both an insider (race) and 

outsider (institutional affiliation) (Collins, 1986). Merriam et al. (2001) complicate the 

notion of status as being either/or. Instead, they write about positionality as “fluidity” or 

“slippage” (p. 405), noting that the boundaries between the two are anything but clearly 

defined. The researcher is left with the questions: where does this “slippage” between 

insider and outsider status occur and how does it impact the collection of data and the 

analysis process? 

Because positionality “identifies the frame of reference from which researchers, 

practitioners, and policy makers present their data, interpretations, and analysis” (Taylor, 

et al., 2009, p. 8) to deny one’s own subjectivity is to present one’s research as falsely 

objective. To avoid the type of research that seeks to create distance between the 

researcher and the research subject, it is imperative that we worry less about whether we 

are positioned as insider or outsider at any given moment and more about the fact that we 

are positioned at all. Focusing on not how we are positioned, but that we are positioned, 

works to actively disrupt any notion of objectivity in our research. 

Positionality as Slippage 

Merriam et al. (2001) argue that positionality involves “slippage,” or the idea that a 

person is never fully an insider nor outsider. Positionality shifts and is highly contextual 

depending upon the situation. In terms of the current study, I identified four major aspects 

of my identity: my race as African American, my status as a doctoral student at Teachers 

College, Columbia University, my own personal history as a high-achieving student who 
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achieved my conventional standards, and my status as the mother of a Black son. I then 

made sense of how these identity markers positioned me in relation to my study. 

 

                                     

Figure 1. Positionality as Slippage 
 

Reflecting on my own experiences as a high-achieving African American student is 

made complex because I am writing about who I remember myself to be based on both 

who I currently am as well as who I am on the precipice of becoming. Who I am is not 

stable but is consistently shifting according to context. As a K-12 student, I was always 

viewed as a “good” student, both because of my compliant behavior and because of my 

high standardized scores and grades. I was viewed as a “good” student by my peers 

because of these tangible markers of school success. I was always praised for obtaining 

“good grades”, but I do not remember many people calling me smart. This has impacted 

how I have come to think about success (as tangible achievement) with little attention 

paid to ability. In reflecting on my own past teacher talk, I am now aware of how I 

positioned students as either achieving or failing to achieve. I very rarely use the words 
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“smart” or “intelligent.” These constructions of what it means to be successful in school 

mediate how I have come to understand my research project. There are a variety of ways 

in which I could have explored high-achieving African American students, but I chose to 

look not at innate notions of talent or giftedness but at tangible markers of school 

achievement. 

As a doctoral student at an elite university, I will likely be located in Discourses of 

success and upward mobility. Johnson-Bailey (1999, as cited in Merriam et al., 2001), in 

reflecting on herself as a Black scholar interviewing Black women who were re-entering 

the workforce, argues that “there are silent understandings, culture-bound phrases that did 

not need interpretation, and non-verbalized answers conveyed with hand gestures and 

facial expressions,” that led to “immediate bonds” between subject and researcher, 

although there were more complicated identity markers such as class and skin 

complexion that created distance between the two. In the current study, age and 

occupation served as an additional complicating factor in positioning myself with my 

participants, as I found that I often performed the role of educator when speaking to 

children and their parents. 

Delgado-Bernal (1998), researching Chicana women, but drawing on Black 

feminist research, argues in support of “cultural intuition” that draws heavily on the 

unique perspectives of women of color. Like Delgado-Bernal, I am not advocating for 

essentializing the experiences of researchers of color but relying on this intuition to help 

produce emergent thinking and privilege new perspectives on a historical problem. Still, 

it is necessary to problematize this intuition, as an over reliance on this can lead to 

overemphasizing the disparity between how researchers believe themselves to be seen by 

others and how participants actually see them. One can never fully be sure of how they 

are being viewed by others. 

As an African American, my race might grant me insider status with my research 

participants, but my institutional affiliation (and my profession as a teacher) complicate 
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this insider standing. This disruption is two-fold: in general, the power dynamics that 

exist between research participant and university-affiliated researcher must be considered 

as I seek to understand the perspectives shared with me. I anticipated drawing 

participants from New York City, but all but one of my participants was from another 

state. I believed that if I interviewed students from the area surrounding this institution, 

the students might have a particular understanding of the college as the particular 

university that I am affiliated with has a history of asymmetrical power relations that 

informs the memory of many New Yorkers, especially those living in Upper Manhattan. 

There are many buried histories that exist between members of the community of color in 

the neighborhood where the institution is situated and the affluent, less diverse 

University. However, perhaps because my participants were mostly from Illinois and 

New Jersey, or perhaps because most of my participants were middle schoolers, the most 

relevant understanding of the institution that emerged was one of admiration and prestige. 

Academic research is constrained by the perspectives of the researcher and her 

beliefs and values as well as the traditions and practices within the discipline. For 

instance, I believe that people’s lives, the entirety of their lives—what they believe, 

value, and desire—affect their work, whether scholarly or otherwise. I concur with the 

following: “People simply do not live unaffected and vacuous lives that are disconnected 

to their beliefs, values, and desires. Nor do people’s lives become divorced from the 

political, social, cultural and economic status within their nation or locale” (Willis, 2008, 

p. xvii). This very much resonated with me especially during the data collection period of 

this study as I met, interviewed, and analyzed the perspectives of my participants. 

I am positioned in my work similarly regardless to the topic I am pursuing. I hope 

to frame my research not along lines of a false dichotomy between studying issues of 

identity and studying broader educational issues like school finance, reform, and policy, 

but to remember that “all researchers are positioned by age, gender, race, class, 

nationality, institutional affiliation, historical-personal circumstance, and intellectual 
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predisposition” (Chiseri-Strater, 1996, p. 115), regardless of how explicitly researchers 

choose to position themselves in their work. In essence, understanding one’s positionality 

is less about the topic being explored and more so about transparency surrounding how 

what we bring to our own work impacts our ways of seeing and knowing. 

Research Site Context, Selection, and Access 

The context of this case, while not physical, is both social and historical. My study 

did not have an official site; I provide context in this section on New York City public 

schools, and the current state of gifted education in New York City’s Department of 

Education in order to situate my study not in a single school, but in the context of many 

schools across New York City. I then provide the same information for Chicago’s public 

schools and briefly discuss the current climate of public education in Chicago. This 

information is meant to provide the reader with more context about the educational 

climate in which participants, and their families, are making decisions about whether to 

attend a minority recruitment program.  

New York City Public and Public Charter Schools 

The New York City Department of Education is made up of 32 Community School 

Districts (CSDs) in New York City, with 19 reporting 10% or less White students in 

2010, including all districts in the Bronx, two-thirds of the districts in Brooklyn, half of 

the districts in Manhattan, and two-fifths of the districts in Queens (Holzman, 2012). 

Additionally, in 2010, nearly three-quarters of city charter schools were considered 

apartheid schools (less than 1% White enrollment), and 90% percent were intensely 

segregated, with less than 10% White enrollment. New York City is the most segregated 

school system in the United States (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014). I highlight these points not 

because I believe that the end goal is for African American students to be educated 
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among White students, but because they emphasize the continued fight for educational 

equality in urban schools. Kucsera and Orfield noted that schools that serve less affluent 

children have been found to teach less rigorous curriculum and have limited paths to 

post-secondary schooling; they link segregated schooling to other factors that impact 

student achievement including high dropout rates, teacher turnover, inexperienced 

teachers, and harsher discipline measures. 

Gifted education, one option that many families in the study I am proposing might 

have chosen as an option to more accelerated forms of schooling, is also highly 

segregated. While 30% of the New York City Department of Education schools are 

comprised of White and Asian students, 70% of the gifted and talented students identify 

as such; Black and Latino students make up only 22% of students who entered gifted and 

talented programs in 2015 (Zimmer & Chiwaya, 2015). In 2013, the New York Times 

reported extensively on the disparities in gifted and talented programs in New York City 

schools, noting that Community School District 3 (which spans the mostly affluent Upper 

West Side) contains five gifted and talented elementary school programs, whereas the 

districts that cover upper (and poorer) Manhattan only have two combined. In 

Community School District 7, the district that serves the South Bronx, there are currently 

no gifted and talented programs (Baker, 2013). 

Chicago Public Schools 

According to the official website of the Chicago Public School system (CPS), the 

third-largest school system in the United States is made up of 514 district-run and 122 

charter schools. It serves approximately 371,000 students, of which 37% identify as 

Black or African American and 77.7% are labeled as economically disadvantaged (46.8% 

identify as Hispanic). 

Like most major school systems, Chicago has a number of selective enrollment 

schools meant to provide access to rigorous, college-preparatory curriculum for high-
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achieving students. Students in grades K-4 are eligible to take the exam to be considered 

for enrollment; students in grades 5-8 must qualify for the examination based on state test 

scores or classroom grades. Selection is highly competitive, with just 16% of applicants 

in K-8 being offered a spot (Cherone, 2017). 

Unlike the test-only approach to admission for most of New York City’s 

specialized high schools, Chicago uses an approach that considers both academic merit 

(grades and a standardized test) as well as socioeconomic factors (Chicago Public 

Schools, 2017). Chicago has 10 selective enrollment schools, enrolling approximately 

14,000 students. Not all students are permitted to sit for the special examination—only 

students with qualifying 7th grade math and reading state exam score are allowed to take 

the test as 8th graders. According to the Chicago Public School guidelines posted on their 

website, the admission score counts for 300 points toward a total of 900 admission’s 

points. Up to another 300 points are earned based on 7th grade standardized test scores. 

In addition, the final 300 points are allocated from 7th grade final report card grades. This 

method accounts for how 30% of the seats are assigned. 

The guidelines also outline the distribution of the remaining 70% of seats. These 

are allocated based on a consideration of four socio-economic tiers in order to ensure the 

inclusion of racial and economic diversity. The city of Chicago is divided into four 

census tracts considering factors such as home ownership, single-parent households, 

educational attainment of parents, and linguistic diversity. Students are then admitted 

based on how they rank when compared to peers within the same census tier. Unlike in 

New York City, there is principal discretion, and principals are permitted to admit a small 

number of students with outstanding merit who might not have high enough test scores. 

The number of white students at these top rank schools has increased substantially since 

this admission policy was put into place in 2010. In addition, while this system was put 

into place to ensure racial and economic diversity, the schools themselves are still 
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segregated, with more white students attending the same schools (Chicago Public 

Schools, 2017). 

Shedd (2015), in her book on how racial residential segregation in Chicago impacts 

students’ access to schooling, argued that many low-income African American students 

have to navigate across neighborhoods to attend schools. This occurs in the context of 

mass school closings (Vevea, 2013), resulting in several neighborhoods with virtually no 

public schools. Nearly 12,000 students were displaced as a result of this closing—nearly 

90% of them were Black (Manasseh, 2018). In the five years since 2013, more than 

30,000 students have left the Chicago Public School System (Manasseh, 2018). 

This is the current social and political context in Chicago Public Schools and 

provides insight into the current climate of public schooling families of color are left to 

navigate. Under-enrolled schools and subsequent school closures have led to the 

traversing of space to get to school for African American students. This means that 

students encounter obstacles in the form of exposure to racial tensions, gang violence, 

and encounters with law enforcement in ways that white students do not have to. In 

addition, Shedd (2015) found that students’ abilities to identify their treatment as 

discriminatory or not relies heavily on how diverse their schools are—the more racially 

diverse the school, the more likely students were to feel discriminated against. 

Participant Recruitment and Selection 

I used a purposeful sample (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) in which I chose participants 

who I believed to be able to contribute to emerging ideas about the phenomenon in study. 

I interviewed seven African American students—five young men and two young 

women—who attended a minority recruitment program to completion. Each participant 

attended a minority recruitment program that operates not as an after school or summer-

only enrichment program, but that facilitates the removal of students from their home 
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communities by encouraging them to attending elite day and boarding schools for their 

high school careers or sooner. I excluded programs structured as after-school only, 

summer only, or programs that place students into cohorts late in their high school years. 

All students attended a public or public charter school for their K through middle school 

education. 

The students all self-identified as high-achieving given their current or former 

affiliation to these programs; all reported high grade point averages, competitive 

standardized test scores, and stellar teacher recommendations. I recruited participants 

through advertisements, flyers, internet posts, and social media. At first, I was not 

successful in finding any participants. I was then contacted by a former colleague who 

had since left New York and moved to Chicago, identified here as Mr. Martinez, who 

asked me if I wanted him to share my flyer with his current students. I thanked him and 

asked him to share my letter of invitation as well. Within two weeks, I had secured five 

of my seven participants, all of whom lived in Chicago. I continued to circulate my letter 

of invitation and was again approached my two separate colleagues at two different 

universities where I taught. Both had personal contacts with students participating in 

MRPs and shared the invitation with the students; upon reading this information, the 

students (or a parent) contacted me and agreed to participate in an interview. I conducted 

interviews with each participant in an attempt to understand how students made sense of 

their social and educational experiences in these programs as well as to gain insight into 

their broader perspectives on achievement. As achievers, these students offer a unique 

and often ignored perspective. I originally planned to conduct three in-person interviews 

with participants, but after speaking with parents, it became obvious that the immersive 

schedules of the recruitment programs, in addition to school and familial obligations, 

would make this nearly impossible. Parents were much more receptive to my conducting 

a phone interview with their child, and so I modified my interview protocol by shortening 

it to a one-hour, phone interview. 
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Table 2. List of Participants 
 

Name (Pseudonym) Age/Grade at time of study  School (*Pseudonym) 

Cory 13/8th grade  KIPP-Chicago 

Dayonna 13/8th grade  KIPP-Chicago 

Franklin 13/8th grade  KIPP-Chicago 

Jamieson 13/8th grade  KIPP-NYC 

Jonas 17/11th grade  *Preparatory Academy 

Raniece 13/8th grade  KIPP-Chicago 

Vaughn 13/8th grade  KIPP-Chicago 
 

My participants vary in age and schooling background. Most of my participants 

were 8th graders at the time of our first interview at Knowledge Is Power Program 

(KIPP) Charter Schools in Chicago. These five participants were introduced to me (via 

email) by a former colleague. The first KIPP school opened in Chicago the very year my 

participants were born—2003 (McDermott & Nygreen, 2013). This is a stark reminder 

that their entire schooling experience has existed in relation with, or contrast to, this 

model of schooling. The impact of their time in charter on the narratives they construct 

about achievement have become critical to this research study. While conducting and 

analyzing the words of my participants, it became obvious that I would have to make 

sense of their perspectives not just in relation to the minority recruitment programs they 

attended, but also as these perspectives related to their charter schooling. I examine the 

documents produced by and about both minority recruitment programs in the next 

chapter. 

I also recruited participants through my network of teacher-friends and colleagues 

at Teachers College. In addition to my Chicago participants, I spoke with Jamieson, who 

lives in a middle classed, gentrified neighborhood in New York City and also attends a 

KIPP middle school. Finally, I spoke with an 11th grader named Jonas, who attended a 

recruitment program as a 7th grader. Jonas reminded me of how complex identities can 
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be. He reached out to me one Saturday afternoon after having received my contact 

information from one of his former instructors at the recruitment program. He identified 

himself on the phone and told me he was interested in the study but was not sure of his 

eligibility because he was not African American. When I asked him how he identified 

racially, he said as Haitian, and told me that while he too had perspectives on race and 

schooling, he wanted to be clear that he did not speak for African Americans. I told him I 

used the term Black and African American interchangeably in my research because it is 

often used that way in the literature, but that I was aware that for many people of West 

Indian descent, this was a complicated distinction. Finally, I explained to him that I did 

not think it would be possible for him to speak for all of any race of people even if he did 

racially identify with that particular group, and that I was most interested in his own 

perspective. 

Data Collection Methods 

Interviews 

In order to deeply understand this study, I utilized multiple sources of data 

collection including semi-structured interviews, specifically what Rubin and Rubin 

(2012) call responsive interviews, and document reviews of artifacts from the programs. I 

was drawn to interviews as a data collection method because participants are thought of 

as meaning makers, thereby maintaining some degree of agency. They are not passive, 

nor are they “acted on.” I relied on this method in order to conduct in-depth interviewing 

and arrive at “deep” informative, thick description, and rich, detailed perspectives. 

Interviews allow the qualitative researcher to conduct inductive research in which 

understandings emerge from the data as opposed to hypothesis-based deductive research. 

Qualitative interviews are concerned with perspectives, and in the current study I take up 

critical approaches to interviewing which seeks to privilege minoritized voices. 
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Given my difficulties in recruiting participants, I had to conduct interviews over 

the phone. This presented specific challenges including the lack of face to face interaction 

meant that it was impossible to read visual clues. Still, there were perceived benefits of 

conducting interviews on the phone, namely related to ease with which participants 

seemed to talk. Respondents reported feeling less nervous about speaking with me on the 

phone and their parents expressed ease at their children not having to sit down in person 

with a stranger. 

I used the emerging themes from phase one of my document review to write my 

research protocol. I organized the protocol (Appendix A) into the following sections: 

personal background; elementary school experiences; middle school experiences; 

logistics of recruitment program; experience in recruitment program; and educational and 

professional trajectory. I planned a total of 18 questions; my interview protocol reflects 

Rubin and Rubin’s (2011) guidance of main questions, probes to clarify, and follow-up 

questions to guide my design.  

Interviews as a construction. In specific places, I present whole sections of my 

interview transcripts, including my voice, to highlight the fact that these interviews are a 

construction, guided by a specific line of questioning. Other times I paraphrase my 

question and just give the participants response. While many times participants answered 

in ways that were not directly in response to my question, I assume that they were always 

impacted by that question and therefore what preceded the response is also taken as 

important. Whether paraphrased or directly quoted, I want the reader to be aware of what 

the participant is responding to. 

In line with Critical Race Theory and Socio-Cultural Literacy frameworks, I 

include large segments of the participants’ voices not just to privilege their perspectives 

as central to this research study, but to position each student as a producer and creator of 

knowledge. How they know and how they construct themselves as particular types of 

knowers is best gauged through a close examination of their words. These words are 
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complex and multi-layered because they represent how the student felt on that particular 

day in response to me and the questions they were being asked. I offer an analysis in this 

dissertation but recognize that the transcripts offered here are flattened solely to print-text 

and fail to incorporate the complexity of our conversations, and at times, the emotion that 

could be heard in our voices. 

Conducting these interviews has been an emotional process for me in many ways 

and has often reminded me of aspects of my own schooling. I came to this project 

through a personal history of a specific group of high-achieving Black students I taught 

who I felt I had not provided an equitable education to. In this study, I did not have a 

personal relationship with any of my participants. I have never met any of them and all 

that they knew about me existed on a formally written letter of introduction meant to 

persuade themselves (and their parents) to allow me to interview them for my 

dissertation. Yet, once I was interviewing them, I felt myself wanting to break the 

researcher role I had initially conceived of myself as holding.  I entered the study aware 

that I wanted to conduct humanizing research that avoided subtractive notions of race and 

achievement. I would consider myself a “worthy witness” (Winn & Ubiles, 2011) to the 

lives of my participants and I anticipated there being commonalities in their stories and 

my own. However, I was not able to anticipate how deeply invested in their own stories I 

would feel, how many times I wanted to share a story from my own experiences that 

might impact a point they had raised, or simply how many times I would feel consumed 

with sadness by something they had shared. I did not break the researcher role during the 

course of my interviews, the ramifications of such being that once I entered the data 

analysis phase, I was eager to find a resource to help me make sense of the emotions that 

I felt during data collection. 

During each interview, there was a phrase that seemed illustrative of the message 

the participant conveyed to the researcher. Consistent with Critical Race Theory’s 

emphasis on storytelling, I use the stories of my participants to discuss their schooling in 
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relation to race. I introduce each of my participants below through their own words. I set 

up each interview with my participants in a conversation preceding our formal interview 

and was immediately impressed at the level of sophistication that each participant 

demonstrated. Participants referred to their calendars when scheduling a later time for us 

to speak. They confirmed the time and time zone, taking into consideration that I did not 

live where they did. They double-checked telephone numbers and spoke to me in a way 

consistent with many of the dominant Discourses on language and schooling you might 

expect to find of students labeled as high-achieving, namely Standard Academic English 

(SAE). 

Document Collection 

The second data collection method I used was document collection. Bretschneider 

et al. (2017) wrote that “document review is a systematic collection, documentation, 

analysis and interpretation, and organization of data as a data collection method in 

research” (p. 4). The strength of document review, or document collection, is that it 

allows the qualitative researcher to access first-hand information directly from the text 

producer. In the context of web-based resources, documents are readily available and 

easy to access, to store, and to share. In addition, these information rich resources allow 

for quick collection of materials. I was able to obtain most of the documents collected for 

this dissertation in a single day of internet research with the exception of two documents 

which were shared with me directly from a former colleague who is a school guidance 

counselor. Bretschneider et al. further noted that additional document collection can be 

done as the need arises because of the unobtrusive nature of this type of research. Unlike 

scheduling a participant interview, I was able to gather additional resources in the middle 

of my document review. I was able to obtain older promotional material for two 

recruitment programs in order to ascertain if material changed substantially from one 

iteration of a program document to the next. 
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Bogdan and Biklen (2007) wrote, “Schools, and other organizations … produce 

documents for specific kinds of consumption” (p. 136). They further argue that official 

documents, given their highly subjective nature, often present the organization in 

uncritical and positive ways. Thus, they are rich in data that pertain to a qualitative 

inquiry because they provide access to a widely-circulated perspective on the 

organization. In this study, I focused on official documents that Bogdan and Biklen coin 

as “external communication” because of the intended public audience for these materials. 

They raise questions about who produces these materials—program administrators or 

hired public relations consultants? They highlight the importance of understanding the 

social context of the materials; while I do not know who produces the materials, the 

purpose for reproduction is one focal point of the current study. Therefore, the social 

context of these documents was illuminated as they were oftentimes the initial point of 

contact between students, parents and the recruitment program. The purpose in 

incorporating these documents into the text was to use critical discourse analysis tools to 

reveal some of the seemingly invisible messages in these materials and then to enter them 

in conversation with the Discourse produced by the participants. 

As I conducted document analysis, I recorded my observations in analytic memos 

that corresponded with each text. I then wrote a cross-text memos in which I drew 

connections across or addressed gaps between texts—what histories did these texts draw 

on? What conversations am I engaging with while simultaneously reading these 

documents? 

Images and videos as documents. I also examined visual texts that will be 

analyzed using Critical Discourse Analysis. Riessman (2008) argues that images are texts 

to be interpreted in much the same way as written transcripts; she writes, “As in words-

based methods, reading an image closely and responding to details is essential to visual 

narrative analysis” (p. 144, emphasis in original). While conducting research for the 

design of my dissertation proposal, I examined “found images,” or images from an 
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archive, of students in the 1970s participating in a minority recruitment program. These 

images are housed in an online college archive with limited information about the context 

in which they were produced. For this reason, I decided not to use these found images in 

my final dissertation. However, they did spark my interest in examining closely how 

students’ bodies were represented in space and how students were positioned next to each 

other. I also wondered about what emotions were captured on their faces and what image 

of high-achieving youth of color these images sought to represent. 

I also viewed several videos on the program’s homepages and YouTube channels. I 

found these images to be relevant because, like the print documents mentioned above, 

they provided me with a perspective on the organization. These short videos were always 

between 1 and 2 minutes in length but provide for an insight not found in other 

documents because of the juxtaposition of narrative and moving media images with text. 

Therefore, I include the analysis of the images in program promotional brochures and the 

analysis of several videos in chapter 5 of this dissertation. I treat these visual images in 

much the same way that I treat documents and use the same protocol. I first conducted a 

thematic analysis using Riessman (2008). 

1. What is the story of the production of an image? 

2. What is in the image itself? 

3. How is this image read by different audiences? 

This first question allowed me to consider who creates the image and for what purpose 

the image was created. The second question helped me deconstruct the aesthetics of the 

image and to make decisions related to how images are framed, what is foregrounded and 

what is not, and what possible theories might explain what is present in the image and 

what is absent. Finally, the third tool asked me as a researcher to consider both how the 

image was likely taken up by its intended audience but also, how this text is likely read 

differently across audiences. I considered all of these questions in line with Critical Race 
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Theory. After using the text to identify salient images and video worthy of further 

exploration, I conducted a critical discourse analysis of the selected images. 

Challenge of document review. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) warn against the 

misuse of documents in conducting qualitative research, arguing that while documents 

are “data rich in description,” it is important to consider “the extent the researcher uses 

them in a manner that is naturalist, inductive, and concerned with the process of meaning 

construction for those who produce them” (p. 64). Documents should be used in order to 

determine how participants might make sense of the narratives produced in these texts. 

They further argued that the appropriateness of document analysis as a data collection 

method in qualitative research must be considered on a case-by-case basis. Rubin and 

Rubin (2011) added to this warning, noting that the use of documentary archives is often 

“spotty and incomplete” (p. 27). Additionally, both Rubin and Rubin (2011) and Bogdan 

and Biklen (2007) urged the researcher to consider the availability of materials, as well as 

the “breadth and depth” of available materials before committing to the research project. 

Lack of availability, and the absence of the context under which materials were produced, 

do not allow the researcher to adequately probe texts. While this is a clear limitation of 

the method, my research did not attempt to deduce any meanings of “truth” from these 

documents. Instead, I used the documents to understand how minority recruitment 

programs, as a unique institution of schooling, represent themselves to high-achieving 

African American students and their families; I used the documents to examine the 

various Discourses present in these materials. 

Another challenge of using this data collection method is the myriad of materials 

located and the difficulty in obtaining comparable material across programs. For 

example, one program keeps an online record of several past iterations of their 

promotional document allowing a researcher to look across several years. However, some 

programs only maintain access to their most recent materials. Contrarily, some programs 

do not frequently update their material and therefore might have out-of-date items posted. 
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Therefore, it became necessary to keep track of the collected material in an online Google 

Spreadsheet. From there, I was able to look across documents for parity and only include 

those materials which would allow me to look evenly across programs. 
 
 
Table 3. Collected Program Documents 
 

Program Document 1 Document 2 Document 3 Document 4  

A Better Chance Mission 
statement 

Promotional 
brochure Annual Report  Video 

Prep for Prep Mission 
statement 

Promotional 
brochure Annual Report   

Oliver Scholars Mission 
statement 

Promotional 
brochure Annual Report Video 

TEAK 
Fellowship 

Mission 
statement 

Promotional 
brochure Annual Report  

New Jersey 
SEEDS 

Mission 
statement 

Promotional 
brochure Annual Report  

Breakthrough NY Mission 
statement 

Promotional 
brochure Annual Report  

 

I made the decision to exclude found photographs (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) 

because I was able to gather this material for only two of six programs. These pictures 

were historical and found during an internet search of the programs’ names that revealed 

an online holding of pictures at northeastern universities. including Mount Holyoke and 

Dartmouth College, as both schools hosted early classes of A Better Chance students. I 

also excluded several A Better Chance handbooks found through an online search and 

through an online holding at Duke University’s Library that spanned from the mid-1970s 

through contemporary times because I was unable to find comparable material for other 

programs. 

Analytical Approaches  

In this dissertation, I used two approaches to data analysis with which to make 

sense of the collected data: thematic analysis informed by a Critical Race Theory lens and 
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Critical Discourse Analysis informed by several discourse tools and linguistic features 

(Gee, 2011; Janks, 2009). Below, I describe each type of analysis. 

Data analysis was an ongoing, iterative process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). I first 

applied critical race theory in order to read through the data and look for apparent themes. 

While I did not conduct a closed coding of the data, I was informed by some of the tenets 

of CRT including the constructed nature of race and the permanency of racism, the 

centrality of experiential knowledge, and challenges to the dominant ideology by 

interrogating concepts such as meritocracy, neutrality, equal opportunity, colorblindness, 

and objectivity (Delgado & Stefanic, 2000). 

Thematic Analysis 

Creswell (2007) referred to analysis of themes as the process after description of 

the data in which “the researcher analyzes the specific themes, aggregating information 

into large clusters of ideas and providing details that support the theme” (p. 244). To 

complete this process, I hand coded the documents (during phase one) and the interview 

transcripts (during phase two) in order to arrive at salient themes, or what Stake (1995) 

refers to as “development of ideas” (p. 123). I structured my thematic analysis such that I 

used in vivo coding, or words found within the data, to group together like-terms. Once I 

had grouped together large chunks of data, I dropped the in vivo codes and used broader 

terms that were consistent with the major tenets of Critical Race Theory including 

meritocracy, competition, leadership, race, and achievement. I then used a plus (+) or 

minus (-) sign to denote whether each was an example that affirmed or rejected the 

aforementioned construct. If an in vivo code was disconnected, such as “study guides” or 

“sports in the summer program,” I did not assign it a label, but highlighted it in case I 

wanted to return to it later.  

I noticed overlapping themes across both the mission statements, documents, and 

interviews. I read through the interview data three times; I read through the mission 



 

 

73 

statements and documents as many times as needed for patterns and themes to emerge. 

After this process, I was then able to identify moments in the data that would benefit 

from the application of CDA tools in order to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of 

my research questions. 

Critical Discourse Analysis  

Gee (2011) argues that the purpose of discourse analysis is to make discourses that 

are seemingly “neutral” or “natural” appear as strange such that we can understand how 

complex it is to be a member of a Discourse community. Several of the Discourses 

present in this line of research are familiar to me as a teacher, a student who was once 

labeled as high-achieving, and an African American woman from an inner city 

upbringing. For these reasons, I decided to use discursive tools and apply them to the 

seven participant interviews and the collected documents. Specifically, I take the 

approach to critical discourse analysis that Gee (2011) noted combines both grammar and 

meaning, writing that his approach, “looks at meaning as an integration of ways of saying 

(informing), doing (action), and being (identity), and grammar as a set of tools to bring 

about this integration” (p. 8). Discourse analysis requires researchers to look at language 

in a unique way in order to find things that we do not usually attend to in language. Gee 

(1999, 2011) argues that discourse analysis challenges the idea that language can ever be 

“natural” or “neutral” by urging critical discourse analysts to (re)examine familiar 

language in new ways—ones which place an emphasis on difference. Gee (2011) offers a 

variety of tools (or questions to ask of the data) that I employed to examine not just what 

a text says, but also what the language is being used to do. I will then present the findings 

of select excerpts of my student interviews in the results chapter of my dissertation. 

Gee (1999) argues that all discourse analysis should be both descriptive and 

critical. In describing the difference between discourse analysis and critical discourse 

analysis, he writes: 
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Critical approaches, however, go further and treat social practices, not 
just in terms of social relationships, but, also, in terms of their implications 
for things like status, solidarity, the distribution of social goods, and power 
(e.g., how language in a job interview functions as a gate-keeping device 
allowing some sorts of people access and denying it to others). In fact, 
critical discourse analysis argues that language-in-use is always part and 
parcel of, and partially constitutive of, specific social practices and that 
social practices always have implications for inherently political things like 
status, solidarity, the distribution of social goods, and power. (p. 33) 

Critical race theory and discourse analysis. The merging of CRT and discourse 

analysis allows researchers to link micro-linguistic analysis to macro-sociological 

(institutional) factors—in the case of this study, the linking of how participants talk about 

their experiences in minority recruitment programs to the ways in which institutional 

policies present various Discourses that reproduce institutional inequities. Joining these 

two approaches together allowed me to attend to the limitations of the one by applying 

the strengths of the other. I looked not just at the micro level of the word, but I connected 

it to broader social and institutional practices. 

The goal of using critical race theory and discourse analysis together is to approach 

the collected data from a multi-layered perspective and to probe the data in order to 

provide a broader spectrum of perspectives on African American achievement inclusive 

of structural and institutional critiques. One challenge to discourse analysis is that the 

participants may be rendered voiceless because their words are being deconstructed and 

contextualized by researchers in ways that do not allow them to be heard. Adopting a 

CRT approach to discourse analysis can address this limitation because at its core, CRT 

privileges the voices of marginalized communities by centering their experiential 

dominant knowledge in the design of the research study. Together, discourse analysis and 

CRT probe the silences in participant responses. 

As the literature review showed, there are a variety of experiences of high-

achieving African American students. In my study, most of the African American took on 

the role of cultural straddlers (Carter, 2008) but at the same time enacted more dominant 
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ideologies about achievement in less critical ways. This is the nature of meaning making 

in qualitative research. Discourse analysis with critical race theory served as a helpful 

analytical and methodological tool for closely examining how participants in this study 

are constructing themselves (and others) as achievers. I came to understand how these 

students make sense of how race is constructed and materially experienced in their 

academic and social lives as well as their emerging understanding of how this works in 

the lives of their peers. As researcher, I have chosen critical discourse analysis to enable 

me to look not just at themes that might emerge across participants, but also to emphasize 

existing silences or gaps in what is said. 

Data Analysis Process 

The data analysis process for this study was multi-phase. 

Phase One 

 I collected data beginning with the mission statements of each program. I entered 

these mission statements into a word document and completed the following table: 
 
 
Table 4. Mission Messages and Beliefs 
 

ABC PREP for 
PREP NJ SEEDS OLIVER 

SCHOLARS Breakthrough TEAK 

achievement investment  motivation achievement savior motivation 
leadership leadership savior access achievement opportunity 

savior access achievement opportunity career in 
education 

access 

access Community 
impact  

opportunity community 
impact 

leadership achievement 

 students-as-
resources 

access  community 
impact 

community 
impact 

 

Continuing in this phase, I then wrote a researcher memo in which I attempted to speak 

across the mission statements, seeking to make sense of the key messages and beliefs. 
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I continued in phase one of data analysis by collecting documents from programs 

including promotional handbooks, promotional videos, and printing select pages of the 

website. I printed material in hardcopy and organized them into a 3” binder organized by 

the program’s name. I wrote a researcher memo across all of the collected documents and 

produced the following protocol for analysis of documents: 
 
 
Table 5. Final Version of the Research Protocol Statement for Documents 
 
Structure 

• How is the text organized? How does the organization of the piece seek to persuade the 
reader of something?  

Audience 

• Who is the target audience? 

Values and Beliefs 

• What are the discourses that are drawn on? What are the discourses that are excluded?  
• In what ways does the mission statement/document discuss the organization’s beliefs and 

values?  
• What are the assumptions in the text?  
• Are there other ways of understanding/reading/interpreting the text?  

Defined Goals  

• Does the mission statement/document specify goals?  
• Does the mission statement/document set future goals?  

Rhetoric 

• What type of rhetoric does the mission statement/document use? 

Intertextuality  

• Does the mission statement/document reference other texts? What type of intertextual 
information is valued?  

 

I did not sort this material into the themes that began to emerge from my researcher 

memos and analysis. Instead, I used these preliminary codes from both the mission 
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statements and program materials to update my participant interview protocol. I did not 

attempt to arrive at final themes until phase three. 

Phase Two 

I conducted participant interviews over the course of six weeks between December 

2016 and January 2017. Each interview ranged in time between approximately 

50 minutes and 70 minutes. I interviewed each of my seven participants once; given 

scheduling constraints and distance, I conducted my interviews on the phone. As I read 

through each interview, I began to reflect on Yosso’s (2005) model of Community 

Cultural Capital (CCC), informed my CRT, to enter this work. I wrote a researcher memo 

after each student’s interview in which I identified a key phrase or section of the 

interview that was indicative of broader themes in the interview. When appropriate, I 

returned to the audio of the interview in order to pay attention to the linguistic and 

rhetorical choices made by myself and students. After completing the seventh interview, I 

then wrote a final researcher memo in which I began to synthesize across the interviews. 

I transcribed all of my interviews. As I read through the interview transcripts 

several themes became apparent. I followed the same guidelines as I had with the 

documents—assigning in vivo codes in my first read, and then using the language of 

CRT, specifically, community cultural wealth, to conduct a thematic analysis. Students 

spoke at length about the support they received both from the MRP but also from their 

school community and their families and neighbors; Yosso’s work on familial capital, 

aspirational capital, and navigational capital provided me with the language to arrive at 

themes.  I then gave the transcripts a third read and was particularly drawn particular 

words and wording that would lend themselves to a critical discourse analysis. 

Phase Three 

After completing the initial analysis of my participant interviews, I returned to the 

documents I collected in phase one. Initially, in phase one, I read through them in order 
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to determine major themes in the mission statements, promotional materials, and videos, 

and to use this data to better inform my interview protocols. I returned to this data in 

phase three in order to more closely examine the Discourses present in this material and 

to make sense of how these Discourses might produce (and reproduce) narratives about 

the achievement of students of color. Here, I was concerned with being able to answer the 

following research question: What narratives do minority recruitment programs construct 

about students’ educational and social experiences? 

I kept the hardcopy of the collected documents organized by program. However, I 

began to extract parts of the documents and enter them into a table. I used a word 

document to make a list of key parts of the mission statements, documents, and 

participant interviews that I thought might lend themselves to analysis through the use of 

discourse tools. I created an expansive list of more than one dozen critical discourse tools 

and linguistic moves that might be appropriate for use on these data. After beginning the 

Critical Discourse analysis and attempting to apply each tool, I narrowed my list down to 

the following: 
 
 
Table 6. Critical Discourse Analysis Tools and Examples 
 

CDA TOOL Definition  

Doing and Not Just Saying 
Tool (Gee, 2011)  

Looking closely not just at what a text is saying, but at any 
number of things a text producer might be trying to do.  

Making Strange Tool (Gee, 
2011) 

Requires the discourse analyst to act as an outsider despite the 
fact that the language here might be familiar: What would 
someone find strange here (unclear, confusing, worth 
questioning) if that person did not share the knowledge and 
assumptions and make the inferences that render the 
communication so natural and taken-for-granted by insiders?  

Why this way and not that 
way Tool (Gee, 2011) 

How could the data have been said differently? Why was it 
said the way it was and not in a different way?  

Framing the problem Tool 
(Gee, 2011) 

After completing a discourse analysis, check the meaning of 
the data that you have made against a wider set of contextual 
data.  
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In order to utilize the above Critical Discourse Analytic tools, I employed the use of 

several linguistic features which help to explain how Gee’s tools might be used 

including: 

• Overlexicalisation (Janks, 2009; Machin & Mayr, 2012)—Repetitious, quasi-

synonymous terms are used to persuade the reader of something. Excessive 

description. 

• Lexical Absence (Janks, 2009; Machin & Mayr, 2012)—Are there 

absences/suppressions in terms of activities, elements, or participants? Why did 

the text producer exclude or suppress them? 

• Structural Opposition (Machin & Mayr, 2012)—Words as part of a network of 

meaning; words have meaning and oftentimes are connected to their opposing 

concepts.  

• Voice (Janks, 2009)—Active and passive voice constructs participants as doers 

or as “done-tos.” Passive voice allows for the deletion of the agent  

• Pronouns (Janks, 2009)—inclusive we/exclusive we. Us and them. Generic 

‘he’ used to include ‘she’. The choice of person: first, second, third.  

• Sequencing of information (Janks, 2009) —sequencing sets up cause and 

effect. 

• Anonymisation (Machin & Mayr, 2012)—Used to avoid specification and 

conveniently summon arguments that are easy to then dismiss. 

Having compiled a list of text to look at more closely and a list of CDA tools 

through which to conduct my analysis, I then began to organize the data in my table 

according to themes. I noticed across all the data collected that there several narratives 

being produced: leadership, dominant discourses on schooling, diversity, achievement, 

intelligence, social support, the role of schools, and programs as saviors. The more I read 

through this data and applied CDA tools, the more these themes began to collapse into 

one another until I was left with two major themes: leadership and achievement. I 
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continued to apply CDA tools in order to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of what 

narratives were being produced about leadership and achievement. Because I had kept 

materials organized by participant interviews, collected mission statements, and collected 

documents, I was able to notice a sharp contrast between how students spoke about 

themselves as achievers and how programs conceived of them. I did notice consistency 

between across all of the mission statements and documents. 

Qualitative Validity 

The aim of this study is not triangulation (Denzin, 1978). Tracy (2010) argues that 

“triangulation in qualitative research assumes that if two or more sources of data, 

theoretical frameworks, types of data collected, or researchers converge on the same 

conclusion, then the conclusion is more credible” (p. 843). Given the nature of the current 

study, specifically its emphasis on privileging a multitude of voices and the critical 

frameworks employed in this work, I instead seek to crystallize (Ellingson, 2009; 

Richardson & St. Pierre, 2008): 

Crystallization, without losing structure, deconstructs the traditional idea 
of “validity”; we feel how there is no single truth, and we see how texts 
validate themselves. Crystallization provides us with a deepened, complex, 
and thoroughly partial understanding of the topic. Paradoxically, we know 
more and doubt what we know. Ingeniously, we know there is always more 
to know. (Tracy, 2010, p. 843) 

My goal in this research was to complicate the construction of Black achievement. 

I sought to incorporate multiple theoretical frameworks and analytical approaches in 

doing so. Thus, I hoped not to arrive at a single, valid truth, but instead to know in part. 

Aligned with a CRT epistemology is the idea that we can only ever have partial 

understanding. The aim of this study was not to present findings in the traditional 

research sense, but more so to examine emerging understandings about the nature and 
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needs of high-achieving Black students who have participated in MRPs. In order to do 

this type of research, I had to act as a “connected knower.” 

Qualitative researchers value multiple perspectives and not a single truth. CRT 

values researchers and participants co-constructing knowledge together. My work is 

concerned with valuing the experiential knowledge of high-achieving African American 

students. I have provided the reader with a rich, thick description of data that is both 

explanatory and critical in nature with a sufficient amount of perspective. 

Researcher Role 

Throughout this study, I continuously examined my role as researcher, and I used 

researcher memos to help monitor my own thinking. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) call these 

memos reflective field notes and note that they can be used in a variety of ways during 

the research process including to reflect on “analysis, method, ethical dilemmas and the 

researcher’s own frame of mind” (p. 123). In conducting a study that relies heavily on 

interviews and document analysis, I found these to be the most useful step in helping me 

to engage in a meaningful conversation with the data. 

At the beginning of this study, my role was to gather artifacts from minority 

recruitment programs and analyze them both for themes and using a multimodal and/or 

critical discourse analysis while recruiting. Once I began conducting interviews, my 

researcher role shifted because I became positioned as knowledgeable about the subject at 

hand. In negotiating this role, I had to both simultaneously be a knower and a learner 

such that participants were confident in my role as researcher while also confident in their 

own perspectives and the value they could add to the research study. As researcher, I 

needed to ensure that the data collected through the artifacts was incorporated into the 

interviews in a meaningful way. However, I also needed to be able to see these two 

phases of data collection as separate as I did not wish to influence the degree to which the 
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artifacts informed participant interviews. The program data collected in many ways 

reinforced, differed from, and to a lesser extent refuted participant experiences. 

In trying to think through something that is both deeply personal, but also 

professional—and in some ways academic and pedantic—I have found Hill-Collins’s 

(2000) “ethics of caring” to be a useful tool. Discussing bridging the binary between 

emotion and intellect, Hill-Collins advises that African American women use an 

epistemology that runs counter to more traditional forms of research in that it requires 

one to “talk with the heart” (p. 262). She furthers that, as part of a Black feminist 

epistemology, researchers must be “connected knowers” and allow “truth to emerge 

through care” (p. 264). The act of conducting humanizing research and making sense of 

participant narratives is deeply intertwined with one’s personal and professional ways of 

constructing knowledge. The ethics of care involves both the feeling of emotions on the 

part of the researcher and also the development of an empathetic ear; all of the 

knowledge claims I make in the analysis of my participants words cannot be divorced 

from this notion of feeling and listening. I have come to understand that the emotions I 

felt, and continue to feel, as I immerse myself in the data are indicative of a type of 

validity needed to conduct research through the lens of Critical Race Theory. 

Presenting Findings 

I present my findings in two discussion chapters: Chapter IV and Chapter V. In the 

first, I present the findings, from my participant interviews, in response to research 

question one:  What narratives do African American students construct about their 

educational and social experiences in minority recruitment programs? Although, in my 

data collection timeline, I began the analysis of the documents before I conducted 

interviews, I present the interview data first because I aim to anchor the emerging 

understandings of my research on the words of the participants themselves. My goal in 
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this research is to privilege their perspectives and thus I lead with their stories. In the 

second findings chapter, I answer the second question: What narratives do minority 

recruitment programs construct about students’ educational and social experiences? I then 

begin to answer the third question: How do these narratives intersect with each other? 

How do they diverge? To do this, I present my findings from both program mission 

statements and program documents. In several places, I refer back to my participant 

interviews and the findings that emerged from that chapter. In the final chapter, I extend 

this third research question, to discuss implications for the education of all African 

American students, as well as for institutional policymakers. In this chapter I adapt an 

existing framework on liberatory college going culture and apply this framework to 

Minority Recruitment programs, offering programmatic recommendations. Here, my 

intention is to engage the reader in a conversation as to how best to meet the needs of 

high-achieving African American students outside of the traditional classroom. 



 

 

84 

Chapter IV 
 

PARTICIPANTS’ PERSPECTIVES 

I was 18 years old the first time I spent any significant time away from 
home. I left New York to attend the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor, a 
predominantly white institution (PWI). In the months leading up to my 
departure, I remember feeling a mix of anxiety and excitement. Most 
students, I’d imagine, are excited about going away to college—the freedom 
that comes with being away from home, the possibility of reinventing one’s 
self as a particular kind of adult, and the anticipation of what many call “the 
best years of your life.”  

My mother attended a PWI in the late 1970s/80s and was able to offer 
me stern warnings on what to expect, succinctly put: “It will be very cold 
and it will be very white.”  I attended a competitive and diverse exam high 
school and felt prepared for being educated with students from diverse 
backgrounds. But the racial diversity I experienced at Brooklyn Tech did not 
prepare me for the lack of class diversity I faced at Michigan. I attended 
Michigan during the height of Gratz v. Bollinger and Grutter v. Bollinger, 
the affirmative action law suits that shifted the national conversation on 
affirmative action in the higher education world. I know the impact of these 
cases not as the result of distant rhetoric, but because I lived that hostility 
daily. The climate on campus was contentious and I’m not sure if there is 
anything that could have prepared me for dealing with it. I learned many 
things about race and class and I always assumed that I would be able to pass 
those messages along to a younger generation of students of color. 

I thought about all of this as I conducted interviews with my participants 
and in the days that followed. They all chose to call me Ms. Meyers and I did 
not correct them. I could not tell if it was because of a tacit, yet understood 
cultural understanding, that I was the adult and they were children and 
therefore they should not call me by my first name or if they were simply 
reading me as a teacher. Perhaps it was because they saw me as a researcher. 
It is the latter role that weighed the heaviest on my heart: there were things I 
wanted to share, knowledge I wanted to impart, and moments when I wanted 
to scream. There were things my participants did not know that I could not 



 

 

85 

tell them. There were things that they had not considered. And in those brief 
moments that they, and their families, so willingly shared with me, I realized 
how much I had not considered in beginning this research. Yet, I felt in those 
moments, there was nothing that I could do. 

I am a mother, and I often draw on this epistemology to make sense of 
my work as an emerging researcher. I was nervous about approaching the 
data analysis because I respect these kids and parents for allowing me into 
their lives and trusting me with their stories. Despite whatever findings I 
construct, I understand at the heart of the issue what it is to be raising a 
Black child in a society and an educational system that hates them as they 
are and one that often others them. One that seeks to dull their bright light. I 
see these interviews as the centering of the voices of several students of 
color. I value their words just as I value that of the research literature I 
choose to cite. Where they are contradictory, or where they seem to offer 
dominant narratives on race, leadership and achievement is evidence of how 
complex this type of research is and how pervasive dominant Discourses are.  

 

In this chapter, I address the following research question: What narratives do 

African American students construct about their educational and social experiences in 

minority recruitment programs? To answer this question, I diligently worked to ensure 

the accuracy of participant responses and conducted an iterative analysis process through 

which to choose insightful vignettes illustrative of the participant’s interviews. 

Educational New Paternalism 

Minority recruitment programs (MRPs) offer an “educational new paternalism” 

(McDermott & Nygreen, 2013) that negotiates their own need to exist. Educational new 

paternalism emphasizes nonacademic skills, or that skillset usually referred to as 

character education in charter schools and social development in minority recruitment 

programs. 

McDermott and Nygreen (2013), in their secondary analysis of materials produced 

by and about a group of urban schools they characterize as being paternalistic, write that 

these schools, inclusive of KIPP charter schools, are different from traditional urban 
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schools in three distinct ways: additional instructional time (longer school days and 

school year); cultivation of a college-going culture, a term I will return to in the findings 

chapter of this dissertation; and the explicit teaching of nonacademic character skills 

(p. 86). McDermott and Nygreen further that some researchers, complimentary of this 

form of education, act so because of their belief that this approach aligns with middle 

class values and a responsible form of parenting. They argue, “The underlying 

assumption of this approach is that instilling these character traits will enable, or at least 

facilitate, the process of upward social mobility for low-income urban students” (p. 87). 

Despite this emphasis on teaching middle classes values, and schooling not for 

democratic purposes but for upward mobility, the schooling experiences described by my 

participants do not mirror more progressive forms of education traditionally valued by 

middle class parents and elite, white private schools. 

My participants attended schools that seem consistent with these characteristics for 

their fifth through eighth grade schooling experiences. Discussion of soft skills and the 

importance of character were raised by all seven participants as these Discourses pervade 

most schooling experiences. However, the KIPP schools that six of seven participants 

attended, similar to the charter network that I taught for, pursued this line of social 

development from the perspective that students of color lack these traits and thereby 

require explicit instruction in them (McDermott & Nygreen, 2013). 

Language and Race 

Alim and Smitherman (2012), in Articulate While Black: Barack Obama, 

Language, and Race in the U.S., argue that “language remains relatively unexamined by 

scholars of race and ethnicity” (p. 3). They discuss the concept of “languaging race,” 

which they define as the process of “examining the politics of race through the lens of 

language” (p. 3). Given my use of a literacy theoretical framework, I designed this study 
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with the idea that language and race were inextricably linked and must be theorized in 

relation to each other. In a later work, Alim and Ball (2016) examine the concept of 

raciolinguistics and examine this question: What does it mean to speak as a racialized 

subject in contemporary America? 

For most students, I noticed a marked difference in how they spoke during our 

second conversation—the actual interview. Students spoke more conversationally and 

often used various types of Black English. I was interested in why this had occurred. I 

had disclosed my race as Black in my letter of introduction but believed myself to be 

speaking Standard Academic English (SAE). I read through the transcripts and found 

little evidence that I had spoken anything other than SAE. However, when I went back to 

listen to the audio, it became clear in certain places that I was “code meshing” (Young, 

Martinez, & National Council of Teachers of English, 2011, that is, making conscious 

efforts not to move between codes, but simultaneously use both standard and non-

standard forms of English, to communicate and make connections with my participants. I 

questioned what other markers of race (and possibly social class) I had embodied that 

were not evident in the transcript. Looking at my own discourse, it became apparent that I 

had imbued my spoken word with these particular identities through the use of rhetorical 

devices; though this was unconscious on my end, I assume that it was in response to the 

fact that I was interviewing participants by phone and wanted to signal my race and class 

in order to gain insider status and credibility. I had used language, specifically I had made 

stylistic decisions historically associated with being African American, in order to 

construct my racial identity and socio-economic origin. 

As a researcher, I made the decision to speak in SAE because I assumed it to be a 

common language spoken between myself and participants; I did not want to make any 

further assumptions about the language and literacy practices of my participants. As 

mentioned above, I noticed moments when I code-meshed; when interview participants 

signaled that this was their choice of English, I spoke to them using SAE. However, when 
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participants signaled (consciously or unconsciously) that they were comfortable with my 

blending of vernaculars, our language choices moved fluently between SAE and Black 

English. I do not privilege SAE, even in academic writing, nor ascribe social stereotypes 

to its users. As a literacy researcher, I am especially attuned to opportunities to challenge 

dominant language ideologies. 

Participants 

In this section, I introduce each participant through the use of a quote from his or 

her interview that was indicative of a larger theme in the interview. I selected these 

quotes by listening to each interview at least twice in its entirety and taking notes. As I 

listened, I jotted down words, or a group of words that each participant shared. I then 

recorded voice memos about each participant and listened to those, paying attention to 

how I described each participant in my own words. I finally decided on a group of words, 

verbatim from each participant interview, in line with my overall impression of the 

message they either implicitly or explicitly shared in their interview. I offer these 

examples below not as themes resulting from official research codes, but as a window 

into the conversation I had with each participant. As mentioned in my Methodology 

chapter, I employ critical, discursive tools in my data analysis chapters (Chapters IV 

and V) to link micro-linguistic analysis to macro-sociological (institutional) factors. I use 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) not to de-contextualize the words of my participants, 

but to embed them in broader discourses on race and achievement that are useful to 

understanding the possibilities of why and how participants make sense of their 

experiences. 
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Vaughn: “Defying Expectations” 

Vaughn is an eighth grader at a middle school in Chicago, IL that is run by a large, 

national charter network, KIPP. I reached out to Vaughn on a Thursday evening in mid-

December and was immediately impressed by the level of professionalism he brought to 

our conversation. I also read him as quite confident in his own abilities though still quite 

humble. Through talking with Vaughn on the phone, I became aware of my assumptions 

about middle school students as lacking autonomy and professionalism. Despite having 

worked as a middle school teacher, I brought these assumptions into the research. 

At the beginning of our interview, I asked Vaughn about his interests, and he 

opened the conversation by talking about basketball. He quickly changed to discussing 

math and science, then offered his insight on the importance of history in a contemporary 

context. However, toward the end of the interview, he returned to his love of basketball, 

without solicitation, in order to illustrate a different point—the ways in which he defies 

the expectations that society holds for him. 

MM: Is there a—what about the expectation on people who are Black 
who are high-achieving? Is there an expectation about what that 
person behaves like or what that person thinks? 

Vaughn: There’s definitely an expectation because when you think of a 
smart Black person, you think about TV shows. A Black person 
who got no friends, short, with glasses, and that just read books 
all the time. I feel like that’s the expectation of a Black achieving 
boy. But that’s not really what it is. I feel like that’s why I need to 
do anything that I have to do to make a change. Like me, I’m 
Black, I got glasses, but that don’t mean that I’m the status quo. 
And that’s what people want me to be. That’s why I play 
basketball. I got so many people that I talk to and I’m different 
than what people think that I should be. 

MM: Because you play basketball and you’re not the status quo? 

Vaughn: Yea, not just because I play basketball but because like when you 
think of a smart Black person, you don’t think of a person that 
can relate to almost everybody. You think of a person that just 
stays in their room and reads all day and just browse the internet 
and try to soak up everything. 
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MM: And are you ... and are you sorta the counter opposite to that? 

Vaughn: I’m not exactly the counter opposite because I still do things that 
you would think a smart person does. People don’t really know 
what they label as a smart person does. I still browse the internet 
and look up things that I’m probably not gonna learn until 12th 
grade. But I still have a life. I still have friends. I still have people 
I talk to. I still, I still got ... people that push me even though that 
I’m smart. I guess people think that, the people that label us 
smart, think they parents just don’t even think about what they 
doing in school, but they really do care. They feel like if you 
already achieving high, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be 
trying to achieve higher than what you have now. (12/27/16, INT, 
p.12) 

Vaughn begins his response with the word “definitely,” indicating a certain degree 

of significance to his response. He sees himself as challenging the status quo, an 

important distinction he makes as a high-achieving student. Vaughn is not interested in 

fitting in or following norms; instead, he shares how despite the fact that he does well in 

school, he still has people that push him to do even better, saying, “…there’s no reason 

why you shouldn’t be trying to achieve higher than what you have now” (12/27/16, INT, 

p. 12). 

He draws on a common narrative image that is dominant in the media of the nerd 

who is socially isolated from the rest of society, and he racializes this image. In drawing 

on a narrative beyond his own world, Vaughn positions himself as knowledgeable about 

more than just middle school. Vaughn’s response immediately draws on the media 

perception of Blackness and intelligence [you think about TV shows]. He marks this 

image as undesirable [A Black person who got no friends, short, with glasses] and then 

genders his response [I feel like that’s the expectation of a Black achieving boy]. 

However, in seeing his experiences as defying of expectations, he offers his life as a 

counternarrative to this image when he says, “but that’s not really what it is.” He 

challenges the typical narrative in order to make it more palatable. Vaughn sets himself 

up as an authority on the subject: he is able to be both high-achieving and maintain a 

social circle. 
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For Vaughn, defying the expectations of what it means to be young, Black, male, 

and high-achieving was as much about who he was racially as who he was socially. 

Basketball, and its traditionally held status as an urban sport, allows him to do this. He 

can simultaneously be both smart and cool by engaging in acts that his peers will likely 

validate. Basketball is a tool he uses to challenge this norm because it’s typically ascribed 

to a type of Black male who does not achieve conventional markers of school success. 

He also emphasized the dominant perception of Black achievement perpetuated by 

the media when he draws on dominant Discourses such as physical appearance, gestures, 

speech, and dress. 

Vaughn: Cause like when you first meet a person that you think is smart, 
you expect them to talk like to talk a certain way. When you 
expect to meet somebody that you think is a professional, you 
would think that their posture would be straight up or that they 
would dress a certain way or that they would talk a certain way or 
just act a certain way. 

MM: What’s that certain way in terms of dress, in terms of speech? 

Vaughn: So like dressing, you expect them to have on khakis or dress 
pants or like dress shoes and a tie. A suit all the time. But that’s 
not how I dress. And then the way I talk. I don’t always talk 
proper. It’s like I dress different from the people that you would 
think are very smart. And I talk a different way. 

MM: Is that something that’s going to change next year? 

Vaughn: It can be—I’m flexible—so it could change, but I don’t think it 
will change cause I’m still goin be me. In three years, I’m still 
goin be Vaughn. I might change a little bit, but I’m still gonna be 
Vaughn. I’m still gonna be wearing the same thing I’m 
wearing—I’m still wearing my Jordans. I’m still wearing my 
joggers. Sweatshirts. But it depends on the occasion. (12/27/16, 
INT, p. 13) 

Vaughn repeatedly says the phrase, “in a certain way,” although he does not name 

what that way is. Here, it is being used as a euphemism for that which is considered 

standard or proper. Vaughn sets up a narrative on this “certain way” that people might 
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expect him to dress, and then uses the conjunction “but” to signal a sharp shift in 

narrative: Vaughn chooses not to perform his intellect in the conventional way and 

thereby chooses to signal this through dress. He believes there is a certain authenticity 

that clothes lend to him. Vaughn again uses basketball as a larger metaphor on urban 

culture. He names specific sneakers [Jordans] and a specific style of dress [joggers, 

sweatshirts] consistent with both urban fashion and the sport of basketball. He links 

basketball to fashion—a link that he did not conceive of himself yet that offers critical 

insight into understanding how he sees himself in relation to his peers. 

Carter (2007) argues that Black students use language and forms of dress to 

reinforce particular identities, specifically when socializing with their peers. Allen (2013) 

refers to fashion as a “racialized endeavor,” citing Briggs and Cobley (1999) to 

demonstrate how forms of dress help African American youth to distinguish themselves 

as authentically Black. Masculinity is also a pervasive part of Vaughn’s response. Majors 

and Billson (1992, as cited in Allen, 2013) describe a coping mechanism known as “cool 

pose” that is often employed by Black male youth: a performance of masculinity 

demonstrated through specific styles of dress, language, gait, and perceived indifference 

to education. Vaughn draws heavily on aspects of this concept of posturing [dress, 

language], but sharply declines in his desire not just to be a good student, but to be 

perceived of as a good student, despite the masculinities he performs. He is comfortable 

with others knowing that he succeeds academically because he also manages to 

successfully negotiate his social circles through his use of dress and language to position 

himself as authentically Black. 

Jordans and basketball are part of a broader metaphor that allows Vaughn to 

minimize the difference between himself and other youth in his Chicago neighborhood. 

This is a particular way of talking about belonging to a group—as being more alike than 

different. Vaughn challenges a particular way of dress [khakis, dress pants, dress shoes, 

ties, suits] by comparing people who dress in this way with how own style of dress. Yet, 
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Vaughn does not challenge that this way of thinking—that dress can in fact be ascribed to 

intelligence—is in fact normative and based largely on societal stereotypes about Black, 

urban youth. Instead, he distances himself as the exception without explicitly 

problematizing identities that essentialize achievement and marginalize youth who both 

resist and buy into them. 

Dayonna: “Education separated me from other kids” 

Whereas Vaughn talks about basketball and clothing as a way of connecting 

himself to his peers, Dayonna talks about how education separated her from other kids. 

Dayonna and I first spoke in mid-December. During our pre-interview conversation, she 

told me she was excited about being considered for a project like mine and that 

Mr. Martinez, the teacher who introduced us, had been influential to her success in 

middle school and crucial to her application to the ABC Scholarship program. Dayonna 

struck me as quiet and somewhat reserved. She spoke softly and slowly, considering each 

chosen word carefully. During our interview, she spoke in much the same way. I listened 

to our interview several times before transcribing it. Although her voice was often 

monotone, there were obvious shifts in emotion. I had to listen closely to the interview in 

order to decide on salient moments that were illustrative of our conversation. One place 

occurred early in the interview. I asked Dayonna, now in the eighth grade, what her 

elementary school was like, and she began by saying: 

Dayonna: Um, the elementary school, it was—the academics was good but 
the students—they weren’t the best students and like, um, 
sometimes they didn’t like really care about their education and it 
was difficult to be around kids that were like not the same, like 
didn’t have the same mindset as you. And so like when I was in 
the school, I liked school a lot and like other kids, they didn’t 
take school serious and so other kids they were like mean to the 
teachers, but the teachers, taught good so like...um. (12/26/16, 
INT, p. 1) 
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Gee (2011) urges discourse analysts to consider who is really speaking when a 

participant appears to be speaking through discourses. The use of the word “mindset,” in 

a context to distance one’s self from others, is reminiscent of my experience teaching 

character education in middle schools. As a former charter school teacher, I taught 

middle school units on growth vs. fixed mindset to middle school children in order to 

provide them with the language to talk about their own experiences in relation to their 

peers—often those outside the charter world. As a fifth grade teacher, I worked with 

families who were just entering the school and administrators and teachers often used 

language consistent with an us (charter) versus them (district schools) to emphasize what 

they perceived of as heightened academic and behavioral expectations. I was not 

surprised to hear Dayonna speak in this way. It became clear what ideologies about her 

peers, as students, she was drawing on when she said “they weren’t the best students” and 

“sometimes they didn’t like really care about their education.” By speaking about her 

peers holistically as a like-minded group, Dayonna characterized her classmates as low-

achieving, unmotivated and apathetic. But she draws a clear distinction between the 

students [not serious and mean to the teachers], the teachers [taught good], and the school 

itself [the academics was good]. She places blame, collectively, on individuals but not on 

the institution. 

There is not much existing literature on how high-achieving students conceive of 

their lower-achieving peers although there is literature examining how some high-

achieving Black students are thought of as cultural outsiders by their peers. Dominant 

narratives circulate through all institutions and cannot be ascribed to one particular place. 

In the next chapter, I examine more closely how narratives on achievement are produced 

through the documents that construct students’ experiences in both minority recruitment 

programs. It is likely that Dayonna’s perspective is the result of her interactions with 

home, school, and the recruitment program as well as broader societal discourses on 

Black youth. Dayonna appears relatively comfortable naming her peers as lacking but 
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shows much constraint when speaking about her teachers and her school. These 

viewpoints cannot be attributed to anyone space. She spoke about her community school 

in a particular way—the problem lying with her peers and not the school itself—and 

offered a narrative in which she was different from these peers. Yet, in the very next 

question, I asked her about her earliest moments of school, she said this: 

Dayonna: UM. My earliest memories of school I think when I was in 
second grade and like, it’s like, I had to um, the second grade had 
to be like, had to handle a lot on its own because like one of our 
teachers barely came—our homeroom teacher barely came so we 
had to be like real flexible of stuff and that was the most, I mean 
the earliest memory I have of school. (12/26/16, INT, p. 2) 

Gee (2011) argues that narratives are complicated and that oftentimes “deep 

narratives” are not logical because they tend to focus on the overarching theme or reason 

the person is telling the story as opposed to the specific details. Dayonna’s remarks, 

appearing side by side, show the complex and sometimes contradictory narratives on 

schooling that exist. By using plural, first person pronouns [our, we] to refer to her 

second grade class, she reveals that her earliest moment of schooling is one in which she 

is actually bonding with her peers. Yet she is still reluctant to be critical of the teacher (or 

the school) in this example. While she says that the teacher “barely came,” the point of 

the story is to demonstrate how “flexible” she and her classmates had to be in the face of 

what appears to be a failing on the part of the institution. She makes this about individual 

ability, and one’s willingness to yield, or be flexible, without considering whether 

students should have had to be flexible in an experience like this. 

I asked Dayonna why she remembers this moment, and she responded: “Um, I 

think I remember that because that was like the first time I think that I had to like be 

mature and like start being serious about stuff.” Dayonna does not offer more than that 

response and I do not press the question further. She, like Vaughn, was often attempting 

to make sense of where she stood in relation to other students. Dayonna saw herself as 

separate and that seemed to have caused a distance: 
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MM: … But like if you think about your life as a whole even outside of 
school, what role does education play in it? 

Dayonna: UM, education is like it like keeps me out of a lot of trouble. It 
helps me like make some decisions that I make. And like, um, it 
just I think it’s like something that  separates me from 
other kids. 

MM: mhmmm. How does it do that? 

Dayonna: Because like some kids use their education in different ways and 
like education has taught me like everybody’s different and like 
it’s helped me understand different perspectives and like some 
people can’t understand like what other people go through like I 
can. And it’s because I read a lot and I try to understand them and 
I can understand them.... And like I take it very seriously because 
I know the effect that it has. (12/26/16, INT, p. 4) 

When Dayonna speaks about her peers “using education in different ways,” she 

positions education as a tool that is (or is not) used by an agentic student; in this view, 

students have ownership over it and can wield it like a sword. She appears to be 

questioning not if others are able to use it, but if they are choosing to. Here, she is not 

questioning access.  According to her perspective, and consistent with her broader 

narrative on education as separating her from her peers, some students are advantaged by 

the ways in which they use their education and others are disadvantaged, seemingly on 

their own accord. She then names the specific way that she uses education—to develop 

and show empathy [education has taught me like everybody’s different and like it’s 

helped me understand different perspectives and like some people can’t understand like 

what other people go through like I can]. But she believes these lessons to be unique to 

her experiences and not characteristic of how most of her peers’ approach education. 

Dayonna’s views on achievement raise questions about a gap in the literature on 

achievement related to how high-achieving African American students perceive of their 

less academically inclined peers. In the last exchange, Dayonna uses anonymization 

[some people] to construct an argument about a hypothetical group of students that she 

quickly dismisses; by choosing not to specify who she is speaking about, she instead 
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focuses on a general group of students, so that she can state her belief about who these 

students are as achievers but it is difficult for us, as readers, to challenge her on this 

belief. There is no space for the reader to question why others might not be able to access 

education in quite the same way she does because it is not clear who she is describing and 

what obstacles to schooling this imagined group might have. 

Jamieson: “It was fun, it was relaxed, you got to be a kid” 

I was introduced to Jamieson through a colleague of mine who identified him as 

family. She put me in contact with his mother because he did not have his own cell phone 

and I spent several weeks of communicating with his mother before I was allowed access 

to Jamieson. Jamieson’s mother and I spoke on the phone one Friday evening for nearly 

an hour, as she offered her views on her son’s schooling in general and the program, 

specifically. Jamieson’s mom identified the family as Caribbean American, a factor that 

also came up at the beginning of my interview with Jamieson. I communicated with 

Jamieson the least of all of my other participants and I was aware of my own pre-

conceived notions of how he would present himself in relation to his peers; I thought he 

would be less mature. He did not travel to and from school on his own and did not 

manage his own calendar. His mom asked to be present for our in-person interview and 

seemed relieved when I offered to conduct the interview over the phone instead. 

During the interview I became aware of one line that he repeated several times 

when describing why he enjoyed his time in the minority recruitment program he 

participated in: “it was fun, it was relaxed, you got to be a kid.” The recurrence of the 

theme of fun and relaxation initially struck me as odd and in contrast to what my other 

participants stated as their desire for schooling. Other participants talked about education 

in two ways: as providing access to avenues they would have otherwise been precluded 

from, or as allowing them to be immersed in highly competitive environments for reasons 

of personal gain. No one else seemed to talk about fun. I assumed this to be in line with 
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my own preconceived notions about his maturity. Initially, in researcher memos, I wrote 

about Jamieson’s interview as an outlier to what my other participants were describing 

and then read through his interview several more times. The third time, I was struck by a 

section on describing his schooling that I had previously ignored: 

MM: So what were your expectations of the program and did the 
program, how did the program compare to those expectations? 

Jamieson: My expectations were that there would just be, it was a summer 
program, I would go there during the summer program and we 
would have no fun, we would just study all day and just do work 
all day. And it was like, it was like um, I would say it was like 
bootcamp for education. So I was a little bit, I didn’t really wanna 
go, I was discouraged, but when I got there, it exceeded my 
expectations, because we have a lot, even though it was the first 
summer I did it, the first summer that I was going somewhere for 
a large period, a large amount of time. I couldn’t do everything I 
wanted, it was actually one of the summers I had the most fun in. 
Because I was surrounded by like a bunch of kids from New 
York that also got accepted in the program. We quickly like built 
relationships and the teachers, they were very fun. The classes 
were like very entertaining and there was a lot of interactions and 
we also had electives there. I got to play sports with my friends 
and stuff. And, I also, there was also a lot of fun events there. 
Like we would have tournaments for like and I guess it was like 
obstacle course tournaments and ... there would be this day when 
we were like assigned to classes, but they were called families, so 
like our family, there was like a family competition, like who can 
throw the water balloon the farthest and catch it before it 
explodes or something like that. So there were a lot of events that 
were fun. (12/21/16, INT, p. 8) 

Much of Jamieson’s interview might require the reader to have experience either as 

a teacher or a student in a no-nonsense charter school. Gee’s (2011) making strange tool 

provides researchers with guiding questions to consider what might be unclear or worth 

further questioning when an interaction feels familiar. In absence of having taught in this 

context, a person might find aspects of this interview jarring because the ways in which 

he talks about the program, and the excitement he shares for “fun events” might seem like 

normative parts of the school experience. In the latter part of the above excerpt, Jamieson 
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reports, “We quickly built relationships with teachers, they were very fun. The classes 

were like very entertaining and there was a lot of interactions” to describe his experience 

at Breakthrough. The use of the word “quickly” suggests both speed and ease of which he 

felt he was able to relate to his teachers. As a former charter school teacher, I recognized 

that what some might take for granted as a normal part of a school experience—

developing relationships with teachers and peers, finding coursework to be engaging and 

entertaining—might actually be representative of a complete shift in Jamieson’s daily 

experience and thereby impact how fondly he remembers the program. In the context of 

how he described his charter school experiences, some social aspects of schooling 

[sports, competition, and community building] were likely diminished in an earnest effort 

to improve academic test scores. 

Considering this, I read through Jamieson’s interview with a new lens, paying 

attention to how he talked about his current school context. I asked Jamieson how his 

peers at KIPP compared to his peers at Breakthrough and he answered with the 

following: 

Jamieson: I’ll say it’s easier to be in the class with the Breakthrough peers 
because even though I know what the kids from my school, and 
like I’m social with them, and I’m always talking with the kids in 
my school, we know each other ... I feel like Breakthrough we 
know each other more. Just because in our school, you have to be 
strict. Like unless the only person who really knows a student for 
who they really are, is outside of school. And I don’t really go 
outside of school with my friends because I get picked up, they 
leave with other people by themselves. So I only really know the 
school side of them. But in Breakthrough, it’s during the summer, 
so everyone was relaxed, and there’s more events where you 
could be alone with your friends and you can learn more about 
them. I feel like it’s easier to be around Breakthrough peers too 
because it’s like you know you’re not—like you can still get in 
trouble for the same thing you can in charter schools, but you 
know like in charter schools, sometimes if you turn around just to 
do something and you don’t even talk, they give you a deduction. 
But in Breakthrough, if you turn around, there’s no pressure to 
like turn around so quickly so the teacher knows that you’re not 
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talking to anyone. There’s like less pressure on the students 
which means there’s less pressure on others so I guess be more 
relaxed during class. You know your peers better. (12/21/16, 
INT, p. 11) 

Jamieson has spent a fraction of the time with his Breakthrough peers than he has 

with his KIPP peers over the years. Yet, he feels that the structure of the school 

environment of the latter has prevented him from forming meaningful relationships with 

classmates [Just because in our school, you have to be strict].  It is interesting here that he 

names the student behavior as having to be strict, as opposed to calling the school 

environment strict or highly structured. He seems to suggest that this limitation he faces 

in terms of “really knowing” one’s peers might be of his own doing [I don’t really go 

outside of school with my friends because I get picked up, they leave with other people 

by themselves]. Jamieson is not critical of his middle school. He offers a reason for why 

Breakthrough makes it easier to be around his peers [it’s during the summer, so everyone 

was relaxed] and discusses how the program is structured in a way that students are 

empowered to develop relationships with one another through various kid-friendly 

events. 

A fun and relaxed atmosphere was important to him because his view of schooling 

was one consistent with an “academic bootcamp,” as he initially feared a competitive 

enrichment program might be. He continues this line of thinking throughout the entire 

interview, making the connection between an environment in which students were not 

confined by behavioral structures and one in which students could develop meaningful 

relationships with each other and their teachers. He explicitly describes the discipline 

structure at KIPP, referring to their system of issuing deductions for social and academic 

behaviors deemed inappropriate and thought to distract from the learning environment, 

such as turning around without permission. Jamieson’s fun and relaxed atmosphere is one 

where he feels “less pressure”; he links the lack of feeling this pressure to being in an 

environment that is more comfortable and therefore more conducive to knowing his 
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peers. What Jamieson calls “pressure” might also be conceived of as a lack of trust on the 

part of the institution which seeks to manage the bodies of its students. Conversely, in a 

program designed for students thought to be high-achieving, there was less policing of 

the body and more trust bestowed upon students to regulate their own actions. 

Jamieson’s interview offered a perspective on achievement and schooling that was 

not found in any of my other interviews because he offered an implicit critique of his 

middle schooling experiences by explicitly comparing them to his experiences in the 

program. Participants reported varying degrees of immersion in their recruitment 

programs from full-day summer programs with weekly meetings during the school year 

to scattered contact with programs through emails and monthly in-person sessions. 

Jamieson remembers his program as being quite immersive; his comparison of KIPP and 

its structures is likely because of the amount of time that he spent with his Breakthrough 

peers.  Though he attended a school in the same charter network as my Chicago 

participants, he reported a markedly different relationship with his school and classmates. 

I attribute this to the fact that Jamieson’s experience in his recruitment program provided 

him with enough time to make a comparison, but also because participants at the KIPP 

Chicago school all reported having strong relationships with their principal and several 

English teachers. Jamieson did not report this type of relationship with teachers, or peers, 

at KIPP NYC. This seems to have impacted his desire, beyond academic development, to 

attend a boarding school. Jamieson saw this opportunity not solely as providing access to 

a more competitive pipeline like other participants did; he expressed joy at what he 

perceived as a more independent and less stifling environment. 

Raniece: “Where would I be?” 

I was aware that, as an outsider, I would need my non-New York participants to 

paint a picture of their neighborhoods for me. I was aware of both historical and current 

national discourses on Chicago that conflated place with race and crime. I wanted to 
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allow participants to share with me their perspectives on their neighborhoods. But I was 

also aware of the fact that just as I was cognizant of these discourses, my participants 

were equally aware of how their city was talked about nationally and that I might have 

made assumptions about their home. Raniece, when asked to describe her neighborhood 

to me as someone who knew nothing about it, offered this read of her South Side Chicago 

neighborhood: 

Raniece: Um, I live in like a very—well, my neighborhood is very calm—
but the neighborhoods around us they’re like violent. There’s 
always violence everywhere, there’s always shootings, even on 
Christmas, so they had a shooting last night. So there’s always 
something going on around here and I had to like stay in the 
house or something or can’t go outside that often because I really 
don’t want to get hurt and I don’t want my family to get hurt. But, 
otherwise my neighborhood is very calm. I live on like a family 
block, like my granddad and grandma is like across the street and 
next to them is like my cousins and my aunties and so on and so 
forth. (12/26/16, INT, p. 1) 

Raniece describes her neighborhood in complex ways. In a single beat, she moves 

from talking about her neighborhood as calm, moves broadly to dangerous and unsafe, 

and then back to one of relative calm and familial relations. Each of these seem to impact 

her daily existence. Gee’s (2011) notion of the complicated use of narrative as she 

focuses on the broader theme rather than the specific details—the theme being she hopes 

to describe how there is truth to the broader narrative of Chicago as dangerous, but her 

block is an exception. She demonstrates the extent of the violence when she uses words 

like “always” and “everywhere” and then adds in “even on Christmas.” She talks 

extensively about her family’s ethnic background—they are from Central America 

although she was born in Chicago. She sees herself as bicultural and describes herself as 

having to navigate between what she sees as a communal home culture and the more 

individualistic one of Chicago. While she sees her background and her neighborhood as 

multi-layered, her understanding of her elementary school was singular: 
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Raniece: My elementary school was like TERRIBLE. I did not like my 
elementary school AT ALL. Cause I didn’t feel like—like I 
understood everything that they were teaching me because it’s 
like everything that they taught in the grade before that, they were 
teaching again in the next grade, so it’s like I really wasn’t 
moving nowhere. And I got really frustrated with that. And then 
like I was really high-achieving in my classroom so I got made 
fun of because of that. And I just felt like I wasn’t really 
challenged so that’s the only reason why I felt like I was high-
achieving in my classroom cause all that work seemed really easy 
to me. (12/26/16, INT, p.1) 

Raniece describes her elementary school as “TERRIBLE,” a school she describes 

as made up entirely of students of color. She focuses on first the teaching (rote and 

repetitive) and then on her experiences with her peers. As a high-achieving student, 

Raniece recalls “being made fun of” by her peers for her academic achievement. When 

she states that the “only reason” she was a good student was because her environment 

was stagnant and she did not feel challenged, I asked her what it meant for someone to be 

smart: 

Raniece: That they were like lame. That they were a nerd. Like the kids 
that were there, I guess they, I don’t really know how to explain 
it. Like you really got picked on if you were smart. You were just 
like a nerd if you were smart. And I ain’t really understand that 
because like this work is really easy, if you learned it in the last 
grade and they’re teaching it again, you should be able to catch 
on to it. But, I was always considered like a nerd or a lame 
because you were high-achieving or you were smart. (12/26/16, 
INT, p. 2) 

Raniece begins by answering this question in the third person plural [that they were 

like a lame, that they were a nerd] seemingly in response to my question about a 

hypothetical “someone.” When she says “the kids that were,” I am not sure if she is 

including herself in that statement or if she is seeking to construct an identity as distinct 

from other high-achieving peers. Some participants saw themselves as exceptions who 

were able to toggle between the in-crowd and being a “nerd” or a “lame.” It is unclear if 

Raniece does, although she does not seem to indicate that this is true. Raniece then moves 
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to the use of second-person narration and responds by using “you”; by the end of the 

conversation, she is using first-person narration “I” and explicitly speaking about 

herself—because of her status as high-achieving at her elementary school, she was 

relegated to a marginal identity. 

However, Raniece’s words are not offering a confirmation of the “acting white” 

work that is often cited in achievement literature; achievement here is not raced. 

Raniece’s interview confirms that she does not see achievement and being Black as at 

odds. The marginal identity that she encounters is related to her status as high-achieving; 

she is relegated to marginal statuses such as “lame” or “nerdy” but not as less Black. This 

is about being a particular type of Black student. It is not about white ownership of 

literacy and therefore being high-achieving and Black are not contentious. 

Further, her status is not fully marginal; she is offering an explicit critique of her 

peers at the same time that she is being labelled as “lame” or a “nerd.” When she says “I 

ain’t really understand that,” she is raising questions about how her peers enact their 

identities as students and calling attention to how illogical she finds their academic 

behaviors. She labels the work as “really easy” and uses the word “should” to criticize the 

inability of her peers to demonstrate mastery over the content; when she states that 

students “should be able to catch on it,” she critiques both the nature of the work and the 

abilities of her peers, implying that the work is something they should be able to do 

without much effort. Said another way, like Dayonna, Raniece’s perspective 

demonstrates how many high-achieving Black students attempt to make sense of their 

status as achievers as being at-odds with their lesser achieving peers. 

Raniece saw her time as a middle schooler at KIPP as a direct antidote to her 

earlier schooling. She relied heavily on narratives of schooling as savior throughout our 

interview, often remarking that she did not know where she would be without KIPP: 

MM: And if you had to think about the biggest factors that have led to 
your academic success, what would those factors be? 
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Raniece: Um, the factors would be like my principal and again this middle 
school—I feel like this middle school has been the biggest impact 
on my life because I feel like if I stayed at my old school I would 
have NEVER gotten these opportunities that I have now. And 
that’s why I really want people in my school to remember, like if 
you never came to KIPP you would like NEVER EVER have 
these opportunities. And that’s what I try to keep in the back of 
my mind like if I stayed at my old school where would I be now? 
Would I even have these scholarships or anything? I DOUBT IT, 
I really doubt it, so my principal she used to always push me too. 
And every time she would catch me slipping, she would be like 
you gotta get back on track, you gotta keep going, you gotta keep 
going, you have potential and so like this all really encouraged 
me to like really keep it pushing. (12/26/16, INT, pp. 5-6) 

Here, Raniece uses several absolute phrases [NEVER, NEVER EVER]. She 

expects her peers to extend the same level of deference to the institution that she does. 

Like Dayonna, her views on education seem to indicate that she has often experienced a 

distancing between herself and her peers by what she sees as educational choices. She 

does not understand the choices that her peers made in elementary school. With respect to 

her middle school peers, she seems to rely on guilt by asking them to “remember” the 

opportunities that they have because of KIPP. What she does not say, but suggests, is that 

they remember the opportunities they did not have before KIPP. Here it is as if she is also 

asking her peers to reflect on their previous schooling and to express gratitude because 

they now have access to these opportunities—an assumption she makes about all of her 

peers’ previous schools likely because of her elementary school experiences. 

There is no critique of the inequalities in the system that caused her and her peers 

to lack these opportunities in the traditional public school system. The opportunities she 

is referring to are not from the charter school itself, but through its partnership with a 

minority recruitment program—a partnership that could exist between a traditional public 

school and a recruitment program. Based on others parts of her interview, all of her KIPP 

peers do not have access to these same opportunities—each year, no more than a handful 

from each grade are nominated and even fewer are selected by the programs to 
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participate. This nuance renders Raniece’s critiques of her peers as problematic because 

she does not acknowledge the uneven distribution of institutional resources and 

opportunities implicit in her having access to these scholarship programs both on the part 

of the programs themselves, but also on the part of the school. 

Franklin: “Becoming a social butterfly” 

I began Franklin’s interview, as I did all the others—by asking him to tell me a 

little bit about himself. Franklin delved right into academics, not offering me much 

insight, initially, into who he was outside of his role as a student. Much of our 

conversation continued in this vein with me trying to get to know him outside of his 

academic pursuits. When we began to discuss his experiences in the ABC program, he 

told me that he felt the program had prepared him academically. I asked him if there were 

other ways that he felt he was being prepared and he offered this: 

Franklin: I also feel that like they prepared my conver- my conversation 
skills because at first, I have to be honest, I was kind of shy. 
When I first got to ABC, I only talked to mainly my friends that 
were around me that I really knew. But then, the more and more 
we talked about ourselves, I started reaching out to other people 
and talking about what they liked and I found out many people 
and I had things in common. And it was really easy for me to get 
to know my shadow [student he observed during a “Shadow Day” 
at an independent school] because of the conversation skills that 
were taught to me. (12/26/16 INT, p. 7) 

What Franklin describes here is the foundation for teaching students to build social 

networks, a theme that other participants discuss in similar ways. He talks about learning 

to speak with peers he was less familiar with and being able to capitalize off of those 

experiences in an academic setting. Through my questioning, I then led Franklin into a 

discussion of leadership in which he defined it as “being yourself” and “standing out.” He 

continued to note that what he had gained from the program was to “not just stay in a 

little cocoon” but to instead “be like a little social butterfly” and that this type of behavior 



 

 

107 

had been actively encouraged in the program through the activities that students did each 

time they met. 

Franklin’s prefacing of this whole exchange with the caveat “I have to be honest,” 

indicates that he views his previous shy demeanor as an impediment to his academic 

success and one that needed to be corrected. When I asked him if he would recommend 

the program to other students, he responded in the affirmative, stating that the program 

was crucial to students “who were looking to be better”: 

MM: Better in what way? 

Franklin: Just better in every way to be honest. More outgoing just more 
everything. Smarter, more outgoing. Just ... someone who wants 
to better their personality. (12/29/16, INT, p. 13) 

In this view, there is but one way to behave as an achiever. Personalities can be 

assets or they can be barriers to achievement; being smart is ostensibly linked with being 

outgoing. The word “better” implies an inherit lack on the part of the person who needs 

to make the improvement. Yet, the needed change here is not academic, but behavioral. 

When Franklin says, “I have to be honest, I was kind of shy,” he is confiding in me: he 

believes he will not be successful as a Black, male student from Chicago if he is not 

outgoing and confident. While he seems somewhat embarrassed to admit this, the 

conclusion he draws elucidates an interesting tension. There is an existing body of 

literature in the field of giftedness that argues that many gifted children actually have 

introverted personalities. Burruss and Kaenzig (1999) argue that introversion is the “often 

forgotten factor impacting the gifted” (Supporting the Emotional Needs of the Gifted, 

2017). However, a major critique of the giftedness research is that it often does not 

consider race. While I did not ask Franklin if he believes there are differing standards of 

acceptability with regard to race and introversion, it is a relevant question to consider in 

lieu of the ways in which other male participants draw on Black performative 
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masculinities to position themselves as smart, confident, and comfortable amongst their 

peers. 

Although still presented through a race-absent lens, the literature on leadership and 

followership (Hollander, 1992) offers a way of expanding definitions of who counts as a 

leader. Grant, Gino, and Hofmann (2010) consider the limitations of extraverted 

leadership and consider the possibilities for leading as introverted personalities, a 

consideration that might be helpful to several of my participants who identified being 

introverted as their greatest shortcoming. I explore these ideas in more detail in the 

following chapter in order to make sense of some of the challenges participants faced 

when asked to confine themselves to a limited definition of leadership. 

For Franklin, success is as much about modeling normative behaviors of success as 

it is about mastery over the knowledge and the skillset needed to obtain good grades. 

While he does not mention race or class in the above excerpt, he does a moment later 

when he reflects on why he thinks children in the program were able to become friends 

quickly: 

Franklin: Like we all mainly came from about the South Side of Chicago. 
We all, we all know the expectations the world have for us like 
people don’t think that people from the South Side of Chicago 
can do a lot. But, at A Better Chance, we want to change that. 

MM: Very interesting. It didn’t occur to me that people were coming 
from similar places  and so there was conversation about what was 
expected. Did people talk about that explicitly like you know 
what the world might expect of people from that neighborhood? 

Franklin: People didn’t talk about it a lot but like we all knew it was there. 
We all knew that the world didn’t expect a lot from us. But, like, 
that was why we thought we were here. Like we wanted to have a 
good life and we wanted to just better our chances at going to 
good places. (12/29/16, INT, pp. 13-14) 

Franklin introduces race and class through his reference to a particular place—the 

South Side of Chicago. As an outsider to this community, I do not know anything about 

the neighborhoods that make up the South Side outside of what I have been told and what 
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I have read. Yet this does not make Franklin’s statement any less meaningful to me; here, 

the South Side of Chicago could be a proxy for any low-income neighborhood that is part 

of an urban metropolis. He uses the pronoun “we” to create community amongst himself 

and his peers in the A Better Chance program. Their experiences do not create distance 

between them, but instead his narrative relies on a shared experience that extends beyond 

their inclination for academics. They are not bonded because they are good students. 

They are not bonded because they are from the same neighborhoods and may share 

similar obstacles. Here there is a shared understanding of how the world sees them, but 

also a shared response to that perception—one that they might not have in common with 

their lesser-achieving peers. When Franklin says, “We all, we all know the expectations 

the world have for us like people don’t think that people from the South Side of Chicago 

can do a lot,” he believes them to be bonded because of how they are perceived by others 

and how they choose to react to those perceptions This bond, though it might be tacit 

[people didn’t talk about it a lot], impacted Franklin’s experiences because much of his 

interview was about the social behaviors associated with academic success and how 

important it was to him that he be able to model those practices. 

Cory: “That’s what life’s all about” 

Ten minutes into our interview, Cory paused and began to breathe heavily. I asked 

him what was wrong and he responded that he was nervous and that interviews made him 

very uncomfortable. I asked him why he had agreed to speak with me and he told me that 

he was trying to push himself outside of his comfort zone and hoping to experience new 

things. He also told me that he did not want to let Mr. Martinez, his former 

English/Language Arts teacher and my former colleague, down by not participating in 

this opportunity. I asked him if he wanted to stop or reschedule and he said no and asked 

to continue. This moment in the conversation was indicative of the broader theme of the 

interview. Cory believed that life was about new experiences and that those who took 
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advantage of those experiences, in the long run, benefited from having done so. He spoke 

about this at several places in his interview and he consistently returned to the theme of 

self-discipline. At one point in the interview, I asked him this: 

MM: Have you, or has ABC or have your parents—has anyone had a 
conversation with you about what it might be like at one of these 
schools in terms of race and class? How race and class might 
impact your experience? 

Cory: Um. My mother, she had told me that if I go to boarding school, 
that would be the one that would probably get me the most ready 
for college and once I go to college that isn’t going to be anyone 
that’s primarily my race unless I go to a HBU college. And if I go 
to boarding school, there’ll be more, there’ll be kids that would 
be in a higher class than me. Kids who’ll probably be more rich 
than me and kids that would probably be more smart than me. 
And that’s what life’s all about. There’s some kids, there’re some 
people out there that are gonna be better than me but then I have 
to do what’s best for myself and then be able to do something that 
would help me or suit me the best. (12/27/16, INT, p. 9) 

Cory begins by saying “there’s some kids” and then self corrects “kids” to 

“people” in order to make a broader argument on success. It appears that he is 

hypothesizing about achievement and success beyond his 8th grade existence and instead 

thinking about how applicable his argument might be beyond schooling. There is also a 

focus on the self here and not on the challenges and the obstacles. Cory is constructing a 

narrative on controlling those things that are within one’s control. This is not a message 

on bootstrapping, but an acknowledgement of the obstacles one might face and a 

consideration of how resiliency might help one to face these challenges. 

Cory’s remembering of the above conversation with his mother is interesting in 

light of how important self-discipline is to him. He credits his mom with encouraging 

him to attend a boarding school because it will be, she believes, more representative of 

the type of college he is likely to attend, unless he makes the decision to attend a 

Historically Black College or University (HBCU). She acknowledges, he reports, that 

there will likely be factors that many might perceive as being a challenge [Kids who’ll 
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probably be more rich than me and kids that would probably be more smart than me] but 

those challenges are then minimized when he says, “and that’s what life’s all about.” It is 

not clear where Cory’s mother stops speaking and where his voice picks up because he 

begins the excerpt with “my mother, she had told me that….” However, it is likely that 

the discourses she shares on achievement are being reproduced through his words as he 

chooses to draw on her in response to my question. The minimization of these challenges 

is problematic because it raises the question as to how much Cory has actually pondered 

these challenges outside of the context of what he stands to gain. Has he also considered 

what might be lost? 

Like Franklin, Cory too talked about the tension between being introverted and 

extroverted and clearly thought that an introverted personality was one that would help 

him gain academic and professional success. I asked him if there was anything different 

about himself because he had attended the A Better Chance program, and he said this: 

Cory: Uhhh, I think they had opened me out of my shell because when I 
first had got to ABC I used to be extremely nervous around 
people I just didn’t talk at all and I wasn’t really that much of an 
extrovert, I was more of an introvert. That (pauses, sighs) the 
kids, the students in ABC, they have helped me become more, out 
to everyone else, and become more talkative so then I could have 
numerous conversations and form bonds with people. (12/27/16, 
INT, p.9) 

He too credited the ABC program with helping him “come out of his shell” and transform 

from “extremely nervous” to “more confident.” Neither Franklin nor Cory were critical 

of this singular view on personality and success. They accepted it as commonsensical that 

a person who is introverted would not be as successful as a person who was more 

outgoing. This singular discourse on achievement was prevalent in the way that both 

Franklin and Cory spoke about the A Better Chance program; students who were thought 

to be in their shells would have to modify their behaviors if they had a chance at being 

successful. However, this discourse does not belong to ABC alone. It is prevalent in our 
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spoken discourse on schooling in general—school mission statements, websites, and 

promotional documents often promote their goals as developing students as leaders. 

Considering this illuminates how students were likely being impacted by concurrent 

discourses from various stakeholders in their lives. The absence of leadership in the 

gifted literature raises even more questions. Where does the connection between 

leadership, extroversion and achievement come from? Who benefits from extroverted 

leadership? The narratives my participants constructed about their own schooling and 

achievement exist broadly, outside of the confines of a recruitment program. 

Jonas: “They never let us slip” 

I was introduced to Jonas by a colleague who had taught him in the New Jersey 

Seeds program. Jonas, an eleventh grader attending an independent boarding school at the 

time of the interview in the North East, preferred to go by his more traditionally sounding 

American name, than the name that he had been given at birth. 

While several students talked about identities outside of the experiences of Black 

Americans of Southern U.S. descent, Jonas is the only participant who was born outside 

of the United States. His early memories of schooling in the U.S. were of English as a 

Secondary Language (ESL) classes in New Jersey. He began school in New Jersey in 

Kindergarten and left ESL education in second grade, entering a general education track. 

All six of my other participants attended charter schools in the same network; Jonas did 

not attend a charter school, but instead attended a public, neighborhood elementary and 

middle school.  He described his neighborhood as small, racially diverse, and working 

class and noted that the schools were not among the worse in New Jersey but that they 

were aggressively tracked. He furthers this thought by saying: 

Jonas: I remember in middle school, kids started to care less. That’s one 
of the things I remember the most. Kids started to play sports. 
But, um, I knew the majority of the kids from elementary school 
so I knew them, I grew up with them for a long time. And it was 
like, the kids who were in the advanced track, stayed on it and the 
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kids who were a little loose, got even looser in the sense that 
there was not really anyone on top of us to do the work. It was 
just that some kids did the work and some kids didn’t. There 
wasn’t really a strong emphasis on grades either. The teachers 
were ok, I guess, for the most part. There wasn’t any real 
mentorship. No one was on us. No one guided us. (1/26/17, INT, 
p. 2) 

Jonas was not the only participant to talk about sports and its relationship to 

schooling. Vaughn used basketball as a metaphor for his ability to cross boundaries and 

defy raced and gendered expectations. Jamieson wants to be a professional tennis player. 

Dayonna was captain of her middle school basketball team and saw her coach as a source 

of support. But Jonas drew a distinction between being an athlete and being an 

exceptional student as mutually exclusive of one another. This was distinct from how my 

younger participants used schooling. He begins to do this above, when he marks the 

transition to middle school also as the time when students also began to care less about 

school and more about sports. He later returns to this, more explicitly in the below 

exchange: 

Jonas: When I came from New Jersey, I was extremely athletic. In New 
Jersey, athletics are more valued. All of my friends played sports. 
I grew up playing football, baseball, running track. Just being an 
all-around athlete. And I followed that 8th grade and 9th grade, 
but I realized that I wasn’t gonna get anywhere. And like I really 
just didn’t like being ... typical. Like all of the kids in New Jersey 
were just all athletes and none of them really cared about 
academics. And so like they didn’t really get anywhere with that 
and so I was like, I don’t want to follow that path…. Because I 
saw it all in New Jersey, kids who  were exceptional at football, 
exceptional at track, none of them went anywhere and they were 
all better athletes than me. So I was just like I don’t want to 
follow that same track and not end up anywhere. (1/26/17, INT, 
p. 9) 

Jamieson believes that he has to make a choice between sports and academics; I 

attempted to push him to consider the construct of the scholar-athlete, but he demurred. 

He instead held firm to an explicit critique of the opportunities associated with 

athleticism, arguing that for most students, it would prove to be a track to nowhere. His 
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words suggest that he believes academics to be a more secure option. Here, his use of the 

word “typical” is a class critique and one that he reaches upon arriving at an elite prep 

school. It becomes necessary for him to distance himself not from a perspective of race, 

but one that is highly classed. 

Jonas’s narrative on being a high-achieving student of color is more closely related 

to the ‘us vs. them’ theme than the perspective shared by my middle schoolers. He has 

spent four years at an independent school and is drawing on these experiences instead of 

looking forward to how he perceives his schooling will be. His experiences in elementary 

and middle school are also quite distinctive. Jonas begins this ‘us vs. them’ distinction 

not at the beginning of his years at Preparatory Academy, but from the inception of his 

schooling in the United States, as evidenced in several places in our interview, including 

when he reflected: “and it was like, the kids who were in the advanced track, stayed on it 

and the kids who were a little loose, got even looser in the sense that there was not really 

anyone on top of us to do the work.” 

Throughout our conversation, oftentimes not at my prompting, Jonas thought a lot 

about his earlier schooling experience and how those experiences did or did not prepare 

him for his current educational context. In line with Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) and 

Ladson-Billings and Brown (2008), Jonas’s experiences manifest how curriculum is often 

used as property to marginalize African American students. He talked extensively about 

being underprepared for Math when he arrived at New Jersey SEEDS and how the only 

kids who were prepared were kids who went to schools like North Star, a middle school 

that is part of a large, “no-nonsense” charter network in New Jersey. Most participants in 

the program, he reports, did not attend schools like North Star but either attended urban 

or working class suburban elementary public schools. Jonas’s elementary school, like his 

neighborhood, is more diverse than the Chicago and New York neighborhoods described 

by my younger participants. It is not incidental that in a neighborhood as diverse as the 

one he describes, the schools are tracked from within: 
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Jonas: Parker wasn’t a bad school. It was just a very track focused 
school. So all of the kids who started, who were placed on the 
advanced track from elementary school were allowed to go on 
that track. Then I remember like in the 5th grade, my English 
teacher was just like “Jonas, you need to go to advanced English 
next year.” So I was in advanced English during all of middle 
school but I was never placed in an advanced Math class. I think 
it would have helped me a lot … during SEEDS and later on, if I 
was placed in that track because Math wasn’t too difficult it’s just 
that some kids had earlier starts than others … I think any kid 
could have been placed on that track and been successful. 
(1/26/17, INT, pp. 4-5) 

Schmidt and McKnight (2012) argue that the oft-discussed gap in achievement 

between low-income students and their more affluent peers is based not solely on 

achievement, but on the lack of “opportunities to learn,” or the lack of the “coverage of 

content that happens because of planned instructional activities in school” (p. 11). They 

further that it is this inequality in access to “opportunities to learn” that leads to “vast 

inequalities in content coverage” (p. xi). These researchers found that the “greatest source 

of variation in opportunity to learn is not between local communities, or even schools, but 

between classrooms” (Schmidt & McKnight, 2012, p. xii). Schmidt and McKnight focus 

exclusively on mathematics education and their critique of the structure of U.S. schools 

extends the perspective offered by Jonas’s experience at Parker Elementary and Middle 

School in New Jersey. Jonas excelled academically in school and had a high GPA, but his 

access to specific mathematics skills and content disadvantaged him in relation to 

students on higher tracks. This highlights the relativity of achievement and emphasizes 

how difficult it is to use it as a reliable marker of school success. 

Jonas believes that “any kid could have been placed on that track and been 

successful,” a progressive argument against tracking students that demonstrates Jonas’s 

broader views on achievement. Jonas believes deeply in access and opportunity, and he 

talks about that in various ways. His views on how he sees other students of color, both 

those he attended school with in the past and those he has met through his social network, 

differs sharply from how some of my younger participants speak about their peers. He 
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uses language of equity [some kids had earlier tracks than others] and openly considers 

the possibility that students had uneven access to opportunities. This is not shocking 

considering his grade in relation to my younger participants and what one might expect 

that he has been exposed to as a high school junior. 

Jonas’s narrative demonstrates the complicated nature of access and how some 

Black students respond to discriminatory schooling practices in ways that promote 

academic attainment both through an explicit critique of the system and by positioning 

themselves as achievers. Today, Jonas’s awareness of these racially-stratified educational 

practices has served both as motivation for him to succeed in school and have fueled his 

commitment to mentoring young, Haitian youth. 

Jonas talked extensively about his time at his current school and how he has had to 

tap into the social network he developed while attending SEEDS. Jonas felt that the 

program implicitly facilitated these social networks although these relationships still had 

to be honed and negotiated. I asked Jonas about any program-assigned mentors and he 

spoke about the dorm advisors: 

Jonas: They were extremely helpful. I remember … I’m really blanking 
on his name. Dwayne, Dwayne. He was, it was incredibly funny. 
I remember he would make us popcorn and he would ask us 
about our day. He made sure that we were all doing our 
homework and it was great because they all went through New 
Jersey SEEDS. So they understood what it was like. They were 
either freshmen or sophomores in college. So like they went 
through high school, they’d just started college, so they 
understood exactly what we were going through. And so it was 
very helpful, they made sure we were on track, they made sure 
everything was going, um, as it was supposed to. They never let 
us slip. (1/26/17, INT, pp. 5-6) 

While he credits much of his success to his attending the program, and the 

preparatory school that he is currently at, he does not imbue any of the same savior 

discourses held by my middle school participants who were all 8th graders at two 

different KIPP charter schools. The language of “where would I be without…” is absent 
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from his interview; he offers nuance through a healthy critique of the institution of 

schooling while simultaneously acknowledging the role that these institutions have 

played in his academic development. When he says “they never let us slip,” he believes 

not that they saved him, but that he was provided with the proper guidance and support to 

excel academically. It was evident that he felt that his hard work and determination was 

responsible for his accomplishments, but that he acknowledges the institutional structures 

that supported this success. 

Critical Notions of Achievement 

Neoliberalism is marred by a focus on meritocracy—that is, language and 

behaviors that overemphasize individual effort. Meritocracy desensitizes people to the 

role that structural factors play in the extent to which a person achieves. My participants 

offered complicated understandings of meritocracy. They drew on race and racism in 

order to discuss how a person might be motivated towards achievement behaviors. I 

asked Dayonna if she thought race impacted her academic support, and she said the 

following: 

Dayonna: I ... it’s, that’s, that’s confusing cause like I feel both ways about 
it— 

MM: OK then tell me both ways then. 

Dayonna: I feel yes because like if you’re like if you’re a minority group 
it’s like they don’t expect much from you and they feel like stuff 
isn’t in your favor so it’s always harder for you and then other 
times your race, depending on who you are, you’re gonna have a 
stronger reason to work hard because you know you don’t have 
much so it’s easier for you to work harder and it’s an easier 
reason for you to do better. (12/26/16, INT, p. 15) 

When Dayonna says, “you know you don’t have much,” she is linking the idea of 

academic achievement to one’s desire for upward mobility. As such, those who come 

from modest backgrounds might strive harder in order to overcome the circumstances of 
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their birth. Achievement therefore is not meritocratic because there is a realization that 

there are obstacles outside of one’s control that complicate it. Still, it is interesting to see 

how she makes sense of this—while she finds it to be an unfair practice, her response 

seems to be one that is consistent not with oppositional behaviors, but with resistant ones, 

i.e. resilience and motivation. Other students offered similarly complicated 

understandings of achievement. Vaughn responded that while he believed race could 

impact one’s academic achievement, it had not personally impacted his (12/27/16. INT, 

p. 12). 

Students drew heavily on the role of parents, siblings, peers, teachers, and 

administrators in their success. This is consistent with the body of research on high-

achieving African American students (Allen, 2015; Carter-Andrews, 2009, 2012). I asked 

Jonas if he thought success correlated with hard work and he began by talking about 

individual explanations for success: 

Jonas: Um, right now I definitely think it does. I mean, I’ve seen it.... 
Cause I do know a lot of students. Like when I first came, I 
thought that some students were just smart and didn’t have to 
work. But as I surrounded myself with the top students at my 
school, I realized those top students were actually the hardest 
workers. The ones who were in advanced classes were the hardest 
workers at my school. And it’s really hard to understand that if 
you’re not surrounded by people who are in that position. I do 
think hard work is a crucial component of success. 

MM: Do you think it’s possible to work hard and still not be 
successful? 

Jonas: Um, yea yea. My mom is a nursing assistant. She works double 
shifts all the time. But, um, since she didn’t grow up in New 
Jersey, and immigrated later in life…. She wasn’t able to pursue 
occupations that people who were raised in America all of their 
lives had the opportunity to pursue. She works incredibly hard, 
harder than the majority of people she knows, but isn’t making 
six figures. (1/26/17, INT, p. 11) 

Jonas explicitly links hard work to success. He challenges the idea that there are 

students who achieve despite effort and notes that it might be challenging for some 
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people to understand if they are not a member of this particular Discourse community. 

Yet, he also complicates his own read by drawing on his personal background. Jonas was 

not the only student whose parents were born in another country. However, he is the only 

student to offer this explanation as a critique of one’s available opportunities. According 

to this perspective, his mom’s access to success, in the form of a higher paying job, was 

negatively impacted by the fact that she was not raised in America. Jonas positions his 

mother as being a hard worker and compares her to other people (seemingly American by 

birth) but notes that her merit is impacted not explicitly by race and class, but by 

nationality. He uses this brief narrative about his mother to tie into a larger narrative on 

immigrants and the ways in which they (historically) been constructed as model because 

of their work ethic. This is consistent with particular language used by Minority 

Recruitment Programs to explain why so many of the students they attract are first-

generation American citizens. 

Other participants offered reads of families and communities at-large that were 

consistent with the hegemonic depiction of urban cities as dangerous, urban schools as 

failing, and Black parents as irresponsible: 

Franklin: The biggest factor is always been by my parents because some 
parents they might not care. Some parents they would just go 
ahead and say like “go to sleep anytime you want, I don’t really 
care”, or stay up. Or they might say do your homework whenever 
you get a chance to. Some parents they just let their kids say “oh, 
I did my homework” but their kids wander off somewhere. Like, 
but my parents they check my homework, they care a lot about 
me in my opinion. They help me make sure that my homework is 
100% correct. They don’t give me the answers but they question 
me like “are you sure about this?” They make me think deeper 
about the topic. (12/29/16, INT, p. 10) 

Olitsky (2015) questions how students understand and make sense of the 

relationship between how institutions are structured and how racial inequality impacts 

those structures; this argument can be extended beyond racial inequality to posit that the 

students in my study offered a complex, and at times contradictory, understanding of the 
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relationship between structural inequality and human agency. While acknowledging that 

students are aware, “or perceive a general unfairness” (p. 966) in how the former impacts 

the latter, she argues that the commonsensical nature of dominant ideologies, and of 

narratives on schooling in particular, likely obscures their full understanding of how 

structural inequalities impact them. The participants in my study demonstrated this in 

multiple ways. They consistently referenced their understanding of structural inequality 

as distant (happening to people like them although not necessarily them, as is evidenced 

through Franklin’s use of “some parents” versus “my parents” or Vaughn’s 

understanding of race not impacting him personally but impacting people at large) or they 

referenced hypothetical examples of racism at the level of the individual. Only Jonas, the 

oldest participant, demonstrated a full understanding of how structural understandings 

had operated both in his life and that of his peers. Even still, dominant narratives on 

schooling persisted: schools were meritocratic spaces, education was the great equalizer, 

and while achieving might be impacted negatively by a variety of identities, what counted 

as an achievement was (mostly) fixed as matriculation at a top college, a financially 

lucrative career, and upward mobility although several participants did talk about 

personal satisfaction and giving back to their community of birth. 

Raniece saw her participation in a MRP, or what she refers to as a “scholarship,” as 

minimizing the role that race plays in her academic success: 

MM: Do you think that race impacts your academic success at all? 

Raniece: I feel like it used to. But not so much now that I have this 
scholarship. So like maybe at my old school, if there were like 
white kids they’d probably pay attention to them more and pay 
attention to us less, but I feel like now that I have this 
scholarship, when I did first hear about this scholarship, I was 
thinking now like maybe there’s going to be a lot of white kids 
there like we’re probably just a few of the Black kids that were 
there. But it was like no, different races, and I was like oh, this is 
amazing, because they didn’t do it just off of race, they did it off 
of academics. Doesn’t matter if you’re white or you’re black or 
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you’re Asian or you’re Mexican ... they’re going to treat you the 
same way. (12/26/16, INT, p. 17) 

Raniece initially applies this question to her experience in a Minority Recruitment 

Program. She remarks that she appreciates that she was chosen on merit and not race, 

which seems to fundamentally misinterpret the goals of the program (an intersection of 

race and merit). Her interpretation of this scholarship as de-centering race in her 

achievement is especially interesting because it suggests that students are not engaged in 

critical conversation during the course of the MRP about how and why they were chosen. 

This seems to be a missed opportunity on the part of the program to engage with high-

achieving students of color and design a space that is able to support conversations not 

about independent schools at-large, but about their unique experiences. Yet Raniece, in 

her response to the same question, does note that she expects her experience to change 

once she’s at a boarding school. She talks not about race, but social class (which she 

conflates with race) and wonders if the experience of students with scholarships will be 

impacted by their scholarship status. 

As evidenced by the above, participants offered critical and contradictory 

understandings of achievement. They thought about their responses and often returned to 

their responses moments later to further clarify because of the extent to which they were 

considering the question posed. In the chapter that follows, I return to this idea of 

meritocracy and achievement and explore how the documents produced by programs 

offered less nuanced, and less critical, reads of these concepts than my participants did. 

The Commonsensical Need for Leadership 

Participants offered less critical understandings of leadership. To my research 

participants, it was logical that being academically inclined was not sufficient but that 

they should also be leaders. Further, students consistently noted the same characteristics 

of leadership: extraversion and compliance being the most salient. While certainly there 
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are advantages to these behaviors in a classroom, these characteristics more appropriately 

fit into the corporate culture for which students attending minority recruitment programs 

are being groomed. 

Early in our interview, I asked Franklin what it meant to be smart at his KIPP 

school. He responded, “At KIPP, to be smart it means to always be doing what’s right 

even when no one is watching” (12/26/16, INT, p. 3). He continued by naming the 

characteristics he felt the school appreciated most in students—specifically grit and 

zest—and then added, “So pretty much as long as you’re good, you stay on the teacher’s 

good side and that you always do the best work that you can, that’s what qualifies you as 

smart at my school” (12/26/16, INT, p. 3). Later on in the same interview, I asked 

Franklin how the ABC program had defined leadership to the students and he said, 

“They’re mainly defining leadership as not copying—copying other people. Just being 

yourself. Standing out. And this a quote that was always told to us—doing what’s right 

even though no one’s watching” (12/26/16, INT, p. 8). He continued by saying that they 

are expected to lead by example and goes on to describe behavioral scenarios under 

which a person might not lead by example—specifically when students are not meeting 

behavioral expectations and are instead “talking or goofing off.” 

I probed further, asking Franklin why, in the context of the program, being smart 

was not sufficient: why do you also have to be a leader? He responded: 

Franklin: It’s important to be smart and a leader because you can be smart 
and not a leader because if you’re smart but not a leader you’re 
pretty much, in my opinion, you’re wasting how smart you are 
because if you’re not a leader and you just follow what someone 
else is doing it can lead you up in places where you don’t want to 
be. (12/26/16, INT, p. 8) 

I was particularly interested in this either-or framing of leadership and followership that 

Franklin presents above. I take his initial, circuitous response as his trying to gather his 

thoughts on the topic. In fact, in listening again to the recorded audio of the interview, 

Franklin seemed shocked by the very question I was asking him, having internalized the 
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idea that intelligence was anything but a waste in the absence of leadership. His response 

continues as he mentions the extremes that could result from one’s not being a leader: 

peer pressure into being suspended, having a record, wasting one’s smarts. 

I asked each of my participants about how leadership was defined for them by the 

program they participated in and their answers were strikingly similar. Cory said: 

Cory: They define leadership as us setting the trends. OK. We don’t 
follow others but others follow us. And we are supposed to 
inspire everybody and have them follow our lead. And we’re 
supposed to set the best example out of everyone. (12/27/16, INT, 
p. 8) 

I probed students on how they were taught leadership, and they said the following: 

Cory: Um. they would teach us that [leadership] by us—by making us 
do numerous experiments with each other and having numerous 
conversations about numerous topics. And also they would get on 
our backs but it’s they get on our backs about us being us not 
paying attention but it’s all for a good cause. It’s for them to help 
us. (12/27/16, INT, p. 8) 

Dayonna: Like when we’re at work and we’re taking tests, and um, with 
them, like you have to like be on your best behavior and they 
want us to like set examples and like show the schools that’s 
coming to visit like show that like the program is teaching us 
something. And they let us know that we have to like be the 
leader, don’t be afraid, to like ask questions about stuff and like 
help people out when they need it. Just like do the right thing. 
(12/26/16, INT, p. 12) 

Raniece: I slipped a couple of time with ABC, well not with ABC, but 
sometimes in school, but I really feel like leadership is like yes 
you can, yes you will make mistakes but like you can’t make a 
thousand mistakes, you can’t make it very often like you have to 
make one or two mistakes because everybody’s gonna be 
watching you and be looking up to you. You always have to do 
the right thing even when no one else is watching. So there was a 
lot of, I mean I did slip, but you can’t do that 24/7. There are like 
rare moments when you slip cause you have to be a role model to 
people because people are always going to be looking at you and 
if you do the right thing then people are going to do the right 
thing too. (12/26/16, INT, p. 9) 
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Vaughn: Leadership would be where you lead a group of people but you 
lead them in the right direction and you try not to force them to 
do the things that you want to do but help them make decisions 
and make decisions that will positively impact the people around 
you. And then you, to be a leader, you need to know who to lead 
and who not to. So—you want to lead a group of people that you 
can help, not hinder their situation. (12/27/16, p. 10) 

Participants talked about leadership without critiquing why it was important. The 

common understanding across all of these responses was individualistic. These students 

were already used to being positioned as leaders because most of them had been 

positioned as high-achieving from the moment they entered school. Thus, they saw their 

leadership as being a role model to their peers—usually those who were less-achieving. I 

pushed Franklin to explain why, in a program about achievement, leadership was 

important: 

MM: So why is that something that’s important? Why isn’t it enough 
just to be smart? Why do you also have to be a leader? 

Franklin: It’s important to be smart and a leader because you can be smart 
and not a leader because if you’re smart and but not a 
leader you’re pretty much in my opinion you’re wasting how 
smart you are because if you’re not a leader and you just follow 
what someone else is doing it can lead you up in places where 
you don’t want to be. (12/26/16, INT, pp. 8-9) 

Jonas’s response to leadership stood out from the group, likely again because of his 

status as an upperclassmen. He brought leadership up in a question on obstacles that 

many students face, surmising that many students do not do well academically not 

because of inability but because they lack a clear understanding of all of the components 

necessary for academic success in high school and beyond. He describes his boarding 

school as one in which many of the kids, from affluent backgrounds, are not necessarily 

academically inclined nor do they feel pressure to perform well. In addition, he talks 

about lack of support from staff because the environment is one in which parents hire 

high-price, outside college advisors to support their kids through the college process. He 

says: 
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Jonas: So in 10th grade, I really got distracted by all of that. And also 
not really understanding what’s necessary to do well. By that, I 
mean like not having a set plan or not understanding the hoops 
you have to jump through, like in 10th grade, I was very lost. I 
didn’t have anyone telling me oh, you have to have a very high 
GPA to get into the best college. You have to have 
extracurriculars. You have to be a leader. You have to do all these 
things. I think if I did have, not necessarily a clearer plan, 
because things change, of course, but at least some general 
understanding of what I need to do to be successful in high school 
and at the next stage. 

MM: What do you mean by being a leader? How are you defining 
leadership there? 

Jonas:  Well, for me, right now I’m a dorm advisor. They picked me to 
do it because they said that I had my stuff together. That means 
making sure that everyone is up in the morning, making sure the 
other boarding students in my hall are doing well academically. 
So just kind of being a big Brother and just making sure that 
everyone is doing what they’re supposed to. And being there for 
others, like when they need be. That’s what I mean. Just like 
blazing a trail for other students. And being a good example. 
(1/26/17, INT, p. 10) 

Jonas brings up the idea of mentorship several times in our conversation. He 

creates a picture of leadership that requires mentorship and a commitment to community. 

Jonas reflects on his experience on both sides of the mentor-mentee equation. He credits 

family support, hard work, and the help of a former NJ SEEDS teacher as the reason he 

was able to overcome the trouble he had during his first few years at boarding school. 

Through his SEED network, he was given an informal mentor, who eventually became a 

trusted friend—a former SEED student who was now at an Ivy League law school. The 

student, Marco, is also of Haitian descent and shares a common upbringing with Jonas. In 

the final exchange in our conversation, I ask him if he sees himself going back to his 

community in any capacity; he offers this: 

Jonas: Oh yea! I’m already doing that. I started helping out the Young 
Scholars Institute, which is a nonprofit organization that helps 
underprivileged kids in Trenton with college opportunities 
meaning college tours, test prep, and all that. And so over the 
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summer of 9th grade, I helped them do that and really helped 
them get organized. And so I really want to do that and be a 
mentor because I really understand what it’s like to not know 
what you need to do to reach the same level. And I understand 
what it’s like to not have anyone that you can look up to really 
get where you want to go. I really want to be a mentor. I 
definitely want to help out the Haitian community. After I get out 
of college, I definitely want to build a mentoring program at 
SEEDS for Haitian kids. Like some SEEDS-Haitian alliance or 
something. Because having Marco really helped me a lot. You 
can talk to your college counselor, well for me, I can talk to my 
college counselor about stuff, but she doesn’t really get it because 
she hasn’t dealt with any Haitian kids or anyone who needs to 
know how to fill out the FAFSA form. Or someone who can only 
apply to need-blind schools because that’s the only way that they 
can go to college. So like I want to really build mentorship 
programs so that the kids have the resources that they need from 
early on. Cause it’s very late to tell someone what they need at 
the end of 11th grade because at that point, there’s nothing they 
can do. They can’t change their GPA. They can’t change the 
activities they’ve been involved in. So like I really want to get 
involved with kids in the 8th and 9th grade and let them know 
that there are opportunities like Khan Academy, like free 
resources like that, and that it’s cool to get a head start, it’s not 
lame to take a math class over the summer and get ahead. Like I 
want them to know that all those things are cool and they can do 
whatever, they don’t have to do what’s expected of them. They 
don’t have to be an athlete. They can be a pure academic and do 
all these things that they want to do. (1/26/17, INT, p. 10) 

Jonas’s emphasis on mentorship as leadership is a critical part of understanding his 

perspective. He returns to his critique of the construct of the student-athlete and also 

discusses leadership in the context of his nationality. This is interesting given what we 

learn about him earlier in this chapter—he sees one’s nationality, or more specifically, 

the identification of an immigrant status, as impacting one’s access to particular 

opportunities. Thus, he sees his role as a leader in working towards supporting this 

particular community. This is a much more nuanced understanding of leadership, again 

likely in part because of his age in comparison to the younger participants. This nuanced 

understanding of leadership is one of trail blazing, that is providing opportunity for 

others. It is not individualistic and positions individuals as agentic. 
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Are These Narratives Counterstories? 

Delgado, Stefanic, and Liendo (2012) define a counterstory as “writing that aims to 

cast doubt on the validity of accepted premises or myths, especially ones held by the 

majority” (p. 159). They are usually seen as empowering stories meant to refute the 

hegemonic narratives that pervade societal understandings of those who hold 

marginalized identity markers. Counterstories are often constructed as offering a counter 

perspective to a more dominant understanding. In so doing, a binary is created that, 

historically, made sense in education research such that counterstories allowed for the 

incorporation of marginalized perspectives. As less dominant narratives become more 

visible, I argue that the current study and related types of research, make room for 

researchers to theorize around third spaces for narratives that reject the binary of counter 

versus dominant. In literacy research specifically, people are often thought of as 

belonging to multiple Discourses at the same time. Thus, if people can be a part of 

multiple, likely contradictory, Discourse groups, then certainly they should be able to 

offer narratives that evoke perspectives that are liminal.  

The participants that I introduced in this section share many similarities in terms of 

race, class, and schooling. They all described their desire to attain academically and made 

sense of this desire in a variety of ways. Yet, their perspectives are complicated. They do 

not always challenge hegemonic explanations of schooling and achievement—in fact 

they sometimes extend those understandings. Given the extent and the depth of the bodies 

of literature that fail to acknowledge African American youth as students, but instead as 

at-risk, as low achieving and as struggling, the presence of the participants in my study 

serves to challenge subtractive notions of achievement. At the same time, it is obvious 

that my participants are youth who are still negotiating the ways in which these deficit 

attitudes speak through them. 



 

 

128 

Conclusion 

My research suggests that the high-achieving Black students I interviewed, all 

members of a particular Discourse community, value a number of things: being 

challenged, challenging others, and being recognized by adults as intelligent. They 

authenticate their membership in this Discourse community by often positioning 

themselves as different, or even at-odds, with their less-achieving peers. Machin and 

Mayr (2012) argue that in critical discourse analysis, researchers should consider “lexical 

absence” or “suppression” in order to consider what might be implicit though not explicit 

in what participants are saying. Based on my own experiences teaching this age group of 

students, I expected to see more critical responses to their experiences in schools or 

recruitment programs. I wondered if students would complain about their workload or the 

expectations placed on them. Instead, participants framed challenging experiences in 

positive ways. This was consistent across participants and allowed them to be recognized 

as different from their peers. While this might not have been intentional on the part of the 

participants, it contributes to their overall beliefs as students and how they want to be 

seen by adults. Participants used their stories to construct themselves as particular types 

of achievers and often drew comparisons between themselves and their peers. They also 

“flexed their agency” in a variety of ways consistent with a Critical Race Theory counter-

narratives by navigating between structural, cultural, and individualistic reads of their 

experiences. 

This research inquiry was guided by several questions; of focus in this chapter was 

the following: What narratives do African American students construct about their 

educational and social experiences in minority recruitment programs? My seven 

participants constructed several narratives related to their experiences in minority 

recruitment programs related to their views on leadership and achievement. Their views 

on leadership were largely uncontested although they offered far more complex 
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understandings of achievement.  In the next chapter, I look closely at the program 

documents made by MRPs and examine the narratives that are produced. Then I look at 

where these narratives intersect and diverge from that of my participants. 
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Chapter V 

LEADERSHIP AND MERITOCRACY 

My research highlights the need to examine corporately funded education 

pipelines. As I conducted the current study, I began to rethink my methodology and 

realized the importance of exploring the Discourses present in material produced for, by, 

and about minority recruitment programs not simply as a means for framing my student 

interviews, but as cultural artifacts that needed to be deconstructed. I began this process 

by exploring mission statements and turned to the literature on mission statements in 

order to make sense of the principles that guided these institutions. It is through this 

process that the differences between the corporate world and the world of education 

became magnified. 

The questions that guides the inquiry in this chapter is: What narratives do minority 

recruitment programs construct about students’ educational and social experiences? 

Where do these narratives converge with that of participants? Where do they diverge? 

There were two major narratives that, through a critical discourse analysis of the mission 

statements, program documents, and program websites, emerged. These narratives were 

related to a neoliberal understanding of leadership and a meritocratic understanding of 

achievement. Neither of these narratives are critical in nature. At their core, minority 

recruitment programs remove students from their public, community schools and prepare 

them for matriculation at elite private schools. To aid in this pursuit, they rely heavily on 

funding from the private sector, who in turn invest in the education of students of color to 
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further their goals of a more diverse hiring pool. What does this mean? Given this goal, 

questions about the type of worker valued by the institution ensue. 

I first look closely at the mission statements of six recruitment programs that meet 

the guidelines named in Chapter III: recruit students for matriculation into private 

schools, are not just summer-only of after-school only, and recruit students in late-middle 

school as opposed to later in their secondary careers. To date, no scholarly published 

work explores these documents or mission statements. I apply the discourse analysis tools 

outlined in Chapter III (doing and not just saying, making strange, why this way and not 

that way, framing the problem) to the mission statements. 

In addition, later in the chapter, I use the research protocol for review of documents 

(promotional materials, institutional website and publically available and downloadable 

texts) found in Chapter III in order to allow for a more robust discussion of these texts.  

Mission Statements of Minority Recruitment Programs 

The purpose of this section is to provide an overview of the mission statements of 

six minority recruitment programs before exploring their language more closely to reveal 

the narratives about high-achieving students of color produced by these programs.  The 

idea of a mission statement is grounded in 1970s and 1980s corporate practices; it is a 

“public declaration of responsibilities” (Morphew & Hartley, 2006). Wang, Gibson, 

Salinas, Solis, and Slate (2007) argue that one of the primary purposes of a mission 

statement is to ensure a match between private donors and government or private sources. 

The values articulated in one’s mission statement often enable resources to be allocated 

to specific institutions in support of specific kinds of work. Boerema (2006), in a 

discussion of private schools in British Columbia, argues that mission statements are an 

effective way of identifying difference between seemingly monolithic institutions. 

Outlining both the goals and the vision or method of an institution, mission statements 
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can be powerful marketing tools. My goal in this chapter is to determine if minority 

recruitment programs construct narratives about students of color that are similar to the 

ones that students of color construct about themselves. 

Using publicly accessed institutional websites and promotional materials, I 

extracted the mission statement data from the “About Us” tab or the inside cover page of 

the annual report. While there were other institutional statements included on most of the 

websites, I excluded all statements that were not specifically labeled as a mission 

statement. I exported and saved the six mission statements into a word document labeled 

with the institute’s name. Given that one can simply google the text of the mission 

statement to reveal the organization’s name, I did not apply pseudonyms to conceal any 

organization’s identity. Because there were only six mission statements, I identified 

preliminary code labels by hand, paying special attention to discourse analytic tools, and 

language tools such as the use of pronouns, tense, point of view, and voice and content 

tools such as audience, values/beliefs. 

Mission Statements 
 
 
Table 7. Mission Statements 
 

Organization Mission Statement 

(1) A Better Chance  Our missions is to increase substantially the number of well-educated 
young people of color who are capable of assuming positions of 
responsibility and leadership in American society.  

(2) Prep for Prep  Prep for Prep is a long-term investment strategy to develop the 
leadership potential of able young people from segments of society 
grossly under-represented in the leadership pool from which all of our 
major institutions draw. By expanding the nation’s leadership 
resources, we aim to impact indirectly on a set of inter-related 
problems that threaten to rend our society. The Prep Community 
includes over 4,500 students and alumni. 

(3) TEAK Fellowship  The TEAK fellowship believes that motivation and potential, not 
economic circumstances, should determine a student’s future. TEAK 
unlocks access to outstanding education and transformative 
experiences for exceptional NYC students, who use these 
opportunities to change their lives and the world around them.  
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Table 7 (continued) 
 

Organization Mission Statement 

(4) Breakthrough New 
York  

Breakthrough New York transforms the lives of talented kids from 
low-income backgrounds by providing educational support from 
middle school through college into careers and inspires talented 
young people to enter careers in education through our student-
teaching-student model. Our goal is to create leaders who break the 
cycle of poverty in their families and affect positive change in their 
communities.  

(5) Oliver Scholars Oliver Scholars prepares high-achieving Black and Latino students 
from underserved New York City communities for success at top 
independent schools and prestigious colleges. We provide crucial 
support for our scholars so they can realize their full potential and 
ultimately give back to the city, the nation, and the world. 

(6) New Jersey SEEDS New Jersey SEEDS changes the lives of motivated, high-achieving 
students from low-income families by transforming their educational 
opportunities. We ensure that our students have the knowledge, skills, 
access and support to thrive at the nation’s finest schools and 
colleges.  

 

The conditions of the mission statements are as follows:  
 
 
Table 8. Mission Statement Conditions 
 

Organization/ 
word length Pronouns Point of View Tense Voice 

Establish 
current 

goals 

Establish 
future 
goals 

(1) 27 words Our First Person 
(Plural) 

Present Active Y N 

(2) 67 words Our; We First Person 
(Plural) 

Present Active Y N 

(3) 42 words Their; Them First Person 
(Plural) 

Present Active Y N 

(4) 59 words (2) Our; 
(2) Their 

First Person 
(Plural) 

Present Active Y N 

(5) 49 words We; Our; 
They; Their 

First Person 
(Plural) 

Present Active Y N 

(6) 39 words Their; We; 
Our 

First Person 
(Plural) 

Present Active Y N 

 

Understanding the importance of these conditions was necessary because it shows 

the similarities across statements. Besides the length of one organization’s mission being 

half the lengths of the others, all are remarkably similar. The use of first-person plural is a 
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way of talking about one’s self together with others, allowing the reader to feel that 

programs see participants as partners alongside them. The establishment of clear current 

goals, along with present tense, contributes to the urgency of the programs’ mission.  The 

absence of future goals in the mission statement is interesting and raises the question of 

whether or not programs see their mission as needing to evolve in the future. 

My overall analysis of the mission statements reviewed as a part of the current 

study reveal the following messages and beliefs. 
 
 
Table 9. Mission Messages and Beliefs 
 

ABC Prep for 
Prep NJ SEEDS Oliver 

Scholars Breakthrough TEAK 

achievement investment  motivation achievement savior motivation 
leadership leadership savior access achievement opportunity 

savior access achievement opportunity career in 
education 

access 

access community 
impact  

opportunity community 
impact 

leadership achievement 

 students-as-
resources 

access  community 
impact 

community 
impact 

 

As Table 7 shows, there are consistent messages and beliefs that occur across 

programs. Predictably, achievement is consistently present across all programs as is 

language consistent with opportunity and leadership. Language of access is also present 

although there are no explicit references to equity. This consistency in both the conditions 

and the missions and beliefs is the reason why, methodologically speaking, I have 

decided to group these programs together and talk across them. 

Each organization’s homepage has a mission statement and a narrative that outlines 

the history of the organization and how it came to be.  Drawing on historical discourses 

allows these organizations to situate their work within a broader era of civil rights and 

highlights the grave importance of their work. These historical roots suggest a certain 

degree of commitment to an unfulfilled mission and program websites draw on these 
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historical roots unevenly given that the older organizations are better positioned to make 

historical arguments. No program’s mission statement makes explicit reference to this 

historical mission. In line with Gee’s (2011) lexical absence, there was language absent 

that one might expect to find in the mission statements of organizations committed to the 

advancement of students of color, specifically overtly social justice-oriented language. 

Sometimes programs allude to societal structures that underlie the problems they seek to 

address; I have identified access and opportunity as a belief of a number of programs, but 

the mission statements fall short of discussions of equity. Despite the fact that, 

historically, these programs were conceived of as a way of desegregating private schools 

and providing equitable access to low-income students of color, the word equity does not 

appear once in any of the six mission statements. However, there were present particular 

words and phrases consistent with educational discourse that I expected to see: 

responsibility, access, opportunities, transformative, support, challenge.  

Ostensibly absent as a key stakeholder from most of these mission statements is 

reference to the student’s families, a factor you might expect to find given that the choice 

to leave one’s home before the age of 18 is legally a family decision. While there are 

ambiguous references to “their communities” or “the world around them,” the word 

family only appears in two of the six mission statements, and in the context of describing 

the student’s economic status, such as “cycle of poverty in their families” and “low 

income and working class families.” However, more loaded terms are used which point 

to the ways in which the programs are constructing their students and their families. 

Students are also written about in isolation from a meaningful social network, described 

as coming from “modest backgrounds” and “low income backgrounds,” but never as 

members of communities which also possess a wealth of assets. 

Many of the mission statements make reference to who the organizations see as 

their allies in their mission of preparing students—their partner institutions. One 

institution sees its role as preparing students for “placement at independent schools in the 
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city and boarding schools throughout the Northeast,” adopting a very regional message. 

Other programs also express a commitment to specific places, such as “success at top 

independent high schools and prestigious colleges” and “the finest schools.” The mission 

statements do not make explicit reference to why these particular schools, as opposed to 

others, are uniquely suited to meet these needs. There is no explicit mention to the fact 

that the students they are attracting are largely public school children nor that most of 

them will be removed entirely from the public school system—although some programs 

do address this point in other places on the website. In fact, the use of the words “public” 

or “private” do not appear in the mission statements at all. Partner institutions are referred 

to as “independent schools” or through the use of seemingly innocuous terms such as 

“superior education.” 

Neoliberalism in Education 

Of all the messages and beliefs present in the mission statements and documents 

produced by MRPs, two themes were most salient: neoliberalism—more specifically how 

a construct like leadership is defined under neoliberalism, and a meritocratic view of 

achievement.  

Saltman (2010) defines neoliberalism as: 

an ideology … that aims to eradicate the distinction between the public and 
private spheres, treating all goods and services as private ones. It 
individualizes responsibility for the well-being of the individual and the 
society, treating persons as economic entities—consumers or entrepreneurs, 
and it has little place for the role of individuals as public citizens of the 
collective public responsibilities of democracy. (pp. 36-37) 

Michael Power (1994) writes about the language of “markets, missions, and 

management” and how this language, and its related behaviors, are found outside of the 

discourses of corporations. The premise underlying neoliberalism is that there is a 

particular language and logic explicit in the corporate world that has permeated into all 
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facets of life, both public and private. Saltman (2010) argues that a key assumption under 

neoliberalism is that “education should primarily serve an economic function” (p. 71). 

Taubman (2010) argues, “The interests, discourses, and practices of corporations 

dominate our approaches to education” (p. 98). This marketized approach to education, 

focused on the solutions that dictate the ways and values of corporations, is best 

described by the umbrella term neoliberalism. It impacts the very core of education. 

Education is commodified; children are thought of as consumers and not as students 

while schools are entities that need to compete with one another. Mission statements are a 

tool that schools, and organizations concerned with education, use to distinguish 

themselves from others and thus become more competitive. Under neoliberalism, 

considerable parts of public education have been privatized, with a pervasive emphasis 

placed on competition, leadership and meritocracy. Minority recruitment programs are an 

example of the ways in which these practices impact schools because they enable public 

institutions to abdicate their responsibility for providing for the social need of its citizens. 

From Charity to Venture Philanthropy 

Minority Recruitment Programs are an example of a very specific type of 

neoliberalism known as venture philanthropy. Saltman (2010) argues that “venture 

philanthropy treats schooling as a private consumable service and promotes business 

remedies, reforms, and assumptions with regard to public schooling” (p. 53). In a chapter 

titled “From Traditional to Venture Philosophy,” he explains that early educational 

philanthropy supported public institutions, but that a shift occurred when venture 

capitalists (he cites Bill Gates as an example) began applying their wealth towards 

philanthropy in a way that was consistent with their entrepreneurial positions; he marks 

this as shift from charity towards venture philanthropy. This new philanthropy saw 

venture capital, and its related language and logic, as its model for contributing to 
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education. Saltman argues that “what is represented in academic and public discourse as 

generosity, care, excellence and improvement ought rather to be understood as an 

expression of particular values, visions, and political ideologies in education that are 

hostile to public forms of schooling…” (p. 56). One particular value Saltman discusses 

here is the concept of leadership, arguing that leaders at schools influenced by venture 

philanthropy are taught to model their own identities as leaders according to the ways of 

the private sector and not the public. This same approach, I argue in the current study, has 

trickled down into the language both charter schools and MRPs use with their students 

who see leadership as more hierarchical than critical. 

Lipman (2013), also writing about venture philanthropy, argues that foundations 

“focus funding on leading edge neoliberal experiments” in urban school districts and 

leverage them to shape the national education agenda. Minority recruitment programs are 

more complicated than the foundations referenced here because they are not new (many 

of them began as desegregation programs in the 1960s but all have existed for at least a 

decade) and because they interact with students in more direct ways than educational 

foundations typically do. Minority recruitment programs do not invest in a variety of 

initiatives and their goals are more uni-directional. They interact with students by 

recruiting them from public schools, training them for matriculation at elite private 

schools and supporting their efforts once they are enrolled at partnership schools. Yet 

because they do not ostensibly advocate for positions such as school privatization and 

school choice does not preclude MRPs from impacting, and exacerbating, these same 

issues.  Like venture philanthropist educational foundations, MRPs too “promote the 

ideology of the market and entrepreneurship and serve capital accumulation by 

promoting market solutions and focusing education on workforce preparation to serve 

economic competitiveness” (p. 101) and global competitiveness. 

While the scholarships that provide students access to elite institutions come 

directly from the respective independent schools, the money to support the recruitment 
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and training of participants comes from corporate sponsors whose role in the recruitment 

and training is unclear. The annual reports refer to donors as “friends,” couching their 

role in the language of benevolence. In the context of MRPs, neoliberal understandings of 

leadership are prevalent. The table below displays examples of this rhetoric in mission 

statements. 
 
 
Table 10. Neoliberal Rhetoric in Documents 
 

Organization Neoliberal Rhetoric in Mission Statements 

(1) A Better Chance “assuming positions of responsibility and leadership in American 
society” 

(2) Prep  “long-term investment strategy to develop leadership potential” 
“leadership pool from which all of our major institutions draw” 
“nation’s leadership resources” 

(3) TEAK “believes that motivation and potential, not economic circumstances, 
should determine a student’s future.” 
“for exceptional NYC students, who use these opportunities to change 
their lives and the world around them.” 

(4) Breakthrough “Our goal is to create leaders who break the cycle of poverty in their 
families” 

(5) Oliver Scholars “prepares high-achieving Black and Latino students from underserved 
New York City communities for success at top independent schools and 
prestigious colleges.” 

(6) NJ SEEDS “changes the lives of motivated, high-achieving students from low-
income families by transforming their educational opportunities.” 

Leadership in Mission Statements 

The mission statements above vary in the degree to which they mirror the language 

and the interests of the corporate elite. They contain messages that have become 

pervasive in educational discourse such as “transformative experiences” and “life 

changing opportunities.” Each of these is reminiscent of critiques of teachers-as-saviors 

except in this case, it is not one of individual teachers, but non-profit institutions fueled 
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by white, corporate, philanthropic giving. This highlights the fact that these discourses 

are not enacted by individuals, but through them, and that they can sometimes be so 

pervasive that it is necessary to act as an outsider and attempt to “make strange” (Gee, 

2011) what has been taken for granted as commonsensical and normalized. Using this 

tool, I looked closely at each mission statement and probed the implicit assumptions 

about leadership that were present. 

Increasing Capability 

As shown in Table 7, organization 1’s mission statement is brief: [Our mission is to 

increase substantially the number of well-educated young people of color who are 

capable of assuming positions of responsibility and leadership in American society]. The 

statement leads with a neutral verb like “is” although the subject of the sentence, “our 

mission” alludes to humanitarianism work, especially that of religious work in which the 

masses are being organized or inspired into a single flock. They are the only program to 

use the word “mission” in their statement. The use of the word “capable” is an interesting 

choice here, implying ability or competency. The problem with the use of this word is 

two-fold. First, “capable” normalizes conversations about students of color-as-deficient 

by using language of capability. People who are consistently immersed in deficit 

language about students of color (or people of color) might not even realize the danger of 

questioning the capability of an entire race of people nor of suggesting that members of 

the race, even its highest achieving, are not innately capable without outside support. It 

further calls attention to what Machin and Mayr (2012) call “structural opposition,” or the 

idea that words are conceptually tied not just to their meanings, but to their counter-

meanings. Therefore, using a word like “capable” leads the reader to ask of incapability: 

How many young people of color are not capable? What makes them incapable? 

The mission statement suggests that there is currently a dearth of young people of 

color who are currently able to take up leadership positions and that A Better Chance is 
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able to increase the number of people who meet this standard. In fact, the name of the 

organization defines its goals and beliefs more clearly than the mission statement does. It 

connotes a kind of help for students of color and their families that might be perceived of 

as being paternalistic. 

The mission statement fails to mention how they plan to do this because there is no 

“by statement.” 

Further questions about the mission statement remain. A term like “well-educated” 

is not defined, although one can infer that they are referring to traditional notions of 

achievement: attainment of a college, and likely a graduate degree, and a corporate-level 

position [positions of responsibility and leadership in American society]. However, the 

juxtaposition of two distinct concepts—education and leadership—is not clear. The 

assumption made is that the target audience of said mission statement (likely the 

corporate sponsors the organizations are attempting to attract and maintain relations with 

and not the students and their families) will see this relationship as logical: if one is well 

educated, then one is capable of, and aspires to, positions of leadership. I argue that this 

relationship between education and leadership should be challenged, specifically in 

instances when leadership is defined in uncritical and neoliberal ways. That the primary 

purpose of education is to prepare one for careers is a narrowly defined conception of 

both education and leadership which should, and must, be challenged. Well-educated is 

thus defined as being given the tools to be a good worker and eventually a leader of 

workers. It is not primarily about democratic participation. 

Expansion of Leadership Resources 

Drawing on Engel (2000), Ayers (2005) examined how the language in mission 

statements has moved away from democratic purposes of education towards economic 

ones. Writing about mission statements at community college, Ayers argued that 

neoliberalism caused public education to be reduced to issues of national defense 
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(reminiscent of A Nation at Risk) and human capital development. This shift reduced 

education to economic means. He furthered, “education is acceptable only to the extent 

that it yields a return on investment” (p. 530). The second mission statement, Prep for 

Prep, draws on a similar notion. Referring to the recruitment mission as a “long-term 

investment strategy,” and students as “leadership resources”; students are commodified 

for the purposes of providing a pool from affiliated institutions (and eventually corporate 

donors) to draw from. The mission statement largely positions itself as existing outside of 

societal structures until the final sentence: “By expanding the nation’s leadership 

resources, we aim to impact indirectly on a set of inter-related problems that threaten to 

rend our society.” This final statement seems to contradict earlier notions. This statement 

contextualizes the mission and assumes that a complex, and perhaps not entirely 

meritocratic, society exists. It alludes to a mission aligned with equity and access for low-

income students of color. While these complexities are not explicitly named, this is the 

first place in which the organization suggests that there are underlying structural 

inequalities that necessitate and impact their work. 

Contextualizing the organization’s work in relation to broader societal discourses is 

necessary; it is dangerous and irresponsible to discuss the effect—a dearth of students of 

color prepared to step into top leadership positions, without addressing the cause, the 

impact of generations of systemic racism that have led to inequitable public school 

systems across the country. However, in reframing this problem (Gee 2011), I question 

why the language of structural inequality appears as an aside in the mission statement and 

not the central focus. In this sentence [By expanding the nation’s leadership resources, 

we aim to impact indirectly on a set of inter-related problems that threaten to rend our 

society] the text producer hopes the reader will believe that [expansion of leadership 

resources] is a logical solution to a problem that is not actually defined. This assumes that 

leadership is a logical solution to structural inequality. The presence of language 

acknowledging structural inequalities in education, and advocating for access to high 
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quality education, should acknowledge that more critical forms of leadership exist. More 

critical forms of leadership highlight student agency instead of equating a student’s worth 

to their value as future corporate workers—even if they are in presumed positions of 

corporate power. 

Further questions emerge: What is the intended impact and why is it indirect? What 

are these inter-related problems and why are they not named in the mission statement? 

What exactly is the threat that they pose to our society? This final sentence lends itself to 

what Janks (2010) and Machin and Mayr (2012) call “overlexicalisation.” Here, it is 

unclear what the organization is advocating for because of the excessive and vague 

language used. Students are reduced to resources, that is, not who they are but what they 

can do for the broader society and how they might impact these unnamed problems that 

the text producer assumes the reader is aware of. 

The TEAK Fellowship writes about “exceptional NYC students” being able to 

change both their lives and have impact on the world in which they live because they take 

advantage of the opportunities they are provided in this program. This view is not 

surprising and is consistent with what is presented in all of the programs’ mission 

statements. It is in line with the preeminent view of education in American education—

the autonomous view of literacy—and the idea that literacy is the great equalizer. Here, 

students are able to effect transformative change because of their having participated in 

programs like TEAK which claim to “unlock access to outstanding education and 

transformative experiences.” Breakthrough New York offers a similar stance: “Our goal 

is to create leaders who break the cycle of poverty in their families and affect positive 

change in their communities.” Verbs like “unlock” and “create” are problematic because 

they render students passive and threaten student agency. 

The claims in Breakthrough New York’s mission statement links education, and 

the creation of leaders with the dissipation of generation cycles of poverty and impactful 

community change. There are many assumptions in this claim that should be further 
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explored. The aim of this particular organization is to prepare students, beginning in 

middle school, to pursue careers in education. Here, the organization’s belief seems to be 

that people are poor because they lack education, a claim that is problematically 

individualistic. It also argues that poverty can be eradicated through access to education 

without critiquing the non-education factors that cause, and exacerbate, poverty. They are 

using educational attainment, and the pursuit of careers in education, to mark a particular 

type of respectability—one in which students of color are encouraged to enter the field of 

education because of a widely accepted dominant narrative about the power of education 

to evoke real change in the lives of minoritized communities. Community impact is a part 

of both of these statements. This is a form of community impact that manifests itself 

through education. While community change might come from education, it also comes 

from policy. 

While other mission statements refer to students as taking part in educational 

opportunities or “transformative experiences,” Oliver Scholars explicitly names as their 

goal that they “prepares high-achieving Black and Latino students from underserved New 

York City communities for success at top independent schools and prestigious colleges.” 

While it is unclear how community is being defined, it is clear that students are seen as 

impacting on their communities although there is no attention paid to the ways in which 

these very communities might have served as an asset towards students being successful 

today. In fact, because communities are largely constructed as deficient, one is left 

feeling: what could these communities possibly have to offer? 

Here, students who are named as being from “underserved” communities are being 

removed from these communities by the private sphere. Absent from this discussion is 

the impact that this removal has not just on a community already identified as being 

underserved, but particularly on its students. Additionally, if one takes as an assumption 

that a school’s high-achieving students are in fact a crucial asset for said school, what 

happens to that school when those students seek opportunities outside of that community? 
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Who holds the public sphere responsible for providing for the students who are left 

behind? How might the private sphere positively impact these communities? 

The second sentence in the mission statement vaguely addresses this last question: 

“We provide crucial support for our scholars so they can realize their full potential and 

ultimately give back to the city, the nation, and the world.” The program’s mission 

suggests, emphasized through the use of the word “ultimately,” that the removal of these 

students is necessary if they are to “realize their full potential;” the opposing concept 

would seem to suggest that these students will not be able to reach this potential being 

educated in their home communities. Considering the broader context about urban 

education (narratives on achievement gaps, disparities in funding and under-prepared 

teachers), this is presented as an unquestioned truth. The program furthers that (at some 

eventual point) these same communities might be positively impacted (in an undisclosed 

way) through some act of “give back” from the student. The attention here paid to invest 

in some kids and therefore have future impact fails to acknowledge the students whose 

lives are currently being impacted by these measures. 

The Right Literacies for Success 

New Jersey SEEDS writes, “We ensure that our students have the knowledge, 

skills, access and support to thrive at the nation’s finest schools and colleges.” Thriving is 

about particular types of literacies [knowledge, skills]; one’s success is therefore 

“ensured” by either attaining or not attaining these particular literacies. In reading this 

portion of the mission statement, I wondered about the difference between knowledge, 

skills, access, and support. While I would not expect these words, given space 

constraints, to be defined at length in the mission statement, I was struck by the feeling of 

“excessive description” (Janks, 2010; Machin & Mayr, 2012). What is the difference 

between the knowledge and skills that students are obtaining in this program? How do 

they ensure that students have access—and is that access the result of the aforementioned 
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knowledge and skills? Finally, what type of support are students being provided? Is it 

academic, and if so, how does that differ from gaining knowledge and skills? Is it social 

support, and if so, are these the skills that students are being taught? 

The use of all four of these words, listed in a series, positions the organization as 

effective at their goal—it is meant to highlight all of the things they are capable of doing. 

The use of overlexicalisation is strategic here, making the organization seem 

accomplished and competent. The use of the pronoun “we” to name the organization 

humanizes them not as an entity, but as a collection of people with a clearly expressed 

goal. The use of “our” to name the students further does this work and suggests a sense of 

community and investment in the mission. The rhetorical danger here is that it seems to 

overcompensate as fulfillment towards their mission, especially as the sentence leads 

with the word “ensure,” that is, to make certain. In the end, the mission is affirmative in 

that it suggests that there is one way of attaining access. 

Neoliberal View of Leadership 

Four of the six programs make explicit reference to students as future leaders and 

construct their mission statements around the idea that developing future leaders of color 

is a necessary part of addressing disparities in education and earnings. In this view, 

leadership is not just something students should strive to, but a critical part of disrupting 

the problems that plague particular communities. This form of leadership is 

individualistic and embodies human capital theory with an emphasis on the “right” skills 

and a standardization of literacy. Further, it embraces a uni-directional form of 

community impact with all of the talent lying outside of the community.  

While people of color have been traditionally marginalized from educational and 

corporate opportunities, and the goal of addressing this issue is an honorable one, the 

underlying issue of systemic racism and a history of oppression are largely absent from 
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these statements. The mission statements indicate that leadership is crucial; they do not 

explain why. Leadership for leadership sake is not a noble act; it should be a crucial part 

of one’s mission to name that this goal is an attempt to address past wrongs. Leadership 

is not a solution to structural inequalities. This raises the question of intent. Is the goal of 

providing leadership opportunities for students of color not in an effort to address past 

injustices, but towards a more dubious end—providing elite, corporate donors with a pool 

of well-trained students of color? 

Meritocracy in Mission Statements  

The participants in my study, as I showed in Chapter IV, offered perspectives on 

leadership that were in line with that of minority recruitment programs—uncritical in 

nature. However, students’ views on achievement were much more critical and took up 

questions of race, equity and access. In the literature review of this dissertation, I used 

Carter (2005) and Carter (2008) and the concept of meritocracy as a myth to critique 

explanations of achievement that rely primarily on individual agency. When students are 

deemed as upwardly mobile because of their own individual talents and abilities, 

meritocratic constructs are being enacted. In this section, I now turn to an examination of 

program mission statements and documents to make sense of how the programs construct 

narratives on meritocracy and achievement. Are these two constructs inextricably linked? 

Or is one used to critique the other? 

The following table shows meritocratic views on achievement as they existed in 

each program’s mission statement: 
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Table 11. Meritocratic Views on Achievement in Mission Statements 
 

Organization Meritocratic Rhetoric in Mission Statements 

(1) A Better Chance  “ well-educated young people of color who are capable”  

(2) Prep for Prep  “The Prep Community includes over 4,500 students and alumni.” 

(3) TEAK “fellowship believes that motivation and potential, not economic 
circumstances, should determine a student’s future” 
“for exceptional NYC students, who use these opportunities to 
change their lives and the world around them.” 

(4) Breakthrough NYC “ Our goal is to create leaders who break the cycle of poverty in their 
families and affect positive change in their communities.” 

(5) Oliver Scholars “We provide crucial support for our scholars so they can realize their 
full potential and ultimately give back to the city, the nation, and the 
world.” 

(6) NJ SEEDS “changes the lives of motivated, high-achieving students from low-
income families by transforming their educational opportunities” 
“We ensure that our students have the knowledge, skills, access and 
support to thrive” 

 

In an earlier section, I spoke at length about the ways in which several of the 

mission statements positioned students as leaders who are capable of affecting change not 

just in their lives, but in the lives of those around them [Our goal is to create leaders who 

break the cycle of poverty in their families and affect positive change in their 

communities]. My critique of this ideology is not that I believe that access to competitive 

educational programming does not provide students with the space to access upwardly 

mobile paths. However, these mission statements leave little space to consider other 

possibilities, namely that the primary purposes of education might not be upward 

mobility, economic return or leadership. Additionally, the ability to affect positive change 

in one’s community seems counter to the idea of providing support that removes children 

from those communities instead of working with community stakeholders to provide 

equitable access to education in those very communities. Vague framings of having 

positive community impact such as “…so they can realize their full potential and 

ultimately give back to the city, the nation, and the world” have less meaning when 
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seemingly deficit assumptions about educating high-achieving, low-income youth of 

color in their home communities facilitates their removal as middle schoolers. The core 

belief present in this last statement is that achievement is about global competitiveness 

and the development of students who “realize their full potential,” which appears to be 

not about education for democratic purposes, but education for the sake of creating 

productive workers. Saltman (2010) argues that education modeled in the interest of the 

public would position students not as consumers or competitors, but as “critical 

intellectual citizens” (p. 39).  However, MRPs, by nature of their goals, is not education 

serving the interest of the public, or the many, instead serving the interest of the elite few. 

It is especially important for all students of color to engage in a form of 

achievement that is critical in nature. Students of color cannot be held to conformist 

views of achievement because the standard by which they are conforming is antithetical 

to their own identities as raced and classed beings. Further, in line with a long history of 

Black achievement that used liberatory practices toward transformative change, Black 

students must be able to engage in critical conversations and make sense of their own 

achievement. While their stance might not be social justice oriented, they can, and 

should, be encouraged to engage with broader conversations that discuss both individual 

pursuits and the common good. 

Motivation and a Culture of Deserving 

The TEAK fellowship’s mission statement leads with two words—motivation and 

potential—which seem to define their beliefs as an organization [The TEAK fellowship 

believes that motivation and potential, not economic circumstances, should determine a 

student’s future]. They argue that a student’s future should not be limited because of the 

economic circumstances they are born into; they also argue in the same sentence that 

motivation and potential are qualifying characteristics that should be determinant of a 

student’s future. This is a highly individualistic and meritocratic understanding of 
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achievement. Students who are not motivated and who are deemed as not having 

potential deserve for their future’s to be determined by the lack of these characteristics. 

This creates a culture of deserving: low-income students who are motivated deserve to be 

supported while those who are unmotivated deserve to be unsupported. 

This ideology of merit is found in the mission statements of other organizations; 

New Jersey SEEDS argues that it “changes the lives of motivated, high-achieving 

students from low-income families by transforming their educational opportunities.” By 

labeling students as both motivated, and high-achieving, the text producer creates a 

tension between these two characteristics and their structural opposites: unmotivated and 

low-achieving students of color—or those who represent the preeminent narratives on 

schooling. The use of words like motivation and potential not simply to identify student 

attributes, but to qualify students as worthy or deserving of opportunity, defines the 

values and beliefs of these two organizations. It creates a cadre of elite students who are 

constructed as achievers; achievement belongs to this particular type of student and not 

everyone can be an achiever. 

This idea positions students of color against each other and creates an environment 

in which students are taught to see achievement and race/class as oppositional. These are 

the ideas that ground meritocratic notions of achievement, as opposed to achievement 

through a critical lens in which students of color are often recognized as being resistant to 

hegemonic schooling practices that are subtractive as opposed to oppositional or 

unmotivated. 

The language of selectivity and exclusivity in the mission statements furthers this 

idea of meritocratic achievement. Prep writes, “The Prep Community includes over 4,500 

students and alumni.” The inclusion of this figure (4,500) raises questions: is the reader 

meant to interpret this number as a high low? It is likely that the text producer intended 

for it to highlight two different meanings. The use of the word community paired with 

“over 4,500 students” suggests to the reader that the body of alumni is quite expansive 
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and that the reach of the program is broad. Still, there is something exclusive about 

knowing that over the course of 40 years, less than 5,000 students have been a part of this 

organization. Given the lack of context, the figure “over 4,500 students” can be 

interpreted in a variety of ways and the ideology constructed through its de-

contextualized use is multilayered. 

This culture of the deserving runs counter to the preeminent college-for-all 

discourse that is present in much urban schooling influenced by venture philanthropy. 

Both discourses are problematic for urban students. They are similar in that they both 

adopt as a central assumption the idea that education leads to upward mobility and that 

college is the solution to closing the achievement gap, closing the wealth gap, and 

attending to the structural problems that underlie racial and class-based inequities. 

However, the latter purports that college is therefore for everyone and that all students 

should attend whereas the former constructs an elite culture in which only those who hold 

particular values are allowed to enter. 

Document Analysis of Promotional Texts 

Given the similarities between the two types of texts, there are overlaps across the 

mission statements in these six minority recruitment programs and the promotional 

documents. The official documents in this section are organized by purpose and target. 

Each fall, minority recruitment programs mail promotional materials to middle school 

guidance counselors who then use the provided criteria to nominate specific students as 

applicants. These materials range from small, tri-fold pamphlets to larger envelopes and 

folders. Some programs offer generic pictures of presumed college senior program 

alumni posed in collegiate paraphernalia from the most elite schools in the country while 

others include the names, middle schools, and boarding school placement of their most 

recent class of students. The images created are idealized, specifically because they are a 
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type of official document that serves as an advertisement. I labeled these programs for 

high-achieving students of color as recruitment programs specifically because their 

interest is to recruit families. The images in these materials are successfully disseminated 

because they counter the dominant perception of students of color as at-risk. Because 

these images are seen as counter-narratives, and at surface read as positive, they go 

largely unquestioned. I argue, by employing critical discourse tools for analysis, that the 

creation and circulation of these single stories (Adichie, 2009) about students of color as 

sanitized are de-humanizing because it denies them the complexity of being both Black 

and youth. This attempts to make students representative of more than themselves. 

Sanitized Images of Achievement 

The TEAK Fellowship produced a single 8½” x 11” page flyer titled Admission 

Profile [2016-2017] which serves as an advertisement to encourage students to apply. 

The document provides necessary information on the qualifications one must bring to the 

application process including grade, residential, and standardized test score eligibility. 

The final eligibility bullet point mentions that the student must “be a citizen or a 

permanent resident of the United States.” This bulleted list of eligibility is to the left of 

two larger points, punctuated not by bullet points but by images; the words next to this 

image read: “77% of TEAK Fellows have at least one immigrant parent” and “84% of 

TEAK Fellows will be the first in their family to graduate from college” (TEAK 

Fellowship, 2016-2017). 

There are two pictures on the document—on the front page students appear in plain 

clothes, walking down the block with huge grins on their faces. On the back, in a smaller 

picture, fellows appear each wearing a different college t-shirt, with library books behind 

them. Both pictures depict a melting pot of diversity—students who phenotypically 

appear as being of color, with religious diversity displayed as well. This is interesting for 

two reasons: the first being that 73% of charter schools in New York City were so 
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segregated (less than 1% white enrollment), they were considered apartheid schools 

(Kucsera & Orfield, 2014). Additionally, the highly selective schools that students are 

being prepared to matriculate into are predominantly white institutions. The plethora of 

diversities present in this recruitment program represents a unique learning opportunity 

for participating students which likely differs from both their past/current middle schools 

and their future learning contexts. In the final chapter, I explore further how minority 

recruitment programs, and their community of high-achieving, similarly positioned, 

students of color, could potentially provide an opportunity for a community-based 

enrichment program that addresses the unique needs of this particular type of student and 

takes advantage of a diverse learning community. 

Assumed Lack of Access 

The document is not contradictory in nature. The program seeks specific types of 

high-achieving students of color (low-income, first generation college, immigrant family) 

and makes assumptions about these students and their families based on this background. 

In the academics section of the document, it states that the program uses “a rigorous 

curriculum to help close gaps in instruction and prepare students for advancement in high 

school and college,” perceiving students as requiring academic remediation from the 

start. However, the perceived remediation is not just instructional, but assumptions exist 

about past social and professional experience. In the section where directions are given 

for how to register for the information session, the directions state, “be sure to speak 

clearly and slowly.” The only way to register for a session is to call the TEAK 

admissions’ office; there is no reference to an email address anywhere on the document. 

The website information is in the footer of the document, as are symbols referencing five 

different social media platforms. 

Gee’s (2011) making strange tool is useful here because it allows for the space to 

consider an alternate understanding of the material here. The organization of this 
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document—specifically how particular types of communication are minimized in 

exchange for others—all lend themselves to the assumption that students and parents do 

not have the means to engage with the organization through modes of communication 

that have largely become normalized such as web-based communication. I questioned: 

are there other ways of understanding this particular document? Could it be, based on 

years of experience, that the program administrators have found telephone to be the 

preferred mode of communication? Could a request to “speak clearly and slowly” simply 

be the result of years of miscommunication and unclear voicemails? Are these warnings 

intended for the students or their parents? It is likely that this section is framed as such 

based on prior experience and yet, even with the best of intentions, the explicit message 

being sent is one in which students, and families, of color are believed to lack 

foundational business etiquette. 

Paternalistic View Toward Parents 

Prep 9’s promotional document is designed as a 6-page, tri-fold pamphlet 

structured according to a “question and answer” format. Two major questions, what and 

why, offer broad categories for questions. The pamphlet also uses color to further 

organize the document, placing highlighted points in crimson, and other text in either 

light gray or white. There are many pictures in the document ranging from students 

studying in the library or attending class, to a picture of six doctors, presumed to be 

program alum, under the caption “our graduates include 85 doctors, 93 PhDs, and 246 

lawyers.” 

The presence of parents, and the addressing of parents, is present in this document. 

Whereas with the TEAK document it was difficult to determine if/when parents were 

being addressed, it is apparent that this document is meant for parents. The questions 

being posed are written from the perspective of the parents and the document includes 

quotations from one parent and two program alumni that address the concerns a parent 
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might have in deciding if this opportunity is right for his or her family. While parental 

concerns seem to be considered, the prepared responses largely ignore the issues that 

underlie the posed questions. Here are two, in a series of four questions that appears: 

“Won’t my child be home sick? Won’t I miss my child too much?” To which the 

response is: 

PREP 9 parents have frequent opportunities to visit their children on 
campus and they stay in very close touch with them via phone, Skype, 
texting, and Facebook. Students are home on vacation almost monthly. Our 
partner boarding schools are on average less than a three-hour drive from 
New York. Our counselors visit each campus three times a year. 

Parents also asked: Do Prep 9 students fit in at their boarding schools? The 

program writes: 

Prep 9 students LOVE their boarding schools and fit right in. Every 
year, our students serve as student body presidents, team captains, club 
leaders, and dorm proctors. At our partner boarding schools, 36% of the 
students are people of color. Boarding schools today are eager to attract 
students from ALL backgrounds. (Prep 9, date unknown) 

All of these questions are drawing on broader discourses about what it means to be 

a parent and what it means to be a family. Both of these questions beg another: What are 

parents really asking? In the first response, parents are given information they likely 

already know—they will be able to use contemporary forms of technology to 

communicate with their children, something they are likely already doing. Parental 

concern is likely less about frequency of contact with their children, but about how 

physical distance might impact the family unit. Yet this point, perhaps because it is not 

explicitly asked, is not addressed. 

In the second question, parents are likely inferring questions about how schooling 

across such stark racial and class lines might impact their students as individuals, but also 

their sense of belonging. These concerns are again not addressed, but instead parents are 

told their students will “fit right in” despite the fact that the continued need for a program 

like Prep 9 suggests the contrary. These words stood out to me, likely because of how 
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colloquial and casual the language appears. I looked more closely at not just what the text 

producers were saying, but what they were doing with the use of these words. Not only 

are they attempting to persuade parents that their children will be comfortable at boarding 

schools, they draw on evidence to support this claim about the variety of roles that their 

students have taken on at the school [Every year, our students serve as student body 

presidents, team captains, club leaders, and dorm proctors.] They offer no competing 

narratives of students who have had difficulties nor ways in which they might support 

these students who likely exist. The sentence begins with the phrase “every year,” which 

provides a degree of certainty that students of color, consistently, find success in these 

environments. 

This response also engages in an interesting tension regarding the role of boarding 

schools by attempting to persuade parents that their historical understandings of boarding 

schools as affluent and White—understood likely from popular culture and literary 

references—are outdated. They note how boarding schools have changed with statistics 

[at our partner boarding schools, 36% of the students are people of color. Boarding 

schools today are eager to attract students from ALL backgrounds].et, they do not 

acknowledge that the question of whether one fits in is likely stemming from an 

intersection of identities such as race-ethnicity-class and the fact that more than one-third 

of a school’s demographics are “of color” does not necessarily attend to this fact. They 

minimize the student’s likelihood at fitting in to race despite fact that students are made 

up of a multitude of intersecting identities, many of which might have significant impact 

on how students experience an elite boarding school. The program’s responses to both of 

these questions is a literal interpretation that largely ignores the sentiment behind these 

questions. 

There is also a paternalistic discourse present in some of the website material. In a 

section of the organization’s homepage labeled “Parent Information,” the sections range 
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from “parents-as-partners” to “give back. In the first section, the organization’s language 

illustrates how they envision this “partnership” between parents and themselves to work: 

As a part of our family, we expect your child to uphold A Better 
Chance’s rich tradition of excellence and accomplishment. We expect 
him/her to work to fulfill the vast potential we all see in him/her by giving 
100% in every endeavor. And we expect your child to use what he/she learns 
and achieves to give back to others—by sharing his/her time and talents. 

The repetition of “we expect” in each of these sentences connotes a sense of 

paternalism in much the same way an adult might reprimand an irresponsible child. The 

use of the word ‘expect’ suggests that these might not be the same expectations that a 

family might have of their child as well as that this might not be the way in which a 

member family already views their role. Therefore, they have to be reminded of these 

expectations. Accountability is not limited to the meeting of the above-named 

expectations, but is also linked to one’s financial contribution to the organization’s 

mission: “No gift is too small; all gifts are welcome and each carries an important 

message to other donors regarding how much you value the A Better Chance 

experience.” 

The question implicit in this statement is: how much do you value your child’s A 

Better Chance experience? Here, the text does not elaborate on the “important message”; 

just who these other donors are and why one parent’s contribution holds such weight is 

suppressed. To imply that a parent’s financial support of the organization, even 

minimally, is beneficial not because it furthers the work of the organization, but because 

it determines how much they value their own experiences with the organization, positions 

parents at odds with these unspecified donors. 
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Achievement as Savior Discourses 

 
 

Figure 2. Prep for Prep Logo 
 

The above Prep for Prep seal is worthy of discussion. There is a more neutral logo 

that adorns some of the promotional material that simply has the text of the 

organization’s name although the above image is on the website. The image is two-fold: 

the outer-circle contains the core values of the organization: excellence, integrity, 

community, courage, as well as the year of establishment. The inside image is 

ambiguous: seemingly it is a male figure wearing a robe riding a chariot. His hand is 

extended up towards an unseen horizon, and the horses almost appear as unicorns. In the 

background of the seal are diagonal lines that resemble rays of sunshine.  

Given that it was reminiscent of some of the images I encountered reading about 

Greek mythology, I googled and google-image searched “Greek sun God” and found 

images for Helios, the Greek Sun God that were reminiscent of the image in the above 

seal. 

 
 

Figure 3. Helios (Encyclopedia Britannica) 
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This image seems to be riding into the light—an image that is as ideological as it is 

ambiguous. The invoking of. God-like image in the seal raises questions about 

achievement and how the program sees its role in granting access to these opportunities. 

While the word “community” might be a part of the seal, taken in tandem with this 

image, the mission of this organization seems to position students as lacking agency in a 

broader narrative on achievement and access.  

 Similar narratives on student achievement were found in the video of another 

organization. In an era reliant upon social media for advertisements, it is expected that the 

social media pages of MRPs would contain information. Besides retweeting information 

from other organizations and documenting the accomplishments of program alum, 

promotional videos are another popular form of media found on the social media pages of 

programs, specifically on their Youtube channels. I examined one such video, posted by 

Oliver Scholars in June 2017 in order to gain more insight into the narratives about 

achievement that might be reproduced by the program. The short, two minute and fifteen 

second video, was poorly viewed, with under 200 views. However, my participants 

reported viewing videos made by the program about alum of the organization and so it is 

likely that this video has been much more broadly viewed than its social media page 

would suggest.  

In the opening seconds of the video, there is a close up of several pictures. On the 

left and right side of the frame are family photos; ostensibly placed in the middle of the 

frame is a picture of a teenaged girl, presumably the same African American girl in the 

photos, with her white friend. Seconds later, the African American girl appears in the 

mirror, readying herself in the mirror for school. We watch her pack her backpack, put on 

her boots, and wave to her dad, who is dressed in a suit for work, in the family’s modest 

kitchen. In just the opening fourteen seconds, several narratives about who the girl is are 

confirmed: she is from a hardworking, working class family.  
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As the video continues, she walks in the Calhoun School, an Upper West Side 

independent school. The voice over states, “Private school wasn’t even on my radar until 

Oliver…” as the image quickly moves through a montage of her school day—small, 

seminar-style classes, a physics laboratory, and a theater class in an auditorium equipped 

for performance. As the viewer watches these images of the student interacting with a 

diverse group of friends, the voice over narrative continues to draw on savior discourses 

about how much is possible because she attended the Oliver Scholars program. She states 

she had the courage to “try new things and go after new talents and passions I didn’t 

know I had” and that she “got into eight colleges and without Oliver I could not have 

done that” (Oliver Scholars, 2017). The video closes with her skipping down the street, 

smiling wide and waving into the camera saying, “I learned to love myself and love who 

I am because I never would have been able to embrace these parts of myself if it wasn’t 

for Oliver” (Oliver Scholars, 2017). The last image of the video is of the Oliver Scholars 

visual icon—three circles with a keyhole at the center and the words “opportunity 

unlocked”: 

 
Figure 4. Oliver Scholars Logo 

 

Schooling in a neoliberal context is often individualistic and paternalistic in nature. 

However, the inclusion of this student’s family at the beginning of the video suggests that 

the students’ achievements are not simply the result of her own hard work, but a more 

explicit reference to her family than is present in the organization’s mission statement. 

Still, the language in this video fails to complicate achievement in a meaningful way. 

Instead, savior discourses about the role of the organization, and the power held by the 

organization to intervene on the part of its students, does not leverage the particular 
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familial assets that the beginning of the video attempts to establish. The problem with this 

discourse is that makes students seem as if they are in need of redemption. 

On May 3, 2016, I attempted to access A Better Chance’s homepage only to be 

redirected to a fundraising page, with a video and a quote from The Honorable Deval 

Patrick, former Governor of Massachusetts and ABC Alum. On the left hand of the page 

appeared the following image: 

 
 

Figure 5. A Better Chance Logo 
 

I initially read this image as “there is a better chance: no stopping us,” but then 

reread it as “There is no stopping us: A Better Chance.” Although the difference between 

each of these reads might seem subtle, they both beg the question of who the “us” in this 

slogan refers to. In my initial read, the “us” might refer to students, as this reading masks 

the organization’s name, reading this quote as referring to a better chance (for students) 

and not A Better Chance (the organization). In the second read, the organization’s name 

is dominant, suggesting that the organization might be unstoppable and not necessarily 

the children who take part in it. The narrative in this latter reading is one of an institution 

and how it views its mission. The layout of the image makes it difficult to know just how 

to read it—the only indication might be in the color as the lighter font in the middle 

might be set apart from the darker font on the top and bottom of the image. 

However, if we keep reading down this side of the page, there is more indication as 

to who and what the slogan might be referring to: 

FOR OVER 50 YEARS, A BETTER CHANCE HAS 
TRANSFORMED THE LIVES OF YOUNG PEOPLE OF COLOR 
THROUGH EDUCATION, AND HAS PREPARED THOUSANDS OF 
STUDENTS TO TAKE POSITIONS OF LEADERSHIP IN AMERICAN 
SOCIETY. DONATE TODAY TO HELP US DOUBLE OUR IMPACT, 
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SERVE MORE STUDENTS AND CREATE A MORE DIVERSE GROUP 
OF FUTURE LEADERS. 

THERE IS NO STOPPING US. 

DONATE TODAY 

This section starts by drawing on the long history of the organization, situating 

their work not just in the present, but in the more than 50 years that the organization has 

been in existence. This action is two-fold: it both seeks to represent the organization as 

stable and trustworthy in the minds of potential donors through an explicit mention of 

ABCs lineage while also implicitly positioning the work that the organization does as 

urgent. Because this work has been going on for such a long time, and is still seemingly 

unresolved, it is imperative that one donate to this mission to be a part of addressing this 

issue. The text then goes on to talk about “transforming” the lives of young people of 

color. The use of the word transforming is quite intentional, as the term “transformational 

change” is an inter-disciplinary buzzword and one which might speak directly to a 

potential donor. The organization is clear about how they believe this transformational 

change to come about—through education—and talks about their alum not just as 

transformed but as leaders. This organization transcends the role of the traditional 

school—they seek not just to create youth who are well educated, but those who are 

prepared to lead other youth. Similar to the analysis I offer at the beginning of this 

chapter on the narratives of leadership produced through the mission statements, there is 

no explanation for how leadership will lead to this change. 

They then ask for donations; they link the giving of funds to the organization’s 

potential for impact. ABC seeks, according to this text, to “double” its impact by serving 

more students. The number of students they are able to serve is used as a marker of the 

organization’s potential for impact. The closing line is one that repeats from the graphic 

above, There Is No Stopping Us; this time it becomes clear that the “us” refers first to the 
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organization. By donating to ABC, you are aligning yourself with an unstoppable 

organization. The students remain passive in this read. 

On the right side of this donation screen is a video. The still image is of a young 

man who presents as African American. Below his image is this quote: “It starts with the 

premise that talent resides in every American community and it puts that talent in the way 

of opportunity. It’s as simple and powerful as that.”—Hon. Deval Patrick. The boy in the 

image, though not Deval Patrick himself, appears in black and white, causing the reader 

to read his image as a sort of flashback. Even if the reader is not aware that Deval Patrick 

is an alum of the A Better Chance program, the juxtaposition of this image with his name 

creates a sense of intimacy between himself and the organization. He is not just talking 

about the program but remembering his experience. According to him, at the core of the 

organization’s mission is “the premise that talent resides in every American community”, 

the “every” in this quote meaning even in traditionally marginalized and underserved 

places. Through his words, Patrick attempts to position the organization as asset-based; 

he argues that ABCs mission is to mine unacknowledged and unrecognized communities 

for the talent that is there. 

Patrick draws on the language of African American scholars who have reframed 

questions of the achievement gap and the deficiencies of individual students to one of 

opportunity gaps and education debts owed to traditionally underprivileged students. The 

second part of his opening sentence raises questions not of talent (talent innately resides 

in these communities) but of opportunity. However, there are vestiges of dominant 

narratives about traditionally underserved communities as monolithically lacking 

opportunity for students and a dismissal of community-based programs that provide 

opportunities for students. Patrick does not define talent, but based on the goals of the 

organization, this definition of talent seems to be narrowly defined as academic in nature. 

Does Patrick believe that students’ home communities lack all opportunity or just 

academic opportunities? Patrick’s closing words, “it’s as simple and powerful as that” 
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suggests a certain degree of transparency. According to Patrick, the mission is 

straightforward—it involves redirecting a child’s life course and developing the talent 

that is innately in that child—and the solution is uncomplicated. 

Machin and Mayr (2012) write, “[Discourse] analysts can look for what kinds of 

events and persons are foregrounded and which are backgrounded or excluded 

altogether” (p. 2). The video link contains a one minute video, streamed on the website 

through YouTube, excerpted below: 
 
I am not defined by status 
I am not confined by stereotypes 
I am driven 
I am determined 
I am waiting 
For someone to give me a chance 
Show me the possibilities 
Give me an excuse 
To unleash my talents 
I will write the future 
And I will realize the change 
We all want to see in the world 
Given the opportunity 
There is no stopping me 
 
A Better Chance provides greater educational opportunities to 2000 motivated 
students of color every year.  
96% of our graduating seniors enroll in college 
90% earn Bachelor’s degrees  
60% earn graduate degrees of higher 
Nearly all say they wouldn’t be as successful if it weren’t for A Better Chance.  
Donate at abetterchance.org and help us double the number of students we can 
serve.  
There is no stopping us. 

At the beginning of the video, the end rhyme between “defined” and “confined,” in 

the lines [I am not defined by status/I am not confined by stereotypes] calls closer 

attention to these two words. Both of these words are negated here by the use of the word 

“not”. In other words, while one’s (socio-economic or immigration) status or (racial or 

ethnic) stereotypes might be a reasonable impact on a student’s achievement, here it is 
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being rendered as an excuse, or something that does not confine or define A Better 

Chance students. After the first two lines state what their students are not, the next three 

words are in the affirmative [I am], presenting words that are effectively antonyms of 

being defined or confined: driven, determined. The video shifts at the line “I am waiting 

for someone to give me a chance…” and, playing on the organization’s name, minimizes 

student agency. Students instead are seen as heavily reliant on the organization to provide 

them with opportunities. This is an interesting contradiction between the beginning of the 

video where students were being represented as highly motivated and agentic achievers.  

Maychr and Mayr (2012) write about two critical discourse analytical tools: 

aggregation (or the ways in which participants might be quantified and treated as 

statistics) as compared to anonymization (the avoidance of specification). These two are 

in tension with one another at the end of the video. First, three statistics are given: “96% 

of our graduating seniors enroll in college/90% earn Bachelors degrees /60% earn 

graduate degrees or higher.” The next line reads as follows: “nearly all say they wouldn’t 

be as successful if it weren’t for A Better Chance.” The juxtaposition of these statistics, 

seemingly meant to represent research done by, or about, the program, next to a line that 

attempts to quantify an amount without stating a number, is indicative of ideological 

work being done. How many students are “nearly all”? More importantly, why does the 

program feel the need to end the video with a claim that students would not be “as 

successful” if it were not for the impact of the program? 

Once you close the donation page, the browser redirects you to the organization’s 

main home page. Here one is met with images of smiling children who appear to range in 

age from early thru late teens. Each image dissolves into the other—close ups of smiling 

faces, students throwing up the “peace” sign, or students hugging books. The phrase, “a 

brighter future for today’s students,” appears on a banner below this montage of images 

and precedes a brief letter from the organization’s President, Sandra E. Timmons. Like 

Duval, she draws on the organization’s place in history, beginning her letter with the date 
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of the founding of the organization. In her letter titled, welcome to A Better Chance, she 

writes, “Many students of color are unable to realize their full potential because they lack 

access to quality educational experiences. This lack of educational access results in an 

inadequate pipeline of diverse leaders at the highest level” (A Better Chance, 2016). 

Leadership as a Literacy 

A major finding in this dissertation is that there is a literacy to leadership and that 

those who are most literate in it might not even question it. It is not a literacy of 

assimilation or Whiteness, but rather one at the intersection of respectability and 

Blackness. This is in contrast to understandings of literacy as “acting White” because 

students are not attempting to minimize their Blackness, but rather to mainstream that 

Blackness in a way that is acceptable and palatable to both White and non-White people. 

The belief that undergirds this literacy of leadership is presupposed upon an “if”; if 

students of color behave in ways that are deemed as appropriate according to normative 

standards of behavior, then they will greatly minimize the likelihood that they are 

disadvantaged by their race and social class. If they behave as leaders, then they will be 

respected. If they set examples for others, then they will be marked as achievers. If they 

subscribe to sanitized images of achievement, then they will remain in the cadre of the 

deserving. The emphasis here is placed on individuals to shoulder the burden of 

institutional racism and positions students as the type of leaders who evoke “boot-

strapping” ideologies: if I can make it, so can you. 

The concept of respectability undergirds venture philanthropy. Saltman (2010) 

makes the argument that venture philanthropy is cultural imperialism in that it attempts to 

“civilize the savages” (p. 41). He writes: 

In its updated form, fostered by VP, “civilizing the savages” means the 
imposition of market discipline and corporeal discipline in the form of 
uniforms, heavy student discipline, standardized testing, and standardization 
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of curriculum that is posited as universally valuable and that stands against 
the ‘cultures of pathology’ attributed to nonwhite students and particularly 
African Americans and Latinos. (p. 41) 

Although Saltman (2010) does not link his criticism of venture philanthropy to 

respectability politics, I see the two concepts as connected. The images produced by 

minority recruitment programs offer a sanitized imagery of students as scholars and fails 

to offer a complex or contested image of students of color in these environments. 

Respectability politics relegates the experiences of African American students to a 

perverse version of Adichie’s (2009) single story in which narratives of meritocracy and 

success position students and their experiences monolithically. Harris (2014) defines 

respectability politics broadly as “a governing philosophy that centers in managing the 

behavior of black people left behind in a society touted as being full of opportunity” 

(p. 33). He argues that respectability politics has shifted in a contemporary context. 

Whereas respectability was once thought of as a philosophy meant to uplift the entire 

race, it has now (de)volved into a politic of individualism, very much in line with 

neoliberalism. Historically, respectability acted as a means to transform communities; 

today, the “lift as we climb” rhetoric has been replaced with a message of boot-strapping 

and individual effort. 

In examining the mission statements, websites and promotional materials of 

minority recruitment programs, the appearance of these sanitized images suggests a 

singular nature of the contemporary student. Absent is an examination of the student 

outside of an academic context; in this representation, students are solely achievers 

devoid of social or political dimensions. The politics of representation accommodates a 

neoliberal agenda in which the experience of students is commodified. Each program’s 

emphasis on leadership is a logical extension of this agenda; the academic performance 

of students is discursively produced in and for the gaze of mainstream, corporate donors. 

Neoliberalism normalizes its way of doing things by positioning itself as 

commonsensical and its alternatives as impractical or illogical. The images of students of 



 

 

168 

color as solely academic, wearing college gear, is what we believe we should see on 

program websites because MRPs tell us that their goals are to prepare students for higher 

education and beyond. However, it is this beyond that actually drives these images. 

Because MRPs are funded by, and for the benefit of, their corporate sponsors, these 

images are put forth not because they are logical displays of college preparedness, but 

because they represent an elite “civilizing of the savages” which pushes not a “college for 

all” discourse, but one that is college for the deserving. The preponderance of college 

gear is illustrative of the “corporal discipline in the form of uniforms” mentioned above. 

Conclusion 

Research questions 2 and 3 guided the inquiry in this chapter: 

2. What narratives do minority recruitment programs construct about students’ 

educational and social experiences? 

3. How do these narratives intersect with each other? Where do these narratives 

diverge? 

Multiple narratives emerged from program materials about how programs 

constructed student experiences. MRPs seem to have been impacted by a shift towards 

venture philanthropy that maintained that the logical solution to school inequality was 

strong leadership. Further, the kind of leadership they offered was mostly uncritical, 

much like the narratives that students constructed about leadership in Chapter IV. The 

students were clearer about the importance of community impact, naming their 

community as their place of birth, but the community outlined in program materials was 

ambiguous likely because of the ways in which the very nature of the program constructs 

students’ home communities as deficient. Students are more open to the possibility that 

leadership is about more than just the “right” set of literacies, but that there is room for 
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the incorporation of key identity features that might be in tension with normative 

understandings of leaders. 

However, where students were able to complicate notions of achievement as being 

conditional and impacted by identity markers inclusive of race and class, programs 

offered sanitized images of students of color that positioned them as deserving and thus 

their lesser achieving counterparts as non-deserving. In creating this culture of the 

deserving, it became possible for programs to mark some students as exceptional because 

they were Black achievers. Students resisted the idea that being a Black achiever was an 

anomaly. Students also did not offer colorblind discourses on achievement nor were they 

fed these at-home or in their middle schools. They enacted achievement-consistent 

behaviors yet still did not believe uncritically in meritocracy. Participants’ views were in 

line with research on high-achieving Black youth who achieved despite seeing the many 

ways in which they might me marked as holding oppositional identities towards 

achievement. 
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Chapter VI 

CONCLUSION 

As a mother, I’ve been going on independent school tours before my son was old 

enough to walk. In fact, he completed four nursery school play dates before he took his 

first steps. Despite being immersed in education on a daily basis as a teacher and as a 

doctoral student in education, I still struggled to articulate what type of schooling I 

wanted for my Black son: Do I want very progressive environment? Or do I want 

something with more structure? How progressive is too progressive and how much 

structure is too much structure? My son is musically inclined—how would I nurture this 

aspect of his identity? He’s also quite soft-spoken and well-mannered—how do I ensure 

he is in a place where he will always be heard. As I toured school after school, I asked 

about curriculum, I looked closely at what students did and how they spoke to one 

another—how adults spoke to them. I asked questions that were well-planned and well-

timed at every school, except for the question I really wanted to know—how do your 

Black boys do? 

While I have thrived in every academic setting I have ever been placed, my brother 

did not. My mother sought out private schooling because of the struggles my brother had 

in the public schools in our Bronx neighborhood. Initially the private schools he attended 

were small, African American schools, but eventually he attended a predominantly white, 

all-boys Jesuit high school. As a teenager, I found it ironic that this school might be able 

to better prepare him for post-secondary life than a school where the all of the students 
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were similarly positioned. As the mother of a Black son, I am now a part of this very 

irony—do I really believe that schools that are predominantly White, predominantly 

affluent, and reliant on exclusive admissions criteria could possibly provide an equitable 

educational experience for my child? 

As I began writing my parent essays, I was asked to reflect on a variety of 

questions: Who is my son? What type of person do I want him to be? Over one hundred 

years ago, Du Bois asked: how does it feel to be a problem? And the truth is in 

schooling—in any contexts—being a Black boy is a problem. In my independent school 

parental essays, I wanted to write that I was desperate to get him into the right school 

because he is a Black boy in the United States of America and therefore he is a problem. 

But I knew enough not to do that. Around the same time that I was struggling to write 

parent essays and make decisions about where I would send my son to school, New York 

Times educational reporter Nikole Hannah-Jones wrote a piece for the New York Times 

Magazine that went viral: “Choosing a School for My Daughter in a Segregated City.” In 

this essay, Hannah-Jones raises many questions that middle class Black families often 

grapple with when deciding on schooling—if I choose a private school, as opposed to my 

segregated neighborhood public school, do I then become a part of the problem? 

As I conclude this dissertation but embark on the beginning of my career in 

educational research, I am left wondering if it is possible for Black students, and Black 

families, to ever not be a part of the problem. I explore this question in the chapter that 

follows because it is the logical conclusion to this dissertation, but also because I am 

deeply invested in finding answers to this question. 

Toward a Humanizing Path to Excellence 

I never talk about school inequality in terms of “diversity” because I 
think it’s a useless word. I think it’s a word that white people love. When I 
say “curated diversity,” it means white parents like a type of diversity so 
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they’ll still be the majority and there won’t be too many black kids. 
(Hannah-Jones, 2017) 

My research examines students of color through a lens that has not been widely 

researched. I am interested in students who are often forgotten in the literature—African 

American students with exceptional grades, strong relationships with their schools, and 

exceptional behaviors consistent with high achievement—because I fear that the reason 

these students are ill-examined is that if we look closely at their experiences, we will also 

notice gaps.  Awareness of these gaps disrupts neoliberal notions of motivation, 

meritocracy and respectability as the answers to what plagues urban schooling. Academic 

research has grown comfortable examining low-achieving students of color against the 

experiences of their higher achieving white counterparts, falsely equivocating them as 

peers. The present study looked closely at seven high-achieving Black students who 

displayed behaviors consistent with high achievement, earned exceptional grades, 

believed in meritocracy, came from both working and middle classed families and who 

consistently reflected on how they exhibited compliant and aspirational behaviors. I 

conclude that, despite exhibiting the “right” literacies towards achievement, these 

students are still constructed as deficient according to broader sociocultural norms on 

schooling and that their attendance in programs such as minority recruitment programs 

are indicative of this. While these students are succeeding in the academic environments 

they currently matriculate at, and it is likely that they will continue to find academic 

success, I believe there is a socio-racial cost to their being in these environments and one 

whose ramifications are often minimized because these students achieve academically. 

My goal in this final chapter is twofold: I hope to argue that the problem of finding 

Black students as deficient, specifically high-achieving Black students, has little to do 

with the students themselves and everything to do with the ways in which schools and 

schooling are structured in our society. Schools are built on a premise that privileges the 

experience of white, middle class students and all students who exist outside of these 
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identities must always be made to fit. The aforementioned quote by educational journalist 

Nikole Hannah-Jones highlights this: minority recruitment programs seek to create not 

just diversity, but the “right” kind of diversity—a “curated diversity” in which a small, 

elite number of Black students who have been selected, appropriately groomed and 

prepared are given access to elite white institutions of schooling. Despite this access, I 

believe these students will always be seen as deficient because, at their core, the language 

and literacies privileged by these programs see students, their families, and their home 

communities, as deficient. 

My second major goal in this chapter is to provide recommendations for creating 

opportunities for high-achieving Black students to enter competitive routes to college 

achievement that build on the wealth of the community—a critical and humanizing 

pathway to implementing and executing out-of-school academic enrichment 

programming. To accomplish this, I use Critical Race Theory as a framework to design 

enrichment and scholarship programs that are multidirectional, i.e. those that recognize 

that their role is not just to provide opportunities for building social capital to Black 

students, but to acknowledge and leverage the capital that already exists in this 

community. To aid in this, I incorporate Jayakumar, Vue, and Allen’s (2013) framework 

on liberatory college-going practices. The current models of minority recruitment 

programs explored in this dissertation do not accomplish this because they attempt to 

provide equitable opportunities through a narrow assessment of social and cultural capital 

valued by the elite institutions that fund their students. As shown in Chapter V of this 

dissertation, these programs are individualistic and competitive in nature, and in many 

ways isolate students from their communities of birth as opposed to incorporating these 

communities into the experience. 
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Limitations of This Study 

I invite other researchers, both those in the field of literacy research and those in 

related interdisciplinary fields, to take up future research that impacts on various 

stakeholders. The current study does not consider the perspectives of parents despite the 

fact that students often cite parental influences as a crucial part of their development as 

achievers. Further, the decision to matriculate at a day or boarding school is one that 

requires the consent (and likely support) of a parent or guardian figure, and thus should 

be a critical part of this conversation. In considering an entire research program, 

researchers might incorporate the perspectives of students who have been left behind in 

traditional public schools and include their perspectives on the labelling and the sorting 

of students of color according to perceived ability. Finally, I would also call for the 

inclusion of students who have chosen to leave (or been forced out of) MRPs. Their 

perspective would be significantly valuable in determining the ways in which narratives 

on success and achievement are constructed by programs.  

Social Reproduction and Replicating Their Need to Exist 

Serna and Woulfe (2017) argue that “social reproduction theory identifies 

schooling as a primary means for the perpetuation of the dominant class’s ideologies, 

values, and power” (p. 1). Many existing education reforms do not offer solutions to the 

problem of social reproduction, rather they exacerbate the very problem they seek to 

change mainly because they misunderstand the problem. The issue is not individualistic 

achievement, rather the ways in which achievement is constructed as white property 

(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Prendergast, 2003). As long as achievement continues to 

be seen as atypical amongst Black students, the type of learning produced by MRPs will 

replicate dominant social practices. I see minority recruitment programs as an educational 

reform to meeting to the needs of high-achieving students of color that does in fact offer 
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impressive advantages and opportunities for students, but in the end, the very basis of the 

programs is that they do little to reform access to quality education for high-achieving 

students of color at large. Further, they construct their students as exceptional through a 

deficient lens—they are exceptional students not because they are achievers, but because 

they are Black achievers in a broader narrative of Black underachievement. These 

programs are neoliberal in nature because they include a small cadre of handpicked, elite 

students but fail to offer opportunities towards dismantling white supremacist structures 

that underlie schooling inequity at-large. As long as this remains true about MRPs, they 

will always replicate their own need to exist. 

Still it is important to remember that though they reproduce these inequalities, they 

are in no way responsible for creating them. Minority recruitment programs exploit the 

same neoliberal ideas about rugged individualism, meritocracy, and college-for-the 

deserving that impacts American schooling in general. The problem with the educational 

new paternalistic approach to schooling is that it lacks a structural critique of the 

problems impacting urban education.  Instead, it relies on a human capital approach, or 

one that assumes that success is about individual skills and behaviors (McDermott & 

Nygreen, 2013). In terms of education, human capital theory posits that if you can 

remedy an individual’s skills and knowledge, you can impact both social mobility and 

address educational inequality. With its emphasis on the individual, it is devoid of 

critiques about the role of financial and institutional factors that underlie inequality. It 

fails to adequately address how cultural capital, i.e., access to parental social networks, 

impact academic success. 

Reconceptualizing the College-going Culture 

Neoliberal discourses have allowed schools, particularly charter schools like the 

ones most of my participants attended, to coopt college-going culture (CGC). The 
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commonsense approach of CGC is one that resonates in educational circles because it 

seems logical. In this perspective, CGC is about exposure, or the idea that students should 

become aware of (through limited, adult-structured firsthand experiences) perspectives 

outside of their day-to-day lives. In the charter world, this usually includes college-named 

homerooms, college-themed t-shirt days and college visits.  Exposure is a superficial way 

that college-going culture might be enacted by institutions. For one, research indicates 

that Black students may not benefit from college-going culture equally when compared to 

white kids because of discrepancies in access to the cultural capital validated in schools 

(Roscigno & Ainsworth-Darnell, 1999). MRPs have attempted to rectify this situation by 

providing students access to this type of capital, however I argue that Black students 

would benefit from a more critical form of college going culture that, in its programming, 

strives not to paint a picture of equity for students, but instead cultivates resistant 

attitudes that might help students thrive not just academically, but socially. This college-

going culture would seek to provide students with access to the capital privileged in 

schools while also maintaining that students already have cultural assets that are equally 

valuable and that can, and must, be leveraged in schools. The critical nature of this CGC 

would enable students to discuss and “speak back to” dominant understandings of college 

as inaccessible to Black youth instead of minimizing this point and opting for the more 

liberal option of exposure. 

The academic literature describes college-going culture in a more critical way than 

how I experienced it as an educator. Jayakumar et al. (2013) define it as “a set of values, 

norms, beliefs, expectations, and structural supports within an organization that socializes 

students toward matriculation to college” (p. 553). Researchers found that an important 

component in being a part of “college-going culture” is being surrounded by a group of 

peers who are college bound (Cooper, 2002; Gándara, 2002). Discussion of higher 

education is common and people exchange information and resources about college. 
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There is a general sense that going to college is the natural, normal, and the obvious next 

step (Jayakumar et al., 2003). 

This is a sharp contrast to what CGC looks like in new educational paternalistic 

institutions. While my participants reported that the idea of going to college was a part of 

their daily discourse as soon as they entered KIPP schools in the 5th grade, the language 

used to describe their eventual “climb up the mountain to college” made higher education 

seem like something elusive that would distance them from their communities, rather 

than natural or normative for students of color. Further, the mission of the recruitment 

programs that my students participated in seem to believe that college going is not natural 

for low and middle-income students of color and that they must intervene (early) in order 

to be sure that college is accessible for those they label as deserving. The reason that they 

argue this is clear; it is well-documented in education research that Black and Latino 

students graduate high school and college at significantly lower rates than their white and 

Asian counterparts. However, I contend it is impossible to normalize college for Black 

students by incorporating deficit-framed approaches to college attendance. Programs 

would benefit from challenging themselves to create language that does not position their 

students as exceptional at the expense of positioning other students of color, from the 

same communities, as not collegiate.  

Jayakumar et al.’s Framework on College-going Culture  

Jayakumar et al. (2013) conducted a study of a college-access program, founded in 

the mid-1980s, that included middle and high-income African American participants. 

This community-initiated college preparatory program was made up of participants who 

“viewed college-going as an act of resistance to deficit-based narratives” (p. 551) about 

themselves and their communities at-large. This program ran at the same time that 

children were in a host of schooling environments and not before them. Most of the 
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participants in the program were either in all-White high schools or on the racially 

segregated advanced tracks of more diverse schools. Unlike the experiences of the 

participants in the present study, the students in Jayakumar et al. are in programs 

designed as support programs and not preparation programs. This program provided 

students with the space to challenge counter-hegemonic practices and dominant 

narratives. Researchers argued that while students receive cultural capital from their 

[White] high schools, they should also be a part of community-based programs that value 

and leverage existing community cultural wealth. These researchers state as their goal to 

create programming that meets “Black students’ needs by reducing the negative impact of 

differential treatment of youth of color within schools and by nurturing critical 

consciousness” (p. 568). 

They ask the question: What role does the Black community hold in facilitating 

Black students’ college-going access and broader educational success? Jayakumar et al. 

(2013) argue that literature on community-based access for African American students is 

“minimally examined and perhaps even undermined in the educational literature on 

college access” (p. 551). This research differs sharply from the literature reviewed in 

chapter two of this dissertation because it examines not individual or structural solutions 

to issues of access and equity, but “strength-based notions of community” (p. 551). A 

community-based accelerated enrichment program is in line with this current study. The 

Black community has a long history of agency and schooling, and communities of color 

have often been tasked with challenging dominant notions of schooling. 

Liberatory versus Oppressive Approach to College-going Culture 

College access programs should seek to provide liberatory college-going culture 

(Jayakumar et al., 2013). While Minority Recruitment Programs are a distinctive kind of 

access program, they must too seek to adopt liberatory goals. Key practices that 

encompass a liberatory college-going culture are exposure to high-achieving, same-race 
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peers and professionally successful same-race role models (Jayakumar et al., 2013). My 

participants all reported these factors, as well as an affirmation of college-going culture in 

the programs that was initially fostered in their familial network, but extended through 

access to networks of counselors, professional contacts, and college visits. While MRPs 

offer several aspects of a liberatory college-going culture, I argue that they are actually 

offering what Jayakumar et al. call an oppressive college going culture pathway because 

they rely heavily on a “banking model of education” (Freire, 1970/1993) in which 

students are seen as academically inclined but lacking the necessary social and cultural 

capital to succeed in competitive white environments. Therefore, programs see their role 

as uni-directional: providing the right literacies to access these institutions with little 

attention paid to the assets unique to their students. 

I have adapted Jayakumar et al.’s (2013) model comparing these two pathways in 

order to highlight more closely the pedagogical and curricular choices associated with 

each of these models and the ways in which these models manifest themselves in student 

values and behaviors. To aid in this, I have incorporated the literature from Chapter II of 

this dissertation, specifically the work of Carter (2005) and Carter-Andrews (2008). 

Student responses to pathways. As these two distinct pathways indicate, students 

can potentially access college through both liberatory and oppressive trajectories. 

However, the literature on achievement provides the language through which we can 

further understand student responses to these pathways. In a liberatory pathway, students 

might be identified as what Carter (2005) terms “cultural straddlers,” or students who are 

able to move successfully across borders and strategically navigate their schooling 

identities. Carter notes that these students range from those who “play the game” to those 

who are able to offer critiques of institutional policies and practices while still thriving 

both socially and academically in these settings. The curricular and pedagogical practices 

that exist to facilitate these types of students are those grounded in critical literacy as a  
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Table 12. Pathways to College 
 

Pathways 
Cultural 
Capital 

Fostered 

Programming 
Objectives 

Curricular Choices 
aligned with Student Responses 

Liberatory 
Students as 
resistant 
Cultural 
Straddlers 
(Carter, 2005) 

Yosso’s (2005) 
Community 
Cultural Wealth 

Accelerated curriculum 
Curriculum as 
transformative 
resistance 
Anti-racist pedagogy 
Participatory and 
experiential classrooms 
Inclusive of 
multiplicity of identity 
markers (race, class, 
ethnicity, disability, 
gender, and sexuality) 

Text selection that 
incorporates students’ “ways 
with words” (code-switching, 
code-meshing, and 
translanguaging) 
Text selection that 
incorporates books on 
structural racism 
Students provided space to 
practice critical literacy by 
posing, answering, and writing 
about critical questions; 
students as activists 

Transformative resistance: Conscious 
challenge to social reproduction 
Successful matriculation to college 
Students who challenge dominant 
socio-linguistic notions of language 
Students who challenge meritocracy 
and colorblind discourses on schooling 
Students who offer critical notions of 
achievement. 

Oppressive 
Students as 
compliant or 
oppositional 
Cultural 
Mainstreamer or 
Noncompliant 
Believer (Carter, 
2005) 

Bourdieu’s 
Traditional 
notions of 
cultural capital 
as white, middle 
class norms 

Curriculum as 
accelerated 
Curriculum as 
exposure 
Cultural assimilation 
as conformist 
resistance 
Cultural assimilation 
as self-defeating 
resistance 

Literacy canon as 
standard/multiculturalism as 
elective 
Language practices that solely 
privilege so-called standard, 
academic English 

Conformist or self-defeating resistance: 
Implicit or explicit challenge to social 
reproduction 
Successful matriculation to college OR 
Unsuccessful matriculation to college 
Students who privilege dominant, white 
middle class cultural values such as 
rugged individualism and meritocracy. 
Students who see achievement as 
antithetical to their own identities and 
background 



 

 

181 

way of leveraging community cultural wealth. Students are taught to ask critical 

questions about themselves and the world around them; they are encouraged to see no 

text as neutral. The text selection is guided not by multiculturalism as furthering the myth 

of the model minority, but by engagement with books on both historical and 

contemporary discussions of structural racism. 

Student responses under an oppressive pathway to college differ sharply. Here, 

there are two likely student responses: successful or unsuccessful matriculation to 

college. Whereas students under a liberatory path to college are able to explicitly 

challenge social reproduction by offering critical views on race, achievement, and 

competition in schooling, those under oppressive pathways are often either implicitly or 

explicitly participating in social reproduction. They either believe that education provides 

them with access to disrupting social reproduction because it allows them upward 

mobility or they see social reproduction as an insurmountable obstacle for them because 

they lack the necessary capital to thrive in our society. Carter (2005) might call the first 

group of students “cultural mainstreamers” or those who believe that they are 

“incorporated into the opportunity structure” (p. 308). These students believe in 

assimilation as a way of conforming to dominant notions of schooling and believe that 

these behaviors are consistent with (and elucidative of) their own academic success. 

Contrarily, the second group—those who are explicit participants in social reproduction, 

are the “noncompliant believers,” or in theory see the value in education, but often 

exhibit behaviors that do not foster achievement because they question the cost of critical 

aspects of their own identities in the name of cultural assimilation. Like cultural 

straddlers, noncompliant believers are critical of many of the practices and policies of 

schooling, yet they are not able to enact the same resistant behaviors that enable 

academic success. 

Transformational resistance. In the following recommendations, I call for a 

humanizing pathway to college-going culture that uses a very specific Critical Race 
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Theory framework—that of transformational resistance. Solórzano and Delgado-Bernal 

(2001) define transformational resistance as “student behavior that illustrates both a 

critique of oppression and a desire for social justice” (p. 319). Unlike the other forms of 

student behavior outlined above, transformational motivation is positively aligned with 

the idea that students are agentic beings who “are not simply acted upon by structures” 

(p. 315). Instead, students are able to interact with these structures and negotiate their 

own meaning from these interactions. Transformational resistance allows for a 

community-based access program to thrive because of its emphasis on the collective 

(Solórzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001). 

Recommendations 

The theoretical underpinnings that guide these programs is neoliberalism and it 

should be Critical Race Theory. Minority recruitment programs currently offer at best a 

form of “conformist resistance” (Solórzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001) and at worst, 

assimilation. Instead, I advocate for a Community-Based Accelerated Enrichment 

Program (CBAEP) model that provides support for students throughout their middle and 

high school experiences at a variety of schools. I use the term community not to refer to a 

particular place or space, but instead to highlight a crucial aspect of the programming in 

this model—the incorporation of the nature, needs, and values of the community of 

students being educated in the program through the inclusion of the assets of that 

community. CBAEP programs provide students with the space to challenge counter 

hegemonic practices and incorporate critical literacy into the curriculum. They believe in 

a students’ right to their own language and literacy practices and foster college-going 

culture that sees Black achievement as natural and normal. In this view, where college-

going culture might seem elusive for particular members of the community, there is 

critical conversation surrounding why this is the case. Students discuss the ways in which 
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they might differ from their lesser-achieving peers instead of being positioned alongside 

them as exceptional. Thus, college access becomes more accessible for all and not just 

those who are thought of as deserving. This requires drawing heavily on the tenets of 

Critical Race Theory and using counter-stories to make high achievement less elusive, 

less individualistic, and more in-line with the values of the community. 

Based on this model, I offer the following recommendations to MRPs: 

Recommendation 1: A community-based accelerated enrichment approach to 

schooling must be adopted by programs interested in having impact on high-achieving 

students of color in a way that affirms their identities and cultivates the right kind of 

resistance. This approach must be multidirectional. This requires a mindset shift in that 

programs must acknowledge the particular wealth of knowledge that their students, and 

families, already possess, and should seek to explore how students’ home communities 

might serve as rich communal resources. Recognizing this relationship as multi-

directional is important because it positions the students, and their communities, as 

knowledgeable and an intricate part of successful and liberatory college-going culture. 

Recommendation 2: Revision of the curricular texts, including the website, 

mission statement, and programming materials, to include language that normalizes 

excellence amongst Black students as typical; the goals of the organizations should be 

explicitly social-justice oriented. Black students should be made to feel as if they are not 

exceptional because they are high achievers. Students should be able to critique Black 

exceptionality in the context of social and racial inequalities. This means an explicit 

rejection of images of respectability that reduce Black students to sanitized images and 

more intersectional representation of identities that include discussions of gender, 

sexuality, and disability. 

Recommendation 3: Students must have access to curriculum that is inclusive of, 

and accepting of, difference. This includes attention to race, ethnicity, but also gender, 

sexuality, and disability. Participants reported reading multicultural texts that focused on 
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historical discussions of racism as well as books on model minorities; students should 

also be forced to engage with texts that discuss contemporary forms of racism and 

especially that ask critical questions about the need for privately funded school 

recruitment programs such as MRPs in a contemporary context. Students must explore 

what it means to both be removed from public schools in their home communities as well 

as how their presence seeks to desegregate traditionally white independent schools. 

Access to this type of curriculum should be aligned to pedagogical practices that position 

students as researchers, providing them with the critical literacy tools to construct their 

own narratives and conduct emancipatory, participatory research on themselves and their 

varying social and educational contexts. 

Adopting a Critical Race English Education (Baker-Bell, Butler, & Johnson, 2017) 

will allow programs to adopt a form of anti-racist literacy learning that “is explicit about 

the role of language and literacy in conveying meaning and in promoting or disrupting 

existing power relations” (as cited in Morrell, 2005, p. 123). Baker-Bell et al. (2017) 

contend that English educators have a responsibility to adopt these types of approaches in 

their classrooms and “center race and racism in English education” (p. 123). They further 

argue that educators who fail to do so may find themselves complicit; they note: 

We invoke racial violence when we don’t affirm or sustain Black and 
Brown youths’ multiple languages and literacies in our classrooms. We 
invoke racial violence when we don’t cultivate critical media literacies that 
Black and Brown youth can use to critique, rewrite, and dismantle the 
damaging narratives that mainstream media has written about them. We 
invoke racial violence when we don’t provide opportunities for young people 
to speak back, to, and against racial oppression. Undoubtedly, racial violence 
is a manifestation of “interlocking” ideologies of white supremacy, anti-
blackness, and anti-brownness that are perpetuated in our nation’s schools 
(Ferguson, 2000; Kirkland, 2013; Morris, 2015), classrooms, curriculum, 
and teacher education programs. (p. 124) 

Recommendation 4: Participants reported that the vast majority of the staff they 

encountered in the programs were alumni. Minority recruitment programs must be sure 

that, in their hiring and staffing practices, they are allowing for diversity of thought and 
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the opportunity to shift mindsets about the mission of the program. While alumni of the 

program can certainly offer dissenting opinions, program administrators must make sure 

that the interview process includes questions and scenarios that align to a community-

based perspective and that they bring in instructors who, along with a host of other 

qualifying factors, hold this mindset. Programs must be committed to continued training 

of all staff, not just the instructional team, that aligns to this mindset. 

Incorporation of Recommendations 

Many times, in the final months of writing this dissertation, I have been reminded 

of the old adage, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” My grandmother used to respond to this, 

“Who says it ain’t broke?” The interesting tension that emerges between the original 

(with an emphasis on results) and the response (with an emphasis on perspective) is the 

tension that undergirds this chapter. If minority recruitment programs, and more 

importantly the students and families who attend them, see these programs as successful, 

why would they be receptive to major programmatic changes? Even if programs were 

interested in adopting more critical types of programming that fostered the development 

of transformative resistance in its students, would this be beneficial to the program’s 

existence? In other words, without divesting from elite, white preparatory schools whose 

financial relationship positions them as benefactors to program participants, could MRPs 

adopt a more critical response? Or do the schools, and not the programs themselves, 

ultimately dictate the type of socio-cultural and academic learning that takes place in 

MRPs. 

In thinking about the above, I have learned I might be asking the wrong questions. 

While MRPs might not feel compelled to change, communities of color can, and should, 

demand something different for their children. While minority recruitment programs 

offer a select number of students of color the opportunity to attend elite preparatory 
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schools, they do not contribute to the advancement of students of color on the whole. 

This moral dilemma—between considering the needs of the individual over considering 

the needs of the group—has a long history in Black educational thought as Black families 

have faced these dilemmas since the emancipation of enslaved Africans in the American 

south. In the era of school desegregation, Black communities in the south often presented 

their children as martyrs forced to bear the brunt of hostile school environments such that 

future generations might successfully integrate schools. In this vein, communities of 

color have a long history to draw on in demanding access to competitive pathways that 

affirm the social, cultural, and linguistic values of their children while providing 

academic enrichment. It is in line with this rich history that I call on parents to consider 

how they might demand of these programs a more inclusive and liberatory approach to 

college access. 

Informing the Field: Future Literacy Research 

While the previous section offered recommendations for future literacy practices in 

programming, this section positions my study in relation to the field of literacy research 

on African American youth and offers suggestions for future research. Literacy research, 

specifically that focuses on African American youth such as the literacy scholars I draw 

on in Chapter II, has already informed the field that African American students are not 

disengaged from literacy, specifically when that literacy utilizes critical tools that 

positions students as knowers. Literacy research has also widely shown that banking 

models of education do not work and therefore programs should be looking more 

specifically to critical literacy frameworks as models for their instruction.  

I made the decision to discuss humanizing research in this chapter because I seek to 

explicitly link the current study with research in the field that discusses the ways in which 

researchers can act within a “culture of care” and serve as “worthy witnesses” (Paris & 
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Winn, 2014, p. xiii). To that end, my study adds to the existing body of literacy research 

on humanizing and community-based practices. Like these scholars, I champion the 

importance of doing work that privileges the voice of African American youth and that 

recognizes them as achievers. My study urges researchers to expand the range of African 

American youth experience by conducting literacy research not just on students who have 

storied histories of literacy, or those who demonstrate their mastery of literacy in non-

traditional ways, but also to include the perspectives of those who are able to mobilize 

their literacies in conventional ways through the mastery of school-based literacy. 

In reflecting on who can do this type of research, I am reminded of the ways in 

which I am positioned to this research both as an insider (as an African American mother 

and as a student who was labeled as high-achieving during my K-12 years) as well as an 

outsider (member of the academy). I believe that there are many aspects of my own 

positionality, or what Delgado-Bernal (1998) refers to as “cultural intuition,” that makes 

me especially attuned to conducting this type of research. Literacy researchers of color, 

especially those who share other intersectional identity markers with participants, should 

continue to explore this type of research. I feel especially positioned toward this type of 

study both because I was identified as a high-achieving youth during my own schooling 

experiences and because I taught students of a similar age and background as the 

participants in the current study. It is my teacher identity, in addition to my race and 

class, that I feel contributes to my cultural intuition and allows me to experience the data 

in a unique way that gives agency to students and voice to participants instead of 

attempting to be their voice. 

If one does not have these identities, how do you gain this knowledge? In the 

absence of key identity markers, researchers should be prepared to adopt more 

collaborative forms of research that incorporate students as participants including, but not 

limited to, Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR). Conducting research that 

incorporates the wide perspectives of the community, that is inclusive of student focus 
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groups, and that provides students the space to conduct more critical inquiries into the 

tension that exists between honoring students’ ways with words and learning the 

dominant power codes would allow researchers from dominant backgrounds to approach 

this work in humanizing ways. Given that no one is ever fully an insider, the implications 

for incorporating students in this way are such that all researchers should be attuned to 

these concerns. 

In addition to an increased focus on the narratives produced by high-achieving 

African American youth, literacy frameworks should be paired with other frameworks, 

especially those in sociology of education and higher education, to complicate existing 

narratives on achievement. By incorporating complementary research, there are endless 

possibilities for future research. Given the extent to which students engage with outside 

of school programs, especially urban students, more research on these programs should 

be completed instead of taking these programs at face value. These researchers might 

look specifically at the extent to which these programs are reproducing their own need to 

exist and examine those programs that have successfully established and sustained strong 

relationships with students’ home communities. Further, research should also look at how 

minority recruitment programs compare to federal access programs and examine the key 

differences. Literacy researchers should consider how community-based access compares 

to other types of programming and offer recommendations based on these approaches. 

Future research should also explore the extent to which African American middle 

and high school students in predominantly White institutions can enact socially and 

racially critical behaviors. In order for MRPs to adopt more liberatory and critical 

approaches, elite White institutions must first indicate that there is space for students of 

color at these institutions to enact such attitudes into practice and that these institutions 

will continue to offer financial support to students who do so. 

Finally, future literacy research on critical English education should examine how 

this form of pedagogical practice could be enacted in minority recruitment programs to 
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better position students of color. To aid in this, one would have to look at how schools of 

education are preparing teachers to work with students of color in both suburban public 

and in private schools where these students will likely be marginalized by factors such as 

race and class. More work should consider who instructs in these programs and how 

these teachers might potentially subvert or complicate dominant understandings of 

literacy in minority recruitment programs. The work of preparing teachers to both teach 

across lines of difference, and to advocate for students from minoritized communities, 

cannot be confined to just the preparation of teachers entering urban schools. 

Final Note: A More Nuanced Response 

At the end of this dissertation, questions still remain: Where do I fit into this call 

for communities of color to sacrifice the opportunities provided for their children—

today—such that parents of color tomorrow no longer have to make these tough decisions 

between their children being educated in their home communities and their children 

receiving an exemplary education? How do I make sense of the fact that I have benefited 

from these competitive enrichment tracks, in-school and out-of-school, and yet I have 

devoted an entire study to their critique? 

It is precisely because I do believe in these pathways that I know that they cannot 

be without critique. One can recognize their promising intentions and acknowledge the 

impact they have had on the lives of a few, select students of color and still ask that they 

challenge themselves, and be challenged, to do more. What beliefs about quality 

education are we willing to challenge? What biases about urban education, specifically 

urban public education, are we willing to confront? What discourses on language and 

literacy as they relate to students of color are we willing to unlearn? This is the 

educational debt that is owed to high-achieving Black students who are often forgotten in 

educational research because of the misbegotten belief that their counter-stories on 
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achievement are unimportant, and often that their relationships with literacy and 

achievement are seamless because they have managed to achieve conventional measures 

of success. 



 

 

191 

REFERENCES 
 
 

A Better Chance Inc. [a better chance inc.] (2014, June 17). A Better Chance—There is 
no stopping us! [Video file.] Retrieved from www.youtube.com/watch? 
v=n4T3z6hOqwE 

Adichie, C. (2009, April). The danger of a single story. [Video file]. Retrieved from 
www.ted.com/talks/chimimanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single-story   

Alim, H. S., & Smitherman, G. (2012). Articulate while Black: Barack Obama, language, 
and race in the U.S. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Allen, Q. (2013). Balancing school and cool: Tactics of resistance and accommodation 
among black middle-class males. Race Ethnicity and Education, 16(2), 203-224. 

Allen, Q. (2015). “I’m trying to get my A”: Black male achievers talk about race, school 
and achievement. Urban Review, 47(1), 209-231. 

American Presidency Project. (2018). Special message to the congress on education: 
January 29, 1963. Retrieved from http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=9487 

Anderson, J. D. (1988). The education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935. Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press. 

Anyon, J. (1980). Social class and the hidden curriculum of work. Journal of Education, 
67-92. 

Anzaldúa, G. (1987). Borderlands: The new mestiza = La frontera (1st ed). San 
Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute Books. 

Ayers, D. F. (2005). Neoliberal ideology in community college mission statements: A 
critical discourse analysis. Review of Higher Education, 28(4), 527-549. 

Baker, A. (2013, January 13). Gifted, talented, and separated. New York Times. Retrieved 
from www.nytimes.com 

Baker-Bell, A., Butler, T., & Johnson, L. (2017). The pain and the wounds: A call for 
critical race English education in the wake of racial violence. English Education, 
49(2), 116. 

Baldwin, J. (2008). A talk to teachers. Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of 
Education, 107(2), 15-20. 

Bell, D. A., Jr. (1980). Brown v. Board of Education and the interest-convergence 
dilemma. Harvard Law Review, 518-533. 



 

 

192 

Boerema, A. J. (2006). An analysis of private school mission statements. Peabody 
Journal of Education, 81(1), 180-202. 

Bogdan, R., & Biklen, S. K. (2007). Qualitative research for education: An introduction 
to theory and methods (5th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson/Allyn and Bacon. 

Borland, J. H., Schnur, R., & Wright, L. (2000). Economically disadvantaged students in 
a school for the academically gifted: A postpositivist inquiry into individual and 
family adjustment. Gifted Child Quarterly, 44(1), 13-32. 

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In Handbook of theory and research for the 
sociology of education (pp. 241-258). Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing 
Group.  

Bowles, S., & Gintis, H. (2011). Schooling in capitalist America: Educational reform and 
the contradictions of economic life. Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books. 

Brandt, D., & Clinton, K. (2002). Limits of the local: Expanding perspectives on literacy 
as a social practice. Journal of Literacy Research, 34(3), 337-356. 

Bretschneider, P. J., Cirilli, S., Jones, T., Lynch, S., & Wilson, N. A. (2017). Document 
review as a qualitative research data collection method for teacher research. 
London, England: Sage. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473957435 

Burruss, J. D., & Kaenzig, L. (1999). Introversion: The often forgotten factor impacting 
the gifted. Virginia Association for the Gifted Newsletter, 21(1), 1-4.Retrieved 
from http://sengifted.org/introversion-the-often-forgotten-factor-impacting-the-
gifted/ 
 

Carter, D. J. (2008). Achievement as resistance: The development of a critical race 
achievement ideology among Black achievers. Harvard Educational Review, 
78(3), 466-497. 

Carter, P. L. (2005). Keepin’ it real: School success beyond black and white. New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press. 

Carter Andrews, D. J. (2009). The construction of Black high-achiever identities in a 
predominantly White high school. Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 40(3), 
297-317. 

Carter Andrews, D. J. (2012). Black achievers’ experiences with racial spotlighting and 
ignoring in a predominantly White high school. Teachers College Record, 
114(10), 1-46. 



 

 

193 

Carter Power, S., & Kumasi, K. (2011). Double reading: Young Black scholars 
responding to Whiteness in a community literacy program. In V. Kinloch (Ed.), 
Urban literacies: Critical perspectives on language, learning, and community. 
New York, NY: Teachers College Press. Retrieved from https://digitalcommons. 
wayne.edu/slisfrp/43 

Chambers, T. V., Huggins, K. S., Locke, L. A., & Fowler, R. M. (2014). Between a 
“ROC” and a school place: The role of racial opportunity cost in the educational 
experiences of academically successful students of color. Educational Studies, 
50(5), 464-497. 

Cherland, M. R., & Harper, H. J. (2007). Advocacy research in literacy education: 
Seeking higher ground. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Cherone, H. (2017, April 10). Just 16 percent of K-8 students got a spot in a selective 
enrollment school. DNA Info. Retrieved from http://www.dnainfo.com/chicago 
 

Chicago Public Schools. (2017). CPS stats and facts. Retrieved from 
https://cps.edu/About_CPS/At-a-glance/Pages/Stats_and_facts.aspx 
 

Chiseri-Strater, E. (1996). Turning in upon ourselves: Positionality, subjectivity, and 
reflexivity in case study and ethnographic research. Ethics and Representation in 
Qualitative Studies of Literacy, 115-133. 

Collins, P. H. (1986). Learning from the outsider within: The sociological significance of 
Black feminist thought. Social Problems, 33(6), s14-s32. 

Compton-Lilly, C. (2002). Reading families: The literate lives of urban children. New 
York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Conchas, G. Q. (2006). The color of success: Race and high-achieving urban youth. New 
York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Cook, P. J., & Ludwig, J. (1998). The burden of “acting White”: Do Black adolescents 
disparage academic achievement. In P.J. Cook & Ludwig (Eds.), The black-white 
test score gap (pp.375-400). Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.  

Cooper, C. R. (2002). Five bridges along students’ pathways to college: A developmental 
blueprint of families, teachers, counselors, mentors, and peers in the Puente 
Project. Educational Policy, 16(4), 607-622. 

Corbin, J. (2007). Memos and diagrams. Journal of Qualitative Research, 25-46. 

Crenshaw, K. (1994). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and 
violence against women of color. Stanford Law Review, 1241-1299. 

Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (2nd [rev. and exp.] ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 



 

 

194 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 
approaches (3rd ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing 
among five approaches (4th edition). Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 

Davis, G. (1975). Opportunity programs for the disadvantaged in higher education 
(ERIC/Higher Education Research Report No. 6). Washington, DC: National 
Institute of Education. 

Delgado, R., & Stefanic, J. (Eds.). (2000). Critical race theory: The cutting edge 
(2nd ed). Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 

Delgado, R., Stefanic, J., & Liendo, E. (2012). Critical race theory: An introduction 
(2nd ed.). New York, NY: New York University Press. Retrieved from 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/teacherscollege-ebooks/detail.action? 
docID=3025555 

Delgado-Bernal, D. (1998). Using a Chicana feminist epistemology in educational 
research. Harvard Educational Review, 68(4), 555-582. 

Delgado-Bernal, D. (2002). Critical race theory, Latino critical theory, and critical raced-
gendered epistemologies: Recognizing students of color as holders and creators of 
knowledge. Qualitative Inquiry, 8(1), 105-126. 

Delpit, L. (1988). The silenced dialogue: Power and pedagogy in educating other 
people’s children. Harvard Educational Review, 58(3), 280-299. 

Delpit, L. D. (1992). Acquisition of literate discourse: Bowing before the master? Theory 
into Practice, 31(4), 296-302. 

Denzin, N. K. (1978). Triangulation: A case for methodological evaluation and 
combination. In Sociological methods (pp. 339-357). New York, NY: McGraw 
Hill.  

Du Bois, W. E. B. (1903). The souls of Black folk. Oxford, England: Oxford University 
Press. Retrieved from http://eduproxy.tc-library.org/?url=http://ebookcentral. 
proquest.com/lib/teacherscollege-ebooks/detail.action?docID=415969 

Duckworth, A. L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M. D., & Kelly, D. R. (2007). Grit: 
Perseverance and passion for long-term goals. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 92(6), 1087-1101. 

Duncan-Andrade, J. M. R., & Morrell, E. (2008). The art of critical pedagogy: 
Possibilities for moving from theory to practice in urban schools. New York, NY: 
Peter Lang. 



 

 

195 

Dyce, C. M., Albold, C., & Long, D. (2013). Moving from college aspiration to 
attainment: Learning from one college access program. High School Journal, 
96(2), 152-165. 

Ellingson, L. L. (2009). Engaging crystallization in qualitative research: An 
introduction. Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 

Engel, M. (2000). The struggle for control of public education: Market ideology vs. 
democratic values. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 

Fanon, F. (2008). Black skin, white masks (1st ed., new ed.). New York, NY: Grove 
Press . 

Ford, D. Y. (2014). Segregation and the underrepresentation of Blacks and Hispanics in 
gifted education: Social inequality and deficit paradigms. Roeper Review, 36(3), 
143-154. 

Ford, D. Y., & Harris, J. J. (1996). Perceptions and attitudes of Black students toward 
school, achievement, and other educational variables. Child development, 67(3), 
1141-1152. 

 
Fordham, S., & Ogbu, J. U. (1986). Black students’ school success: Coping with the 

“burden of ‘acting White.’” Urban Review, 18(3), 176-206. 

Foster, G. (1992). New York City’s wealth of historically Black independent schools. The 
Journal of Negro Education, 61(2), 186-200. 

 
Freire, P. (1985). The politics of education: Culture, power, and liberation. Westport, 

CT: Greenwood. 

Freire, P. (1993). Pedagogy of the oppressed (new rev. 20th-anniversary ed.). New York, 
NY: Continuum. 

Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed (30th anniversary ed.). New York, NY: 
Continuum. 

Fries-Britt, S. (1998). Moving beyond Black achiever isolation: Experiences of gifted 
Black collegians. Journal of Higher Education, 69(5), 556-576. 

Gándara, P. (2002). A study of high school puente: What we have learned about 
preparing Latino youth for postsecondary education. Educational Policy, 16(4), 
474-495. 

Gee, J. P. (1989a). Literacy, discourse, and linguistics: Introduction. Journal of 
Education, 171(1), 5-17. 

Gee, J. P. (1989b). What is literacy? Journal of Education, 171(1), 18-25. 



 

 

196 

Gee, J. P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (2nd ed.). 
London, England: Taylor & Francis. 

Gee, J. P. (1999). An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. London, 
England: Routledge. 

Gee, J. P. (2011). How to do discourse analysis: A toolkit. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Geertz, C. (1973). Thick description: Toward an interpretive theory of culture. In Y. S. 
Lncoln & N. K. Denzin (Eds.), Turning points in qualitative research: Tying 
knots in a handkerchief (Vol. 3). New York, NY: Alta Mira Press.  

Gibson, M. A., & Ogbu, J. U. (Eds.). (1991). Minority status and schooling: A 
comparative study of immigrant and involuntary minorities. New York, NY: 
Garland. 

Goerlich Zief, S., Lauver, S., Maynard, R. A., Zief, S. G., & Park, A. (2006). Impacts of 
after-school programs on student outcomes. Campbell Systematic Reviews, 3, 
1-56. 

Gordon, E. (1975). Opportunity programs for the disadvantaged in higher education. 
Washington, D.C.: American Association for Higher Education.  

Gordon, E., & Wilkerson, D. (1966). Compensatory education for the disadvantaged, 
programs and practices: Preschool through college. New York, NY: College 
Entrance Examination Board. 

Graff, H. J. (1979). The literacy myth: Literacy and social structure in the nineteenth-
century city. New York, NY: Academic Press. 

Grant, A. M., Gino, F., & Hofmann, D. A. (2010). The hidden advantages of quiet 
bosses. Harvard Business Review, 88(12), 28. 

Greene, S., & Abt-Perkins, D. (Eds.). (2003). Making race visible: Literacy research for 
cultural understanding. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Haddix, M. (2009). Black boys can write: Challenging dominant framings of African 
American adolescent males in literacy research. Journal of Adolescent and Adult 
Literacy, 53(4), 341-343. 

Hannah-Jones, N. (2016, June 9). Choosing a school for my daughter in a segregated city. 
New York Times. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com  

Hannah-Jones, N. (2017, December 14). Are private schools immoral? The Atlantic. 
Retrieved from http://www.theatlantic.com  



 

 

197 

Harper, S. R. (2007). Peer support for African American male college achievement: 
Beyond internalized racism and the burden of “acting White.” Journal of Men’s 
Studies, 14(3), 337-358. 

Harper, S. R. (2008). Realizing the intended outcomes of Brown: High-achieving African 
American male undergraduates and social capital. American Behavioral Scientist, 
51(7), 1030-1053. 

Harper, S. R. (2010). An anti-deficit achievement framework for research on students of 
color in STEM. New Directions for Institutional Research, 2010(148), 63-74. 

Harper, S. R., & Williams, C. D., Jr. (2014). Succeeding in the city: A report from the 
New York City Black and Latino male high school achievement study. New York, 
NY: Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Education. 

Harris, F. C. (2014). The rise of respectability politics. Dissent, 61(1), 33-37. 

Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life, and work in communities and 
classrooms. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 

Hill, M. L. (2011). A different world: Black bookstores as literacy counterpublics. In 
V. Kinloch (Ed.), Urban literacies: Critical perspectives on language, learning, 
and community. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Hill Collins, P. (2000). Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the 
politics of empowerment (rev. 10th anniversary ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Hollander, E. P. (1992). Leadership, followership, self, and others. The Leadership 
Quarterly, 3(1), 43–54. 

Holzman, M. (2012). A rotting apple: Education redlining in New York City. Cambridge, 
MA: The Schott Foundation for Public Education. 
 

Iverson, S. V. (2007). Camouflaging power and privilege: A critical race analysis of 
university diversity policies. Educational Administration Quarterly, 43(5), 
586-611. 

Jack, A. A. (2015, September 12). What the privileged poor can teach us. New York 
Times. Retrieved from www.nytimes.com 

Janks, H. (2009). Literacy and power. New York, NY: Taylor and Francis. Retrieved 
from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/teacherscollege-ebooks/detail. 
action?docID=460320 

Jayakumar, U., Vue, R., & Allen, W. (2013). Pathways to college for young Black 
scholars: A community cultural wealth perspective. Harvard Educational Review, 
83(4), 551-579. 



 

 

198 

Johnson, N. A. (2014). A long way from home? Race, community, educational 
opportunity, and residential choice. Journal of Black Studies, 45(6), 545-572. 

Kaul, C. R., Johnsen, S. K., Witte, M. M., & Saxon, T. F. (2015). Critical components of 
a summer enrichment program for urban low-income gifted students. Gifted Child 
Today, 38(1), 32-40. 

Kim, J. (2011). Is it bigger than hip hop? Examining the problems and potential of hip-
hop in curriculum. In V. Kinloch (Ed.), Urban literacies: Critical perspectives on 
language, learning, and community. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Kinloch, V. (2010). Harlem on our minds: Place, race, and the literacies of urban youth. 
New York, NY: Teacher College Press. 

Kinloch, V. (Ed.). (2011). Urban literacies: Critical perspectives on language, learning, 
and community. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Kirkland, D. E. (2013). A search past silence: The literacy of young Black men. New 
York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Kucsera, J., & Orfield, G. (2014). New York State’s extreme school segregation: 
Inequality, inaction, and damaged future. New York, NY: The Civil Rights 
Project.  

Ladson-Billings, G. (1999). Preparing teachers for diverse student populations: A critical 
race theory perspective. Review of Research in Education, 24(1), 211-247. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2004). Landing on the wrong note: The price we paid for Brown. 
Educational Researcher, 33(7), 3-13. 

Ladson-Billings, G., & Brown, K. (2008). Curriculum and cultural diversity. The Sage 
Handbook of Curriculum and Instruction, 1, 153-175. 

Ladson-Billings, G., & Tate, W. (1995). Toward a critical race theory of education. 
Teachers College Record, 97(1), 47-68. 

Lareau, A., & Horvat, E. M. (1999). Moments of social inclusion and exclusion race, 
class, and cultural capital in family-school relationships. Sociology of Education, 
37-53. 

Lipman, P. (2013). The new political economy of urban education: Neoliberalism, race, 
and the right to the city. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis. 

Lomawaima, K. T., & McCarty, T. L. (2006). To remain an Indian: Lessons in 
democracy from a century of Native American education. New York, NY: 
Teachers College Press. 



 

 

199 

Luke, A. (1988). Literacy, textbooks, and ideology: Postwar literacy instruction and the 
mythology of Dick and Jane. New York, NY: Falmer Press. 

Machin, D., & Mayr, A. (2012). How to do critical discourse analysis: A multimodal 
introduction. London, England: Sage. Retrieved from https://www.amazon. 
com/How-Critical-Discourse-Analysis-Introduction/dp/0857028928 

Manasseh, T. (2018, February 2). Save Chicago’s public schools. New York Times. 
Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com  

Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

McDermott, K. A., & Nygreen, K. (2013). Educational new paternalism: Human capital, 
cultural capital, and the politics of equal opportunity. Peabody Journal of 
Education, 88(1), 84-97. 

Merriam, S. B., Johnson-Bailey, J., Lee, M.-Y., Kee, Y., Ntseane, G., & Muhamad, M. 
(2001). Power and positionality: Negotiating insider/outsider status within and 
across cultures. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 20(5), 405-416. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02601370120490 

Merriam, S. B., & Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 
implementation. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Morphew, C. C., & Hartley, M. (2006). Mission statements: A thematic analysis of 
rhetoric across institutional type. Journal of Higher Education, 77(3), 456-471. 

Morrell, E. (2002). Toward a critical pedagogy of popular culture: Literacy development 
among urban youth. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 46(1), 72-77. 

Morrell, E. (2005). Critical English education. English Education, 37(4), 312-321. 

Morrell, E. (2008). Critical literacy and urban youth: Pedagogies of access, dissent, and 
liberation. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Morrell, E., & Duncan-Andrade, J. M. R. (2002). Promoting academic literacy with urban 
youth through engaging hip-hop culture. English Journal, 91(6), 88-92. Retrieved 
from https://doi.org/10.2307/821822 

Morrell, E., & Duncan-Andrade, J. (2004). What they do learn in school: Hip-hop as a 
bridge to canonical poetry. What They Don’t Learn in School: Literacy in the 
Lives of Urban Youth, 2, 247-268. 

National Research Council. (2002). Minority students in special and gifted education. 
Washington, DC: National Academies Press. 

 



 

 

200 

Oakes, J. (1985). Keeping track: How schools structure inequality. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 

Ogbu, J. U. (1978). Minority education and caste: The American system in cross-cultural 
perspective. New York, NY: Academic Press. 

Ogbu, J. U. (1987). Variability in minority school performance: A problem in search of 
an explanation. Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 18(4), 312-334. 

Ogbu, J. U. (1992). Understanding cultural diversity and learning. Educational 
Researcher, 21(8), 5-14. 

Ogbu, J. U. (2003). Black American students in an affluent suburb: A study of academic 
disengagement. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Ogbu, J. U. (2004). Collective identity and the burden of “acting White” in Black history, 
community, and education. Urban Review, 36(1), 1–35. Retrieved from 
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:URRE.0000042734.83194.f6 

Olitsky, S. (2015). Beyond “acting White”: Affirming academic identities by establishing 
symbolic boundaries through talk. Urban Education, 50(8), 961–988. Retrieved 
from https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085914536999 

Oliver Scholars [oliverscholars]. (2017, June 27). Oliver scholars [Video file]. Retrieved 
from https://www.youtube.com/user/oliverscholarsspeak  

Paris, D., & Kirkland, D. E. (2011). The consciousness of the verbal artist”: 
Understanding vernacular literacies in digital and embodied spaces. In V. Kinloch 
(Ed.), Urban literacies: Critical perspectives on language, learning, and 
community (pp. 177-194). New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Paris, D., & Winn, M. T. (Eds.). (2014). Humanizing research: Decolonizing qualitative 
inquiry with youth and communities. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Park, J. J., & Liu, A. (2014). Interest convergence or divergence? A critical race analysis 
of Asian Americans, meritocracy, and critical mass in the affirmative action 
debate. Journal of Higher Education, 85(1), 36-64. Retrieved from 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2014.11777318 

Perry, G., & Kopperman, N. (1973). A Better Chance: Evaluation of student attitudes and 
academic performance, 1964-1972. New York, NY: Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. 

Pizarro, M. (1998). “Chicana/o Power!”: Epistemology and methodology for social 
justice and empowerment in Chicana/o communities. International Journal of 
Qualitative Studies in Education, 11(1), 57-80. 

Power, M. (1994). The audit explosion. London, England:Demos. 



 

 

201 

Prendergast, C. (2003). Literacy and racial justice: The politics of learning after Brown 
v. Board of Education. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. 

Reder, S., & Davila, E. (2005). Context and literacy practices. Annual Review of Applied 
Linguistics, 25, 170-187. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1017/ 
S0267190505000097 

Richardson, L., & St. Pierre, E. (2008). A method of inquiry. Collecting and Interpreting 
Qualitative Materials, 3(4), (pp. 473-500). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Rickford, J. R., Alim, H. S., & Ball, A. F. (Eds.). (2016). Raciolinguistics: How language 
shapes our ideas about race. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Riessman, C. K. (2008). Narrative methods for the human sciences. Los Angeles, CA: 
Sage. 

Rogers, J., Morrell, E., & Enyedy, N. (2007). Studying the struggle: Contexts for learning 
and identity development for urban youth. American Behavioral Scientist, 51(3), 
419-443. 

Roscigno, V. J., & Ainsworth-Darnell, J. W. (1999). Race, cultural capital, and 
educational resources: Persistent inequalities and achievement returns. Sociology 
of Education, 158-178. 

Rosenbaum, J. E. (2001). Beyond college for all: Career paths for the forgotten half. 
New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I. (2012). Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data 
(3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Saltman, K. (2010). The gift of education: Public education and venture philanthropy. 
New York, NY: Springer. 

Schmidt, W. H., & McKnight, C. C. (2012). Inequality for all: The challenge of unequal 
opportunity in American schools. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Seidman, I. (2006). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in 
education and the social sciences (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Teachers College 
Press. 

Serna, G. R., & Woulfe, R. (2017). Social reproduction and college access: Current 
evidence, context, and potential alternatives. Critical Questions in Education, 
8(1), 1-16. 

Shedd, C. (2015). Unequal city. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Simons, G. (2003). Be the dream: Prep for Prep graduates share their stories. New 
York, NY: Algonquin Books. 



 

 

202 

Solórzano, D., & Delgado-Bernal, D. (2001). Critical race theory, transformational 
resistance and social justice: Chicana and Chicano students in an urban context. 
Urban Education, 36(3), 308-342. 

Solórzano, D. G., & Yosso, T. J. (2002). Critical race methodology: Counter-storytelling 
as an analytical framework for education research. Qualitative Inquiry, 8(1), 
23-44. 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Stanton-Salazar, R. (1997). A social capital framework for understanding the 
socialization of racial minority children and youths. Harvard Educational Review, 
67(1), 1-41. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.67.1.140676g74018 
u73k 

Stanton-Salazar, R. D., & Dornbusch, S. M. (1995). Social capital and the reproduction 
of inequality: Information networks among Mexican-origin high school 
students. Sociology of education, 116-135. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2112778 

 
Street, B. (1985). Reading the novels of Empire: Race and ideology in the classic “tale of 

adventure.” In The Black presence in English literature (pp. 95-111). Manchester, 
United Kingdom: Manchester University Press.  

Taubman, P. M. (2010). Teaching by numbers: Deconstructing the discourse of 
standards and accountability in education. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Taylor, E., Gillborn, D., & Ladson-Billings, G. (Eds.). (2009). Foundations of critical 
race theory in education. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Tierney, W. G., & Hagedorn, L. S. (2002). Increasing access to college: Extending 
possibilities for all students. Albany: State University of New York Press. 
Retrieved from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/teacherscollege-
ebooks/detail.action?docID=3407961 

Tracy, S. J. (2010). Qualitative quality: Eight “big-tent” criteria for excellent qualitative 
research. Qualitative Inquiry, 16(10), 837-851. 

Tyson, K. (2014). Integration interrupted: Tracking, Black students, and acting White 
after Brown. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. Retrieved from 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/teacherscollege-ebooks/detail.action? 
docID=665418 

Tyson, K., Darity, W., & Castellino, D. R. (2005). It’s not “a Black thing”: 
Understanding the burden of acting White and other dilemmas of high 
achievement. American Sociological Review, 70(4), 582-605. 



 

 

203 

United States Department of Education. (2018). Federal TRIO programs. Retrieved from 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/trio/index.html 

Vasudevan, L., & Campano, G. (2009). The social production of adolescent risk and the 
promise of adolescent literacies. Review of Research in Education, 33(1), 
310-353. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X08330003 

Vevea, B. (2013, May 22). CPS board to close 50 schools. WBEZ Chicago. Retrieved 
from https://www.wbez.org  

Wallace Adams, D. (1995). Education for extinction: American Indians and the boarding 
school experience 1875-1928. Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas.  

Wang, J., Gibson, A. M., Salinas, L., Solis, F., & Slate, J. R. (2007). Thematic 
differences in mission statements between four-year public institutions and two-
year colleges in Texas. IEJLL: International Electronic Journal for Leadership in 
Learning, 11(1). 

Wiggan, G. (2014). Student achievement for whom? High-performing and still “playing 
the game”: The meaning of school achievement among high-achieving African 
American students. Urban Review, 46(3), 476-492. Retrieved from https://doi.org/ 
10.1007/s11256-014-0300-y 

Willis, A. I. (2008). Reading comprehension research and testing in the U.S.: 
Undercurrents of race, class, and power in the struggle for meaning. New York, 
NY: Erlbaum. 

Winn, M. T. (2013). Toward a restorative English education. Research in the Teaching of 
English, 48(1), 126-135. 

Winn, M. T., & Behizadeh, N. (2011). The right to be literate: Literacy, education, and 
the school-to-prison pipeline. Review of Research in Education, 35(1), 147-173. 
Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X10387395 

Winn, M. T., & Ubiles, J. R. (2011). Worthy witnessing. In A. F. Ball, & C. Tyson 
(Eds.), Studying diversity in teacher education. United Kingdom: American 
Educational Research Association. 

Wyner, J. S., Bridgeland, J. M., & Diiulio, J. J. (2007). Achievement trap: How America 
is failing millions of high-achieving students from lower-income families. 
Washington, DC: Jack Kent Cooke Foundation & Civic Enterprises. 

Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of 
community cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69-91. 

Young, V. A., Martinez, A. Y., & National Council of Teachers of English (Eds.). 
(2011). Code-meshing as World English: Pedagogy, policy, performance. Urbana, 
IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 



 

 

204 

Zimmer, A., & Chiwaya, N. (2015, September 20). See how racial segregation persists at 
gifted and talented programs. DNA Info. Retrieved from http://www.dnainfo.com 
/new-york/ 

Zweigenhaft, R. L., & Domhoff, G. W. (2003). Blacks in the White elite: Will the 
progress continue? New York, NY: Rowman & Littlefield. 



 

 

205 

Appendix A 
 

Research Protocol 
 
Personal Background 
 

1. How would you describe your neighborhood to someone who knew nothing about 
it.  

 
2. Tell me about your family.  

 
School Experiences  
 

3. Where are you from? Describe your neighborhood as you would to someone who 
knows nothing about it.  
 

4. Describe your elementary school. Were all of the kids of similar backgrounds?  
 

5. What are you earliest memories of school? 
 

6. What did it mean to be “smart” in your elementary school? Were you ever 
labelled in this way?  
 

7. Can you describe an instance in elementary school when you felt encouraged? 
When you felt discouraged?  
 

8. Where did you go to middle school? Were all the kids of similar backgrounds?  
 

9. What did it mean to be labelled a high achiever in your middle school?  
 
 
Logistics /Experience in Recruitment Program 
 

10. There was a point in your life when you had never heard of XX program and then 
something happened and you attended the program. Tell me that story, starting 
with the first time you heard about XX program.  
 

11. What were your expectations of the program initially? Did the program compare 
to your expectations?  
 

12. Were you a part of the application process? What was that like?  
 

Probe on specifics of the program: the interview, their essay, telling their parents 
about the program, speaking to students at their current school, reading the literature 
on the program and gathering their thoughts on it, i.e. what leadership meant to them?  
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13. How does your experience at XX program compare to your Middle School?  
 
14. What do you remember about a typical day at XX program? 

 
15. What, if anything, surprised you about XX program once you arrived to campus?  

 
16. What were classes like? 

 
Probe on specifics: conversation, content, structure of course, faculty, students.  
 

17. What were your mentors like?  
 

18. What were some memorable non-academic experiences?  
 

19. What was free time like?  
 

20. Who spent time with whom at XX? What groupings or patterns do you 
remember? 
 

21. How and when do you remember meeting people at XX? 
 

22. Tell me about a person you met at XX program? Were they different from your 
friends at your middle school?  
 

23. What made people grow closer to each other? What made them grow apart?  
 

24. What was a teachable moment from your experience in the program?  
 

25. When things were difficult, who did you turn to for emotional support?  
 

26. What past experiences prepared you for the tough days you faced at XX program?  
 

27. Do you think about XX program these days? If so, when? 
 

28. Is there anything different about you now because you went to XX program? 
 

29. Based on the people you met, what makes someone want to go to XX program? 
What thing(s) did all those people have in common? 
 

30. What would you want future students to know before going to XX program? 
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Educational and Professional Trajectory 
 

31. What has education done for you? What do you anticipate it doing for you in the 
future?  

 
32. What do you see yourself doing in five years? In ten years? Where do you see 

yourself heading? What’s next for you, and what goals do you have at this point?  
 

Probe on: Do you plan to return to your “community” or move away? Why? 
  

33. What has the role of education been in your life?  
 

34. Have the educational institutions you’ve attended been places that value and 
respect your cultural background? What makes you say that? Can you give an 
example?  
 

35. What are the biggest factors that led to your own academic success?  
 

36. Does success correlate to how hard a person works?  
 

37. How do you define education? Do you think that education has intrinsic value? Or 
is the purpose of education always extrinsic?  
 

38. Why have you been successful?  
 
 
Race, Achievement and Success 

  
39.  What does it mean to be a high achiever?  

 
40. How would you define success? 

 
41. What obstacles might you encounter in continuing to achieve success?  

 
42. In your family, are there expectations related to your [racial or ethnic and gender] 

background, for how you should act? What about among your friends? How do 
you feel about these rules? What are your feelings about the ways you’re 
supposed to behave as a [member of a racial or ethnic group and gender]?  
 

43. Do you adjust your speech patterns and behaviors according to who you are 
around? How so?  
 

44. In what ways do you act differently at home than when at school?  
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45. Does race impact your academic success? Does race impact your social success? 
In what ways?  

 
46. What would you say are the most important aspects of your identity? 

Probe: Is achievement a part of your identity? Why?  
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Appendix B 
 

Assent Form for Minors 
 

 
Teachers College, Columbia University 

525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 

212 678 3000 
 
 

Protocol Title: Creating a Culture of the Deserving: African American Students’ 
Experiences in Minority Recruitment Programs   

Principal Investigator: Makila Meyers, Doctoral Student, Teachers College  
Telephone: (917)-208-8199 

This study seeks to understand the social and academic experiences of African 
American students who have participated minority recruitment programs. 
Specifically, I ask students to reflect on their own perspectives as well as to look at 
institutional documents to explore their experiences as African American students 
labelled as high-achieving.  
 
I_______________________ (child’s name) agree to be in this study, titled Creating a 
Culture of the Deserving: African American Students’ Experiences in Minority 
Recruitment Programs  . 
 
What I am being asked to do has been explained to me by ________________________. 
  
I understand what I am being asked to do and I know that if I have any questions, I can 
ask ____________________ at any time. I know that I can quit this study whenever I 
want to and it is perfectly OK to do so. It won’t be a problem for anyone if I decide to 
quit.  
 
Name: __________________________________________________ 
Signature: ________________________________________________ 
Witness: _________________________________________________ 
Date: _______________ 

 
Investigator’s Verification of Explanation 

I certify that I have carefully explained the purpose and nature of this research to 
______________________________ in age-appropriate language. He/she has the 
opportunity to discuss it with me and knows that they can stop participating at any time. I 
have answered all of their questions and this minor child has provided the affirmative 
agreement (assent) to participate in this research study.  
 
Investigator’s Signature ____________________________________ 
Date _______________  
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Appendix C 
 

Informed Consent 
 
 

Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 

212 678 3000 
 

Protocol Title: Creating a Culture of the Deserving: African American Students’ 
Experiences in Minority Recruitment Programs   

Principal Investigator: Makila Meyers, Doctoral Student, Teachers College  
Telephone: (917)-208-8199 

 
INTRODUCTION 
You are being invited to participate in this research study called “Creating a Culture of 
the Deserving: African American Students’ Experiences in Minority Recruitment 
Programs”. You may qualify to take part in this research study because you are a 
Black/African American student between the 7th and 12th grade previously who 
attended a minority recruitment program. Approximately eight people will participate 
in this study and it will take 4 hours of your time to complete.   
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?  This study is being done to determine how 
high-achieving African American students report their social and educational experiences 
in minority recruitment programs in order to discuss the social and academic implications 
for all African American students.  
 
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS 
STUDY?  
 
If you decide to participate, you will be interviewed by the principal investigator three 
times over the course of 3-4 weeks. Each interview is scheduled to last for one hour for a 
total of three hours of time. During the interview you will be asked to discuss your 
educational experience as well as your racial identity. You will be asked to explore your 
feelings about achievement and success as they relate to your own identity. This 
interview will be audio-recorded. After the audio-recording is written down the audio-
recording will be deleted.  If you do not wish to be audio-recorded, you will not be able 
to participate. You will be given a pseudonym or false name/de-identified code in order 
to keep your identity confidential.  
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WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING 
PART IN THIS STUDY?  
 
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may 
experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in daily life while taking 
routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. However, there are some risks to 
consider. You might feel embarrassed to discuss your personal experiences in your past 
schooling especially related to academic failure or falling short of your own personal 
goals. Additionally, you might not be comfortable speaking candidly about issues relating 
to your identity, including race/ethnicity. However, you do not have to answer any 
questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk about. You can stop 
participating in the study at any time without penalty. You might feel concerned that 
things you say might somehow get back to with any of the institutions you name. The 
principal investigator is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and 
prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym 
instead of your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and 
locked in a file drawer.  
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY?  
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may benefit 
the field of school achievement as it pertains to the experiences of African American 
students.   
 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?  
You will not be paid to participate; however, your transportation costs (or time and 
effort) will be covered. There are no costs to you for taking part in this study.  
 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?  
The study is over when you have completed three interviews. However, you can leave the 
study at any time even if you haven’t finished. You will still be paid for your 
time/transportation costs.  
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY 
The investigator will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. 
Any electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) will be stored on a 
computer that is password protected. What is on the audio-recording will be written down 
and the audio-recording will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching your 
real name with your pseudonym.   
 
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?  
This study is being conducted as part of the doctoral dissertation of the principal 
investigator. The results of this study will be published in journals and presented at 
academic conferences. Your name or any identifying information about you will not be 
published.  
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CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND OR VIDEO RECORDING (Choose either or both or 
delete section)  
Audio recording is part of this research study. If you decide that you don’t wish to be 
recorded, you will not be able to participate in this study.  
 
______I give my consent to be recorded ____________________________________     
                              Signature                                                                                                                                  
 
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
___I consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed at an 
educational setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College 
_________________________ 
             Signature                                                                                                                                  
 
___I do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed outside 
of Teachers College Columbia University _____________________________________ 
                                                                                                                Signature  
 
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT  
 
The investigator may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate 
statements to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact.  
 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes: 
 
  Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study:  
 

Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should 
contact the principal investigator: Makila Meyers, Doctoral Candidate,  917-208-8199.    
 
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you 
should contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics 
committee) at 212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at 
Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 1002.  
The IRB is the committee that oversees human research protection for Teachers 
College, Columbia University.  
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PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 
 

• I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had 
ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and 
benefits regarding this research study.  

• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.  

• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional 
discretion.   

• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my 
participation, the investigator will provide this information to me.  

• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me 
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except 
as specifically required by law.  

• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.  
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this study 
 
Print name: ______________________________________   Date: ________________ 
 
Signature: ________________________________________ 
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Appendix D 
 

Parental Permission Form 
 
 

Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 

212 678 3000 
 

Protocol Title: Creating a Culture of the Deserving: African American Students’ 
Experiences in Minority Recruitment Programs   

Principal Investigator: Makila Meyers, Doctoral Candidate, 917-208-8199 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Your child is being invited to participate in this research study called Creating a Culture 
of the Deserving: African American Students’ Experiences in Minority Recruitment 
Programs. Your child may qualify to take part in this research study because they are a 
Black/African American student in grades 7 thru 12 having previously attended a 
minority recruitment program. Additionally, he or she still identities as high-
achieving.  Approximately eight children will participate in this study and it will take 3 
hours of your child’s time to complete.   
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?   
 
  This study is being done to determine how high-achieving African American students 
report their social and educational experiences in minority recruitment programs in order 
to discuss the implications for all African American students.  
 
WHAT WILL MY CHILD BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE THAT MY CHILD 
CAN TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?  
 
If you decide to allow your child to take part in this study, your child will be interviewed 
by the principal investigator three times over the course of 3-4 weeks. Each interview 
will last approximately one hour.  During the interview they will be asked to discuss their 
social experience with in a minority recruitment program, as well as the educational 
experiences that led them to be labelled as high-achieving. They will also be asked to 
think ahead and discuss their educational trajectory beyond high school. Your child will 
be asked to reflect on aspects of his or her identity that might impact achievement and 
success including race/identity. This experience will require your child to speak candidly, 
but only share what he or she is comfortable sharing. 
 
This interview will be audio-recorded. After the recorded interview is written down the 
original recording will be deleted.  If you do not wish your child to be audio-recorded, 
your child will not be able to participate. The interview will take approximately forty-five 
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minutes. Your child will be given a pseudonym or false name in order to keep their 
identity confidential.  
 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN MY CHILD EXPECT 
FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?  
 
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that your child may 
experience are not greater than your child would ordinarily encounter in daily life while 
taking routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. Your child might feel 
embarrassed to discuss tines when he or she experienced academic failure or 
shortcomings. Additionally, discussing specific aspects of identity might not be 
comfortable at times. However, your child does not have to answer any questions or 
divulge anything they don’t want to talk about. Your child can stop participating in the 
study at any time without penalty. You might feel concerned that things your child might 
say might get back to a former/current teacher.  The principal investigator is taking 
precautions to keep your child’s information confidential and prevent anyone from 
discovering what they say or their identity, such as using a pseudonym instead of their 
name, and keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked in a file 
drawer.  
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN MY CHILD EXPECT FROM TAKING 
PART IN THIS STUDY?  
There is no direct benefit to your child for participating in this study. However, 
participation may benefit the field of school achievement as it pertains to the experiences 
of African American students.   
 
WILL MY CHILD BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?  
Your child will not be paid to participate. Food and transportation costs will be covered.  
 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN MY CHILD LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE 
IT ENDS?  
The study is over when your child has completed the three interviews. However, your 
child can leave the study at any time even if they haven’t finished.  
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CHILD’S CONFIDENTIALITY 
The investigator will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. 
Any electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) will be stored on a 
computer that is password protected. What is on the audio-recording will be written down 
and the audio-recording will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching your 
child’s real name with their pseudonym.  
 
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?  
This study is being conducted as part of the doctoral dissertation of the principal 
investigator.  
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The results of this study will be published in journals and presented at academic 
conferences. Your child’s name or any identifying information about your child will not 
be published.  
 
CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND OR VIDEO RECORDING  
 
Audio recording is part of this research study. You can choose whether to give 
permission for your child to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish your child be 
recorded, they will not be able to participate in this research study.  
 
______I give my consent for my child to be recorded _________________________ 
                                          Signature                                                                                                                                  
 
WHO MAY VIEW MY CHILD’S PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
____I consent to allow my child’s written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed at 
an educational setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College ________________ 

Signature                                                                                                                                  
 
_____I do not consent to allow my child’s written, video and/or audio taped materials 
viewed outside of Teachers College Columbia University _________________________ 

Signature  
 
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT  
 
The investigator may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate 
statements to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact.  
 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes: 
 
  Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study:  
 

Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about the study or your child’s taking part in this research 
study, you should contact the principal investigator: Makila Meyers, Doctoral Candidate, 
917-208-8199.  
 
If you have questions or concerns about your child’s rights as a research subject, you 
should contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 212-678-4105 or email 
IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 
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525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 10027, box 151. The IRB is the committee that 
oversees human research protection at Teachers College, Columbia University.  
 
 

 
PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 

 
• I have read and discussed the informed consent with the investigator. I have had 

ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and 
benefits regarding this research study.  

• I understand that my child’s participation is voluntary. I may refuse to allow my 
child to participate or withdraw participation at any time without penalty.  

• The investigator may withdraw my child from the research.  
• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 

developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to allow my 
child to continue participation, the investigator will provide this information to 
me.  

• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies my 
child will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, 
except as specifically required by law.  

• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.  
 
My signature means that I agree to allow my child participate in this study 
 
Child’s name: ______________________________________________________    
 
Print Parent or guardian’s name: ______________________________________    
 
Parent or guardian’s signature: ________________________________________  
 
Date: ____________________ 
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Appendix E 
 

Creating a Culture of the Deserving: African American Students’ Experiences in 

Minority Recruitment Programs 

December 20, 2016 
 
 My name is Makila Meyers and I am a doctoral candidate in the Department of 
Curriculum and Teaching at Teachers College, Columbia University. I am a native New 
Yorker and attended New York City public schools for most of my K12 education. I 
worked as a classroom teacher in New York City public schools before returning to 
graduate school to complete my doctorate and pursue a career in educational research.  
 
 I am in the process of writing my doctoral dissertation and am collecting data in 
the form of interviews for that purpose. I am interested in speaking with individuals who 
have participated in academic enrichment programs that recruit African American middle 
school students into elite preparatory high schools.  Specifically, I am interested in 
hearing student perspectives with relation to their academic and social experiences before 
and during these programs. My research interests explore the nature and needs of high-
achieving African American students as I see this particular population of students as one 
both under-served and under-researched in our current educational climate.  
 
 The purpose of this letter is to ask you to consider participating in my study.  The 
time commitment is a one-hour interview. Minors under the age of 18-years old will 
require parental consent in the form of a signature on the study consent forms. While I 
am not able to compensate you for your time, I hope that you will consider sharing your 
perspective, as it may prove valuable in helping to further educational research about 
high-achieving students of color. Your responses will be confidential and you will be 
assigned a pseudonym; I will never share any identifying information about you.  
 
 If you are interested in learning more about this study, please reach out to me:  
 

Makila Meyers, Principal Investigator  
Email: mm3579@tc.columbia.edu 

Facebook: Makila Meyers 
Phone/Text:  917-208-8199 

 
 

 


