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The purpose of this exploratory study was to examine “pockets of success” 

through the voices of participant stakeholders in low socio-economic status urban high 

schools and communities to identify opportunities and structures that can improve post-

secondary outcomes for students.  Examining those pockets of success to rise above the 

dynamics that obstruct pathways to success, and identifying opportunities for students to 

transcend their social, economic, and human condition, are the impetuses for the study. 

The study design is grounded in portraiture, created by Lawrence-Lightfoot and 

Hoffman-Davis (1997), to detail the intricate dynamics and relationships that exist in 

high schools.  Portraiture steps outside of the traditional boundaries of quantitative and 

qualitative research to converge narrative analysis with public discourse in a search for 

authenticity.  Identifying what the participants value, how they create and promote 
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opportunities for students, the school’s role in rebuilding the surrounding community, 

and the community’s priority for graduates, provided the groundwork. 

The review of the literature reconstructs the term “opportunity” in the context of 

the urban high school, aligning it with the moral purposes of education.  It traces the 

history of educational and social justice barriers for minority students, outlines the impact 

of leadership decision-making on the evolution of the urban high school, and addresses 

increasing the capacity of schools to create opportunities for students to succeed. 

Participants revealed the foundations for success, challenges and goals toward 

success, conduits to facilitate that success, and collaborations required to build an agenda 

to couple school-based stakeholders, civic groups, and national organizations to the 

creation of a national platform to improve outcomes for urban public high school students 

in disenfranchised communities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The education profession, including educational policymakers, continues to search with 

little success for leadership models to reform and restructure the American high school. 

and the American workforce is facing mounting pressures as a result of this phenomenon.  

They described the low minority student retention and graduation rates as contributing 

factors to the growing economic disparities between the college educated and non-college 

educated and between minorities and non-minorities (as cited in Hamrick & Stage, 2004, 

p. 151).  Rendon and Hope (1996) stated, “Many attend inner-city schools with low 

levels of funding, crowded classrooms, or inadequate course offerings, under-prepared 

teachers and often dangerous conditions” (as cited in Hamrick & Stage, 2004, p. 151-

152).  The status of our urban high schools today reflect the same deplorable conditions 

as evidenced by the educational platforms of both political parties in 2008 (McCain, 

2008). 

 As models of success in low socio-economic environments (LSES) are identified, 

they have tended to focus on the primary level, with fewer at the middle level, and even 

fewer at the high school level.  According to Pogrow: 

Despite a century of alternating progressive and traditionalist reforms and despite 

the unselfish and creative efforts of many in high poverty schools and of the 

profession as a whole, such schools generally remain highly ineffective in terms
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of their ability to reduce the learning gap or to accelerate their students after the 

third grade. (as cited in Machtinger, 2007, p. 1) 

According to Johnson (2002), gaps in achievement levels along racial and 

economic lines are a function of the educational community’s response to dealing with 

these classifications of students, “Perhaps it isn’t poverty or racial/ethnic background in 

and of itself, but rather our response to it” (p. 6).  Poverty, ethnic background, culture, 

community, and socio-economic status are not acceptable reasons for low expectations.  

Fullan (1999) cited the consequences of the crisis in urban schools as impoverished, 

amoral and conflict-ridden societies.  There is no shortage of research dedicated to 

identification of the problems affecting LSES students.  There is however a considerable 

gap offering solutions with widespread applicability in urban minority settings, 

particularly those hosting Black and Latino students. 

The focus of this study is grounded in the educational imperatives identified by 

Dewey (1909), almost one hundred years ago.  Dewey highlighted the idea that learning 

must be connected to a child’s larger social life.  The inter-connectedness he spoke of still 

offers the linkage necessary to eliminate the dysfunction that is evidenced far too often in 

LSES environments today.  To this moral imperative, the study brings back another 

progressive construct, the idea of opportunities for students to change their social, 

economic, and ultimately human condition through the educational process.  Alice Miel 

(1961) was a disciple of John Dewey.  She wrote: 

When an individual is trying to do something creative as a teacher, what is the 

product?  It is clear what the product is not.  It is not people, for teachers do not 
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model people as if they were clay.  The “product” of the teacher's creativity is 

opportunities for individuals and groups to experience and learn. (p. 8) 

Miel (1961) then asks about the media for creating opportunities.  She stated, “The media 

to be manipulated in teaching seem to be time, space, things, and the people, including 

the teacher himself, from whom the individual or group may learn” (Miel, 1961, p. 8). 

Miel (1961) indicated that the emphasis should be on the product, and people are 

not the product.  It is the “opportunities for individuals and groups to experience and 

learn” that is the product of a “teacher’s creativity” (Miel, 1961, p. 8).  The purpose of 

this study, and the challenge for educational leaders in urban settings, is to determine how 

participant stakeholders, particularly at the high school level, create opportunities for 

students to transcend their social, economic, and human condition using the educational 

process given the constraints of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) mandates.  This will 

include investigating urban high schools in Southeast Florida to specifically identify 

opportunities for students to change the aforementioned conditions through the 

educational process; opportunities that will be referred to as “pockets of success” within 

low socio-economic high school environments.  Although many of the schools have been 

labeled “in crisis” and are at the low end of Florida’s A++ assessment scale, there are 

undoubtedly opportunities from the perspective of Dewey (1909) and Miel (1961) that, 

given today’s accountability measures, are often unnoticed and unreported.  While these 

opportunities and pockets of success may not by themselves transform low socio-

economic high schools, it is the assumption of this study that collectively opportunities 

for students hold out the promise of urban high school reform.  Once identified, the 
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pockets of success and missing components will be combined to create a model of 

“Urban High Schools of Opportunity for Students.” 

Methodologically, data collected regarding pockets of success provide 

participants in the study with unusual educational opportunities to discuss positive 

perspectives on urban education rather than the pervasive and pessimistic critiques of 

“what’s wrong” in these schools.  The assumption is that this countercultural and 

progressive approach may open new lines of inquiry and dialogue with those who know 

best what works-the teachers and leaders who continuously search for opportunities for 

students in spite of what goes on around them day in and day out.  The outcome of this 

study will be a synthesis of these pockets of success which will allow reformers to build 

upon successes, identify what is missing in whole school reform, and lead to a model of 

urban high schools of opportunity noted above.  If and only if the data warrant, the 

findings will be labeled as Urban High Schools of Opportunity for Students. 

The Crisis of the Urban High School 

There is little dispute that a crisis exists as it relates to the achievement levels of 

minority students in urban high schools, particularly African-American students.  Flowers 

and Flowers (2008), through Jacobson, Olsen, Rice, Sweetland, and Ralph, state that, 

“National data have shown that African-American students score lower than students 

from other racial groups on measures of reading achievement” (p. 154).  Flowers and 

Flowers (2008) also indicate through Grigg, Donahue, and Dion that gaps of 24 and 26 

points, respectively, exist in reading achievement levels between African-American and 
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White twelfth grade students on National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

studies conducted in 1992 and 1995. 

Flores (2008) frames the mathematics achievement gap involving Latino and 

African American students as being one of unequal opportunity.  NAEP studies indicate 

by eighth grade, 91% of African American student and 87% of Latino students are not 

proficient in mathematics as compared to 53% of Asian American students and 63% of 

White students (Flores, 2008).  The conversation cannot end with statistical highlights.  

According to Flores (2008), “Blanket statements about the low performance of certain 

groups of students in our schools without mentioning the underlying causes may 

reinforce prejudices and stereotypical images” (p. 30).  It also deflects conversation away 

from the whole school reform efforts that are needed in our high schools to show 

improvement in all ethnic groups.  Although the data on Asian and White students 

indicate higher levels of achievement, there is still improvement needed within those 

groups as well. 

Lewis, James, Hancock, and Hill-Jackson (2008) ground the Black-White 

achievement gap in critical race theory: 

Because African American students are housed predominantly in urban spaces, 

which are historical sites for residential discrimination, a review of achievement 

in urban spaces can serve as a valid representation of America’s separatist Black-

White condition.  Revered researchers who study achievement gap issues often 

cite race as a variable in the data, yet avoid or dismiss connections to racism as a 

factor in African American underachievement.  Racism is an elaborate process of 
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social, political, economic, and legal domination which maintains racial 

categorizations and ideologies as the method for determining which group 

receives the best and least of society’s resources. (p. 128) 

The Lewis et al. (2008) outline of the achievement gap and associated definition of 

racism highlights the absence of the self-determination that is necessary for minorities to 

flourish in urban educational settings.  This suggests that racism as a systemic variable 

must be a part of the conversation to overcome the bleak reality that is the educational 

setting serving disenfranchised students of color. 

Further aggravating the situation is the overrepresentation of minorities, 

particularly African American males, in exclusionary discipline policies that perpetuate 

what is referred to as the school to prison pipeline.  Fenning and Rose (2007) cite three 

decades of research highlighting the “over-representation of African American youth in 

the exclusionary discipline consequences of suspension and expulsion” (p. 536).  Viewed 

as “not fitting into the norm of the school,” NCLB federal mandates exacerbate the 

situation by heightening the pressure “for administrators to remove children who do not 

fit into the norms of the general student population” because of their inability to 

“acknowledge and follow the hidden curriculum of schools,” placing them in a direct link 

to the prison system (p. 537). 

According to Dantley (1990), schools must be vehicles to enact social change and 

political reconstruction.  He indicates that oppressed groups will benefit from schools that 

operate in environments that permit critical thought and reflection; allow teachers and 

students to synergistically explore, form and shape knowledge; pedagogy exists that 
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allows students to become critically reflexive citizens; democratic policies and practices 

are promoted; students are prepared to enact political and social change; and perhaps 

most importantly, pedagogy is in place that centers around a project rather than learning 

and stockpiling disconnected academic disciplines.  Normore, Rodriguez, and Wynne 

(2007) extend this idea through a reference to leadership as the practice of excavating 

community wisdom and suggest social justice minded reformists should focus on 

educational initiatives that “create opportunities for urban youth to study their 

experiences, share their knowledge, and devise solutions that are most relevant to the 

realities facing their lives, both in education and beyond” (p. 667).  Current NCLB 

mandates and initiatives fail to address these issues. 

Whitney, Leonard, Leonard, Camelio, and Camelio (2005) offer that the student-

teacher relationships necessary to overcome roadblocks to school reform revolve around 

issues of equity, personal relationships, a balance between extremes, and classrooms with 

caring, concerned and creative teachers.  Dipaola and Hoy (2005) determined that, “A 

significant relationship was found between student achievement on standardized tests and 

the level of the organizational citizenship behaviors of the high school sample studied” 

(p. 35), and indicated that, “The focus of the school should be collegiality, informality, 

professionalism, and volunteerism” (p. 43). 

The existence of the achievement gap and how to alleviate it is a topic that is the 

central focus of educational policymakers through NCLB legislation.  There is little 

dispute over the fact there is an achievement gap between Black and White students as 

evidenced through standardized achievement test scores.  Uhlenberg and Brown (2002) 
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suggest the gap exists and indicate urban minority parents blame teachers and schools for 

their performance rather than their children, while others reference poverty and lack of 

parental concern as the culprit.  Students cite boredom, underestimation, and being 

dismissed.  Educators bear the primary burden of solving the problem, while educational 

leaders bear the burden of charting the course that will remove the barriers to enable 

teachers to be effective in disenfranchised settings.  Research suggests that in addition to 

standards based reform models, the inclusion of relationship building initiatives that 

acknowledge student motivation geared toward future possibilities will benefit change 

agents seeking success in LSES urban environments. 

Socio-economic status does not have to be an excuse for the disenfranchised in 

urban educational settings.  Moral purpose in education should be predicated on adding 

value to an individual’s life as a result of their engagement in the educational process.  

The disconnect between the overarching goals of NCLB at the national level and the 

product delivered locally by school-based educators in an effort to achieve those goals 

must be aligned to facilitate the elimination of existing achievement gaps if value is to be 

added to the affected communities. 

Purpose of Study 

As there are no freestanding Urban High Schools of Opportunity, this becomes an 

exploratory study that seeks to understand how participants within urban high schools 

conceptualize the multiple meanings of opportunities for students.  The underlying 

assumption behind this research is that within any school, including urban high schools, 

there are pockets of success defined as quality opportunities for students to grow and 
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develop.  The purpose of this study, and the challenge for educational leaders in urban 

settings, is to determine how participant stakeholders, particularly at the high school 

level, create those opportunities for their students to transcend their social, economic, and 

human condition using the educational process given the constraints imposed by NCLB 

mandates.  The study will examine urban high schools in Southeast Florida to identify 

pockets of success to reveal missing components necessary for whole school excellence 

to build cohesion in terms of what I desire to call Urban High Schools of Opportunity.  

Once identified, the pockets of success and missing components will be combined to 

create a model for Urban High Schools of Opportunity for Students. 

The study will identify positive connections and interactions among teachers, 

administrative leaders, non-instructional staff, community members, and other 

stakeholders in the school setting who are responsible for the day-to-day work involved 

in an urban high school.  To maximize the meanings of opportunities for students to 

learn, grow, and develop, stakeholder perceptions will involve every aspect of high 

schools including teacher expectations, leadership decision-making processes, non-

instructional opportunities and relationships, and community affairs.  The review of 

literature will include the above subsections.  The overarching research question will be: 

What do participants in urban high schools perceive as opportunities for students before 

and after graduation, and how do they create and promote those opportunities?  Thus, we 

are interested in learning from the study’s participants their meanings of student 

achievement, including NCLB measures of accountability, non-academic indicators of 

success, and community aspirations. 
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The unit of analysis in this study is urban high schools in Southeast Florida with 

predominately (60% or more) Black student populations located in urban neighborhoods.  

Three high schools have been selected for the study.  Two of the high schools were 

originally built and designed to exclusively serve Black students.  The third is a 

predominately Black school in the south end of the county which serves a majority Black 

as well as predominantly minority population that includes a large Hispanic sub-group.  

The common thread that currently links all three high schools is that they all serve 

predominantly Black student populations and face similar challenges, but with 

contrasting dynamics.  The contrast is that the two schools originally built to serve Black 

students are heavily influenced by outspoken Black local interest groups.  The term 

“Black” will be used to reference not only African American students, but also Jamaican 

American, Haitian American, and other Caribbean American students as well. 

The instrument to be used in this study will be open-end interviews administered 

to six groups of respondents in each school selected for inclusion in the study.  The 

respondents will be principals, administrators, guidance counselors, instructional staff, 

non-instructional support staff, and non-staff School Advisory Committee (SAC) 

members.  Minimum participation by the principal, one assistant principal, one guidance 

counselor, three instructional staff members, one non-instructional staff member, and one 

non-staff SAC team member is required for a school to be included in the study.  Data 

will be collected and coded by school, respondent’s school role, and years of affiliation 

with the participating school. 
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The study will employ “portraiture” as the method of inquiry and documentation 

to obtain data from participants.  Portraits of the study participants will be developed 

“through dialogue between the portraitist and the subject” to capture the “richness, 

complexity, and dimensionality of human experience in social and cultural context, 

conveying the perspectives of the people who are negotiating those experiences” 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997, p. 3).  Portraiture as a study design 

methodology was created as a method of detailing vivid descriptions of the intricate 

dynamics and relationships of high schools. 

A concern of this study relates to construct validity.  Johnson and Christensen 

(2008) define construct validity as “the extent to which a higher order construct…is 

accurately represented in the (a) particular study” (p. 272).  The higher order construct in 

this case is participant definitions of the term “opportunity.”  In this case the term is 

abstract and has to be defined in terms reflective of what participants in the communities 

in question care about.  Opportunity must reflect their value system and be applicable to 

changing something in their social, economic, or human condition.  Education and a high 

school diploma in these contexts are acceptable and command a captive audience when 

they are recognized as a means to an end, not an end in itself.  In other words, a practical 

connection must be made between the pursuit of a high school diploma and how it will 

change participants immediate, intermediate, and long-term condition.  The key emphasis 

is “practical” – with a roadmap included.  It is not enough to just sell it as a product; it 

must also be developed within the value systems of the participants themselves.  

Opportunity may have to be identified with other abstract concepts such as self-
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sufficiency, socio-political sophistication and access, critical consciousness, resilience, 

perseverance, as well as inoculation against the seductive logic that moves a participant 

in the wrong direction.  The data will be analyzed qualitatively and interpreted to gauge 

the impact of teacher expectations and principal decision-making processes on student 

achievement measures and non-academic indicators of success in LSES urban high 

schools. 

Significance of Study 

As cited earlier, the research is clear on the achievement gap that exists between 

LSES Black students and other ethnic groups in the United States.  This study is 

significant because it will approach the problems encountered in building successful 

LSES urban high school models from the inside using a positive affirmative approach by 

taking advantage of, valuing, excavating, and synthesizing the cultural and institutional 

knowledge inherent in the school community stakeholder voices that typically are 

silenced. 

The present lack of successful high school models in urban centers of the United 

States suggests that the problem should be examined from other perspectives, not just 

fixed from the outside with scripted externally developed mandates.  Personal experience 

as a school-based administrator in LSES high schools suggests change agents would be 

well advised to take advantage of solutions that take into account the critical impact of 

teacher expectations and expectancy on the learning process (Clark, 2002; Thompson, 

Warren, & Carter, 2004).  If consideration is also given to the host of other challenges 

leaders operating in the confines of LSES environments face, it is not difficult to 
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understand why expectations for the school based leader require them to be an educator, 

politician, spiritual leader, and father/mother figure (Shields, 2004) with the capacity to 

operate being mindful of social justice ideology (Dantley, 2003; Dewey, 1909; Fullan, 

1999). 

The education profession has a record of exceptional performance in providing 

depth and breadth to the identification of issues associated with the breakdowns that have 

spawned underperforming schools in disenfranchised neighborhoods (Fenning & Rose, 

2007; Flores, 2008; Flowers & Flowers, 2008; Fullan, 1999; Johnson, 2002; Lewis et al., 

2008; Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002).  At the other end of the spectrum, there is a 

considerable deficit in providing examples of successful models, particularly at the high 

school level (Hamrick & Stage, 2004).  Normore et al. (2007) warn that silencing the 

voices of critical and relevant stakeholders in disenfranchised community environments 

is counterproductive to building schools that can make a difference in the communities 

they are expected to serve and rebuild.  Situations are created that do not allow 

stakeholders to be agents for their own success.  Those situations evolve because school-

based stakeholders in struggling schools with “D” and “F” grades hosting disenfranchised 

students are not included in the development of processes and strategies to improve their 

schools.  They are “told” what to do by external groups from district and state level 

governing bodies.  Instead, the results are ill-advised, top-down, federal policy mandates 

that perpetuate cycles of poverty in the very communities expected to be reformed. 

The entrance of accountability into educational leadership conversations in recent 

years has created additional tensions for educational leaders (Karpinski & Lugg, 2006).  
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This recent constant focus on accountability has caused a shift from Opportunity To 

Learn standards that were introduced in the 1990s and appeared to favor a much needed 

new direction grounded in building opportunities for students and groups to experience 

and learn (The Education Coalition, n.d.), instead favoring the focus that has come about 

most recently through NCLB mandates.  This study suggests those mandates may be a 

factor in suppressing the native voices necessary for success and change in 

disenfranchised settings.  It also has the potential to positively impact all stakeholders 

functioning in LSES urban high school environments, but it is not without limitations and 

delimitations. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

This study will take place using high schools in a large southeastern public urban 

school district in the State of Florida.  All public schools in the State of Florida are rated 

annually according to a school accountability program called the Governors A++ Plan.  

The state mandates all public and charter schools administer the Florida Comprehensive 

Achievement Test (FCAT) annually.  The results of that test generate a report card for 

each school.  A school can earn a grade of A, B, C, D, or F.  Preferably, high school 

principals selected for the study should have completed at least one year at the school.  

The study will include school stakeholders typically ignored in the mainstream 

educational decision-making process.  Qualitative methods will be used to analyze 

interview data. 

This study will not compare or contrast principal-leaders outside the county, 

across the state, or in other countries.  The study will not include student respondents.  
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Demographics of the principal-leader will not be a consideration in selecting high school 

leaders to participate in this study.  This study will not consider elementary or middle 

school data and also will not use any performance indicator other than the subject schools 

yearly FCAT performance data. 
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2. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction to the Literature Review 

The concept urban high schools of opportunity requires a different approach to a 

review of literature because the term opportunity itself has had so many meanings with 

respect to education, historically and in contemporary terms.  Thus, the objective here is 

to offer the most comprehensive review possible, beginning with the moral purposes of 

education and then proceeding to in-school variables, extra-curricular activities, 

community relationships, and post graduation outcomes.  According to Dewey (1909), 

though it was not recognized or accepted as such during his era, Miel (1961), Dantley 

(1990, 2003), Miron, Bogotch, and Biesta (1999), Sergiovanni (2004), Shields (2004), 

Starratt (2005), Theoharis (2007), and others, all addressed public education as an 

institution with the moral responsibility to intervene in the inequities in society created by 

race, class, and gender differences.  The first section of this literature review addresses 

these moral issues. 

The term opportunities, like that of urban high schools, has to be defined, 

historically and in context.  The second section of this review will address the history of 

educational opportunities, the social justice barriers, as well as the concrete successes 

achieved by urban high school students within and outside the school.  The intent here is 

to trace how the term opportunity has been constructed and used historically as well as in
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contemporary terms for urban high school students.  One of the underlying assumptions 

is that within and across every school community, the realities of opportunity exist as part 

of the within-school variables, primarily in the formal curriculum.  At the same time, 

there are opportunities provided by extra-curricular, co-curricular, as well as human 

interactions in and around schools.  These positive, affirming relationships with faculty, 

administrators, non-instructional staff, peers, community members, and other 

stakeholders can also be described as opportunities for students.  The second section of 

this literature review traces these opportunities historically for urban students and 

highlights the value of these internal and external relationships. 

Many of the above dynamics occur serendipitously; however, there have also 

been deliberate interventions directed by leaders and leadership within and around the 

schools that create opportunities for students. Thus, the third section of the review of 

literature underscores the value of linking leadership decision-making, teacher 

expectations, community dynamics, neighborhood environments, and post-graduation 

opportunities for urban high school students in these challenging settings. 

Through analysis and synthesis of the above sections, the intent of this study, and 

the challenge for educational leaders in urban settings, is to determine how participant 

stakeholders, particularly at the high school level, create opportunities for students to 

transcend their social, economic, and human condition using the educational process 

given the constraints imposed by NCLB mandates.  This will include investigating urban 

high schools in Southeast Florida to specifically identify opportunities that will be called 

“pockets of success” within low socio-economic high school environments.  Unless there 
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is a dramatic increase in the social, economic, cultural, and human capital for urban 

students, the continued historical inequities across social classes and racial groups will 

persist.  It is thus incumbent upon educational researchers to rethink the notions of 

success, opportunities, and upward mobility that will have to be measured differently 

from current metrics based on standardized tests, and state and federal measures – with 

sanctions. 

The same way that jazz enriched and changed the landscape of urban music and 

the Black culture in the twentieth century, today, rap and hip-hop music has created new 

versions of social and cultural art forms and successes based on different metrics, 

rhythms, language, and lifestyles resulting in contrasting and conflicting value systems.  

Those new art forms have forced our global society to reconsider the values embraced by 

the post-modern student.  The consequent conflict has contributed to the widening of 

achievement gaps between students, and increased communication gaps between 

stakeholders within and outside urban schools.  Those gaps extend within and across 

racial and generational boundaries. 

This literature review sets the stage for listening anew to participants in urban 

high schools who are living to create opportunities for urban, and what will be referred to 

as semi-urban, students.  This study is not another scathing indictment of urban public 

schools and their problems.  Instead, it seeks to lay the groundwork to highlight what is 

right and what is being done well to create, facilitate, and promote opportunities for 

students in urban public schools in spite of the challenges they face.  The voices of the 

unrecognized and un-anointed heroes and heroines will be of particular note in the final 
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analysis.  They will be presented in Chapter 6 as the Destiny High Model School. 

Moral Purpose and Education 

Education and the government’s moral responsibility.  Race has been a 

mediating variable determining opportunity of any kind, and certainly educational 

opportunity, for African Americans since a Constitutional provision in the 1700s declared 

three-fifths of the slave population counted as “people” when apportioning Congress and 

allocating Electoral College votes (Wills, 2009, para. 3).  Yet, the success of a democratic 

society hinges on the government’s responsibility to educate all of its citizenry, not just 

the elite as White property owners.  This section, therefore, connects the governmental 

responsibility to provide equal educational opportunity for African Americans at the 

same level as the majority population as argued by present day social justice advocates 

and critical race theorists.  The underlying idea is that divergent norms and values can 

transform educational opportunities into educational outcomes benefitting all in society 

without leaving behind students living in urban communities. 

The American philosopher John Dewey (1909) identified a moral imperative for 

schools, teachers, and school leaders to have the power to stand up and count for 

something in the actual conflicts of life over one hundred years ago.  Consider the 

conflict that has permeated educational policymaking discussions in the United States in 

the four decades since Brown v. Board of Education (1954) the gap that exists between 

Black and White achievement levels.  Policymaking initiatives point to the existence of 

the gap, but fail to focus on the implications of racism on expected educational outcomes.  

Lewis et al. (2008) view the Black-White achievement gap as grounded in critical race 
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theory through a definition of racism as an elaborate process of social, political, 

economic, and legal domination that maintains racial categorizations and ideologies as 

the method for determining which groups receive the best and least of society’s 

resources.  Educational opportunity for students of color in American urban spaces 

provides a constant reminder of the material existence of this premise.  The evidence lies 

in the existence of the Black-White achievement gap and underscores the importance of 

acknowledging, accepting, and acting on the moral responsibility to intervene in the 

inequities in education created by race and class. 

In contemporary times, Sergiovanni (2004) provides an introduction to this moral 

conversation by presenting the importance of norms and expressing the value of 

leadership virtues as being foundational to leadership charged with the responsibility of 

transforming challenging urban cultures: 

…if you care enough – about the school and about its work and if you care 

enough for your colleagues, then-you are obliged to be concerned about what the 

existing norms are and whether these existing norms are helpful in achieving our 

purposes. (p. 22) 

Relatedly, Sergiovanni (2004) also states: 

The question is not whether virtue can be taught but how it may be taught.  

Example, not exhortation, and practice, not principle, take priority: carpenters, 

become carpenters by building houses; pianists become pianists by playing the 

piano; managers become leaders by leading.  The same is true of character: people 

become virtuous by practicing virtue and by living with moral mentors.  If, for 
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any reason, an organization becomes sidetracked, only managers of sound 

character can restore a sense of direction.  Disciplined organizations reflect 

disciplined leaders whose honed abilities lead them to behave consistently, almost 

instinctively, in moral ways. (p. 112) 

   It becomes evident that leadership involved in this process at any level cannot 

function effectively unless there exists a deep and abiding respect for right versus wrong; 

that is, decisions are made by leaders with a high functioning conscience and moral 

compass.  Sergiovanni (2004) contends that hope, trust, piety and civility are the core of 

leadership practices necessary to move “the most challenging schools” (p. 112).  

Menninger, Mayman, and Pruyser identify hope as: 

…based on the attempt to understand the concrete conditions of reality, to see 

one's own role in it realistically, and to engage in such efforts of thoughtful action 

as might be expected to bring about the hoped-for change.  The affect of hope, in 

this case, has an activating effect.  It helps mobilize the energies needed for 

activity.  By activity I mean not only motor activity but also the activity of 

thought or of relating oneself to another person. (as cited in Sergiovanni, 2004, p. 

113) 

 Sergiovanni (2004) links hope and faith together, indicating their common cause 

grounded in belief “in a set of ideas, and from other convictions.  Hope is so closely 

linked to faith that the two tend to blend into one” (p. 114).  In difficult situations, trust is 

viewed as the tie that binds and allows for creativity and reciprocity in overcoming 

obligations that surface during the transformation process.  Conflicts, divergent goals, 
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and contradictions can be overcome through piety that “embodies showing loyalty, 

respect, and affection” (p. 120).  Policymakers are urged to use it because it "is a 

leadership virtue that requires or encourages people to look inward to their own narrow 

community affiliations…Civility draws us outward to embrace differences” (p. 120).  

Fittingly, Sergiovanni (2004) states: 

Learning can be viewed as a private good that serves individual interests but has 

little to do with pursuing school goals.  And, learning can be viewed as something 

individuals feel compelled to do because it is a public good that helps schools 

achieve their goals. (p. 123) 

In other words, learning is a private exercise that serves a public good.  But, the 

conversation does not end there, it begins.  A moral compass, predicated on hope, trust, 

piety, and civility are merely starting points for urban communities that have lost their 

way.  The responsible policymaker accepts this as a matter of conscience. 

Collectively, individuals at the highest policy-making levels should act with a 

purposeful and altruistic commitment to responsible decision-making that benefits those 

they serve; not just the minority who control the purse strings, but the under-privileged, 

unspoken for, typically marginalized, and under-represented majority.  Starratt’s 2005 

essay identifies proactive responsibilities in the form of domains required of a moral 

educational leader attempting to transcend or eliminate the perpetuation of norms, values, 

and traditions that might stifle progress and growth opportunities for students and 

communities in these situations at the wrong end of the class relations (and achievement) 

scale(s).  Starratt (2005) builds upon the works of Bourdieu, who identified five domains 
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for the altruistic leader: 

1. Responsibility as a human being.  If educators violate the rights and trust of 

people in the school, they are not only breaking the law, but they are also acting 

unethically in their role of citizen and public servant. 

2. Responsibility as a citizen and public servant.  Those who gear the work of 

teaching and learning to the achievement of high test scores teach a superficial 

pursuit of knowledge and a meretricious mistreatment of knowledge. 

3. Responsibility as an educator.  Educators are citizens who act for the good of 

fellow citizens. 

4. Responsibility as an educational administrator.  As an administrator, the leader 

has access to organizational structures and processes that affect the core work of 

teaching and learning. 

5. Responsibility as an educational leader.  Leaders want to transform the school 

from an organization of rules, regulations, and roles into an intentional self-

governing community. (p. 125-130) 

Starratt (2005) concludes that an educational community has a high altruistic calling that 

requires the honoring of all the ethical responsibilities of all the domains: “educational 

leaders must ensure that the structures and procedures that support and channel the 

learning process reflect a concern for justice and fairness for all students, while providing 

room for creativity and imagination” (p. 133). 

The question remains, how do educational policymakers integrate moral purposes 

into schooling in consideration of the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education rulings and the 
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federal government’s 2002 No Child Left Behind Act which mandated educational 

opportunity for all a moral and legal responsibility of the government?  The legal scholar, 

Rebell (2007) notes that the social needs or barriers to success of students educated in 

impoverished settings require the intervention of government policymakers.  Rebell 

(2007) states: 

Those needs go beyond educational needs, they include food, clothing and shelter, 

and extend to lack of close family and community ties and support, and lack of 

helpful role models.  They include the needs that arise from a life led in an 

environment of violence, poverty, and despair…The goal is to motivate them, to 

wipe out their disadvantages as much as a school district can, and to give them an 

educational opportunity that will enable them to use their innate ability. (p. 12) 

Rebell (2007) cites “significant educational opportunity” for all students a necessity in 

order to compete in a global economy (p. 1).  He further highlights public education as 

the central means for the government to achieve this end, and points to a proactive 

national policy agenda to focus on the implementation of: 

the coordinated provision of opportunities in a broad range of equity areas, 

including not only qualified teachers, up-to-date textbooks, adequate facilities, 

and other aspects of K-12 education, but also in regards to areas like health, 

nutrition, housing, and family support. (p. 4) 

Unfortunately, policymakers inside the educational establishments do not always see the 

connections between the schoolhouse and communities.  Reforms, such as NCLB leave 

the educational process to the professionals inside the schoolhouse, and let the solutions 
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to infectious social ills be dealt with by outside agencies.  The obvious disconnect and 

inescapable common variable is the fact that the student is instrumental to the success of 

both, short and long term.  Social ills create unfair disadvantages for students that are 

difficult to overcome without creating a relationship between schools and 

community/social service agencies.  These two types of institutions are living breathing 

entities that must forge a complementary relationship to take advantage of economies of 

scale and expertise on behalf of the disenfranchised, if there is to be an expectation of 

success in a democratic society dealing with problematic school communities. 

Murphy (2002) discusses the conflict inherent in a democratic school community 

uncommitted to a “strong moral sense:” 

We recognize, that, in making this claim about a strong moral sense as a basic 

component of democratic community, we are suggesting commitment to a “thick” 

set of values of the type that Strike claims violates the “liberal inclusiveness” of 

American democracy.  In other words, adoption of this moral center may 

paradoxically, “marginalize” other sets of values.  However, we see no way out of 

this paradox, as we believe that any sort of civic cohesiveness and of a sense of 

community within postmodern diversity is dependent on these basic tenets of 

sociality and civility. (p. 120) 

Strike outlines “thin democracy” as one which: 

…sees society as composed of individuals and groups who have their own 

conception of a good life and who have a right to pursue it without undue 

interference from others.  These individuals and groups, however, live in a society 



 26 

with other individuals and groups with other conceptions of the good, with whom 

they must interact and cooperate. (as cited in Murphy, 2002, p. 113) 

This is contrasted with “thick democracy” which: 

…agrees that democratic practices promote fair decision making, but its value 

goes well beyond this.  Thick democracy attaches significant value to such goods 

as participation, civic friendship, inclusiveness, and solidarity.  Thick democracy 

tolerates significant diversity in conceptions of the good as well. (as cited in 

Murphy, 2002, p. 113) 

Guinier summarizes: 

Democracy focused narrowly on the rights of individuals concerned primarily 

with their own self-interest will not lead to mutual understanding and a sense of 

interdependence in working for the common good in a multicultural, diverse, and 

increasingly cross national society.  Rather, this limited practice of democracy 

likely will perpetuate and increase misunderstandings and conflict between 

balkanized groups operating in their own self interest, will leave power in the 

hands of the “majority,” and will perpetuate the marginalization of the less 

powerful. (as cited in Murphy, 2002, p. 114) 

In other words, a re-conceptualization of democracy as it relates to education in a 

democratic society must take place concurrently with educational opportunities, 

particularly as democracy and schooling relate to the lived conditions wherein urban 

schools host disenfranchised students.  According to Rebell (2007), the No Child Left 

Behind Act was designed to take the next step in this process, but has yet to deal with 
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significant opportunities for the students it was designed to give voice to.  “In short, then, 

for “equal educational opportunity” to have practical significance it must be given an 

explicit definition and concrete content” (p. 14).  This is a tenet of this study. 

In short, the social construct of race, particularly with respect to African 

Americans, poses serious challenges for educational policymakers.  Dewey (1909) 

identified education a moral responsibility of the government one hundred years ago; yet, 

conversations on race did not actively apply to Blacks until nearly 50 years later.  It took 

civil unrest, bloodshed, and violent encounters against peaceful protestors to lay the 

groundwork for change.  However, court decisions or government legislation alone has 

not created the sought after outcomes.  The previous section described the problematic 

nature inherent in relating moral purposes in education to a free democratic society.  The 

obvious question raised here is one of responsibility.  If laws and policies of government 

are insufficient, where do we find the meanings of educational opportunities?  As a 

leadership study, the question becomes who should take the lead to create educational 

opportunities and how should that work proceed?  This study will examine how 

participant stakeholders, particularly at the high school level, approach creating those 

opportunities for students to transcend their social, economic, and human condition using 

the educational process given the constraints imposed by NCLB mandates.  In the next 

section, the role of the educational system in creating opportunities for African 

Americans and other minorities seeking the American dream on this uneven playing field 

is examined. 

 



 28 

The Institutionalization of Education 

The obvious response to institutionalization is to focus on the educational system 

itself.  Bourdieu and Passeron (1992) posit that educational systems perpetuate the 

reproduction of social classes by legitimizing structures related to class, production, and 

power.  Faculty and staff entrusted with perpetuating the existence of an educational 

institution succeed in its reproduction by imposing norms and values that ensure its 

survival as is by maintaining the institution at the status quo.  Prior to NCLB, schools, 

including urban public high schools, operated with high degrees of autonomy.  Although 

that autonomy has been diminished somewhat by NCLB mandates, once the door of the 

schoolhouse closes and teacher interacts with student, much of that autonomy, 

particularly as it relates to norms, values, and traditions, still exists.  Autonomy facilitates 

conservation of a social system and its culture. 

It is precisely its relative autonomy that enables the traditional educational system 

 to make a specific contribution towards reproducing the structure of class 

 relations, since it only need obey its own rules….to fulfill simultaneously its 

 social function of reproducing the class relations, by ensuring the hereditary 

 transmission of cultural capital. (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1992, p. 199) 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1992) indicate the conservation of this established order 

is possible through “the work of intellectual and moral integration, with the function of 

conserving the structure of class relations characteristic of that society” (p. 200). 

Bowles and Gintis (1976) offer a different analysis of the educational system: 

“The educational system is an integral element in the reproduction of the prevailing class 
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structure of American society” (p. 125).  It is argued, “The correspondence between the 

social relation of schooling and work accounts for the ability of the educational system to 

produce an amenable and fragmented labor force” (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 125).  The 

education system is viewed as perpetuating the class structure by supporting capitalist 

social divisions of labor in the consciousness of its participants; “In particular, the liberal 

goal of employing the educational system as a corrective device for overcoming the 

‘inadequacies’ of the economic system is vain indeed” (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 148).  

The education system is viewed as historically being responsible for defusing social class 

conflicts through periodic reorganizations of educational institutions.  The result has been 

the intensification and politicization of contradictions and conflicts that are inherent in a 

capitalist society.  The very institution responsible for social change, opportunities to 

facilitate redistributions of wealth, and challenging inequality, repression and class 

dominion on one hand is responsible for replicating a work force to serve the attendant 

class on the other, which can be viewed as contradictory pursuits. 

Bowles and Gintis (2002) contend that, “schools influence which cultural models 

children are exposed to...and schools immerse children in a structure of rewards and 

sanctions” (p. 13).  This leads to the premise that the attendant class (or privileged) is and 

has been in a position to manipulate the education system to institutionalize schools to 

serve a maintenance function, which contrasts with the idealistic pursuit of a 

community/societal makeover.  The result is adult workers are prepared to obey work 

rules by schools that socialize them to conform without complaint by structuring social 

interactions and individual rewards to replicate the environment of the workplace. 
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A more recent interpretation regarding educational systems comes from a new 

emerging movement-leadership for social justice.  According to Bogotch (2002), leaders 

for social justice engage in deliberate actions that extend the educational practices and 

measurable school outcomes beyond those already part of what we call a good school.  In 

other words, Bogotch argues that there are individual and community efforts that rise to 

the level of social justice – and it is a matter of identifying those practices in diverse 

contexts.  That concept is discussed next. 

Social Justice and Urban School Leadership 

Social justice is not a term intended only to bring to mind the struggles of poor 

Black communities.  Its benefits apply to all of society.  This section will develop that 

premise by identifying other social groups that are part of the social justice conversation, 

and how the larger society is affected.  Social justice themes discussed include the 

challenges of social justice leadership, the contrast between a focus on resource inputs 

versus output measures, student voice in the leadership decision-making process, and the 

role of same race affiliations in urban school leadership. 

Leaders and policymakers should embrace social justice advocacy in educational 

agendas, not just because it serves the interest of disenfranchised students, but because it 

serves the interest of the larger society.  Theoharis (2007) states that the, “The literature 

on leadership for social justice identifies schools that have demonstrated tremendous 

success not only with White, middle-class, and affluent students but also with students 

from varied racial, socio-economic, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds” (p. 221), 

highlighting its applicability and importance to other segments of society.  According to 
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Theoharis (2007), social justice leadership is grounded in making issues of “race, class, 

gender, disability, sexual orientation, and other historically marginalizing conditions in 

the United States central to their advocacy, leadership, practice and vision” a central 

focus (p. 223).  Theoharis (2007) warns: 

…leadership that is not focused on and successful at creating more just and 

equitable schools for marginalized students is indeed not good leadership.  I 

caution us all to consider that decades of good leadership have created and 

sanctioned unjust and inequitable schools. (p. 253) 

Another seminal author, Shields (2004), insists leadership should be imbedded in 

a social justice framework.  Although social justice is a new conceptual framework, it 

relates to the previous discussion on moral purposes and to the writings of Michael Fullan 

(1999).  In other words, social justice and moral purpose are complementary constructs.  

Fullan (1999) argues that school improvement in disenfranchised settings cannot be 

disassociated from moral purpose and that reform gives rise to capacity building as a 

route to individual and societal development.  It embodies an inherent appeal to the 

common good and welfare of all members of a given society, eliminates perceived 

differences in opportunity between disparate groups, facilitates greater cohesion, and 

promotes equity.  The quality of social cohesion is a primary determinant of human 

welfare and quality of life, and consequently greater economic growth.  True equity 

based reforms are in the best interest of society as a whole, not just the disadvantaged. 

Furman and Shields (2003) link social justice and democratic community as 

foundational to moral purpose in educational leadership by contending “social justice and 
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democratic community are not the only legitimate ‘moral purposes’ associated with 

schools” (p. 3), “…(but are) foundational to the moral purpose of educational leadership 

in this century” (p. 4); a premise that has been brought on by increasingly diverse school 

populations, an increased focus on achievement gaps, and “increasingly sophisticated 

analyses” of social injustices in schools (p. 2).  Furman and Shields follow Fullan (1999) 

in that the practice of deep democratic processes in a school community are in the best 

interest of the community as a whole and will in turn educate the citizenry for the practice 

of deep democracy in society. 

While social justice has not been clearly defined (see Bogotch, 2014), there are a 

number of concepts, such as fairness, that enter into the discussion.  Farrell indicates: 

…the concept of justice or fairness…the notion of equality – again not related to 

sameness, but (is) associated with equality of access, sustainability, outputs, and 

outcomes.  In other words, it is not sufficient to ensure equality of access to all 

school programs and resources, but educators must guarantee that students from 

various groups (including minoritized communities) are able to sustain 

membership and participation in similar proportions, to achieve similar outcomes, 

and to enjoy similar opportunities for freedom, success, and democratic 

citizenship both in and beyond formal schooling. (as cited in Furman & Shields, 

2003, p. 13-14) 

The implication is that student success or equality is not created just because students 

begin at the same time, on the same day, in the same place or in a similarly constructed 

location.  It requires more than just equalization of resources.  It is imperative that 
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students are permitted to develop the capacity to manipulate resources to compete 

independently for opportunities outside the schoolhouse and their community.  

Opportunity to change their human condition, not just school success is the goal and hope 

of students in impoverished settings.  A focus on standardized tests lacking cultural 

connections does not necessarily create opportunities in life. 

In making connections to urban school communities, leaders have to comprehend 

the pathways, access points, and other variables affecting student outcomes.  Parker and 

Villalpando (2007) use critical race theory (CRT) as a conceptual framework for 

interpreting these societal and educational variables.  Critical Race Theory is a lens to 

“analyze and interpret administrative policies and procedures in educational institutions 

and provides avenues for action in the area of racial justice” due to its emergence “from 

the legal arena to uncover deep patterns of exclusion and what is taken for granted with 

respect to race and privilege” according to Ladson-Billings (as cited in Parker & 

Villalpando, 2007, p. 519).  Critical race theorists challenge the un-questionability of 

success through “merit, equality, the market, and objectivity” accepted by mainstream 

society (Parker & Villalpando, 2007, p. 520).  That questionability is raised not only 

because are students expected to succeed on standardized test output measures when 

instruction commences from different starting points (minority students begin the process 

further behind); they receive inadequate resource inputs, and their perspective of the 

instructional process comes through a lens grounded in different value systems and 

cultural forms than those that provide the basis for the development of the output 

measure.  A lack of success on these initial output measures sets up students for failure in 
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mainstream society.  The potential to develop a sense of inferiority and alienation 

becomes an additional barrier as they move toward the competitive marketplace they are 

expected to navigate successfully as a result of their engagement in the educational 

process. 

Parker and Villalpando (2007) cite another critical disconnect through their 

research on schools, communities of color, and their faculty, staff, and administrations.  

Kailin’s study in 1999 of White teacher attitudes and perceptions of African American 

students in one “liberal” mid-western university community revealed a great deal of 

resentment and outward hostility of the teachers and administrators toward African 

American students and parents (as cited in Parker & Villalpando, 2007, p. 522).  Larson 

and Ovando (2001) found a consistent pattern of using administrative rules to enforce 

order and efficiency.  When educational leaders were faced with the threat of racial 

confrontation related to student discipline or failure of educational achievement by 

minority students or lack of relevant curriculum and poor instruction, they relied on 

standard bureaucratic operating procedures and enforced neutral administrative policies 

to address such problems.  Yet as Larson and Ovando revealed in their case study, this 

solution did not ameliorate the problem but instead heightened racial tension and conflict. 

The above research underscores the importance for schools to look at causes 

rather than just responding to the effects of ignoring their moral responsibility to students 

of color.  Answers do not lie on the surface, but are deeply rooted in historical tenets of 

oppression.  The deeper you dig into dialogue linking moral purpose, social justice, and 

urban school leadership to the solution process for urban schools, the more you uncover 
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critical disconnects.  The historical tenets of oppression mandate that a more attentive eye 

be focused on the struggles of minority students.  One promising pathway toward a 

solution lies in the praxis of culturally relevant leadership, which is discussed in the next 

section. 

Culturally Relevant Leadership 

The phrase “historical tenets of oppression” was introduced prominently in the 

previous section to identify the numerous disconnects that have culminated into the crisis 

that exists for urban minority students in the learning process.  Disconnects that cannot be 

overcome unless students are able to connect the learning process to the possibility of 

changing their human condition.  Opportunities to make those connections and changes 

will be discussed in this section as they relate to the role of culturally relevant pedagogy, 

mentoring of teachers as a leadership tool, and educational leadership preparation. 

Weaver (2009) translates the crisis for underachieving African-American students 

into economic suicide.  Administrators, in dealing with students in these situations, have 

a “panoramic view” of the perils school communities face, but have a voice that is often 

silenced (p. 5).  Through the voices of African Americans, culturally relevant 

pedagogies/leadership becomes a means to close the achievement gap and understand 

new directions for the reform of urban schools.  Howard (2001) conducted a qualitative 

case study citing the underachievement of African-American students as a function of the 

absence of culturally relevant pedagogical practices.  Students given the opportunity to 

engage in culturally relevant curriculum allows them to connect with their cultural 

identities thereby facilitating higher levels of academic achievement.  Howard’s (2001) 
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contention agrees with Ladson-Billings’, as well as Foster’s, assertions that “instructional 

strategies situated in a cultural context consistent with African American students’ home 

settings offer them a more equitable opportunity for school success” (p. 197).  Weaver 

(2009), based on the works of Doob, and also Jones, states: 

…the pervasive academic achievement gap between African American students 

and their non-African American counterparts stems from public schooling being a 

product of a racialized society that posits the cultural norms familiar to White 

students as those being the only ones worthy of inclusion into curricula and 

pedagogical practices. (p. 33) 

Weaver (2009) further defines the role of principals in urban schools stating that, 

“Principals of predominantly African American schools should promote instructional 

strategies specific to African American students” (p. 45).  Culturally relevant leadership 

should be viewed as culturally sensitive, free of discrimination, equitable, require leaders 

to be knowledgeable of culturally relevant pedagogical practices, and encourages 

teachers to adopt the same frame of reference.  The culturally relevant pedagogy Weaver 

speaks of, though prevalent in teacher education circles, is not as prominent in 

educational leadership theory, which instead defers to Eurocentric perspective.

 Weaver (2009) cites Murtadha and Watts’ perspective on culturally relevant 

leadership: 

1. African American educational leaders view their roles as being synonymous with 

that of a change agent. 
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2. African American educational leaders link the struggle for education with social 

justice and acting within a moral imperative to triumph over poverty, class, 

slavery, and institutionalized racism. 

3. African American educational leaders make community engagement a central 

focus of their administration. (p. 44) 

Tillman (2005) studied the role of an African American principal in utilizing 

mentoring as a leadership tool with a first-year African American teacher to transmit the 

culture of the educational environment and as a catalyst for transformative leadership in 

an urban school context as a means to retain new teachers.  The culture of the urban 

school context was viewed as necessitating “knowledge, attitudes, and philosophies” that 

differ from those of suburban schools because students may suffer from low morale, 

scarce resources, low parental involvement, and academic instruction that is administered 

differently (Tillman, 2005, p. 612).  The principals’ role as a mentor was seen as critical 

to the success of first-year African American teachers.  The teacher in the study 

experienced difficulties because of a lack of knowledge of roles, responsibilities, 

expectations, and socialization to the school that was dismissed as the need for the 

teacher to try harder, understand students, their lives, and educational experiences 

(Tillman, 2005, p. 618). 

Due to the shortage of African American teachers in urban schools, mentoring as 

a leadership tool is important in the professional development and retention process.  

Mentoring by veteran teachers may not espouse a principal’s holistic educational views 

that should link student achievement, culturally relevant pedagogy, and the enhancement 
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of a student’s social, political, economic, and human condition.  Tillman (2005), builds 

off of the works of Foster, Gay, and also Ladson-Billings, and indicates that, “scholars 

have argued that same-race affiliation and culturally relevant teaching are critical to the 

education of African American students” (p. 625).  Tillman’s (2005) conclusions 

included: 

Teaching in urban schools can be challenging for many 1st-year African 

American teachers, and principals can play transformative roles as leaders.  

Conveying a commitment to the teachers’ success, designing purposeful 

mentoring activities, assigning formally trained, committed mentors, and 

conducting periodic assessments of the mentoring arrangements positions the 

principal as a catalyst for change that leads to teacher competence, teacher 

retention, and student achievement. (p. 628) 

These ideas on cultural relevance and transformative educational leadership call 

into question the standards that guide the preparation of educational leaders.  English 

(2005) describes the practice of educational leadership: “I would argue that what we have 

constructed today in the way of the standards for the preparation of educational leaders is 

an example of an ideology parading as a science” (p. 82).  Canguilhem describes this 

ideology as a “means of protecting and defending a situation, that is, a particular structure 

of the relations between men and things” (as cited in English, 2005, p. 82).  English 

warns that one should be more skeptical of what an ideology conceals rather than what it 

reveals, and educational leader preparation cannot be about the current time, but more 

about the times to come.  According to English (2005), the standards that govern 
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“current” educational leadership practice are “rooted in cultural forms and perspectives 

that are themselves barriers to the very agendas (such as social justice) we say we 

support.  Our standards and our tests of them reflect the times” (p. 82). 

The Interstate School Leaders Licensure Commission (ISLLC) standards, which 

govern state licensure requirements in many states including Florida, are described by 

Murphy (2002) as not being measures of truth or knowledge.  English (2005) based on 

Murphy states that, “No one associated with the ISLLC has ever claimed that the 

standards are ‘actually true’” (p. 84).  If they are not true, then is it possible they could be 

false?  English (2005) states: 

The pursuit of the standards resulting in ISLLC was never a pursuit of truth, it 

was a pursuit of power, privilege and position within a community of practice.  It 

has been and continues to be an exercise in normative political policing.  It is an 

example of an ideology posing as science and as such, it ought to be viewed with 

the greatest of skepticism. (p. 84) 

  Standards or processes that support the status quo do not fulfill an urban school or 

any schools responsibility to eliminate inequities.  Maintenance of the status quo serves 

the interest of those in privileged positions.  English’s (2005) argument raises serious 

implications about the applicability of mainstream educational standards to the issues 

faced by urban school educators.  Once again, the question of output considerations 

should be raised when starting points bear no resemblance; this time in relation to how 

leaders are prepared and cultured similarly to face dissimilar circumstances. 
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  Up to now, opportunity for urban high school students has been examined as a 

moral argument with respect to whose responsibility it is to intervene to correct societal 

inequities.  The next section will trace the how the term “opportunity” has been 

constructed, viewed, and used historically and in contemporary terms for urban high 

school students. 

The History of Educational and Social Justice Opportunities and Successes for 

Urban High School Students 

This section will trace the term “opportunity” historically in the context of urban 

high schools and review the history of social justice opportunities and successes for those 

students from the period commencing with the Brown v. Board of Education rulings of 

1954 to present day.  The purpose is to determine how participant stakeholders, 

particularly at the high school level, create opportunities for students to transcend their 

social, economic, and human condition using the educational process.  Specifically, focus 

will be placed on opportunities for students available through curricular, co-curricular, 

and extra-curricular opportunities inside and outside the school, and on the role of 

legislative implementations and policy shifts.  The impact of Opportunity to Learn 

Standards introduced in 1995 and No Child Left Behind Legislation signed into law on 

January 8, 2002, will be examined along with other important pieces of legislation that 

significantly changed the American educational landscape for minority students over the 

years.  The role of extra-curricular opportunities, positive affirming in-school 

relationships, isolationism associated with teaching, and success in an urban high school 

context will also be examined.  This section will begin by tracing the origins of 
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curriculum development for Black students in the United States. 

Curriculum.  In the developmental stages of the American urban public high 

school, curriculum was not designed to accommodate different types of students.  

Whether rich or poor, average or superior, the curriculum was static and students were 

expected to adapt or fail.  Snedden (1923), in the National Association of Secondary-

School Principals’ Seventh Yearbook in 1923, indicated one of the purposes of high 

schools was to offer “educational opportunity” to rich and poor.  Considered a 

“noteworthy achievement” at the time, the urban public high school educational process, 

in general, did not provide this opportunity to African American students (Snedden, 

1923, p. 80-81).  In the 1923 yearbook, social groups referenced by Snedden included 

Islam and the White race, with only one mention of Blacks as: “A white skin is, of 

course, “superior” to a black in the minds of many” (p. 87).  In spite of the fact that 

Snedden (1923) indicated our society was “seriously short of being adequately 

democratic” (p. 81) and institutions were expected to provide educational opportunity for 

students in a democratic society, opportunity for people of color was not yet a focus.  

Consequently, Snedden (1923) referenced a “revolution in curriculum making” through 

the Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education to restate the aims of 

secondary education (p. 80). 

It would not be until the advent of social unrest and the landmark ruling of Brown 

v. Board of Education (1954) that the opportunity for Blacks, as was the politically 

correct reference of the day, given any serious consideration.  Implementation of the type 

of considerations referenced by Snedden in 1923 would not have any affective or 
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effective applicability for African Americans until the 1970s.  Urich and Mitchell (1979) 

typified the type of problems faced in revitalizing an American urban high school in the 

1970s, that included many minorities, in referencing “The Urban High School 

Syndrome.”  The urban school in his study, as did many urban high schools of the day, 

suffered from student apathy, poor academic performance, truancy, vandalism, budget 

cuts, low teacher morale, lack of creative educational programs, low teacher expectations, 

administrative turnover, and a transition from hosting an all White middle class 

population to a predominantly Black population over the 20-year period since the 1950s.  

The issues facing the school in the study and many urban high schools of that time period 

mirrors many of the issues facing urban high schools today.  In the study, the drop in 

teacher morale, lack of creative educational programs, low teacher expectations, and 

ultimately control of the school being placed in the hands of students was reflected in 

discipline incidents that included sit-ins, walk-outs, and demonstrations.  Today, the 

reactions have become even more severe as urban school communities have deteriorated 

even more as a result of the despair that has set in because of the dismal outlook students 

see when they glance into the social mirror that is their community. 

In the Urich and Mitchell (1979) study, a Leadership Training Workshop was 

facilitated that spanned from the last month of school, over the summer, and through an 

implementation stage at the beginning of the next school year, empowering student 

leaders and staff members to create a climate conducive to learning.  Five common 

problems (class cutting and tardiness, vandalism, fighting and disruption of school 

activities, theft, and lack of respect for other persons in the school) were identified by 
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faculty, administration, and students (Urich & Mitchell, 1979, p. 108).  Operationalized 

solutions included development of a peer counseling program, a student court, and 

formation of a Student Task Group to focus on the schools’ quality of instruction.  

Noteworthy is the fact that “Students felt that working with faculty to examine, and 

perhaps modify, the curriculum, was most important and was basic to solving all five 

problems” (Urich & Mitchell, 1979, p. 110).  The result was that, “Many of the 

characteristics of the ;urban school syndrome’ [were] eliminated or modified” (Urich & 

Mitchell, 1979, p. 111).  This supports the notion and provides evidence that success as 

perceived by minority students engaged in the educational process is inextricably linked 

to how they perceive the curriculum impacts their opportunity to improve their lived 

experiences.  The solitary exercise of going to high school and receiving a diploma did 

not provide students with the requisite tool set needed to compete in mainstream society. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, the nation’s industrial centers flourished via cheap 

sources of untrained labor resulting from Blacks migrating away from the poverty of the 

Deep South to seek prosperity in urban metropolitan areas around the United States.  As 

the industrial boom tapered off during the late 1970s, the nation moved into a 

technological age and cities were left bulging with minority populations lacking 

“mainstream” academic, social, technical, and professional skills while also being 

cultured in different value systems.  Schools as they were then structured could not meet 

the needs of the urban population.  Hunkins and Hammill (1991) related the rise of these 

large urban areas and “the complexities of rapidly evolving social realities” to the 

struggles educators faced with the development of curriculum options for students in the 
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decade of the 1980s (p. 292).   The authors posed the following as it related to the 

enhancement of curriculum for the achievement of urban students: 

There are several questions that need to be addressed in conceptualizing or 

determining the urban vision of quality curricula.  First of all, what philosophical 

bases need to be examined to determine the most appropriate curricula for 

complex urban settings?  How should overriding aims be established?  In essence, 

what should the vision entail?  Another question asks, who should be involved in 

determining the vision?  Who should be the major players?  In addition, what 

might be some of the ramifications and costs of a quality urban curriculum in 

terms of curricular components, instructional options, staffing, building 

organization, and community connections? (Hunkins & Hammill, 1991, p. 292) 

References were also made to curriculum development in the United States as 

missing the mark: “Between 1983 and 1987, 10 reports called for reform in the quality of 

education, frequently painting our nation in somber colors.  We have been designated a 

nation at risk” (Hunkins & Hammill, 1991, p. 293), and according to Campbell, 

Cunningham, Nystrand, and Usdan, were influenced by differences in aspirations people 

hold for their schools (as cited in Hunkins & Hammill, 1991, p. 293).  According to 

Smith (2004), “In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEE) 

concluded in A Nation at Risk (NAR) that the curricular ‘smorgasbord’ then offered in 

American schools, combined with extensive student choice, explained a great deal of the 

low performance of U.S. students” (p. 105).  In this case, reference was made to the 

quality of education in the nation’s cities as a curricular smorgasbord.  In its simplest 
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form, a quality education translates into changing a student’s human condition while 

fitting within their value system. 

Hunkins and Hammill (1991) argued that a quality urban curriculum should be 

interdisciplinary and cost no more to administer than traditional curriculum, and should 

be delivered by didactic instruction, coaching, and Socratic questioning across the 

academic disciplines.  The needs of urban students were viewed as best met by relating 

learning to their “realms of knowledge, world experience, and goal structures” through 

the use of cooperative learning strategies, questioning strategies, and auto-biographical 

exercises (p. 297).  Team teaching employing the use of teachers to plan, deliver, 

evaluate curriculum, and manage the educational environment was also viewed as 

beneficial.  Although large schools were viewed as capable of delivering quality 

curriculum, small schools were found to be more praiseworthy when compared to large 

schools.  Finally, networking within the school and in the community as a cooperative 

decision making tool for social action was deemed as an appropriate sociology for the 

times to connect learning with the non-school environment (Hunkins & Hammill, 1991).  

This shift in curriculum policy ideology was the beginning of the standardization 

movement.  The strategies outlined were considered high yield strategies that could be 

applied to minority as well as mainstream settings, ultimately resulting in the 

development of context specific learning strategies constructed from within. 

The need to standardize the learning process to ensure equal opportunities for 

minority students on the one hand, conflicted with the need to decentralize large urban 

district operations to accommodate school context differences on the other.  Thus 
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followed the school-based management/shared governance movement of the 1980s and 

1990s.  Wohlstetter and Odden (1992) argued that the school-based management/shared 

governance movements should include more than just the decentralization of budget and 

personnel decisions, and should be joined with curriculum and instruction reforms to 

improve educational practice and subsequently opportunities by focusing on student 

outcomes.  Wong (1994), in an essay linking governance reform to schooling 

opportunities for the disadvantaged, suggested this school of thought should be expanded 

to include parental, community, teacher, and principal input and could be done without 

schools losing control of the decision-making process.  This could be achieved with the 

collaboration of parents, teachers, and principals in the curriculum decision-making 

process if each occupied distinctive but complementary roles.  Parents should initiate 

efforts to pressure local, state, and district officials to allocate appropriate levels of 

funding for innovative programs; teachers should focus on improving classroom 

conditions to support those innovations; and principals should facilitate collaborative 

participatory climates for staff planning to develop solutions to long term classroom 

problems affecting disadvantaged students.  This provided a framework for schools and 

communities to create productive frameworks for change and inclusion. 

The next framework introduced as a national reform was the Opportunity to Learn 

(OTL) Standards introduced in 1995.  It called for the development of standards for 

student outcomes, curricular content and student assessment.  Prior to, states had been 

expected to reflect those standards in state level structures, while school districts were 

charged with educating children to exceed national standards.  Problems developed 



 47 

because design models focused on outputs, but did not account for differences in inputs 

and processes.  Consequently, for equitable educational opportunities to occur for 

students in disadvantaged circumstances, the OTL Standards were developed.  If 

everyone is held to the same standard, then everyone should have access to the same high 

quality instruction according to Starratt (2003). 

According to the OTL Standards (see Appendix A), delivery of opportunities for 

urban school students in the form of high-level content and high expectations should 

include a number of elements and processes ranging from resource standards to 

curriculum delivery standards, outcome and capacity building standards as follows: 

1. Resource Standards to assure that all schools have sufficient resources to deliver 

high levels of curriculum content and to achieve higher levels of outcomes for all 

students. 

2. Curriculum Delivery Standards to assure high levels of curriculum delivery to all 

students. 

3. Outcome and Capacity Building Standards to assure that all schools have the 

continued capacity to deliver quality education and are evaluated by their delivery 

of quality educational opportunities to all students. 

The OTL Standards further called for specific attention to be placed on research on the 

above topics. 

The discourse generated by the introduction of OTL standards would soon fade.  

The new millennium brought a plethora of learning possibilities for all students inclusive 

of students of color.  Serim’s (2002) essay, published in MultiMedia Schools magazine, 
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noted a pivotal point in American educational policymaking when the 1996 

Telecommunications Reform Act funneled billions of dollars into the nation’s schools 

giving way to the age of the Internet, personal computers, and networks, which found 

their way into urban schools via Title I funds.  This was followed by the introduction of 

the groundbreaking legislation commonly referred to as No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  

Serim (2002) summarizes its impact: 

As enormous a change as the ubiquity of the Internet may be, it pales in 

comparison with the change that happened with the passage of the ESEA “No 

Child Left Behind” Act.  Coming 2 decades after “A Nation At Risk,” the 

education landscape will be profoundly altered by the shift of focus away from 

“inputs” and onto student results.  “No Child Left Behind" fundamentally changes 

how education is paid for, as well as how technology fits into the process.  The 

profound, yet subtle shift from researching “does technology work?” to “what are 

the conditions under which technology improves student learning?” opens an 

enormous opportunity for everyone in our profession. (p. 6) 

NCLB legislation initiated a focus on accountability and test taking, but failed to 

address the creation of opportunities for students as identified by Miel (1961) and others 

who had studied educational opportunities from the perspective of quality teaching and 

curriculum.  More specifically, it did not speak to opportunities for students to grow, 

learn, experience, and develop as critically reflexive citizens (Dantley, 1990) that can 

enact change in the urban spaces they call home.  The Opportunity to Learn Standards of 

the 1990s offered promise to this end, but were summarily replaced by accountability 
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mechanisms inherent in NCLB legislation introduced after the turn of the century.  

Starratt (2003) argues: 

When failure to pass a test can result in retention, mandatory remediation, or the 

denial of a diploma, making sure that all students have had a real opportunity to 

learn the material tested and to demonstrate their learning becomes paramount. (p. 

298) 

NCLB legislation signed into law on January 8, 2002, increased the focus on core 

curriculum, graduation requirements, and implementation of content standards and 

standardized testing.  Unfortunately, it potentially had an unintended adverse impact on 

urban school students because it ignored input factors that affect students’ readiness and 

opportunity to learn, and elevated the ability to pass one test as the focal point of school 

curriculums.  Learning to pass the test became more paramount than building student 

capacity to change their human condition.  The opportunity for minority students to learn 

diminishes even more when you take into consideration the cultural insensitivity of the 

output measure, particularly in the early stages of the legislations implementation. 

An additional criticism is outlined by Smith (2004), “high stakes testing will 

“dumb down” the curriculum of minority and low-income students to ensure they cross 

the threshold of minimum competency” (p. 126).  Smith (2004), in concert with OTL 

initiatives, indicates access to high quality curriculum and materials, high quality 

teachers, and safe secure environments conducive to learning are essential components 

for students.  NCLB does not address these concerns.  Rather, it is an unfunded mandate 

that provides minimal fund outlays if test scores improve.  High test scores translate into 
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negligible funding increases for schools: increases that come with strings attached, 

preventing them from being used to balance inputs that will level the playing field for 

struggling students.  Low test scores result in punitive measures against already suffering 

schools.  Smith (2004) outlines the potential fallout from educators narrowly focusing on 

NCLB initiatives in urban schools: 

Finally, although the expansion of high-quality student testing (e.g., value-added 

assessments aligned with challenging curriculum) will allow us to better identify 

both students who are lagging behind and schools that are not adequately serving 

their students, the punitive nature of the NCLB legislation may ultimately lead to 

a backlash among teachers and parents if they feel that the results are being 

applied too narrowly.  We must also closely monitor the impact of high-stakes 

testing on curricular implementation.  If the tests provide an incentive for students 

to learn just enough to pass the test and incentives for teachers to narrowly focus 

their instruction on the material that will get the largest number of students over 

the “pass” threshold, we are unlikely to achieve the goal of high standards for all 

children. (p. 126) 

Brooks, Libresco, and Plonczak’s (2007) essay references a “soft bigotry” 

inherent in NCLB mandates: 

What we now know from research conducted in various states is that the 

curriculum emerging in response to NCLB's testing mandates lowers, rather than 

raises, expectations.  Teachers have become deliverers of a standard curriculum, 

geared toward the tests, with a pacing schedule designed to finish the material in 



 51 

time for the tests.  However, to offer real educational equity, teachers need to 

employ differentiated instructional practices that can help children develop the 

cognitive processes, the skill sets, and the social capital that give rise to successful 

engagement in our society. (p. 749) 

Brooks et al. (2007) do not support an end to NCLB testing requirements, but rather 

argue for policies and appropriate funding that create conditions for learning.  This new 

learning focuses on the types of questions posed to students, details of artifacts they 

create, the depths of essays crafted, and the totality of products constructed.  The authors 

contend that, “(if) we must fight the soft bigotry of low expectations for students, then we 

must do so by creating-and continually supporting-high expectations for their teachers” 

with teachers: 

“who can situate units of study in contextual problems, highlight the conceptual 

framework of the curriculum, and document student learning by analyzing 

students' engagement with the curriculum.  This expertise requires teachers with 

the facility and the power to make ongoing assessments of students and adjust 

their work accordingly. (Brooks et al., 2007, p. 756) 

Curriculum implementation is not a process that succeeds unless the school 

principal assumes full responsibility as the school’s instructional leader (a role function 

different from culturally relevant pedagogy/leadership).  That value is highlighted 

through Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe’s (2008) meta-analysis comparison of the effects of 

instructional leadership and transformational leadership on student outcomes.   

Instructional leadership was found to have three to four times the impact of 
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transformational leadership.  The implication was that, “the closer educational leaders get 

to the core business of teaching and learning, the more likely they are to have a positive 

impact on students’ outcomes (Robinson et al., 2008, p. 664).  Leadership dimensions 

outlined in the study included establishing goals and expectations; resourcing 

strategically; planning, coordinating, and evaluating teaching and the curriculum; 

promoting and participating in teacher learning and development; and ensuring an orderly 

and supportive learning environment.  The implication is the work of the principal will 

yield better results when leaders balance their emphasis on the relationships between 

leaders and followers with a focus on the educational work of school leadership: 

Educational leadership involves not only building collegial teams, a loyal and 

cohesive staff, and sharing an inspirational vision. It also involves focusing such 

relationships on some very specific pedagogical work, and the leadership 

practices involved are better captured by measures of instructional leadership than 

of transformational leadership. (Robinson et al., 2008, p. 665) 

Robinson et al. (2008) also indicate, “planning, coordinating, and evaluating teaching and 

the curriculum lies at the heart of instructional leadership…and the leadership dimension 

most strongly associated with positive student outcomes is that of promoting and 

participating in teaching and learning” (p. 667). 

Curriculum as the heart of school improvement is not in dispute.  The dilemma 

surfaces through policy debates over what the curriculum focus should be, that is, what 

success measures should be applied to it, how to level the playing field for minority 

students at point of input, and how to connect all of this in an urban school context.  OTL 
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Standards that address balancing inputs by making adjustments for the impact of social 

ills, coupled with instructional leadership standards for both aspiring and experienced 

school leaders, along with NCLB accountability mechanisms are a collective starting 

point.  The current reality is very different.  Today, there is a focus on testing which is an 

output measure, with consequent rewards for success and punitive measures for the lack 

thereof.  This may very well widen achievement gaps because potentially it may just 

result in additional advantages for affluent communities who are already in the most 

advantageous position. 

In the next section, the role of extra-curricular opportunities in the urban 

schooling process will be discussed. 

Extra-curricular opportunities.  Discussion of urban high school extra-

curricular activities brings to mind thoughts of Friday night football games, packed 

basketball gymnasiums, and breathtaking displays of speed, strength, and skill witnessed 

at track and field competitions.  The pride that emanates from prowess established on a 

high school gridiron, court, or track is an integral part of life in communities that 

otherwise may not have many other beacons of light and success to embrace.  Few events 

can unite a community and create the pleasure and excitement that comes from athletic 

competition the way scholastic sports competition does in the Black community.  

Churches in the Black community have shown the capacity to do so, but not on the same 

scale.  This section will examine the role of extra-curricular activities in the high school 

socialization and developmental process for students.  Types of knowledge attained, 

opportunities and skills developed, and the comparative effects of academic versus non-
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academic extra-curricular activities will be discussed. 

Thomas and Moran (1991) performed a longitudinal study of urban high school 

extracurricular activity participation over a 30-year period beginning in 1950, postulating 

that students from low socio-economic status are exposed to lower levels of school 

knowledge thereby replicating their lower class social standing.  Extracurricular activities 

were deemed an important aspect of the schooling process, however, the type of activity 

fell into a hierarchy where certain types of knowledge attained bore more prestige than 

others.  Thomas and Moran (1991) contended that knowledge attained through 

academically oriented extracurricular activities led to higher education and higher status 

occupations, whereas, those that were less academically oriented resulted in the converse.  

Academically oriented organizations included foreign language, mathematics, history, 

science, journalism, debate, and honor societies as opposed to non-academically oriented 

organizations, which included athletics, service, and social clubs.  Academically oriented 

organizations reinforced academics through links to academic subjects.  According to 

Thomas and Moran (1991), “These organizations aid the early socialization of youth into 

the occupational world, providing knowledge and guidance about entry requirements, in 

addition to establishing some contacts with successful adults as role models in the field” 

(p. 287).  Organizations serving non-academic and career oriented functions tended to 

“minimize the intrinsic value of academics and emphasize instead a less prestigious level 

of knowledge ” by stressing “physical development and social skills related to obeying 

authority, conforming to group norms, working harmoniously with others, following 

directions, and being punctual” (Thomas & Moran, 1991, p. 287).  These represent the 
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same type of workforce socialization presented by Bourdieu and Passeron (1992).  

Thomas and Moran (1991) offered a disconcerting analysis of the effects of 

overemphasizing non-academic extracurricular activities in low socio-economic school 

communities, particularly Black contexts: 

For reasons that are not always apparent, schools serving lower and working 

class-students may tend, perhaps unwittingly, to overemphasize these activities, 

fostering social and physical development at the expense of academics.  Whether 

it is athletics, service, or social clubs, these activities seem to proliferate in lower 

and working class schools, especially where there is a high concentration of 

African-Americans.  Despite the possibility that these graduates may later aspire 

to educational or career levels requiring a quite different preparation, many high 

schools serving this population emphasize nonacademic activities.  Whatever the 

cause, this pattern of differentiated school knowledge transmission has a 

deleterious effect on school outcomes. (p. 287) 

The study concluded that in the case of industrial societies hosting minority status groups, 

race and social class variables were important in determining the types of knowledge 

delivered through extracurricular programs.  Thomas and Moran (1991) clarify the 

impact of this deleterious effect: 

This illustrates one way in which school knowledge transmission is socially based 

and then stratified to reflect the class, racial, and gender of the students.  The 

uneven distribution of school knowledge forms the social capital that might grant 

more working and lower class pupils greater access to higher education and its 
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attendant rewards.  Even if pupils from these social classes do not pursue higher 

education, prestigious academic knowledge might otherwise enable them to 

manipulate ideas and symbols in their own interests during their school years and 

many years after graduation. (p. 298) 

The gratification achieved along with the physical and social development that occurs 

through competitive sports does not appear to serve the best interest of the affected 

communities.  Certainly athletic competition should play a role as it does in mainstream 

society, but that role should be balanced with the promotion of activities with a higher 

propensity to effect change in those communities. 

Holland and Andre’s (1987) review of 1980s literature related to extracurricular 

activities and adolescent development found high school student participation in 

extracurricular activities correlated with improved self esteem, race relations, political 

and social activity as young adults, educational aspirations and attainments, feelings of 

control over life, and delinquency rates.  Marsh (1992), investigating the effects of high 

school students total extracurricular activity participation (TEAP), furthered Holland and 

Andre’s (1987) contentions by finding small but consistently positive links between 

TEAP and a range of student outcomes that included social and academic self concept, 

educational aspirations, coursework selection, homework, absenteeism, academic 

achievement, and subsequent college attendance.  Mahoney, Cairns, and Farmer’s (2003) 

longitudinal study of data from the 1980s built on this school of thought by examining 

the impact of consistent participation in extracurricular activities in the educational 

attainment process and found it was positively linked to educational status at young 
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adulthood.  The finding held for boys and girls with high and low interpersonal 

competence.  Also, a significant reciprocity was found between extracurricular activity 

participation and the development of interpersonal competence.  Brown and Evans (2005) 

also argued that participation in extracurricular activities is a way to enhance students’ 

connectedness to school.  They contend, “Extracurricular activity participation (EAP) is a 

formalized opportunity for youth to experience non-classroom-based, prosocial 

programming” (Brown & Evans, 2005, p. 14).  It is evident that high school 

extracurricular activity participation plays a prominent role in the urban high school 

socialization and educational attainment process, but elevated focus on the type of 

activities that command the attention of the student population should be closely 

monitored and scrutinized by school leaders. 

McNeal (1999) defined and analyzed high school contexts as arenas where 

individuals function in opportunity structures that affect participation in extracurricular 

activities.  It was determined that grouping peers into social environments via 

extracurricular activities inhibited their success when students were placed in groups of 

disadvantaged students.  Better schools – as defined by school SES composition – 

provide greater opportunity, but produce lower participation levels because students have 

increased out of school opportunities due to their economic status.  Large schools with 

problematic climates had lower levels of participation due to safety issues.  The research 

suggests extracurricular activity participation can have a positive effect on student 

development, but urban school leaders must scrutinize the focus of school program 

development efforts to ensure benefits are not limited to a small percentage of the 
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population through high profile athletic programs that have limited long term educational 

value for students and communities. 

Participation in extracurricular activities in urban high school environments plays 

a prominent role in students’ physical, emotional, and academic development.  The 

importance of balancing the types of activities offered against their subsequent benefit is 

noted.  Although their prominence as a developmental concern is not in question, it is the 

opportunity for students to develop academically, socially, and psychologically that 

should determine school focus, not the size of the captive spectator audience or the 

adrenaline rush experienced by the students.  Implications suggest effective 

implementation of these programs can have a positive impact on the holistic development 

of students as well as create important outlets to cultivate interests that do not fall into 

traditional core and non-core academic orientations.  In-school relationships cut across 

curricular and extra-curricular activities. This is the focus of the next section. 

In-school relationships.  Urban public high school environments tend to be large 

and host challenging clienteles.  As Schreck, Harper, and Goroff (1975) point out, the 

1960s ushered in a decade of change brought on by the Brown v. Board of Education 

(1954) ruling.  The transformation of segregated public high schools into integrated 

culturally diverse institutions brought on inter-group conflicts inside and outside school 

walls that represented a microcosm of what was taking place in larger society as people 

of color stood up against the status quo for their rights and opportunities in public 

education and beyond.  Schools became battlegrounds for change.  The resulting conflicts 

posed a quandary for educators, legislators, law enforcement, and most importantly, 
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students and communities.  The focus here is on self-affirming in-school relationships 

and how school reforms promote such collaborative cultural relationships. 

The 1960s brought to the surface the growing pains of a nation reeling with social 

unrest issues stemming from the Civil Rights Movement and the integration of schools.  

As previously mentioned, in some cases urban high schools became battlegrounds for 

change.  Schreck et al. (1975) described the process used by one such urban high school 

in 1968 to recover from inter-group conflict between Blacks, Puerto-Ricans, Italian-

Americans, and Jews.  Four principles were used to guide administrators in their efforts 

to restore harmony and create opportunities for students to succeed at the school in the 

study.  The principles used in the process were based on the following: 

• The school is part of a larger society with problems reflective of what is taking 

place in the community. 

• Critically evaluate and modify faulty staff structure and terminate inadequate staff 

members. 

• Maintain high levels of administrative visibility and accessibility for students, 

staff, and community. 

• Redefine conflicts as breakdowns in interpersonal relationships rather than broken 

rules. 

Success resulted from emphasizing the positive through recognition of staff and 

students’ abilities, achievements, and accomplishments.  Communication via public 

address and other forms underscored school efforts.  Critical to the schools’ success was 

participation of all ethnic groups in pep rallies, parades, and athletic events.  Also, 
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“Constituent bodies of students, teachers, and parents were organized, initially separately, 

and later brought together in a governing board” (Schreck et al., 1975, p. 211).  Conflict 

resolution was emphasized over punitive measures fostering a concern by staff with 

individuals rather than “maintenance of the power arrangement inherent in “’rule-

enforcing institutions’” (Schreck et al., 1975, p. 211).  The students responded by 

recognizing competence and commitment of the staff to help them deal with their 

problems, concerns, and desire to learn” (Schreck et al., 1975, p. 211).  Noteworthy is the 

fact that solutions were derived by empowering and bringing all stakeholder groups to the 

table rather than forcing change as a top down mandate. 

Communication from the inside out that extended voice to participant stakeholders 

was a novel undertaking in the 1970s, particularly for an urban high school.  Schott 

(1973) identified communication in secondary schools as being more complex than in 

any other institution and viewed principal-student communications as reflectors of 

schools’ educational health.  Williams’ study in 1973 of a large urban high school with an 

11% Black population used the Student-Principal Communication Instrument developed 

by Nicholson and Vanderbush to examine important variables related to communication 

(as cited in Schott, 1973, p. 86).  The study revealed White students perceived themselves 

as having more of an opportunity to provide input to the principal than Blacks while 

Blacks attached little value to the communications climate and the school’s feedback 

process.  Students with the lowest social position viewed communications and input 

opportunities lower than other social groups, however, high and low social status students 

viewed opportunities for input the same-low.  In contrast, “The middle class students 



 61 

perceived the greatest opportunity for input and yet they, along with the lowest student 

class, viewed the climate for communication more poorly than the other social classes of 

students” (Williams, 1973, p. 88).  Overall, students were skeptical of the opportunity to 

impact their school life through principal-student communications.  While the essence of 

the study was that vertical communication patterns that include students, teachers, and 

administrators could have a positive impact on in-school relationships, students were 

skeptical about its consequent impact. 

The necessity of developing and maintaining a cohesive leadership team in 

challenging situations is not a subject of that will generate much debate.  Panush (1980) 

indicated that although the success of a school was predicated on a smooth functioning 

team of administrators, department chairs, counselors, and teachers; that was not always 

the case in large urban high schools.  According to Conley (1989), to complicate matters 

even more, the school reform movements of the 1980s ushered in an era where reform 

measures were developed by public officials at the state level and implemented with very 

little teacher input, implying more bureaucratic oversight of teachers work would 

improve schools.  Conley outlines the dilemma created.  The Carnegie Commission, for 

example, advocated “giving teachers a greater voice in the decisions that affect the 

school” (Conley, 1989, p. 57), after noting that many school staff members “see the 

bureaucratic structure within which they work becoming even more rigid, and the 

opportunities for exercising professional judgment becoming even more limited” 

(Conley, 1989, p. 366). 

This gave rise to site-based school management/governance movements.  In 
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implementing these practices, traditional patterns of relationships were altered that 

created resistance as some stakeholders believed affecting status differentials was not in 

their best interest or their students’ best interest.  Traditional views on power distribution 

had to be re-evaluated.  Conley (1989) examined the distinction between authority and 

influence in school decision-making, and the distinction among different domains of 

decision-making and concluded that for school reform movements to be successful, 

“reformers must receive some instruction in organizational theory” (p. 376).  Lokon’s 

(1997) ethnographic study of eight teachers implementing a teaming initiative argued that 

the value of “teaming [teachers] meant more than the compiling of teaching techniques, 

classroom formats, and curricular structures” (p. 1).  The collaboration created by 

teaming affected teachers’ daily interactions and enhanced their ability to transform their 

workplace.  According to Lokon (1997), it allowed teachers “to generate some social 

capital that improved their work experience and students’ academic and behavioral 

performance” (p. 1).  Teaming created the space needed to make transformation possible.  

Schools would have to develop capacity inside school walls as well as reach outside to 

build capacity in this area.  Logic suggests context specificity and the ability of teachers 

to collaborate would be guiding variables. 

Positive affirming relationships are viewed as critical to a school’s mission and 

success.  Ethnic diversity in school demographics, whether it is spread among students, 

faculty, or staff, can create unexpected and unwanted outcomes and consequences if 

mechanisms are not in place to address resultant issues.  Sather and Henze (2001) argue 

that, “School leaders have the power to positively influence ethnic relationships in their 
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schools” (p. 28), and conflicts should be viewed as learning opportunities for students.  

Further, racial conflict is not confined to just students, but often involves adult 

participants.  In the post-modern education era of the year 2000 and beyond, if school 

relations are to improve and learning opportunities are to be maximized, Sather and 

Henze (2001) continue that principals should involve all members of the school 

community by disaggregating achievement data as the starting point to lead change; 

reflect social justice, unity, and respect in school visions; modify structures to “encourage 

relationships across lines of difference” (p. 30); increase staff diversity; and educate 

faculty and staff on interethnic differences.  To impact students, interethnic relations 

topics should be imbedded in curriculum and pedagogical practices; special events should 

celebrate diverse cultures focusing on building awareness of similarities, differences, and 

intergroup relations; programmatic changes should be implemented to “offer conflict 

resolution, mentoring and tutoring, and after-school and extracurricular programs;” and 

behavior standards and consequences should be applied consistently across diverse 

groups of students (Sather & Henze, 2001, p. 30).  Finally, to reach extended audiences, 

leaders should create meaningful connections with parents, tie into “local, national, or 

international communities,” (Sather & Henze, 2001, p. 30) and seek additional resources 

to dedicate to interethnic relations. 

Sergiovanni (2004) introduces the effects of teacher isolation and schools as 

“living” knowledge retaining entities as it relates to constructing collaborative cultures.  

Teaching viewed as an individual practice contrasts with what takes place in other 

professions and ignores the collective intelligence of schools and doubts “closing the 
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achievement gap and resolving other intractable problems will ever be more than wishful 

thinking” (Sergiovanni, 2004, p. 17).  Sergiovanni (2004) states: 

It is organizational competence that makes schools smarter, and such competence 

is typically found to reside in the relationships, norms, memories, habits, and 

collective skills of a network of people.  Simply put, organizational competence is 

the sum of everything that everybody knows and uses that leads to increased 

learning.  This competence is measured not only by what we know but also by 

how much of it we know, how widely what we know is distributed, how broad its 

source is, how much of it is applied in a collective manner, and how much of it is 

generated by cooperation with others. (p. 18) 

Teacher collaboration, argued as necessary for school reform and intended to recreate 

schools as professional, academic, and social communities offer substantive opportunity 

for change.  Lavié (2006) suggests that facilitating this change process involves 

consideration of five divergent schools of thought on the purposes of the collaboration.  

They are: 

• Cultural discourses that describe teacher collaboration as being embedded in 

cultural forms that blur the boundaries between personal and professional and 

stimulate interdependency and collective responsibility. 

• Effectiveness and improvement discourses that depict collaboration as a product 

of cultural management led by the school’s principal in so-called effective 

schools. 
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• Community discourses that embed teacher collaboration in a vision of schools as 

communities, where contractual models of relationships are transcended in pursuit 

of more inclusive, humanizing environments. 

• Restructuring discourses that elaborate the idea of a “new professional” who is 

capable of getting involved in collaborative practices within an ever-learning 

organization. 

• Critical discourses that articulate an approach to teacher collaboration that 

integrates democratic practices, community participation, and shared reflection on 

teaching as a social and political praxis. 

  Although the approaches are overlapping in some cases, they are expected to 

define a single objective – teacher collaboration.  Lavié (2006) argues that, “teacher 

collaboration initiatives can be trapped by the seductive logic of often ideologically tacit 

discourses, making collaboration an object of co-optation that can be put at the service of 

diverse interests of conservation or transformation” (p. 776), which hold the potential to 

be selfish or selfless.  However, Lavié suggests if this is to be averted and teacher 

collaboration initiatives are to be successful, basic values and principles must be 

examined, not just pedagogical activities and structures.  The question of “how to” create 

a collaborative culture must connect to “what for” to avoid conservation of traditional 

practices and values that maintain the status quo. 

The importance of developing collaborative school cultures is evident.  Inherent 

in this is the problematic nature of restructuring large urban public high schools to 

facilitate supportive, effective learning environments.  The sheer size of the urban high 
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school is often perceived as counterproductive to these constructs.  According to 

Rodriguez (2008), the response is to develop small learning communities to boost 

academic achievement, personalize the learning experience, and diminish the effects of 

poverty.  Rodriguez (2008) indicates: 

Specifically, the research shows significant correlations between small school size 

and a number of factors including higher student achievement (Conchas & 

Noguera, 2004; Fine, 1994; Wasley et al., 2000), higher attendance rates (Scherer, 

2002; Vander Ark, 2002), lower dropout rates (Raywid, 1994; Wasley, 2002), 

higher levels of student participation in extracurricular activities (Cotton, 1996), 

lower incidences of violence (Allen, 2002), and lower incidences of student 

monitoring (e.g., use of security cameras and metal detectors). (p. 758-759) 

Rodriguez (2008) warns that reform based on size alone can be “misguided and 

dangerous” because there is no empirical evidence supporting how and why this occurs 

(p. 759).  In spite of this, Rodriguez (2008) suggests: 

Despite the lack of empirical research, some believe that small school reform is 

supported by certain political and ideological motivations (Miner, 2005) whereas 

others argue that although imperfect, small schools provide hope and 

opportunities for realizing social justice, particularly for low-income minority 

students (Nieto, 2000). (p. 759) 

  Rodriguez (2008) concluded that just as failure is manufactured, so is success; 

and a culture of success comes from “beliefs and practices that are proactively employed 

to result in a desired outcome” (p. 777).  Again, the question of not just “how to” create a 
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collaborative culture arises, but “what for?”  It is implied that success must be defined in 

terms relative to students' social contexts.  In the Rodriguez study, it was the delivery of 

college information to students to help them understand self-initiative as a key to success.  

School-wide commitment may create high-quality relationships, but, according to 

Rodriguez (2008), “to what extent do such reform initiatives help create conditions that 

promote student success, especially (for) low-income Black and Latina or Latino 

students?” (p. 777). 

  The direct effects of in-school relationships are not easy to define in quantifiable 

terms, but expecting students to succeed in the absence of nurturing supportive 

environments is naïve at best and violates laws of human nature.  A synthesis of the 

above studies make it clear that urban students, all students, are better off in supportive 

environments than in non-supportive environments.  The political climate in the 1960s 

that led to community-based and then school-based management/governance movements 

was an integral part in the development of collaborative cultures.  Each era gave voice to 

those stakeholders closest to students, the teachers responsible for their day-to-day 

success, or lack thereof.  The research suggests that collaboration must be vertical as well 

as horizontal, inclusive of stakeholders at all levels, and initiated with a purpose in mind 

– not just to facilitate warm cozy feelings.  Focused intent followed by success holds the 

potential to deconstruct large urban high schools and transform them into navigable units 

for students already expected to overcome far too many obstacles. 

  The historical development of the urban high school students’ opportunity 

structure has been examined through a social justice lens magnifying and comparing the 
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impact of curricular and extra-curricular supports, while examining the evolution and 

influence of in-school relationships on the educational delivery process.  The evolution of 

the leadership decision-making process in urban schools will be the next topic in this 

review. 

Leadership Decision-making and the Evolution of the Urban School Environment 

Leadership.  Urban schools were affected by shifts in moral perspectives, 

changing value systems, demographic shifts, and ineffective political responses long 

before the Brown v. Board of Education ruling of 1954.  One mediating variable that 

holds great potential to offset the negative impact of urban school dynamics is leadership 

decision-making within and outside of schools.  The latter variable includes post-

graduation opportunities for minority students. 

Levine (1970) described principals of the 1970s as: 

caught between contending social forces in a rapidly changing metropolitan 

society which is ‘coming apart’…Whether his troubles are manifested in terms of 

a generation gap, racial unrest, student militancy, intra-staff polarization, school-

community warfare, or some other aspect of a social system in upheaval, 

somehow we see these are all facets of one large interlocking (t)rend in the fabric 

of the society and the school. (p. 25) 

Levine cites social and institutional forces impacting principals of the day as 

bureaucracy, which included a proliferation in decision-making levels; and de-

socialization, which involved young people rejecting existing roles and values.  “One of 

the distinguishing characteristics in the evolution of our society has been a rising demand 
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to extend rights and opportunities to larger and larger proportions of people in the 

nation’s population” (Levine, 1970, p. 33-34).  An “Equality Revolution”, according to 

Herbert Gans, was under way (as cited in Levine, 1970, p. 34).  This underscores the 

notion that expanding efforts to extend rights and opportunities to all segments of 

American society is not just a concern as of late.  Levine (1970) describes a principal’s 

responsibility in this situation as “developing organizational mechanisms that 

institutionalize expanding rights and opportunities and of working productively with staff 

members who legitimately expect and demand a share in them” achieved by affirming 

“that toleration of abuses and injustices in the past provides not one whit of justification 

for their continuation” (p. 36-37), a moral undertaking indeed. 

 In spite of the struggle for equality of opportunity, Reed (1982) indicated that 28 

years after Supreme Court rulings ending segregation, many schools had not complied 

and many of those that did were becoming re-segregated.  Inner-city schools were 

undergoing a transformation.  Minority students were becoming the majority.  The 

ideology outlined by Levine in 1970 provided an introduction to expanding opportunities 

for minorities and facilitated movements to create effective school leadership models in 

the 1980s.  Reed (1982) described those models in the decade of the 1980s as requiring 

leaders: 

…who are knowledgeable and skilled in areas pertaining to curriculum and 

instruction, supervision and evaluation, group dynamics, motivation, 

communication, conflict resolution, problem-solving and decision-making, and 

school-community relations; who set high standards and expectations for students 
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and staff; who inspire others to be the best they are capable of being; and who 

demonstrate respect for others and themselves. (p. 6) 

 The evolution of group dynamics as a success variable had begun to change the 

leadership conversation.  Teacher input was becoming a noteworthy success variable.  

Reed (1982) goes on to describe the struggle, the responsibility, and the barriers for 

principals of the day dealing with the urban poor: 

Equality of opportunity is ultimately related to one’s life chances, particularly in 

regard to economic and social mobility, but also in areas related to health and the 

quality of life.  Schools, therefore, are called upon to address and to mitigate 

negative attitudes, stereotypes, and expectations held by students and teachers that 

continue to stand as barriers to full and equal educational opportunity.  Equality of 

opportunity must be sought not only through legislative and judicial mandates, but 

also by means of positive intergroup and interpersonal attitudes and beliefs of 

students, teachers, administrators, parents, and citizens.  Stereotyping, biased 

attitudes, and intolerance for the behavior and beliefs of others function as 

obstacles to the cultivation of maximum intellectual, social, and economic growth 

for all students. (p. 16-17) 

 Reed (1982) indicates that future leadership focus will require an increased 

emphasis on accountability, administrator and teacher expectations – particularly for 

minority students, implementation of programs to bring about equality and social justice, 

and improved vocational programs: “if we are to improve education and to expand 

educational opportunities, then we must have dedicated, knowledgeable, and effective 
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school administrators and teachers, and the support and trust of the community at large” 

(p. 23). 

 The 1960s were a period of frustration and civil unrest that affected all segments 

of American society, particularly minority educational opportunities.  The dialogue of the 

1970s centered on expanding those opportunities and brought on discussions about the 

value of teacher input and the creation of supportive academic environments as part of 

the criteria needed to change educational agendas in the 1980s.  The 1990s would 

introduce methodologies designed to synthesize the discussion points of the previous 

three decades. 

According to Dillard (1995) the 1980s emphasis on creating supportive academic 

environments caused policy discussions of the 1990s to shift and include dialogue about 

the shortage of African-American teachers and leaders in urban schools.  This implied a 

narrow view of the presence of African Americans in the field because the literature of 

the day focused on shortages rather than soliciting input from those in the field.  Dillard 

(1995) notes this in turn resulted in “little emphasis on socio-cultural or feminist theories 

of leadership” (p. 540).  Dillard (1995) summarized the effective schools movement 

through various authors who indicated the focus of schools should be on school site 

management; strong instructional leadership; staff stability; curriculum articulation and 

organization; school-wide staff development, parental involvement, and support, school-

wide recognition of academic success, maximized learning time, district support for 

school; and positive school climate and/or culture.  Dillard (1995) then critiqued the 

correlates of the effective schools movement from a “critical feminist perspective” as: 
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…problematic at best…as they relate to diverse urban school settings...(they 

assume) that leadership is an absolute and rational activity (achieved by 

subscribing to a formula)…the(re is a) glaring absence in the effective schools 

literature of the role of social, cultural, and political contexts in promoting or 

undermining school effectiveness. (p. 541) 

Dantley cites the fallacy inherent in ignoring context: 

[Effective school] proponents presuppose the “untouchable” character of schools, 

as if schools were neutral instructional sites immune to the effects that class, race, 

and gender have on specified student populations…Schools are “peopled,” and as 

such, they are destined both to conform as well as to shape the thoughts, ideas, 

and philosophies of those who populate them. (as cited in Dillard, 1995, p. 541) 

Dillard (1995) also points out the effective schools movement assumes those groups that 

have traditionally been marginalized (teachers, students, parents, and principals) desire to 

interact in the work of schools in the same ways as those whose perspectives have 

traditionally dominated the schools by desiring to adopt the same values, ethics, and 

morals as well: 

What is exceptionally evident is that schools presently are not arenas of ideas, 

thinking, and problem solving pedagogy.  The effective leader in this context is 

thus charged with producing and maintaining an environment that is safe for 

students and teachers to work but not to learn, to walk but not to think, to be but 

not to contribute. (p. 542) 

 Consequently, from an African American feminist perspective, it is implied 
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schools should be reconstructive and transformative rather than maintenance agencies for 

the status quo, thus requiring a reinterpretation of principals work for the 21st century 

that focuses on sociopolitical interventions and socio-cultural contexts.  The ineffective 

“effective schools movement” of the 1990s was problematic to say the least.  

Technological advances collapsed time and space and opened up a plethora of learning 

possibilities for all.  The “effective schools movement” focused on what was viewed as 

extrinsic (output related) effective interventions rather than intrinsic affective behaviors, 

rationale, and logical interventions via sweeping legislative and judicial mandates, and 

formula based measurement systems that took no account of social, political, and cultural 

contexts. 

The problematic nature of the ineffective schools of the 1990s, particularly urban 

schools, caused ill fated policy shifts that created short term gains at the expense of long 

term success.  Hargreaves and Fink (2004) and Dantley (2005) cited leadership 

sustainability, and organizational learning and improvement as key forces that could lead 

to meaningful long-term change (Robinson et al., 2008).  As the field of education 

transitioned into the new millennium, tensions built as social justice advocates challenged 

legislative changes and agendas grounded in educational accountability. 

Karpinski and Lugg (2006) expressed the tensions of urban educational leaders 

who found themselves at odds with the social and political status quo.  Odds that stem 

first of all from the lack of a clear-cut definition of what the term “social justice” means, 

and second from a lack of consensus on how “accountability” connects to social justice.  

Blacker asks, “accountability to whom?” and adds that “educational accountability must 
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be defined in terms reflective of the whole range of things we care about in our complex 

and heterogeneous democratic societies” (as cited in Karpinski & Lugg, 2006, p. 286).  

This leaves an educational leader to deduce her/his own definition within their context 

specific priorities.  Priorities that often leave them to make decisions that may be right 

within their context but at odds with the status quo as they endeavor to deal with their 

moral responsibility to eliminate those inequities and navigate the legal, social, and 

economic obstacles encountered en route to being an advocate and maximizing 

educational opportunity for the children they serve. 

A foundation for leaders operating in these situations, as well as one of the 

underlying motivations for this research is tackled by Blackburn’s (2006) study of Socio-

Cultural Leadership.  The study posits that Socio-Cultural Leadership is composed of an 

Instructional Domain, Emotional Domain, Community Domain, and Cultural Domain 

that, collectively, have a direct impact on student achievement in high poverty schools.  

This premise provides part of the basis for this study.  The study cites literature grounded 

in the premise that no aspect of school leadership is “more substantial” than the 

principal’s responsibility: 

• As the instructional leader – to ensure students are given optimal learning 

opportunities. 

• As the emotional leader – to ensure teachers are intellectually equipped, 

emotionally stimulated, and encouraged to assume decision-making positions of 

leadership to increase student achievement. 

• As a community leader – to inspire and/or provide incentives for communal 
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learning that is student centered. (Blackburn, 2006) 

Blackburn’s (2006) examination of the relationship between Socio-Cultural 

Leadership and student achievement in high-poverty schools via exploratory factor 

analysis resulted in the development of a Socio-Cultural Leadership Questionnaire 

(SCLQ).  The study concluded that Socio-Cultural Leadership was not made up of four 

domains as originally hypothesized, but each of the four original domains “were 

composed of five independent and distinct components” (Blackburn, 2006, p. 124).  The 

components derived from the SCLQ were Interpersonal Leadership Traits (ILT); 

Outreach to Parents (OP), Measures of Accountability (MA), Communication of 

Instructional Priorities (CIP), and Management of Instructional Process Detractors 

(MIPD).  Outreach to Parents (OP) referenced the principal’s communication of school 

achievement goals and standards to parents, building teacher awareness of cultural norms 

in poor communities, soliciting input from parent and community stakeholders to obtain 

and allocate resources, informing parents of students’ progress, and implementing new 

and innovative ways of reaching out to poor single mothers.  Management of 

Instructional Process Detractors (MIPD) included the principal’s role in preventing 

poverty from being an excuse for students learning, encouraging collaboration among 

teachers, addressing ineffective classroom instruction, and addressing school safety 

issues, much of what could be classified as affective or support related issues.  Blackburn 

(2006) concluded that OP and MIPD had low positive correlations but were found to 

have a direct effect on student achievement in the total sample and the low-performing 

sample.  Consequently, OP and MIPD were found to significantly correlate to student 



 76 

achievement.  Also, principals in high performing schools exhibited behaviors indicated 

by subscales OP and MIPD more than principals in low performing schools.  Overall, the 

study suggests that concentrating on those factors closest to the core of teaching and 

learning are most beneficial to raising achievement levels with high poverty students.  

This does not suggest mediating factors that indirectly affect student learning should be 

ignored, but if achievement levels are the greatest concern, close attention should be paid 

to the factors closest to the instructional process. 

It would be dangerous however, bordering on naïve, to ignore or minimize the 

impact of race, poverty, and other historically marginalizing conditions on the success of 

minority students.  Unfortunately, for minority students, the instructional process has 

become the central focus for schools under NCLB legislation, while balancing the impact 

of social ills on students has been largely ignored.  Output and results with no 

consideration for where students begin has been the fallacy. 

 School leaders attempting to create opportunities for students in challenging urban 

environments have always been forced to perform a delicate balancing act between 

adhering to political pressure from constituents and peers, and satisfying the needs of the 

people they serve.  The introduction of federal NCLB accountability mechanisms and 

mandates that determine a leader’s tenure, which is needed to facilitate necessary long 

term systemic change, and satisfying the needs of the students, parents, schools, and 

communities who need immediate change is the latest chapter in an everlasting debate 

between detractors on both sides.  The obvious disconnect between showing achievement 

progress immediately in accordance with NCLB legislation without any accompanying 
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change in the affected groups social, economic, and human condition provides a 

tremendous challenge for school leaders and sets the stage for volatile reactions in the 

very school settings they are expected to change.  Those closest to the students and to 

creating opportunities are teachers and their own expectations for success. 

Teacher expectations.  Few will argue the most important person in the 

academic life of a student is the one they see every day and is held responsible for their 

success, the teacher.  This does not suggest the teacher is solely responsible, but they are 

pivotal in creating opportunities for change, especially in impoverished settings.  

According to Townsend (1999), teacher success is contingent upon their ability to 

connect to student value systems through their work not just inside the classroom, but 

also within the school community.  To be effective, “Teachers will need to develop their 

role as learning facilitators for whole communities, not just for children” (Townsend, 

1999, p 17).  The teacher faces a formidable challenge because although they have the 

greatest calling which is to show up every day, create an environment conducive to 

teaching and learning, and ensure their students perform, they perhaps have the least 

control over the factors that determine that success; factors such as funding, curriculum 

decisions, legislative mandates, and social ills.  Teachers must make it all work in spite of 

all else that happens.  They must make it work, and if it doesn’t, they bear the direct brunt 

of the blame and personally shoulder it day in and day out for the lack of student success.  

In this section, what will follow is a brief historical examination of the role and impact of 

teacher expectations in urban school settings under these very difficult conditions. 

The 1966 Coleman report cited the failure of public schools to mediate the effects 
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of background, social context, and other factors in providing equal educational 

opportunity for the urban poor (Gollub & Sloan, 1978).  The report also concluded that 

only the family’s socioeconomic status correlated with student achievement levels (Hess, 

1994).  However, the 1968 Rosenthal and Jacobson study argued that, “teacher 

expectations could determine – if not guarantee – academic success” (as cited in Finn, 

Gaier, Peng, & Banks, 1975, p. 175).  Finn et al. (1975) continued that children that are 

not achieving at an acceptable level are affected by the teacher’s belief in whether or not 

the child can succeed and consequently are denied the maximum opportunity to succeed.  

Finn et al. (1975) viewed the effects as most severe “when expectations are based on 

irrelevant criteria such as sex, race, docility-instead of ability…(and) is particularly 

germane in the education of the poor and racial minorities” (p. 176). 

Finn et al. (1975) cite Greer when challenging the myth that public schools were 

doing marvelous things for the poor and the reason for their lack of success had to do 

with them not making good use of their schools.  The poor were expected to succeed in 

spite of, not because of public schools.  Expectations of success were grounded in 

institutions outside of the school.  Using the Coleman Report (Coleman et al., 1966), the 

authors argued, poor children come “to school with a repertoire of disadvantages in no 

way connected to the school.  But he also leaves school with additional serious 

disadvantages directly connected to the inadequacies of the school system” (Coleman et 

al., 1966, p. 175-176). 

The Finn et al.’s (1975) summary shed light on the obstacles faced by the urban 

poor in pursuit of a quality education in the decade of the 1970s, and also introduced 
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dialogue through academics to policymakers about the impact of teacher expectations on 

student success.  According to Finn et al. (1975), “The effect culminates with the child’s 

skills, whose lack of development may preclude full participation in the “majority 

culture...It is apparent that teacher-student expectations which bear on the facilitation of 

instruction relate to student achievement” (Finn et al., 1975, p. 196). 

Gollub and Sloan (1978) stated that public education should “be a significant 

factor in equalizing the inequalities among members of social groups” (p. 95).  They also 

cited Leacock’s conclusion that “socioeconomic status was more relevant a variable than 

race” (Gollub & Sloan, 1978, p. 102).  If the Coleman Report (1966) had been accepted, 

it would have been akin to accepting that poverty could not be overcome as a barrier in 

the learning process.  Fortunately, the Rosenthal and Jacobs (1968) study came shortly 

thereafter to dispute the ridiculous nature of those findings.  It elevated the role of the 

teacher and teacher expectations in the process of educating disenfranchised minority 

students as a critical element in the teaching and learning process.  It raised questions 

about expectations for teachers and pointed to the necessity for quality teaching to take 

place in the most difficult settings, not the sub-standard product that was being evidenced 

in far too many cases.  The sub-standard product delivered was partially due to the lack 

of appeal of teaching in these volatile settings, which led to urban flight by high quality 

teaching professionals, a dilemma that affects the profession to this day.  That lack of 

appeal was grounded in low pay and poor work environments.  Urban teaching 

opportunities abounded with the call for Black teachers to serve their own.  Teaching as a 

career pursuit became an altruistic calling for students originating from those 
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communities.  This provided a solution, but simultaneously created an additional set of 

problems. 

Hess (1994) suggested the roles of educators in the 1980s were changing 

dramatically as a result of Chicago-style school restructuring efforts grounded in the 

premise that urban public schools were suffering because new teacher recruits were 

graduates of public universities with low ACT (American College Test) scores for 

entering freshman who tended to graduate in the bottom quartile of their class, thereby 

perpetuating a vicious cycle of underachievement as they went back to work (in their 

communities of origin) and were now expected to reform the public school system (and 

their communities).  Hess outlined a systemic flaw that would plague school systems for 

decades to come. “A serious weakness (of reform efforts) is the inadequate attention paid 

to retraining the existing teacher force...” (Hess, 1994, p. 249).  According to Hess 

(1994), “The Carnegie Report lays out in some detail a plan for dramatically changing the 

role of teachers in our nation’s entire educational system” (p. 249).  Teacher expectations 

and capacity were identified as critical components for success in reform efforts.  Well-

intentioned educators, both experienced and those new to the profession, were not 

prepared to deal with the social, economic, and political impact societal transformations 

were having on the changing urban public school.  This would lead to even more 

obstacles as unfunded mandates would impact schools a decade later through NCLB 

legislation. 

Teacher expectancy was defined by Kelley and Finnigan (2003) as the belief that 

individual effort will result in the achievement of specified goals.  It was identified by 
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Kelley, Heneman, and Milanowski as the key motivational factor distinguishing schools 

with improved performance from those who fail to improve (as cited in Kelley & 

Finnigan, 2003, p. 604).  Kelley and Finnigan (2003) examined factors associated with 

teacher expectancy to highlight contextual factors that might predict higher levels of 

teacher expectancy and subsequently higher levels of school performance improvement 

using school based performance award programs as predictors of student achievement 

outcomes.  Teacher expectancy was linked to teacher efficacy but differentiated because 

efficacy was viewed from two strands of work.  The first viewed teacher efficacy as the 

ability of teachers to influence student achievement.  The second viewed teacher efficacy 

as teachers’ beliefs about their own capacity to perform.  Expectancy was identified as a 

key predictor to improve student performance under performance incentive programs.  

Kelley and Finnigan’s (2003) findings were as follows: 

Several teacher attitude, organizational context, and school demographic variables 

were significant predictors of teacher expectancy in both Charlotte-Mecklenburg 

and Kentucky: fairness, feedback, goal conflict, principal support, professional 

community, reward history, and school level.  No teacher characteristic variables 

were predictors of teacher expectancy. (p. 618) 

 Several important implications with the capacity to exert positive influence over 

high school leadership decision-making were derived from the study.  Those implications 

included empirical evidence that supported teacher attitudes and organizational context as 

predictors of teacher expectancy over teacher characteristics: program fairness stood out 

as the strongest teacher attitude predictor of individual teacher expectancy; feedback, 
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principal support, professional community, and goal conflict had a significant impact on 

expectancy; teachers in high schools had lower expectancies than teachers in elementary 

or middle schools; and teacher knowledge and skills, goal clarity, site-based 

management, resource alignment, and student SES were not found to be significant 

predictors of teacher expectancy (Kelley & Finnigan, 2003).  The study implied that 

teacher attitudes, expectations, and program fairness influenced success levels more than 

the identity of the teacher, more than the amount of resources available, and more than 

socio-economic status.  The study also implied that the teacher is the intervening variable 

with the greatest potential for mitigating those factors that impede success in 

disenfranchised settings. 

Song (2006) complemented and built upon the teacher expectations argument by 

stating that, “teaching is based on both explicit and implicit personal values and beliefs” 

(p. 482).  Song (2006), based on Letendre and Akiba, argued that teachers can “foster 

students’ patience, responsible social behavior, sense of right and wrong, individuality, 

and innate ability” (p. 482).  According to Song (2006), Romanowski (1997) stated that, 

“Teachers’ beliefs are essential not only because they shape the way teachers define and 

understand physical and social realities but also because they are unavoidably intertwined 

with content knowledge and teaching pedagogy” (p. 482).  Haberman aptly indicates that, 

“A teacher who understands diverse children in poverty, those from minority language 

backgrounds, and those from minority ethnic backgrounds would make a difference in 

teaching urban students” (as cited in Song, 2006, p. 482-483). 

Arguments related to the importance of teacher expectations in the teaching and 
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learning process do not discount the current policy focus on the importance of 

curriculum, but do raise questions about the absence and role of pedagogy as an 

instrument for success.  What a teacher knows and how well they deliver it can quickly 

be lost if teachers are unable to make a personal connection with students.  Imbedded in 

attempts to make that personal connection lay a critical element for success-teacher 

expectations.  Teacher expectations can quickly diminish if teacher input into the 

instructional delivery process is offset by federal policymaking mandates that don’t 

consider context specific delivery systems that can impact a student’s social, economic, 

and human condition.  Consequently, delivery systems driven solely by federal 

accountability mandates contribute to mounting frustrations for educators in these 

settings because they don’t make a connection to local value systems, namely, the 

expectations of neighborhoods and communities in the educational process. 

Neighborhood and community connections.  One of the roadblocks in coupling 

urban schools with community needs often lies in the different perspectives each has 

about their role as organizations for redevelopment.  Schools typically view themselves 

as institutions of learning that will foster success over the long term as students are 

educated and return to work and live, while neighborhood and community organizations 

work to address more immediate community needs.  The paths are rarely coordinated 

efforts even though they may serve the same clientele directly or indirectly.  These 

situations offer a distinct opportunity for one to complement the other and enhance the 

success of both.  This section will trace urban leadership historically as it relates to 

opportunities for schools to serve as “community facilities” in the redevelopment process.  
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The dialogue will include a discussion of the potential for educational, social service, and 

community-based youth organizations to complement each other’s work for the 

betterment of all involved.  The section will close by examining the benefits of 

establishing school to business partnerships, and the importance of linking churches to 

community development efforts. 

The 1960s forced society to view schools differently, particularly urban schools.  

According to an Educational Facilities Laboratories (EFL) Report released in 1967, social 

unrest and a changing society redefined the role of the schoolhouse into a multifunction 

facility “ill-suited to its new additional role of helping to resolve social, economic, and 

racial problems” (p. 1).  The EFL Report (1967) referenced the school as “a community 

institution serving adults as well as children, performing social and cultural as well as 

educational functions, and operating nearly around the clock” (p. 1).  Schools were now 

expected to function around the clock and the school and community, at least in urban 

settings, merged to become one in the struggle for equity in opportunity through 

education.  Beker, in referencing U.S. Commissioner of Education, Harold Howe, 

speaking at a National Conference on Race and Education in 1969 stated that, “the time 

had come for them (school administrators) to put their careers on the line to compel their 

communities to integrate their schools” (p. 1).  The conference brought 600 participants 

to the table, perhaps for the first time, to discuss equality of educational opportunity for 

urban school students.  Participants included educational administrators, school board 

members, civil rights leaders, government officials, university scholars, high school 
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students, parents, and representatives of private enterprise.  The dialogue highlighted the 

necessity for aligning participant stakeholders toward a common goal. 

The integration of educational and social services to enhance opportunities for 

urban youth moved to the forefront of educational dialogues in the 1970s, the coupling of 

which was expected to improve student achievement, attendance, and address societal 

iniquities.  Branch, Shorthouse, McWilliams, and Keating (1977) outlined the critical role 

of those projects in urban school communities: 

Educating these youth to enable them to escape the cycle of poverty became a 

priority.  Storefront schools were created for this purpose.  Education, however, 

could only take place in concert with an attempt to meet the other social needs of 

the students.  It was felt that teachers, who struggle through their tasks virtually 

alone, often were ineffective because of a lack of support services.  It became 

clear that if scholastic defeat were to be avoided, the storefront schools would 

have to deal with drug habits, economic necessity, home problems, legal 

entanglements, inadequate housing, poor health, and other problems. (p. 1) 

Social inequities prevented teaching and learning from taking place at the level it did in 

majority population communities.  Twenty years after the Brown v. Board of Education 

(1954) ruling, the impact of these inequities negated efforts to balance social, economic, 

and educational opportunities for urban students.  Ianni (1987) argued, “How the various 

social contexts of a community are integrated (into school) in terms of continuity and 

congruence emerges as the most important determinant of how adolescence will be 

experienced and with what results” (p. 2).  According to Ianni (1987), educational 
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“productivity” (which I suggest is interchangeable with opportunity) is optimized when 

aptitude factors and environmental factors are merged to increase affective, behavioral, 

and cognitive learning (p. 8). 

Social service agencies offer promise toward overcoming some of the barriers 

confronting schools operating in minority settings.  Heath and McLaughlin’s (1994) 

analysis of community-based youth organizations (CBOs) proposed forging connections 

with urban schools to build on the strengths of both organizations to respond to the needs 

of youth.  The basic premise of the analysis was the needs of urban youth in the 1990s far 

exceeded the ability of any single organization and coupling the two would provide a 

forum for year round education.  That premise fueled policies of the day that, 

“encourage[d] or require[d] such strategies as integrated services, interagency 

collaboration, co-located or school-linked services, and/or school-community 

partnerships” (Heath & McLaughlin, 1994, p. 278).  Success would have to be grounded 

in the realities of students’ everyday lives.  Concerns were noted regarding an over-

emphasis on bureaucratic efficiencies versus “helping youth develop as learners” (p. 

Heath & McLaughlin, 1994, p. 279).  It was concluded that, “CBO’s provide 

communities of practice for much of what learning theorists currently advocate-

performance-based assessment, collaborative learning, and long term project-focused 

learning” and further that, “CBO’s could become strong partners in the education of 

community youth…These partnerships would enable educators to view youth holistically, 

through knowledge of their neighborhoods, families, and friends, as well as their 

involvement in non-academic activities” (Heath & McLaughlin, 1994, p. 295). 
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Williams (1998) continued that a “pedagogy of place” was necessary to confront 

the perils evoked by the disengagement of schools from communities at a time when 

linking the two facilitated academic enhancements for youth.  According to Williams 

(1998), pedagogy of place was based on “the idea of good works and civic responsibility.  

It is economically justifiable and grounded in good pedagogy.  More important, perhaps 

than any of those measures, is that it attends to the immediate and local” (p. 76).  The 

advantages of linking schools to social service agencies was evident and logically 

positioned both to take advantage of economies of scale and to breakdown bureaucratic 

barriers.  Synergistic relationships could be developed to provide safe havens and support 

networks for students otherwise bound for the evils of a life in poverty. 

Integrating schools, communities, and social service agencies provided a plethora 

of opportunities to facilitate success for urban students.  It would be imprudent to exclude 

from the equation businesses that would later rely on the very same youth to be their 

workforce.  Although it could be argued as a short-term expense, inconvenience, and 

merely a philanthropic endeavor, there is an inherent value in developing school-business 

partnerships.  Scales et al.’s (2005) survey of 429 mostly low-income 9th to 12th grade 

Hispanic and African American youth in an inner city high school concluded that there 

was a positive relationship between the degree they are exposed to school-business 

partnership experiences and their levels of developmental assets.  Exposure to 

partnerships showed a positive relationship to developmental success reflected in 

improved grades, attendance, academic motivation, and career preparation.  According to 

Scales et al. (2005), “Most notably…[help] provided that goes beyond financial or 
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material resources and includes a strong relationship-building element and involvement 

of students’ families appears to increase students’ odds of academic success, including 

going on to college” (p. 183).  It was speculated that the know-how attained through a 

side-by-side relationship was more important than providing a resource.  Also, it was 

hypothesized “that movement along the continuum from ‘providing for’ to ‘student 

engagement’ is facilitated by adults who scaffold students’ activities and experiences 

toward greater self-sufficiency, self motivation, and self-regulated learning” (Scales et 

al., 2005, p.182-183).  School-business partnerships were viewed as capable of creating a 

“galvanizing” effect to mobilize teachers, parents, administrators, business people, and 

other community stakeholders to facilitate higher academic achievement resulting in 

higher education becoming a more viable option for students.  Scales et al. (2005) 

summarize possible outcomes: 

When good teaching is set in a school culture that privileges higher education, 

establishes vital partnerships within the community to support such goals, and 

creates a network of collaboration among faculty, teachers have the added 

motivation, resources, and support to become even more effective in helping their 

students believe in themselves and create the conditions for success. (p. 184) 

Mitra's (2007) research on youth-adult partnerships in schools highlights an 

additional perspective-increasing student voice broadens distributed leadership.  Fine 

states that, “Those voices can raise tough issues that administrators and teachers might 

not highlight, including examining structural and cultural injustices within schools rather 

than blaming failing students for not succeeding in schools" (as cited in Mitra, 2007, p. 
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237-238).  Intermediary organizations, typically non-profits, focus on youth activism and 

community justice and serve as critical players in these efforts.  Unfortunately, the 

demand usually exceeds the supply.  The intermediary organizations provide “training for 

adults and young people to learn how to work together” (p. 247).  Organizational skills 

are developed, training and visioning support is provided, and assistance to identify 

funding sources are facilitated through the intermediary organizations that result in 

student driven projects that can change communities. 

Another critical component for any kind of success in the Black community is the 

church.  As the historical foundation and cornerstone of the Black community, coupling 

churches with community development and school reform efforts makes common sense.  

To do otherwise would be self-defeating.  As previously mentioned, Dantley (2003) 

speaks to the necessity of including spirituality in conversations about school reform 

efforts.  Scroggs and Tripses (2007) call for and cite the value of expanding those efforts 

beyond churches and charities to involve all segments of society: 

America needs a new and balanced vision for how poverty might be overcome.  

Instead of just rehashing old ideas, we must seek a comprehensive plan for 

change, involving every sector of society – not just the government, not just the 

“market” not just churches and charities, as the various competing ideological 

options often suggest.  Rather, we should focus on the stories on the ground from 

the most successful and inspiring projects around the country that are truly 

making a difference, and listen to new approaches they suggest. (p. 36) 
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This highlights the value of unexplored and unexpected opportunities beyond the 

traditional institutions of focus in the Black community.  It speaks to acknowledging and 

examining the pockets of success found throughout minority communities and inside 

urban schools across this country.  The Scroggs and Tripses (2007) study goes on to 

acknowledge un-anticipated benefits derived from open-minded collaboration by forging 

a relationship with the cornerstone institution of the Black community – the church: 

What we did not anticipate, but came to appreciate, was the benefit of the 

collaboration to all stakeholders – students, parents, teachers, volunteers from the 

congregation, and program leaders.  Based upon shared values of working 

together to improve the well being of the students, as well as extraordinary 

leadership coupled with exquisite attention to detail, this collaboration has 

resulted in performance beyond all expectations. (p. 36) 

The value of spirituality was also noted: 

The central themes of respect and spirituality, which are more difficult to pinpoint 

than more technical descriptions of an endeavor such as the one in this study, are 

absolutely essential.  Without the trust developed over the years between the 

school, church members, and families, this collaboration would not be out of the 

ordinary, and would be indistinguishable from so many other programs imposed 

upon poor children and families.  The collaboration in this study instead was a 

relationship that emanated from profound respect for all concerned and allowed 

the spirituality of all to flourish. (Scroggs & Tripses, 2007, pp. 36-37) 



 91 

The net economic effect of integrating and synthesizing schools, social service 

agencies, community based youth organizations, businesses, and churches should be 

evident short and long term with obvious benefits accruing to all stakeholders.  The 

question that arises is why have the aforementioned groups not developed a more 

prominent relationship and profile in the minority community re-development process?  

The relationships exist in some communities, but typically in pockets, not prominently.  

Certainly, this is an area for further inquiry.  In this next section, post-graduation 

opportunities for students in minority settings will be explored. 

Post-graduation opportunities for urban students.  The primary and secondary 

educational process should be a means to an end, not an end in itself as has been the case 

in minority settings.  Schools were developed as places students were obligated to attend 

by law in hopes of creating an informed citizenry that would in turn revitalize existing 

communities.  For this to happen, it is posited that post-secondary education and 

vocational pursuits must be a viable part of the educational process in these settings.  This 

section explores that premise beginning with vocational programs introduced in the 

1960s to urban America, and follows with how the post secondary educational process 

has evolved for minorities up to present day. 

According to Wilber (1966), vocational education and the manpower programs of 

the 1960s offered the promise of occupational opportunities for urban Blacks to 

overcome the educational, social, and cultural forces of the day.  Referencing the City of 

Los Angeles, Wilber (1966) indicated that according to the 1960 census, 47% of the inner 

city population had not graduated from high school.  Decaying urban centers in need of a 
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trained workforce to restore economic stability leaned toward a disenfranchised 

workforce population for resolution.  The best opportunities for those suffering in the 

urban centers came through the aforementioned programs due to functionally disqualified 

workers (defined as unqualified).  Postsecondary education was not yet a viable option 

for the typical urban youth.  Urban society had not yet evolved to that point. 

That evolution came during the 1970s as the author of this study, along with many 

other Blacks of the day, personally experienced the benefits of access to a university 

education during a time period in which that access was facilitated by government 

reforms stemming from the civil unrest and political reaction to the inner city problems of 

the 1960s, along with easy access to government educational funds.  Blacks would find 

unprecedented access to postsecondary education during the next two decades.  

Unfortunately, the window of opportunity would close in the following two decades as a 

result of the reversal of affirmative action legislation and eroding government funding 

support for education. 

Affirmative action and remedial education, brought on by the tenets of NCLB, 

impacted the opportunity for Blacks to attend postsecondary institutions by facilitating 

mediocrity in the development of high school students in the post-modern era following 

the 1990s, and carried over into the new millennium.  The general public held on to an 

assumption that the lack of preparedness of students by high schools was the culprit.  

Opportunities for students in affected communities would have to come through creative 

ventures such as one outlined in a study by Tierney and Jun (2001) who performed a 

three year analysis of a university college prep program, dubbed the Neighborhood 
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Academic Institute (NAI), that was predicated on the notion that the institution (college) 

had a social responsibility to the “students and families in whose neighborhood the 

institution resides” (p. 206).  Calling for cultural integrity to increase access to 

postsecondary education for at risk students, the study focused on average students.  

According to Tierney and Jun (2001): 

However much in sympathy we are with an attempt to overhaul an inequitable 

schooling structure, we also are disenchanted with utopian calls for new federal or 

state dollars that are not likely to come or with disengaged theoretical discussions 

about empowerment  that do not link theoretical concepts to practice.  Today's 

students need help today. (p. 221) 

By focusing on structures of schooling and the relationship between schools and 

postsecondary institutions, the NAI program kept intact the “centrality of culture,” and 

built a program “across multiple constituencies-families, neighborhoods, educators, and 

of course, the scholars” (Tierney & Jun, 2001, p. 222).  The study concluded that students 

must accept responsibility for success, parents must be willing to help and learn how to 

help, teachers and counselors must create the conditions for success, and “the university 

must provide the fiscal incentives and infrastructure to enable the program to thrive” 

(Tierney & Jun, 2001, p. 222).  Change was possible through empowerment of the 

affected community stakeholders.  The study provides evidence that opportunities can be 

facilitated without dependence on the government reforms that were hallmarks of earlier 

decades. 
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The Upward Bound program that developed as an outgrowth of the Higher 

Education Act of 1965, was designed to provide impoverished youth with supplemental 

educational services during the summer and after school.  It was a government-funded 

effort to close the opportunity for post secondary education gap that existed in America.  

Anderson and Larson’s (2009) interpretative case study of one Upward Bound Program 

for disenfranchised urban youth posited that an emphasis on rugged individualism, 

insistence on a focus on the future, and immersion in intense academic and test prep 

programs would increase educational opportunity for urban students.  However, students 

enrolled in the program posted a dropout rate of 40% before completion of their first year 

of college causing a move for abandonment by government officials citing the program 

as “an expensive and ineffective relic of the ‘War on Poverty’ era” (Anderson & Larson, 

2009, p. 72).  A gap existed between what the program offered and what the participants 

needed to have real freedom.  Findings indicated the program’s tenets of focusing on 

academic achievement alone were not sufficient and there was a need to complement 

them with social, academic, and human service agency support.  According to Anderson 

and Larson (2009), “The findings of this study argue for creating integrated social and 

educational policies that embrace the needs of children as human beings rather than as 

students only” (p. 110).  The tenets of NCLB do not make those provisions.  Dewey 

(1909) called for it a century ago.  OTL Standards called for it again 15 years ago on the 

heels of many others, but for all intents and purposes, it is being ignored in favor of a 

focus on NCLB accountability mandates that seek to standardize learning through a focus 

on minimum standards and output measures. 
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All of this lends evidence to the need for students to be prepared when the 

opportunities for post-secondary education comes.  Success comes when the student 

graduates with a college degree in hand, not just because they are admitted to an 

institution.  Martinez and Klopott (2005) identified and analyzed school reforms that 

showed evidence of college preparation for students and found that “academic rigor and 

strong social and academic support were the most crucial predictors of a student’s 

successful enrollment in, and completion of, postsecondary education” (p. 1).  Reforms 

cited included: 

…an academically rigorous core curriculum; providing opportunities for students 

to earn  college credit in high school through Advanced Placement, the 

International Baccalaureate Program, and dual enrollment; providing academic 

and social support by restructuring how a high school is organized; and aligning 

curricula, standards, and assessments to higher education requisites. (Martinez & 

Klopott, 2005, p. 1) 

Restructuring recommendations for stakeholders included implementing core curricula 

requiring advanced work in math while eliminating those that are not rigorous; identify 

academically unprepared freshman to accelerate their learning; facilitate supportive 

student relationships; align high school curricula with college requirements; coordinate 

the postsecondary matriculation process with colleges and universities; and access and 

analyze data measuring relationships between reform initiatives, college readiness, 

graduation rates, disaggregated college attendance rates, and college persistence 

(Martinez & Klopott, 2005). 
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The preceding discussions speak to the critical nature of leaderships’ 

responsibility to intervene on behalf of minority students in urban settings seeking to 

improve their social, economic and human condition.  That responsibility affects not just 

a students’ opportunity in life, but that of their families, their community, and society at 

large.  The discussion began with the evolution of the urban school leaders’ decision-

making responsibility as a mechanism to effect change in a schools community, not just 

inside the schoolhouse gates.  The two should not exist in isolation, but must complement 

each other.  Underscoring this responsibility, the multiple roles of principals and of 

teacher expectations in the developmental process was discussed highlighting the teacher 

as the single most important direct effect variable that can facilitate change in the 

educational process.  However, no less important are the ancillary and complementary 

impacts of neighborhood and social service organizations which can have positive effects 

on both students’ and schools’ success.  Yet, unless students can connect the end result to 

a change in their social, economic, and human condition, then these variables are all for 

naught.  Hence, leadership is the engine that drives and can provide the heart and soul 

that gives life to a vehicle that has found limited success in minority settings.  The goal is 

not heroic leadership, but rather the identification of successful opportunities within the 

contexts of urban school reforms. 

Increasing the Capacity of Schools to Create Opportunities and Success for 

Students 

The first section of this literature review dealt with the government and society’s 

moral responsibility to intervene on behalf of disenfranchised students to provide 
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opportunities to change their social, economic, and human condition through the public 

education process.  In the second section, the impacts of those entities on the American 

urban high school were discussed.  In the previous section, a synthesis of leadership, 

instructional, and community perspectives were discussed as they relate to the urban high 

school.  In the final section of this review, the discussion will move to increasing the 

capacity of these schools in an effort to create greater opportunities for students.  The 

dialogue will suggest a re-conceptualization of the urban high school is necessary for 

success in these cultures.  That re-conceptualization means changing how academic and 

non-academic measures of success are viewed. 

Creating opportunity for urban high school students.  Increasing the capacity 

for students to succeed in disenfranchised settings requires minority schools develop new 

infrastructures to assist those students in developing conscious behaviors that will help 

them to navigate oppressive circumstances.  Diemer, Kaufman, Koenig, Trahan, and 

Hsieh (2006) speak to this in their examination of urban adolescents’ perceptions of 

support for challenging racism, sexism, and social injustice.  Socio-political development, 

which should be considered interchangeable with the term “critical consciousness” was 

defined as an “individuals’ capacity to critically reflect and act on their sociopolitical 

environment” (Diemer et al., 2006, p. 445).  Arguably, and agreeably, critical 

consciousness was viewed by Diemer et al. (2006) as “an ‘antidote’ for oppression for 

African American young males….and a means of connecting urban adolescents to career 

development processes” (p. 445).  The Diemer et al. (2006) study argued that “critical 

consciousness facilitates the capacity to overcome sociopolitical oppression” (p. 445).  
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Given these constructs, urban public high schools are optimally positioned to expand the 

capacity of their students. 

The study also suggested challenges to racism, sexism, and social injustice by key 

social actors in urban adolescent lives is associated with a reflection component of 

critical consciousness, but not with an action component, meaning students reflect but 

don’t act.  The question of why reflection took place without action was partially 

explained by the lack of adolescent access to mechanisms of the sociopolitical process 

such as voting, running for office, and lack of membership in community organizations 

due to their age.  This raised questions about students’ capacity to act and the role of the 

school to serve as a conduit to facilitate early exposure to the political action process 

beyond traditional textbook knowledge.  If not the school, then who? (Diemer et al., 

2006). 

Valaitis suggests “providing clear strategies for sociopolitical action (such as the 

utility of collective action or recruiting support from adults) may facilitate the capacity 

for action among adolescents” (as cited in Diemer et al., 2006, p. 455).  Diemer et al. 

(2006) offer a summation of the impact a school might have on the capacity of students to 

effect sociopolitical action in urban school communities: 

Finally, it may be that aspects of urban adolescents’ school context play a larger 

role in influencing adolescents’ perceived capacity for action than support from 

peers, family, and community.  Fine (1991), as well as Houser and Overton 

(2001), have suggested the impact the school context (both positive and negative) 

may have upon the critical consciousness development of adolescents.  Fine’s 
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(1991) qualitative study suggested that urban schools may constrain students’ 

capacity for action and that critically conscious students may view schools as 

reproductive of societal inequality and elect to drop out of school.  In contrast, the 

urban adolescents in the Valaitis (2002) study perceived the capacity to act upon 

their sociopolitical environment while in school, as they were able to act 

collectively and perceived more trust from adults in the school environment.  This 

suggests that some urban school environments serve as sites where students 

perceive the capacity to act upon their sociopolitical environment. (p. 455) 

The Diemer et al. (2006) study underscores the critical responsibility of the school 

to reverse the cycle of oppression and effect change in the socioeconomic environments 

they serve by introducing students to the political action process.  The responsibility 

transcends academics and delves into the responsibility of the school to intervene in 

inequities inherent in a students' environment resulting from who they are – their race, 

how they live, their class, and how, if inoculated by tight oppressed urban spaces, the 

students are to build social, economic, cultural, political, and perhaps most importantly, 

human capital-which is a moral responsibility. 

How do you identify examples of success from which to build under these 

circumstances?  Schechter, Sykes, and Rosenfeld (2008) argue that, “Collective learning 

from past school experiences (retrospective learning) has traditionally focused on failures 

and difficulties, depriving school personnel of learning opportunities embedded in their 

own past professional successes” (p. 301).  The failure of restructuring efforts was 

attributed to successful classroom practices being limited to isolated classrooms and 
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teachers on one hand, while rarely “penetrating” classroom walls to influence the entire 

school on the other.  Interactive professionalism which allows teachers to “think together 

about innovative practices and restructuring opportunities that relate to teaching and 

learning” (Schechter et al., 2008, p. 302) was cited as a key restructuring component.  

Schechter et al. (2008) also argue that practitioner (teacher) reviews of failure tend to 

perpetuate the same defense mechanisms that created the failure in the first place, 

“restricting authentic inquiry and possible change,” (p. 303) as participants instead opt for 

defensive exchanges.  As a result, under this scenario, although problems and failures 

may lead to a questioning of the status quo, “practitioners become entrenched in denial 

and avoidance, which maintains a problematic status quo” (Schechter et al., 2008, p. 

303).  Schechter et al. indicate that there is a bias in professional literature that suggests 

learning from success leads to preservation of the status quo, induces overconfidence in 

routines, maintains the same historical operating procedures and personnel, rarely gives 

rise to a conscious search for meaning, and facilitates first order learning in opposition to 

transformational change.  However, “This bias against learning from success too often 

blinds professionals to a wealth of learning opportunities embedded in their own 

practices” (Schechter et al., 2008, p. 304).  It is concluded, as in the aforementioned 

Diemer et al. (2006) study, that, “it is imperative to create spaces (Isaacs 1999) where 

practitioners can share their professional expertise that led to successes as a means of 

improving pedagogical practice” (Schechter et al., 2008, p. 315).  Schechter et al. (2008) 

outline the administrative obligation: 
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…it is well known that teachers do not necessarily share the same beliefs and 

values as to what is successful and what is not; thus one teacher’s perceived 

success may be another’s perceived failure.  When participants classify their 

colleagues’ experiences as either successful or unsuccessful categories, the 

obligation of the administrator is to uncover the potentially rich information 

residing within each experience.  In order to cope with the “unintended division” 

between “successful” and “unsuccessful” teachers, leaders should serve as 

gatekeepers for any dispositional ideology, while empowering teachers to 

authentically share what they perceive to be their successful practices. (p. 315) 

The implication is that recognition of successful models to build on are derived from 

retrospection that focuses on collaboration about successes to facilitate open minds rather 

than discussions of failed endeavors that cause defense mechanisms to dominate 

dialogues. 

One of the most pervasive elements affecting the success of urban high school 

students is the transition from middle school to high school.  As previously mentioned, 

among other factors, the movement away from the OTL Standards introduced in 1995 has 

adversely affected student achievement levels.  According to Cooper and Liou (2007), “it 

is immoral to compare student outcomes before we seriously engage in an investigation 

of the distribution of inputs – opportunities and resources essential to the development of 

intellect and competence” (p. 54).  OTL standards provided the structure to develop the 

culture necessary to guide students successfully to opportunities in and beyond high 

school.  Cooper and Liou (2007) argue that the failure of NCLB to account for 
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differences between students within and across cultural contexts, inadequate information 

distribution by school counselors concerning student academic and career goals, deficient 

multicultural knowledge competency, and a lack of emphasis on “constructing social 

networks and the ways in which students’ academic outcomes are relational with the 

immediate ethos at school” (p. 54), contribute to student failure rates in the transition 

from middle school to high school and subsequently result in students dropping out.  In a 

study by Patterson, Beltyukova, Berman, & Francis (2007) highlighting a freshman 

academy designed to overcome the negative effects students face transitioning from 

middle school to high school, small learning communities (SLC) are offered as one 

antidote for the “dehumanizing condition of the large urban high school” (p. 128).  Size is 

not viewed as a panacea, but more as an opportunity to give students what they need; 

“collegiality among teachers, personalized teacher-student relationships, and less 

differentiation of instruction” (Patterson et al., 2007, p. 129).  Patterson et al. (2007) 

concluded: 

It is apparent from previous studies as well as in the findings here that 

relationships are the first step in creating a successful high school experience for 

freshmen – relationships across the many stakeholders in a young person’s 1st 

year – students, teachers, and parents. (p. 142) 

If students are to be successful in maneuvering social, economic, political, and 

post-secondary educational mazes inside and beyond their communities, it will require 

interventions in the early stages of the secondary school process, definitely during the 

transition from middle school to high school.  The process has to be developed with a 



 103 

productive end in mind that identifies with the value systems of impoverished youth.  A 

direct connection to stakeholders in their educational context with clearly defined roles 

who can facilitate success toward this end is essential. 

According to Lewis et al. (2008), the conversations necessary to build capacity in 

minority settings must imbed framing success and failure as opportunities for urban 

students by empowering those who are most responsible for change-the participants 

themselves.  Lewis et al. (2008) argue that urban school failure is a social construction 

where participant voices are muffled by scholars who insist on, “‘blam[ing] the victim 

(African American learner)’ for his or her academic plight in society in general 

(Hernstein & Murray, 1994) and in school in particular” (p. 128).  It is argued that 

deficient culture, family, and community practices, and “urban classrooms prevent(s) 

African American learners from participating in mainstream opportunities (Clark, 2002; 

Kozol, 2005)” (Lewis et al., 2008, p. 129), resulting in racism being overlooked as a 

systemic variable and marginalizing the voices of the participants themselves.  Lewis et 

al. (2008) point out that a philosophical pervasiveness of racist ideology in society 

“impacts political and practical solutions for students in urban environments” (p. 129).  

Subsequently, it is argued that the change must be driven by the participants themselves 

through political empowerment.  Before looking outside for help, participants must tap 

internal resources by looking inward to develop the capacity to help themselves.  In the 

post-modern economically challenged educational environment, outside help is slow to 

materialize, if at all (Lewis et al., 2008). 



 104 

In efforts to create optimal learning conditions for urban youth, another critical 

consideration is the structural composition of the school and its affect and effect on 

student achievement and success.  Stewart (2008) investigated this through a longitudinal 

study of 11,999 students from 715 high schools examining the effects of school structural 

characteristics (proportion non-White, school size, school poverty, school location, 

school social problems, and school cohesion) and individual level co-variates (school 

attachment, school motivation, school involvement, peer attachments, and parental school 

involvement) on student achievement.  According to Stewart (2008): 

Investigating individual-level and school structural characteristics that influence 

academic achievement is important because children spend a great deal of time in 

school, and therefore schools and school-related activities play key roles in the 

socialization of children and serve as the primary social setting for students. (p. 

180) 

The study concluded there was a substantial relationship between the individual 

level predictors and student achievement, but school structural factors had relatively little 

effect when compared with individual level characteristics.  The implication was that: 

…students who care about and feel supported by their teachers and friends are 

more likely to develop affective ties to school and display socially acceptable 

behavior.  Furthermore, students with well-defined educational goals who invest 

greater effort and display higher aspirations for status attainment may be more 

committed to the overall educational process. (Stewart, 2008, p. 197) 



 105 

Through various authors, Stewart (2008) indicates that although participation in 

fine arts activities, intramural and high school sports, and vocational clubs have no 

significant impact on student achievement, possibly because they divert time and energy, 

they do foster a sense of belonging, community, and self pride.  Consequently, schools 

should focus on interventions that take into consideration the impact of both sets of 

characteristics.  Perhaps most importantly, “the concentration of social problems, 

proportion non-White, and poverty in a school, as well as the school’s location and size, 

do not significantly relate to average achievement” (Stewart, 2008, p. 198) once you take 

into account individual level predictors.  This suggests the effects of being educated in 

impoverished settings can be mitigated through structural school based interventions. 

Increasing the capacity of schools to create opportunities for urban youth must 

include developing socio-political access mechanisms to tap internal resources and 

abilities for self-empowerment before relying on help from the outside.  In simple terms, 

teach students self-reliance to help themselves before looking for help.  Students need to 

learn to take responsibility for one’s own success, and not be dissuaded by a 

circumstance such as poverty that might initially be perceived as beyond one’s control, 

because it has been proven its effects can be mitigated through collective school based 

structural mechanisms.  Schools’ must imbed these structures in the learning process.  

The final two installments of this literature review will examine the impact of academic 

success measures and non-academic indicators on urban high school students. 

Academic success measures - No Child Left Behind.  According to, Educating 

America - The President's Initiatives for High School, Higher Education and Job 
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Training (Bush, 2004), the goal of NCLB legislation introduced in 2002 was to “expand 

opportunities for American students and workers…(and) ensure that every high school 

student graduates and is ready for the workplace or college” (p. 1).  NCLB legislation 

requires states set clear standards for what every child should learn, hold schools 

accountable for progress through rigorous annual standardized tests, and report results to 

parents (Bush, 2004, p. 4).  As previously indicated, success measures driven by content 

standards and outcome measures that do not provide consideration for inputs and 

processes to achieve those standards raise serious questions and challenges for educators.  

Set standards, hold schools accountable, report results to parents, while making no 

provision for the imbalance in inputs is the fallacy.  That one should not be concerned 

with the fact the starting point for everyone is not the same, but be concerned with how 

students finish, is naïve to say the least. 

The role of testing in NCLB is explicitly stated as the measure of student success.  

In 2005, then President Bush, in the Department of Education’s (DOE), NCLB: 

Expanding the Promise, publication, asserted that all students, regardless of race, socio-

economic status, disability, or English proficiency must have an opportunity to obtain a 

quality education.  Citing stronger accountability, more choices for parents and students, 

utilization of research-based instructional methods, rigorous annual testing, and tough 

adequate yearly progress targets, states were required to ensure all students are proficient 

in reading and math by the school year 2013-2014.  The determination of success being, 

of course, state administered annual standardized tests. 
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Adelman and Taylor argued in 2006 that NCLB’s original implementation made 

no arrangements for investments in systems to close achievement gaps and that the 

legislation’s reauthorization should incorporate a focus on developing learning supports 

to overcome barriers to teaching and learning.  Unfortunately, Hoff and Klein (2008) 

indicate that dialogue was lost somewhere along the line as neither 2008 Presidential 

candidate, John McCain or Barack Obama, made any reference to it as part of their 

proposed educational agendas.  However, both candidates expressed support for the 

continuation of testing to measure a students’ and a school’s success.  Consequently, 

educators are expected to improve outputs without any consideration being given to input 

mechanisms as they deal with reductions in education spending based on a slow 

economic recovery from the recent economic recession. 

The road ahead will involve more barriers, not less.  The unfunded mandates 

resulting from NCLB will become more difficult to meet as educational funding erodes 

while policymakers continue to focus on a weak economy.  Under these circumstances, 

the holistic development of a child becomes more of a concern because educators are 

expected to do more with less.  That focus must somehow include expanding 

opportunities for students, not just passing tests.  The most significant hope for this to 

occur is through post-secondary opportunities for students.  The goal or end result is not a 

high school diploma because it does not change one’s human condition.  It is a pre-

requisite for access to opportunities to change one’s condition.  The discussion must 

include a focus on vehicles that can reverse the cycle of poverty and lead to access to 



 108 

post-secondary opportunities.  The impact of non-academic indicators on those 

opportunities will be discussed next. 

Non-academic indicators impacting urban high school student success.  This 

study posits that the maximum opportunity for a high school student as college 

admittance.  This does not diminish other opportunities such as trade school, the military, 

entrepreneurship, and other vocational pursuits, but the focus of this study is for students 

to pursue the highest reward.  Consequent to that pursuit is the opportunity for students to 

access all of the aforementioned.  This section will examine those pursuits. 

ACT, Inc. (2007) identifies prior academic achievement and cognitive ability as 

the best indicators of college success.  However, non-academic factors that can impact 

student performance are indicated as: 

1. Individual psychosocial factors, such as motivation (e.g., academic self-discipline, 

commitment to school) and self-regulation (e.g., emotional control, academic self-

confidence). 

2. Family factors, such as attitude toward education, involvement in students’ school 

activities, and geographic stability. 

3. Career planning that identifies a good fit between students’ interests and their 

postsecondary work. 

Academic discipline was identified as the most influential non-academic factor.  Policy 

implications point to designing academic programs to support academic progress by 

monitoring non-academic indicators and applying results to “promoting student academic 

engagement and commitment to schoolwork” (ACT, Inc., 2007, p. 2).  Consequently, 
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non-academic factors should receive an elevated focus if they impact academic 

achievement because success in college means fulfilling academic requirements. There 

are no shortcuts.  There is power in non-academic indicators of success for urban 

students.  Resilience is viewed as one of those indicators that can provide students with 

enhanced learning opportunities.  Wang, Haertel, and Walberg define this as the 

“capacity of individuals to overcome personal vulnerabilities and environmental 

adversities effectively or the ability to thrive physically and psychologically despite 

adverse circumstances” (as cited in Wasonga, Christman, & Kilmer, 2003, p. 65).  The 

Wasonga et al. (2003) study concluded there was a need to pay more attention to non-

instructional aspects of schooling because of their consequent impact on student 

resilience and academic success.  Non-instructional protective factors that can predict 

resilience and academic achievement were identified as stress resistance, hardiness, social 

competence, autonomy, problem-solving capabilities, and a keen sense of future.  Due to 

urban students’ exposure to higher levels of stress and lower levels of social support, 

resilience was highlighted as a critical factor that can improve their health, social, and 

academic outcomes.  Socio-economic status was viewed as not being influenced by 

schools, whereas resilience was identified as being possessed by all children, and along 

with environmental factors can “exploit positive features of the environment for positive 

outcomes” (Wasonga et al., 2003, p. 8).  Clearly, affective indicators and social support 

structures can prove significant in overcoming barriers as students struggle to change 

their human condition through the educational process. 
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Murtadha and Watts (2005) link the struggle for educational change for African 

Americans to themes derived from a historical analysis: 

(a) As agents of change, educational leadership has been exercised by individuals 

and groups of people of African descent during all periods of U.S. history.  (b) 

African American educational leaders linked the struggle for education with 

social justice, acting within a moral imperative.  Educational leadership for 

African Americans meant fighting to overcome the social barriers of poverty and 

class, slavery, and institutionalized racism’s inequities within a democratic 

society.  It meant getting resources where none or few were provided.  (c) 

Community engagement was central to Black educational leadership.  They 

would often use strategies of leverage and coalition in the absence of power.  

Black leaders formed fraternal orders and literacy groups and organized church 

congregations to support collective interests, recognizing that the community’s 

strengths were needed to bring about change. (p. 592) 

Students growing up in disenfranchised communities often object to the historical 

frameworks incorporated by previous generations to bring about change.  Hope, 

opportunity, and free will are individual endeavors that collectively can change 

communities if they are accepted by the captive audience.  Today’s students measure 

success differently.  Yesterday’s methods and processes have not captured their attention.  

The schoolhouse model that was effective 20, or even 10, years ago is a 

counterproductive relic, thanks to the advent of global communications and the Internet.  

High schools predicated on conformity, uniformity, and obedience turn out rebellious 
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teens who lose their way.  Naïvely, schools are expected to change students’ social, 

economic, and human condition in spite of the limited investment that has been made in 

these institutions as reliance on what worked in the past drives reform efforts.  Success in 

these situations requires re-conceptualizing the educational processes and structures. 

Schools cannot be expected to reform communities in isolation.  Gordon and 

Rebell (2007) cite schools as only one of many educative institutions charged with 

accomplishing these goals.  Education is viewed as a lifelong process facilitated by 

schools, libraries, museums, daycare centers, faith based institutions, radio and television 

stations, newspapers, health care systems, commercial offices, factories, farms, homes, 

families, communities and social groups, games and recreational facilities, economic, 

political, and cultural affinity groups.  It is suggested that opportunity in LSES settings is 

best facilitated when stakeholders collaborate, coordinate, and delegate responsibilities 

based on what schools can do and what other agencies and communal institutions can do. 

If students are expected to embrace meaningful opportunities that will result in 

building social, economic, political, and cultural capital through the academic process, 

inquiry must take place that challenges traditional modes of communication.  Conformity 

will not facilitate those challenges.  Swaminathan (2007) indicates that inequities must be 

documented and examined by creating spaces where extraordinary conversations can take 

place; conversations that will facilitate dialogue, democracy, listening to the voices of 

youth, and instill faith in their belief in their ideals as educators strive to structure their 

educational experiences.  Swaminathan also indicates that Black communities view 

community service as a core value that should be emphasized more in service learning 
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initiatives.  Swaminathan’s (2007) study, analyzing a high school student discussion 

critically reflecting on service learning experiences, revealed the following: 

Not always conciliatory, it was a dynamic space where student voices emerged, 

learned from community service learning experiences, and took a step into the 

realm of community organizing by creating action plans, debating how problems 

are resolved and creating spaces for all voices to be included. (p. 27) 

It was revealed to teachers that student voice was necessary in designing service learning 

opportunities to ensure students of color were not marginalized due to differing 

perspectives on the value of service learning.  Students in the study were provided the 

space to facilitate dialogue that could possibly counter cultural domination and teach 

activism as a motivational tool by integrating education and social action.  This 

underscores the premise that efforts must involve synthesizing all stakeholder input 

including student voices, particularly in minority settings.  Although student voices will 

be absent from this study process, their value as a critical component in the urban high 

school re-conceptualization process cannot be understated. 

The road ahead will involve a paradigm shift of unprecedented proportions if 

urban public high schools are to become agents of transformation for host communities.  

High schools cannot be the end result of the educational process.  They must serve 

students by becoming a means to an end, not an end in itself.  Schools must serve as 

gateways of opportunity for all citizens in a democratic society, most of all for those who 

have least. 
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Chapter Summary 

This literature review began with a discussion of the government and society’s 

role in meeting its moral responsibility to intervene on behalf of disenfranchised students 

to reshape their communities through the educational process.  If schools do not take on 

the responsibility to educate students isolated in tight urban spaces under oppressive 

circumstances to develop the acumen to manipulate resources on their behalf to navigate 

the socio-political process, then who will?  Students will not embrace misaligned values 

or an academic process unless the potential exists to change their social, economic, and 

human condition.  Therefore, schools must develop structures that facilitate this course of 

action.  This review examined those structures from multiple perspectives that included 

school leaders, teachers, community stakeholders, parents and others.  This process will 

succeed only through the collective efforts of all stakeholders involved.  Society at large 

must accept that it is an equivalent stakeholder in this process and understand the 

consequent impact of ignoring that responsibility. 

The preceding literature review examined the evolution of the urban high school 

from a leadership, curricular, and extracurricular standpoint and argued its future must be 

grounded in a social justice framework.  The intent of the ensuing study is not to continue 

the critique of what’s wrong with the urban high school, but to identify what’s being done 

right and done well to create a successful model for urban high school reform.  Its design 

is to elevate the voices of those who have traditionally been told what to do by bringing 

them to center stage.  The aim is to initiate an alternative means of re-conceptualizing the 
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urban high school to maximize its benefits to those it is designed to serve-the participant 

stakeholders within those contexts.  That model will be presented in Chapter 6. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This exploratory study of urban high school opportunities begins with two 

assumptions.  The first assumption is that within any urban high school there are 

disconnected pockets of success, which sometimes do not cumulatively create school-

wide opportunities for students.  This raises two questions: first how to identify, and 

second how to connect, those pockets in order to see how they might contribute to re-

creating urban school-wide successes.  The second assumption is that the educators 

working within urban high schools have the best insights into how to identify 

opportunities both inside of schools and in their surrounding communities.  By 

combining these two assumptions into one research study, the researcher hopes to offer 

both policymakers and practitioners new insights for re-conceptualizing the future of 

urban high schools. 

“Success” Today 

The State of Florida gauges school success through the letter grades A, B, C, D, 

or F.  This is the result of political attempts to simplify a deeply rooted complex issue by 

applying a formula that measures the collective results of various sub-groups on a test 

administered once a year.  The drawbacks of that process were discussed in Chapter 2.  

The social, economic, and human condition of people in impoverished communities does
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not change necessarily because a school letter grade changes.  Unfortunately for 

participant stakeholders, letter grades can improve and remain at high levels for extended 

periods without any consequent impact on a schools host community, thanks to the 

sophistication of school based leaders in “teaching to the test.”  Leaders, often hailed for 

“moving a school,” typically move themselves via promotion or on to other challenges.  

The success of a school as measured through a schools letter grade does not necessarily 

generate dividends for the students’ community.  In those neighborhoods, success isn’t 

measured by a school’s grade, it is measured by how lives in the community and the 

community changes.  This study posits that the purpose of the school and school success 

should be aligned to achieve that end.  If the school does not take its fair share of the 

burden of responsibility for a community’s and subsequently society’s makeover, then 

who will fill that gap?  This study is based on the premise that no one should argue 

against this mission of public education in a socially conscious democratic society. 

Researcher’s Role 

The researcher is an African American doctoral student born in the industrial 

northeast between the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) ruling and the Civil Rights 

Movement of the 1960s.  The researcher’s secondary education also took place in the 

industrial northeast while post-secondary education took place exclusively in the south in 

the State of Florida.  Employed as a teacher and administrator in a Southeast Florida 

school district, a lifelong concern that changed to a life and professional commitment to 

correcting the inequitable distribution of educational, social, political, and economic 
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opportunities for Blacks, and a commitment to identifying methods to overcome 

roadblocks to success for the aforementioned group, provided the impetus for this study. 

Urban School District 

The urban school district selected is the second largest school district in the State 

of Florida and the sixth largest school district in the United States, hosting a total student 

population of 255,738 students.  There are 32 traditional public high schools in the 

county.  The school district’s demographic breakdown is 40.6% Black, 50.7% White, 

29.6% Hispanic, 3.7% Asian, 3.4% Multi-racial, and 1.5% Native American.  68,496 

students attend high school in the county.  The district spends an average of $5,480 each 

year to educate the traditional student (Eagle County Public Schools [pseudonym] 

Website, 2013a).  While not all of the county can be described as urban, the district 

provides a sufficient number of high schools to conduct a comprehensive study of urban 

high schools. 

Sampling Design 

Three sites were selected for this study.  The Black student populations at the 

three sites are 90%, 86%, and 62%.  The respective minority populations at the three sites 

are 95%, 96%, and 92%.  Two of the high schools were originally built and designed to 

serve Black students in the north and central areas of the county prior to desegregation.  

Those schools continue to serve predominantly Black student populations.  The third is a 

predominately Black school in the south end of the county which serves a majority Black 

as well as predominantly minority population that includes a large Hispanic sub-group. 
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The State of Florida utilizes a Differentiated Accountability Model (Florida 

Department of Education, 2008) to classify schools into differentiated accountability 

categories based on the identification of problem areas that include D or F grades, and/or 

unmet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) criteria/targets less than 80%.  The level of 

intervention is based on where a school falls into one of five categories.  The categories 

are Prevent I (school directs intervention, district provides assistance, state monitors), 

Correct I (district directs intervention, state reviews progress), Prevent II (district directs 

intervention and provides assistance), Correct II (school and district implement state-

directed interventions), and Intervene (school and district implement state-directed 

interventions and face possible closure, state monitors).  The goal of the categorization 

process is to align and integrate the states School Grading Accountability System with 

the federal NCLB accountability model. 

The three sites selected for the study fall into the states Correct II differentiated 

accountability category meaning the school and the district are required to implement 

state directed interventions on the schools behalf.  The two schools built prior to 

desegregation to serve Black students are currently assigned a letter grade of D while the 

other has a letter grade of C.  Correct II schools are subject to higher levels of state and 

district intervention than Correct I schools.  None of the schools have met the federal 

criteria for Adequate Yearly Progress (Office of A++/No Child Left Behind, 2009). 
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Participant Selection 

All schools selected host a Black student population of at least 60% (Eagle 

County Public Schools Website, 2013b).  With permission obtained from Eagle County 

Public Schools, principals were contacted at each school to request a meeting to outline 

the purpose of the study and to request the schools’ participation.  Additionally, the 

researcher requested the principal identify potential candidates to assist in facilitating the 

data collection process, which consisted of the researcher conducting 45 to 90 minute 

tape recorded interviews of selected candidates.  Candidates were sought with long 

standing academic, social, and political ties to the school and community. 

A facilitator was chosen in conjunction with the principal identified interview 

respondents.  An attempt was made to utilize early release and professional development 

release time to conduct the interviews.  Early release and professional development 

release time are those time periods during work hours when students are not in 

attendance.  Incentives were used to solicit participants.  Those incentives included 

refreshments if the interviews were conducted during school hours and gift cards if 

interviews were conducted after school hours. 

Interviews 

As previously indicated, the purpose of this study, and the challenge for 

educational leaders in urban settings, is to determine how participant stakeholders, 

particularly at the high school level, create opportunities for their students to transcend 

their social, economic, and human condition using the educational process given the 

constraints imposed by NCLB mandates.  This included examining urban high schools in 
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Southeast Florida to identify pockets of success to reveal missing components necessary 

for whole school excellence to build cohesion in terms of what we desire to call Urban 

High Schools of Opportunity.  Once identified, the pockets of success and missing 

components will be combined to create a model for Urban High Schools of Opportunity 

for Students, which will be presented in Chapter 6.  Those opportunities often go 

unnoticed and unreported because they do not necessarily factor into the states A++ 

school grading and differentiated accountability process.  The process involved 

identifying high school participants who could share an internal school based perspective 

on what works in their given context.  To some extent, the teachers and leaders in urban 

schools have been marginalized due to federal, state, and the district’s own external 

mandates and accountability oversights/interventions. Specifically, the study sought to 

describe what those urban participants perceive as opportunities for success for students 

before and after graduation, and how they go about creating and promoting such 

opportunities. 

Tape-recorded interviews of selected candidates were used as sources of data 

collection.  Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman-Davis (1997) identify interviews as an 

opportunity to look for “shifts in perspectives, revelations, and new insights” in an effort 

to “look at old facts in new ways” as the researcher “discovers new relationships among 

familiar attitudes, [with] a willingness to accept the implications of well known material” 

(p. 147).  Bogdan and Biklen (1998) indicate that open-ended questions allow 

respondents to answer from their frame of reference rather than being confined by pre-

arranged questions. 
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The interview sessions with each respondent were tape-recorded.  The data 

collection process was facilitated by identifying and analyzing feedback from social 

networks at each high school to determine how the participant stakeholders created 

opportunities for students to transcend their social, economic, and human condition using 

the educational process given the constraints of NCLB mandates.  The technique 

employed to recruit participants for the study was respondent-driven snowball sampling.  

According to Atkinson and Flint, “Snowball sampling…seek[s] to take advantage of the 

social networks of identified respondents to provide a researcher with an ever-expanding 

set of potential contacts” (as cited in Thomson, 1997, para. 3).  The identification of 

social networks with long-term vested community and school ties to each school in the 

study were critical to extracting data that are representative of the subject schools’ 

community.  In other words, for the data to be valid and reliable it had to represent the 

voices of stakeholders with strong connections to the given school.  This study was an 

attempt to obtain information from a population that may be hidden and possibly ignored 

in the policy and decision making process.  As previously cited, urban schools are 

confronted with challenging circumstances that involve high levels of district, state, and 

federal oversight due to NCLB accountability mandates and restrictions. 

Identifying and convincing these silenced social networks to provide information 

that can transform their school community was a challenge of the study.  Van Meter 

(1990) cites snowball sampling as a means of studying hidden populations: “Ascending 

methodologies involve research strategies elaborated at a community or local level and 

specifically adapted to the study of selected social groups; for example, a hidden 
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population” (p. 32).  Bachman and Schutt (2003) identify snowball sampling as a 

mechanism useful in reaching “hard to reach or hard to identify, interconnected 

populations where at least some members of the population know each other, such 

as…informal organizational leaders” (p. 109).  One member of the population is 

identified and asked to speak to others.  According to Coleman (1997), snowball 

sampling proceeds in two stages: a respondent in stage one is requested to identify 

individuals in stage two with whom they have a relationship with to facilitate data 

collection.  Snowball sampling has been used in U.S. Department of Education studies at 

schools and makes use of the relations between individuals (Coleman, 1997, p. 180-181). 

Bachman and Schutt (2003) view respondent-driven sampling as a more 

systematic version of snowball sampling used to reduce the potential for bias.  This is 

accomplished by providing incentives or gratuities to respondents to recruit peers.  

Although the population in question in this study is not hidden in a literal sense, their 

voices have historically been hidden or marginalized from a policy and decision-making 

standpoint in the urban school solution process that defers to external mandates and 

oversights.  Two noteworthy issues surface; sample bias and trust.  Atkinson and Flint 

(2001) indicate replication will be necessary to overcome sample bias.  Consequently, the 

study was replicated in three schools among six separate and distinct groups of 

respondents at each school.  Also, the problem of respondent hesitancy to participate or 

trust was overcome by taking advantage of the trust of nodes who relied on their 

relationship ties to other potential study participants. 
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Data Collection 

Institutional Review Board approval was received before data collection 

commenced (see Appendix E). The snowball sampling procedures used entailed 

identifying a site facilitator in conjunction with the principal at each school (see 

Appendix C for the Recruitment Letter/Interview Preview shared with potential 

respondents prior to gaining their consent).  Factoring into this decision was the 

researchers previous work experience and interactions at each site or feeder school for 

each site.  Consequently, the researcher was familiar with the dynamics and population of 

each school selected.  The interviews were semi-structured to facilitate guided 

conversations rather than confined dialogues in an effort to ensure the data derived 

represented the norms, values, traditions, and ideologies of the interview respondents.  

Each interview was guided by an interview protocol and was tape-recorded.  The 

interview protocol included an opening statement, outline of the study, and interview 

questions (see Appendix B).  The data collection process also included a daily 

impressionistic record of each site visit to develop an ongoing reflective record of each 

day’s activities (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997). 

The tape-recorded interviews were conducted among six categories of 

respondents at each school. The categories of respondents were administrative (principal 

and assistant principal), guidance, instructional, non-instructional, and non-staff School 

Advisory Committee members (SAC).  Minimum participation by the principal, an 

assistant principal, a guidance counselor, three instructional staff members, one non-

instructional staff member, and one non-staff SAC team member was required for a 



 124 

school to be included in the study.  The principal’s participation in the interview process 

was required for the schools inclusion in the study. The three principals approached for 

the study all agreed to participate in the study.  Longevity and tenure at the school was 

preferred but not required for participants. 

The confidentiality of respondents participating in the interviews was protected.  

Once the interview facilitator was designated at each school, they identified respondents 

from each of the previously identified categories to sit for interviews.  For example, 

school #1, category #1, respondent #1, 2, 3, etc.; category #2, respondent #1, 2, 3, etc.; 

school #2, category #1, respondent #1, 2, 3, etc., category #2, respondent #1, 2, 3, etc.  

That record is maintained confidentially.  The researcher refers to the respondents only 

by those numbers in the final study.  No record of the respondents’ names and coded 

numbers is revealed by the researcher in this final analysis and no personal data is 

revealed in this final report. 

The interview respondents are categorized as follows: 

• Category #1 - Principal (1) 

• Category #2 - Administrators (1) 

• Category #3 - Guidance Counselors (1) 

• Category #4 - Instructional staff (3) 

• Category #5 – Non-instructional support staff (1) 

• Category #6 - Non-school SAC team members (1) 

Each interview was prefaced by a written preview of the questions and 

clarification of study purposes, implications, and depth of answers sought.  The 
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interviews were scheduled for 45 to 90 minutes with follow-up as needed.  The 

interviews were conducted using a hand-held wireless tape recorder after permission was 

obtained for its use from the principal at each site.  Each interview respondent was 

provided a copy of a consent form and agreed to participate by signing the consent form 

prior to the interview (see Appendix D). 

Guiding and Interview Questions. 

The guiding research questions were as follows: 

1. What do stakeholder participants in urban high schools value as opportunities for 

success for their students? 

2. How do stakeholder participants in urban high schools create opportunities for 

success for students? 

3. How do participant stakeholders promote models of success for students? 

4. What is the school’s role in rebuilding the surrounding community? 

5. What does a school’s host community value as the highest priority for its 

graduates? 

To answer these research questions, the researcher used open-end semi-structured 

interview questions as follows: 

1. What is your affiliation/role with this school? 

2. What is your length of service to this school and in education, and what is your 

additional professional background if any? 

3. In the past two years, what were your school’s two greatest accomplishments and 

challenges?  Explain why and what obstacles were involved? 
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4. What is the most important role your school plays in shaping the surrounding 

community? 

5. Based on your interaction with minority students, what three things do they value 

and want to change about their lives? 

6. What steps, programs, or models for success does your school have in place to 

create opportunities for minority students? 

7. What does your school do to prepare students to change the community it serves 

socially, politically, or economically? 

8. What do you view as a successful next step for minority students in your school 

after they graduate and what tools for success do they need that they don’t already 

have? 

9. What else can your school do to promote programs or models for success for your 

students? 

Pilot Study 

Additionally, the study was piloted at a selected high school similar to the profile 

of the targeted schools using the principal, one administrator, one guidance counselor, 

three teachers, and one non-instructional staff member.  It is important to anticipate how 

the proposed data collection procedures and specific interview questions would work in 

terms of content validity and reliability and how likely participants are to respond.  A 

pilot study was conducted with a school and its personnel having a similar profile to 

those selected for this study.  Kiss and Nikolov (2005) suggest a pilot study as grounds 

for revision of an actual study.  Aligned with that end, Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman-
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Davis (1997) cite role play as a valuable experiential tool in preparation for a study 

grounded in portraiture: “work done in preparation for the visit plays an important role in 

setting the stage for positive rapport” (p. 164).  The following pilot study was conducted 

with this premise in mind. 

In November of 2009, the researcher made the initial contact with the pilot 

school’s principal to outline the study, its purposes, goals, and assistance needed to 

execute the pilot.  During that meeting a site facilitator was identified to assist with the 

identification of prospective candidates for the interviews.  An appointment was made to 

meet with the facilitator on November 17, 2009.  During that meeting, nine prospective 

candidates in addition to the principal were identified for interviews.  Candidates were 

sought who regularly demonstrated a commitment to the school beyond their required 

duties.  The facilitator also assisted by providing a profile of the school and a synopsis of 

why each prospective candidate would be viable.  The facilitator was then provided a 

written outline of the pilot study that included an introduction of the researcher, the 

purpose of the study, the logistics pertaining to how the study would be executed, a 

preview of the questions and contact information for the researcher.  The expectation for 

the facilitator was to provide a copy of the outline to each prospective candidate prior to 

e-mail contact by the researcher.  The outlines were distributed and e-mail contacts were 

made in December of 2009.  The e-mails were followed up by phone calls to each 

prospective candidate.  Seven of the 10 prospective candidates sought made themselves 

available for the interviews.  The following is a list of the interviewees, dates, and lengths 

of interviews: 
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1. Business Teacher/Football Coach, December 21, 2009, 66 minutes 

2. Principal, January 5, 2010, 55 minutes 

3. Psychology Teacher, January 5, 2010, 40 minutes 

4. Math Teacher, January 11, 2010, 49 minutes 

5. Assistant Principal, January 20, 2010, 53 minutes 

6. Security Specialist/Facilitator, January 21, 2010, 65 minutes 

7. Guidance Director, January 27, 2010, 64 minutes 

The purpose of the interviews was to gather information from school members about how 

they provide students with learning and growth opportunities.  Participants were asked to 

identify any questions that were vague or difficult to interpret. 

Based on the pilot study, the following changes in the procedures were made.  

The first interview was scheduled as a one on one session with note taking as the method 

of data collection.  Due to the open-end nature of the questions and length of the 

interviews, it became evident that tape-recording the interviews would be the most 

feasible and efficient means of data collection.  Consequently, the first interview was 

rescheduled to accomplish this result.  The order and wording of the questions was 

changed as the interviews progressed to create a more natural flowing conversation and 

better transitions from one question to the next.  Ultimately, the interview questions were 

used as a guide rather than a strict set of questions to be adhered to because continued 

reference and attention to order interrupted the natural flow of the conversation.  

Although the interviewees were provided the guide prior to the sessions, it was not used 
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as a point of reference by the interviewer during the sessions.  Subsequently, the 

interviews evolved into conversations rather than interviews. 

Interview Analysis 

As previously indicated, the units of analysis for this research were the 

individuals working within urban high schools: principals/administrators, guidance 

counselors, instructional staff, non-instructional staff, and non-school SAC team 

members.  Interview data were collected and coded by school, respondents’ school role, 

and years of affiliation with the participating school.  These data were analyzed 

qualitatively to identify and interpret school and community-based participant 

perceptions of opportunities for students; identify processes and methods used to create 

and promote those opportunities; and link leadership decision-making, teacher 

expectations, community dynamics, neighborhood environments, and post graduation 

opportunities in an effort to increase the capacity of schools to elevate the social, 

economic, political, cultural, and human capital of their students in new ways.  The study 

is qualitative, while the methodology used was portraiture.  Portraiture is a method of 

inquiry and documentation that: 

seeks to combine systematic, empirical description with aesthetic expression, (by) 

blending art and science, (and) humanistic sensibilities and scientific rigor.  The 

portraits are designed to capture the richness, complexity and dimensionality of 

the people who are negotiating those experiences.  The portraits are shaped 

through dialogue between the portraitist and the subject.  The encounter between 

the two is rich with meaning and resonance and is crucial to the success and 
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authenticity of the rendered piece. (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997, 

p. 3) 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman-Davis developed portraiture as a method of studying 

high schools in an effort to capture “‘life drawings’ of high schools and trace the 

connections between individual personality and organizational culture” (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997, p. 4).  Ritchie and Spencer (1994) identify qualitative 

research as a methodology to “explore and understand a diversity of social and public 

policy issues, either as an independent research strategy or in combination with some 

form of statistical inquiry…to understand complex behaviours, needs, systems and 

cultures” (p. 173).  Ritchie and Spencer (1994) note, “What qualitative research can offer 

the policy maker is a theory of social action grounded on the experiences – the world 

view – of those likely to be affected by a policy decision or thought to be a part of the 

problem” (p. 174). 

The responses to the interviews from the six categories of respondents were 

transcribed and then analyzed using portraiture.  The researcher sought to identify 

refrains, patterns, themes, threads, metaphors, and symbols while listening for a story 

without being invasive.  The coding process was ongoing throughout the data collection 

process.  It was designed to allow for reshaping of the researchers perspectives of what 

was taking place throughout the study (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997).  

Coding categories were determined in an effort to identify regularities, irregularities, 

salient themes, and patterns of belief that link people and the setting (Guba, as cited in 

Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997).  Consistent with Miles and Huberman (as 



 131 

cited in Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997), three types of codes were used – 

descriptive, interpretive, and pattern codes.  Descriptive and interpretive are self-

explanatory.  Pattern codes will be defined as explanatory or inferential codes used to 

look for recurring phrases and common threads by observing, naming, and verifying 

patterns.  Pattern codes are a method of grouping data into smaller sets to reduce the data 

into a smaller number of units; allow for early analysis during the data collection process; 

develop a cognitive map and; lay the groundwork for cross-site analysis (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997).  Pre data collection coding categories based on the 

pilot study will include but are not limited to setting and context codes, perspectives held 

by subjects, subjects ways of thinking about policies, process codes, activity codes, 

strategy codes, relationship and social structure codes (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Creswell, 

2003). 

Limitations 

The potential for bias in the data collection process surfaces as a limitation due to 

principals’ influence over who was to be selected to assist in the participant selection 

process.  Steps were taken to minimize this possibility.  Those steps were guided by the 

researcher’s prior knowledge gained through a professional background that included 

work experience at all three sites and/or their feeder schools. 

The absence of student voice in this study is noteworthy at this point.  Student 

voice is often discussed in post-modern leadership theory, but rarely included in practice.  

Miron et al. (1999) posits that student voice categorized as a concern for “others” is a 

basis to construct moral practices to improve struggling urban schools.  It is suggested 
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student voices should be listened to “to have any real chance of changing public schools” 

(Miron et al., 1999, p. 1-2).  Contradictions occur when disadvantaged students 

deconstruct administrator and teacher efforts through their social interactions while 

“mainstream attempts to build ‘ethical’ schools continue to emphasize 

administrator/teacher critiques of students’ behavior as the basis of moral leadership, 

ignoring that students’ interactions are alternative attempts at constructing ‘ethical’ 

schools on different terms” (Miron et al., 1999, p. 2-3).  The inclusion of student voices 

recognizes that morality is based on inter-subjective relationships with administrators, 

teachers and students.  Leaving students out of this conversation leaves out half of what is 

needed to find solutions.  Morality comes from “those in-between spaces created by the 

interaction of administrators and teacher-leaders, and students” (Miron et al., 1999, p. 

26).  Morality is defined within ones value system.  Student voice should inform all 

aspects of educational practice.  Leadership that ignores this is engaged in a 

counterproductive exercise.  Although student voice is not highlighted as an integral part 

of this study, its importance should not be diminished.  Student voice as part of the 

educational leadership conversation is a study unto itself.  The implications for future 

research in this area are obvious and extensive. 

Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this study, and the challenge for educational leaders in urban 

settings, was to determine how participant stakeholders, particularly at the high school 

level, create opportunities for students to transcend their social, economic, and human 

condition using the educational process given the constraints imposed by NCLB 



 133 

mandates.  The use of open-end tape-recorded interviews was employed to determine 

what school and community based stakeholders perceive as opportunities that facilitate 

success for students, and how they go about creating and promoting those opportunities 

in an effort to change students’ social, political, cultural, economic, and/or human 

condition in urban communities.  The goal was to uncover pockets of success within each 

school and integrate those successes into a singular model in an effort to re-conceptualize 

the urban high school to incorporate the perspectives of participant voices that are often 

marginalized in the change process.  Incentives were used to solicit a candidate to 

facilitate the snowballing technique at each school.  Respondent-driven snowball 

sampling was used to collect data within social networks at each site.  Data were obtained 

from six categories of respondents; principals, administrators, guidance counselors, 

teachers, non-instructional support staff, and non school-based SAC team members. 
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4. FINDINGS 

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

This exploratory study of urban high school opportunities begins with two 

assumptions.  The first assumption is that within any urban high school, there are 

disconnected pockets of success, which sometimes do not cumulatively create school-

wide opportunities for students.  This raises two questions: first how to identify, and 

second how to connect, those pockets in order to see how they might contribute to re-

creating urban school-wide successes.  The second assumption is that the educators 

working within urban high schools have the best insights into how to identify 

opportunities both inside of schools and in their surrounding communities.  By 

combining these two assumptions into one research study, the researcher hopes to offer 

both policymakers and practitioner’s new insights for re-conceptualizing the future of 

urban high schools. 

The research questions guiding this study were as follows: 

1. What do stakeholder participants in urban high schools value as opportunities for 

success for their students? 

2. How do stakeholder participants in urban high schools create opportunities for 

success for students? 

3. How do stakeholder participants promote models of success for students? 

4. What is the school’s role in rebuilding the surrounding community?
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5. What does a school’s host community value as the highest priority for its 

graduates? 

  Three purposefully selected urban high schools provided the participants in this 

study.  Each of the schools has an historic connection to its surrounding community, and 

its legacies are evident in many of its values and practices.  All participants had a deep 

understanding of each of the school’s past, as well as a vested interest in its future 

success. The 33 participants fell into six categories; principal, administrator, guidance 

counselor, teacher, support person, or non-staff School Advisory Committee (SAC) 

representative.  The collective experience of the respondents was 667 years; an average 

of 20+ years of experience for each. 

Data were collected from respondents in open-end interviews.  Once collected, 

themes were identified through a priori codes taken from the literature and emerging 

codes from the participant interviews.  The coding process entailed identification of code 

words that appeared prominently in the review of literature.  Coding categories were 

determined in an effort to identify regularities, irregularities, salient themes, and patterns 

of belief that link people and the setting (Guba, as cited in Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Hoffman-Davis, 1997, p. 190).  The frequency of their use by participants was used as a 

starting point for the thematic analysis process.  Themes were identified based on the 

frequency they appeared in separate participant interviews.  Portraiture (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997) was then used to create detailed and vivid 

descriptions of the dynamics and relationships of the three urban high schools that make 

up this study.  Portraiture is a method of inquiry and documentation that “seeks to 
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combine systematic, empirical description with aesthetic expression, (by) blending art 

and science, (and) humanistic sensibilities and scientific rigor” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Hoffman-Davis, 1997, p. 3).  The responses were analyzed to identify patterns, themes, 

threads, metaphors, and symbols while listening for a story without being invasive.  

Portraiture allows for reshaping of the researcher’s perspectives of what was taking place 

throughout the study. 

Urban high schools, particularly those profiled in this study, have unique 

characteristics that require dynamic strategies to succeed against the competitive social, 

economic, and political forces of today.  The following themes and narratives highlighted 

specific participant values and actions related to student outcomes that were meant 

deliberately to transcend what has previously been referred to as their urban human 

condition; that is, the realities of education in disenfranchised communities.  In addition 

to the themes and narratives, there are tables highlighting key words and phrases 

associated with each of the responses to the research questions. 

The objective of this research is to develop a portrait model specifying focal 

points to enhance the schools’ academic, social, and extra-curricular programs which 

would improve opportunities for students to succeed in life outside and beyond the school 

environment.  The focus is not to build minimum basic skills; rather, it is to maximize 

opportunities for students to compete locally, and globally to create Urban High Schools 

of Opportunity for Students. 

As such, this was not a traditionally designed qualitative study.  The 33 

participants were given the space to reflect on what were in their minds opportunities for 
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student success outside the normative and restrictive structure of a traditional urban high 

school.  Their voices deliberately dominate Chapters 4 and 5 so that we can listen 

carefully to what they believe and value.  In Chapter 6, a model of an Urban High School 

of Opportunity for Students will be presented. 

Eagle County Public Schools District 

The Eagle County Public Schools (pseudonym) district is host to 29 traditional 

high schools, and utilizes an identical structural, operational, academic, and financial 

template to facilitate achievement at each of the schools.  Theoretically, there is no 

material difference in the expectations or resources available to operate each school.  

Fundamentally, a school that is host to a student demographic in a socio-economically 

depressed area is operated using the same governance and financial structure as a school 

serving an affluent population.  School grades are used to determine the “success” or 

“value” of each school.  The grade, which is a widely circulated descriptor of each school 

(A School, B School, C School, etc.) becomes its moniker. 

Faculty, staff, and students at the participant schools in the openly competitive 

Eagle County Public Schools district are highly sensitive to the competitive nature and 

meaning of the school grade, in spite of the fact the competition does not necessarily take 

place on a level playing field.  Eagle County Public Schools’ mission statement is as 

follows: “The School Board of Eagle County, Florida is committed to educating all 

students to reach their highest potential” (Eagle County Public Schools Website, 2013c, 

para. 1). 
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Part of the Superintendent’s mission includes the following: 

The battle for quality education is the social justice cause of our time.  If you 

believe that every child has the right to a quality education, then there is no more 

important work than providing the right leadership to dramatically transform 

public education in this country.  I have found my passion and purpose in life – to 

improve the human condition by giving every child an equal chance to excel and 

achieve happiness.  It all starts at the top with one of the most challenging and 

important jobs in America – the urban school superintendent. (Eagle County 

Public Schools Website, 2013d, para. 1) 

In contrast, the three schools in the study do not list mission statements on their 

school websites.  Pride High School (pseudonym) does not list a principal’s message.  

The Dignity High School (pseudonym) principal’s message makes reference to the needs 

of students in general: “We at Dignity High School strive to meet the individual needs of 

all students, academically, socially, and emotionally. Our goal is to prepare our students 

to be the leaders of tomorrow” (Dignity High School Website, 2013, para. 4). 

The Respect High School (pseudonym) principal’s message also includes a 

generic reference to student needs: 

We strive to ensure continuous open communication and transparency as we 

provide excellence in teaching and promote a life long love of learning in a caring 

environment where students develop and reach their physical, mental, emotional, 

social, and aesthetic potential. (Respect High School Website, 2013, para. 1) 

The Eagle County Public Schools mission statement speaks to providing an 
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education in a safe environment.  Notable is the fact the superintendent’s message 

references critical components for the success of disenfranchised students; “the battle for 

a high quality education,” “social justice,” and “to improve the human condition [of 

students]” (Eagle County Public Schools Website, 2013c, para. 1). However, the gross 

differentials and inequities in terms of resources and opportunities for disenfranchised 

students are not mentioned.  In this sense, the superintendent’s message and the principal 

messages are generic and do not speak specifically to the differential classifications of 

students within the district or the disproportionate number of disenfranchised students in 

the study.  Overwhelmingly Black, composed of distinct Black sub-group classifications, 

and essentially disparate socio-economic classifications separated by magnet programs, 

student access to high quality educational programming at the three schools is defined in 

large part by economics.  The economic classifications of students in the magnet 

programs are higher than those in the mainstream population as evidenced by the 

proportion of students in the Free and Reduced Lunch Programs at the respective schools.  

The generic mission statements hide the within-school competition and between-school 

competition for a quality education and the above-mentioned resources.  Such an 

approach does not address the inequities in terms of material resources and opportunities. 

This study builds on the realities of inequities, if not also injustices, to demonstrate how 

each school’s participants would reconceptualize values, programs, and practices in order 

to create opportunities for success. 

What Urban Educators Value as Opportunities For Success 

The first research question asked participants what they value as opportunities for 
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success for students.  The dialogue turned to the intrinsic values of pride and respect 

linked to the importance of relationships for stakeholders across the three high schools.  

Table 1 highlights key words and phrases associated with participant perceptions of what 

the participants at Pride High School (PHS), Dignity High School (DHS), and Respect 

High School (RHS) value as opportunities for success for students. 

Table 1 

What Urban Educators Value as Opportunities for Success 

Pride High School Dignity High School Respect High School 

Pride in Athletic 
Competitions and 
Performing Arts 

Black Education Experience Relationships and Trust-
building 

Pride In School Image and 
Traditions 

Respect Relationships and 
Acceptance 

Pride in Community Recognition Respect and the Lack 
Thereof 

Relationships Relationships Respect and Family and 
Home Support 

  Black Education Experience 

 

Pride High School.  The pseudonym comes directly from participant responses.  

Pride was categorized as follows: pride in athletic competitions and performing arts; 

pride in school image and traditions; and pride in community. 

Pride in athletic competitions and performing arts.  Urban schools in 

communities of color have often excelled in athletic and performing arts.  In spite of the 

dismal nature of circumstances throughout the history of the Black experience in 
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America, athletics and performing arts have continued to be an area where a competitive 

advantage always seemed to exist.  That spirit is no less evident at Pride High School: 

And you look at the attendance at the games, even when I go to away games, a lot 

of times we have more Pride High School support there than the home team.  So 

it’s obvious the community is behind this school.  Last year the jazz band won the 

opportunity to go to New York and they needed $30,000 to finance the trip.  The 

alumni came out and backed them. (Respondent A1-1) 

Participants also boasted about the number of players the school has in the National 

Football League (NFL), and the success of graduates in entertainment fields that include 

well known nationally recognized figures in acting, music, and other entertainment areas. 

Pride in school image and traditions.  Pride and enthusiasm that once emanated 

primarily from athletic and performing arts accomplishments is now openly reflected in 

student attitudes toward the school’s image, and letter grade.  A PHS administrator 

(Respondent A1-1) outlined how this has changed in recent years: 

Well certainly it’s good to see how proud the students are of the [school’s letter] 

grade.  Of course the adults are, but the students are proud as well.  Yes, we went 

from a D to a B…When I first came to Pride High School, one of the saddest 

things I heard from a student, I went into a foreign language class and the kids 

were misbehaving and I was trying to get them on track.  They had experienced a 

series of subs in that class and they were just a little out of hand, and I said you 

really need to study and this and that and the other and the students said to me, 

“We’re a D, we’ve always been a D, we’re always going to be a D, so why are 
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you in here tripping?” And I thought that was so hopeless, but our students are not 

like that anymore.  They are proud of the progress that they have made and I was 

telling a group of my seniors just yesterday that you’ll be the first class to 

graduate from a B school from Pride High School.  And the applause.  So even 

though it seems that sometimes that it’s not important to them, it is.  Everybody 

wants their school to look good.  And they want to have pride, not just in the 

athletics but pride all around.  I think it’s going to make them work a little harder 

because now they see that it is achievable and it will help them to set goals. 

The pride spoken of has evolved in recent years.  Historically, the advent of 

school letter grades for performance was not favorable for urban high schools.  However, 

modifications to state formulas in the past few years have resulted in improved grades for 

the schools, but with no substantive impact on the surrounding communities as many 

continue to deteriorate.  In spite of this, the improved grades do provide students with a 

source of pride and legitimacy to accompany areas of success that have always proved 

favorable in Black communities, that is, in athletics and performing arts.  Pride in 

traditions proved to be essential to participants, indicating an undying sense of loyalty to 

the school, its past, and connections to the school and community.  The following quote 

reflects how deep this attachment remains for past graduates and community members: 

I don’t find the same type of loyalty with recent grads as you do with those who 

graduated 20 years ago, and I think that is just a reflection of how the world is, 

not a reflection of the school.  Traditions are important.  There are traditions they 

won’t let die.  They continue to come back and support, and try to keep traditions 
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alive (Respondent A1-1). 

Pride in community.  The traditions held on to by alumni are reflected in their 

actions as well as the actions and attitudes of those who live in the community: 

Pride High School (PHS) is a hub in this community.  People live and breathe 

Pride High School.  The alumni bleed the school colors.  They really do.  There 

are members of this community who’ve worked here, who’ve retired and continue 

to come back and support, and they will definitely hold your feet to the fire.  It is 

truly a community school.  The people around here are Pride High School; it’s a 

source of affirmation for them, a source of pride.  This is…looking in the 

neighborhood, you see houses in the school colors.  This is their hub.  Their 

meeting place, games.  This is where the community meets.  This is where they 

come together (Respondent A1-2). 

And from Respondent C1-1: 

…look at the pride they have in the neighborhoods, because if that wasn’t the 

case, they wouldn’t have all these little groups.  The Pride Boys and all that.  

They gather around and support each other.  We call them gangs, but I think you 

can say more or less, teens, community teens, they are trying to protect each other 

and help each other, and they show that they belong to a certain community.  

They are proud to be part of that community.  Hey, this is my community. 

The implication is that the “groups” of Black males are bonded together in the only way 

they know how; to fraternize, socialize, and prosper in accordance with value systems 

ingrained through their cultural development as opposed to those promoted through 
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mainstream value systems that provide them failure notices. Approval from outsiders is 

not sought, acknowledged, or recognized in a sub-culture that has facilitated recognition 

not found elsewhere. 

Pride is reflected in tightly held traditions and behaviors surrounding extra-

curricular activities, academic accomplishments, and the community.  As such, today’s 

policies of limiting student exposures by increasing minimum basic skills as part of the 

curriculum manifests itself in the form of unproductive student behaviors and limits 

students’ opportunities to discover opportunities.  In fact, because urban high schools are 

central to offering outlets and experiences, it is the responsibility of urban school leaders 

not to limit curricular, co and extra-curricular choices. 

Relationships.  Participants spoke of students having to navigate the school’s 

complex environment.  The adult norms of post-secondary education and worldly 

experiences beyond the neighborhood, however, are foreign to the students themselves.  

Although many of the adult stakeholders have roots in the community and are truly 

invested in student success, the distance between adults and students can lead to counter-

productive interactions that do not facilitate the development of much needed relational 

skills of students, a characteristic necessary for student success. 

The guidance director (Respondent G1-2) discusses how this issue affects student 

interactions on different levels: 

The main thing is relationships.  We do not equip students with the proper 

relational skills.  Like how to be able to have different relationships and be able to 

actually say okay, this is a relationship where I am a student, this is the teacher.  
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And there is another relationship where I am the child and [this is] the parent.  

And [then] there is [a relationship with] my friends where I am the friend and be 

able to deal with those three different levels of relationships.  Because the kids, 

their main thing is oh, this teacher doesn’t like me.  I didn’t pass that class 

because they don’t like me.  And they don’t know to say okay, even though this 

person doesn’t like me doesn’t mean that I have to fail the class.  What is it that I 

can do so that I can still pass, even though that person and I don’t see eye to eye.  

That’s one of the main things that I see all the time.  That the student and the 

teachers are not getting along because of their relational skills. 

Respondent P1, another administrator at Pride High School, outlined a school-

wide approach used to handle the aforementioned issues that students encounter in their 

daily walk through the challenges of Pride High School: 

One of the things that I, we, tried to institute was a system where the first block of 

the day or the first 10, 15 minutes, the teachers start building relationships.  

Because without a relationship, you aren’t going to get too much out of anybody.  

So we use sometimes, the first 10 minutes of the class you know, teachers, you 

know talk to the students about what’s going on.  You know about that incident 

that happened here a couple of years ago, and I think that sometimes when you 

are able to open up to kids and kids are able to open up to you.  A lot of things 

that are going on that you didn’t know, will…you know, come to light.  And 

we’ve had a lot of situations (that) have been avoided through that process.…self 

esteem is the best antidote for anything if you feel good about yourself, if 
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somebody is telling you that you can do it, and they believe in you.  I mean it 

causes you to want to do.  I just think of how my parents, ya’ know dealt with me, 

and dealt with the rest of my siblings.  You can do it no matter where you are 

from or what you do.  I believe in you.  I depend on you.  I know you can do it.  

Those are the kinds of things you that you have to instill, that’s what I try to instill 

in the kids here. 

A devoted, and now deceased PHS coach (Respondent SP1) discussed the depth 

and possible foundation of problems students have in dealing with relationships.  The 

coach was a highly respected figure whose presence was inextricably tied to Pride High 

School athletic success.  His death was shocking and premature.  His comments 

underscore how important the issue is to the school community: 

I’m a little biased, on the boys’ side, the young men they want to see their fathers.   

They (are) shy and they are embarrassed, but a man of my magnitude, if I ask 

them, they will tell me.  Come here, Ricky.  “Yeah coach?”  “When’s the last time 

you saw your father?”  And he gets quiet.  “Awhile, coach.” “What’s a while?”  

“Well, I’m in 9th grade coach now, and I think I was in elementary the last time I 

saw him.  So I was at Pride elementary in fourth grade, fifth grade.”  You’re 

talking five or six years ago. (Respondent SP1) 

The absence of Black male “father” figures as positive role models in the lives of 

students, as community leaders, and school based centers of influence is a common 

concern expressed by stakeholders at all three participant sites.  It is a critical missing 

component to change the culture of the urban schools.  Participant voices are distinct with 
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respect to the difficulties this issue creates both in the school and in the community. 

Dignity High School.  Shifting next to the values of School 2, renamed here as 

Dignity High School, it was evident students face a myriad of challenges as they prepare 

to pursue opportunities after high school.  College is imbedded in the academic DNA of 

high achieving magnet students at the school, but as is the case at all three urban Black 

schools in the study, the indigenous mainstream student population is more than capable 

of matriculating to and succeeding at the post-secondary level than academic trends 

suggest. 

Pride and the Black Education Experience.  Participant dialogues at Dignity 

High School outlined pride from an alternate perspective that will be referred to as the 

“Black Education Experience.”  An administrator at the school discusses this concept and 

how it is imbedded in the academic DNA of students at Dignity High School: 

Some kids come to Dignity High School with the goal of finishing high school 

and not finishing college.  When you set your goal on just finishing high school, 

then that doesn’t give you a propeller to go forth into college.  We need to turn the 

light on.  And again everybody doesn’t have to go to college.  But the thing is that 

you need to be qualified to go to college if you choose to.  The challenge that we 

are facing now is getting everybody ready if they choose to go to college.  To be 

ready, we need to get the light on sooner than later. (Respondent A2) 

College options may not include the most popular colleges and universities, but 

quality education programs that will groom students for viable careers exist nonetheless.  

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) figure prominently in this 



 148 

equation, and at Dignity High School, as well as the other urban high schools in the 

study, they heavily promote the value of doing this.  The Black Education Experience can 

be defined as education in institutions wholly created, staffed, and designed for Black 

students.  The DHS administrator continues his dialogue on the value of this: 

When our students learn history at Dignity High School, good or bad, they learn it 

from a different perspective.  If they were out west when they participate in 

student government, and the candidate is Barack Obama, then there is a different 

sense of glory or pride for the voting process.  It may not be the same [as it would 

be] if they were in another culture…I’m not an advocate for separation; I’m an 

advocate for people being respected.  But you have to know where you come 

from in order to know where you are going. (Respondent A2) 

The comment above suggests how and why a culturally relevant approach should be an 

integral part of school discussions to provide students with a segue to understand 

democratic responsibility and the nature and meaning of earning respect. 

Respect.  Respect was a term that surfaced frequently in conversations at all three 

schools – but it had several connotations throughout the dialogues.  An assistant principal 

at DHS stated: 

This is huge.  It’s the word respect.  That word is coming up.  He disrespected me.  

I’m not going to let nobody disrespect me.  I don’t know where it emanates from, 

but I always tell the kids you must first respect yourself.  If you don’t have respect 

for yourself, if you truly had respect for yourself, I can’t take it from you because 

it’s a word, it’s not an item of clothing, it’s not a material thing, a watch or ring 
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that if I take it from you, you lose it.  Respect is in you.  Inert, innate.  Then again, 

I could blame a lot of people.  I could blame society.  I could blame television, the 

mass media, but respect is what you have.  Materialistically or what you own it.  

The number one thing that is on their minds is gaining my respect, earning my 

respect.  Respect. (Respondent A2) 

Recognition.  Although respect took on many different connotations and 

perspectives throughout the conversations, it was almost always as an outcry attached to 

students seeking recognition for their school, their community, or most importantly, the 

difficulty of the circumstances they face as they compete with limited resources for a 

quality education.  One of the school’s clerical staff members (Respondent SP2) provides 

insight: 

I hear a lot of kids say, “man you don’t know,” and they are upset.  And I 

interpret that as you don’t understand me, when they say you don’t know me.  So 

why are you talking to me.  I hear, “you don’t understand what I’m going through.  

You don’t understand what I had to go through when I came on this campus and 

you don’t understand what I have to go through when I go home.  You don’t 

understand why I act the way I do.” 

The use of the word compete is intentional because students are competing within 

the school for educational resources.  Students indigenous to the community are often 

shut off from the best resources the school has to offer, as those resources are often 

channeled to magnet students brought in from other communities to create “diversity.”  

That diversity often affords non-Black privileged students as well as Black privileged 
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students from outside the indigenous community the best education these urban schools 

have to offer.  It is a paradox within the urban school. 

Respect and relationships.  Respect, cries out for attention regarding the 

difficulties students face outside the school to overcome learning challenges inside, and 

recognition for what they deem important within their value system – all common themes 

at DHS.  A teacher (Respondent T2-2) talked about the deleterious effect this has on 

relationships, character building, self-esteem, and connecting with Black males in these 

communities.  It underscores student outcries for help: 

In dealing with the African American community…the number one issue that I 

see in the young black males is low self-esteem.  The reality is that I came from 

this environment.  This is so hard, you understand?  Their low self-esteem. Self 

concept, how they see themselves.  The economic situation is tearing families 

apart.  Mom and dad always got to work.  Dad doesn’t have a job.  They are 

deprived.  They don’t have what some of these other students have.  The support 

system is not there.  They want to learn.  There is something that a child is saying 

through their words and actions.  “Hey, Mr. G, hey Mr. F, are you strong enough 

to help me?” That is basically what they are saying. (Respondent T2-2) 

Self-concept, self-esteem, and self-sufficiency are all imbedded in frameworks for 

success and warrant attention so as to combat the effects of poverty in the communities 

outlined in this study. 

Dignity High School participants were committed to students being educated 

close to their roots, or is being referred to as the Black Education Experience.  They 
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ascribed high value and took great pride in being educated in institutions with faculty, 

staff, and administration who are Black.  The importance of this ideology manifests itself 

in adult stakeholders promoting post-secondary education at HBCUs.  Additionally, DHS 

participants also referenced self-respect, the ability to compete, and recognition as values 

that drive opportunities to succeed.  Once again, as was the case with Pride High School, 

the importance of developing innate intrinsic values surfaced as paramount to student 

success as evidenced in the narratives of participant stakeholders. 

Respect High School.  The Respect High School (RHS) environment had a close-

knit feel, which is understandable considering it was the smallest of the three schools. It 

also differed in that the other two were built as segregated schools pre-integration, while 

Respect High was built in the late 1970s as an integrated school.  The Eagle County 

Public Schools district is divided into three areas: North, Central, and South.  Prior to the 

integration of the schools in the county in the 1970s, there were three high schools 

serving Black students.  The school in the North area was Dignity High School, while the 

school in the Central area was Pride High School.  Both were built during segregation 

and ultimately survived to become integrated schools, but the school in the South area 

was closed during integration and those students were bussed to newly constructed 

integrated high schools in the area.  Subsequently, RHS was built in the 1970s, and the 

students who were bussed out came back to the new school.  Although the original school 

was closed, ultimately the new school, RHS, now serves that same indigenous 

population. 
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Relationships and Trust-building.  Evidence to support Respect High School as a 

close-knit school facilitating a family environment came through in conversations as 

participant discussions revolved more around relationships than at the other two schools.  

Figuring prominently in discussions at RHS were themes built on building trusting, 

caring relationships.  A Respect High School teacher (Respondent T3-2) aptly discusses 

why: 

One thing I guess that makes our school unique is we’re all close.  Only about 

1,400.  But here we’re all close, we all know each other, we know the parents, 

we’re just a tight family.  Also the teachers, it’s a small number; there’s less than 

100 of us.  We talk, we’re close, luncheons, we have that bond.  I don’t think you 

get that at other schools.  Not as much.  A lot of them, they want to do well.  

Believe it or not, they want to succeed.  But they don’t think they’re capable of 

succeeding because no one really told them before that you can do XYZ.  

Reinforcement.  That’s a major one.  These kids, they come, a lot of people wrote 

them off, middle school, they wrote them off, they just go through their college 

career without anyone actually caring.  I understand how that happens.  For me 

it’s natural to care.  It’s a natural thing. 

A long tenured teacher (Respondent T3-6), who is a preacher and respected 

faculty member, provides insight into how he is working beyond the curriculum to help 

students succeed by facilitating trust building to overcome the tragic realities of life 

outside the school walls.  Respondent T3-6’s initiatives underscore the foundation the 
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school is establishing to deal with social ills the students face as part of their everyday 

lives: 

But there’s a wound inside of them, and every now and then somebody touches a 

part of that wound and they get hurt and they act on that hurt what they have 

inside.  …[T]he question is trying to find out exactly, how to get inside of the 

kids.  In this community, there’s a lot of abuse, whether or not it be physical 

abuse or mental abuse or verbal abuse, a lack of a lot of things that these kids 

don’t have in the community.  I think, like I said, these kids go through so much 

that we don’t know about.  I think until we address these issues, one of the APs 

that we had here, Dr. B, he really planted that seed in me before he left.  He said 

Mr. C, if you don’t know what’s happening inside these kids you’ll never solve 

the problem. (Respondent T3-6) 

Another teacher (Respondent T3-3) who is revered for her success at teaching 

high-level math to struggling students and extra-curricular work assisting them in the 

college matriculation process continues the theme.  Her success is grounded in the 

relationships she has built with students: 

I think that people know that if you’re not doing the right thing, that the kids feel 

comfortable enough to where they will go up to any administrator, they’ll go up to 

Mr. J himself and say, such and such happened in my fourth period class and it’s 

not right.  From other administrations that I’ve seen, I think that the fact that the 

kids feel okay, feel comfortable enough with him, it says a lot.  I think that they 

should have that same relationship with all of their teachers.  That they should 
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feel that comfortable, that at ease, that they should have that same relationship 

where if they have a problem, if something’s wrong, even if something is not 

wrong; successes that they want to celebrate or whatever.  They should be able to 

come to their teachers under any circumstances, whether it’s class related or 

content related or not, they should be able to do that…the more the culture shifts 

in that area, the more the students will benefit and we’ll see scores increase.  My 

kids, they learn.  I think a lot of it has to do with the fact that sometimes they do it 

for me. (Respondent T3-3) 

Her comments reference the culture shift that has taken place at the school under 

leadership that emphasizes development of a strong school-based support system for 

students. 

Relationships and acceptance.  A long tenured coach and teacher (Respondent 

T3-5) who hails from the community discusses the power of going outside the curriculum 

to reach students and why.  It is another example of using relationship building as a 

conduit for success: 

They want to improve, they realize that they are selfish and that they are distant, 

and they don’t always get along with people so they want to improve their social 

skills, social acceptance.  An example is that I ask all my classes to write.  I’m 

asking you to write these personal goals because my curriculum says this, but in 

between my curriculum and the only way I’m going to get 100 percent of you to 

participate is for you to tell me what it is that you want to get from my weight 

training program, what you want from aerobics, what you want from team sports, 
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and what you want from basketball, and a lot of them put down, one thing they 

wanted to do was build friendships.  I was like wow.  They want to improve, they 

realize that they are selfish and that they are distant, and they don’t always get 

along with people so they want to improve their social skills.  And another thing 

is that a lot of them do feel that we don’t as a staff, faculty, we don’t pay them 

any attention.  I don’t get it.  I don’t talk, I don’t get in trouble, I go to class, but 

nobody pays me any attention.  So many of them think, you know, I doubt very 

seriously if my administrator knows my name. (Respondent T3-5) 

Participant dialogues viewed positive reinforcement as a cornerstone to overcome student 

issues with respect.  Positive reinforcement, caring, and building trusting relationships 

came through as conduits to build self-respect and self-sufficiency. 

Respect.  Respect again came up as a central theme.  A community support person 

(Respondent C3-2) introduced this into the dialogue: “The thing is that if you understand 

that about us, and if you understand that everybody just wants to be respected too.”  A 

school administrator (Respondent A3) highlighted students’ focus on material things, 

while framing his conversation using respect: 

The kids in this neighborhood, the number one thing is they think that money is 

going to make them.  Nobody’s sat down and had that conversation with them on 

how to control themselves.  You have to respect that money if you want that 

money to keep working for you.  You have to know how to deal with it.  That’s 

the education piece that’s missing.  What I tell the teachers, we need to 

understand poverty, and understand the kids.  And my, this is one of the sayings 
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that I say in staff meetings quite a lot.  Before you can teach me, you have to 

reach me; before you can reach me, you have to know me.  They have to know 

what they’re dealing with.  They don’t say it, but they talk about relationships a 

lot of times.  That acceptance piece; all kids want to be accepted but I think 

coming from some of the homes, they don’t know how to receive being accepted.  

A lot of times, all they’ve been coming through is conflict in the homes.  There’s 

a whole lot of inner turmoil going on at home.  When you try to show them a 

different perspective of what’s going on, they don’t know how to receive that. 

A guidance counselor (Respondent G3-1) continued the dialogue, once again 

using respect as a theme and inspirational tool: 

We have to catch our kids where they are.  Think about it, I feel like it’s when you 

have a baby.  You might want this perfect child, this beautiful child, but what if 

you get a child that’s missing a finger?  What if you get a child, a boy and you 

wanted a girl?  What are you going to do, send it back?  You have it.  So we have 

what we have, and we have to learn how to work with them and how to make 

them believe in themselves; and how to let them know that they can achieve.  

Again, as I say, when I have teachers that are not on the same page, that couldn’t 

care less, not even just teachers, even the secretaries, let’s treat kids with respect.  

Let’s make them know that we want them here and we want to help them and 

we’re here for them. 

The narrative blends the two themes of relationships and respect for the purpose of 

student success at Respect High School.  In other words, building trusting, caring 
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relationships as a foundation to build respect, more importantly self-respect, are viewed 

as essential components. 

Respect and the lack thereof.  An administrator (Respondent A3) highlighted his 

mission to build self-respect in students.  Respect, or the lack thereof, figured 

prominently in the conversation: 

I respect the kids.  I would always say, yes sir.  I would always call them mister or 

something like that so they would see that if I’m doing it, there’s no problem for 

you doing it for somebody else.  My thing is, if you don’t respect yourself, how 

can I expect you to respect somebody else.  My first thing is build self-respect.  I 

have this saying, I tell them this all the time, it’s not what you think of me that 

makes me, it’s what I think of myself that makes me. (Respondent A3) 

Respondent T3-2 also highlighted respect, or the lack thereof, as an obstacle for students, 

this time using the perspective of outsiders as a lens: 

Another thing is the school.  Like our top kids they feel like the other schools, for 

SGA for example, we go to other schools once a month.  They meet the other 

students, but they think people look down on Respect High and they don’t like 

that, I don’t like it, I feel like our top kids, we can go head to head with anybody 

in this county.  It doesn’t matter what it is.  I wish you could meet this one 

particular child, she’s so passionate, but she feels like just because she’s from this 

area, this neighborhood, doesn’t mean she can’t achieve and excel.  One thing that 

they want to change, they want other schools to know that just because our school 
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is located in a bad neighborhood, doesn’t mean we can’t compete with you.  And 

it’s true. 

The narrative is noteworthy because of how impressionable young minds are.  Whether 

manifested in emotional responses or suppressed feelings, the pain they experience 

because of how others view them as they try to do the right thing under difficult 

circumstances creates undeniable lingering effects. 

Respect and family and home support.  The lack of respect by family is a barrier 

to student success at school, as noted by a guidance counselor (Respondent G3-1).  In 

other words, the students’ home environments came across as a root cause for the lack of 

success. 

They also talk about things, and this comes from different students, they also feel 

they don’t have support at home.  They don’t have anyone saying, speaking to 

them respectfully, or believing that they need an education.  I tell you, when you 

start recognizing them, and you start treating them with respect and you address 

them, young man, or honey or Tom or whatever, well don’t you look handsome 

today; or gee I like the way you did that, really, you can just find something good, 

I don’t care how small it is, something good to compliment them on, or to have a 

conversation with them.  You’d be surprised how that changes them, how they 

begin to take notice. (Respondent G3-1) 

Participants spoke about how important family and success was to students, but in 

spite of the lack of family support for education, attachments to family remained strong, 

as evidenced by Respondent T3-3: 
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In their lives, a lot of them have, they don’t have a lot of support at home.  They 

say parents are working or parents aren’t there, parents are in jail, parents are 

deceased.  That’s one thing that they would like to change is if they had 

somebody who could, or some of them just have bad relationships with those 

people.  That’s one thing that they would like to change.  They would like more 

support at home.  Somebody to be interested, somebody to come to their games, 

someone to take an active interest in them, not just when they do something 

wrong, but more so, when they (are) doing the right things as well.  I have a lot of 

athletes as well.  Kids who are involved in clubs and other organizations, and if 

they’re not doing something wrong, it’s like they don’t hear from their parents or 

their guardian or whoever it may be.  That’s a hard thing for them…is at home, I 

think that’s the biggest recurring theme that I see. 

The commentaries by teachers provide reinforcement for the premise that schools, 

homes, and communities must collaborate on success initiatives to overcome failure.  It 

suggests that schools, parents and communities cannot function in isolation even when 

dysfunctional circumstances are present. 

Creating Opportunities 

In this section, answering research question number 2, the analysis shifts from 

identifying values to specific actions in urban high schools that create opportunities for 

success.  Table 2 highlights the key words and phrases associated with identifying 

participant actions that indicate how stakeholders create opportunities for students to 

succeed before, during, and after high school. 
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Table 2 

Creating Opportunities For Student Success 

Pride High School Dignity High School Respect High School 

Middle to High School 
Transition Programs 

Matriculation Structures Student Summit 

Individual Plans for Success Post-secondary Plan 
Development 

Civic and Community 
Collaboration 

Workforce Readiness and 
Vocational Options 

Vocational Options College Tours 
 

Technical Programs and 
Business Partnerships 

Political Voice College and Career 
Readiness Clubs 

Business and 
Entrepreneurship Program 

 Workforce Readiness and 
Vocational Options 

Mentoring Programs  Industry Certification and 
Technical Programs 

After-School Programs  Mentoring Programs 

Political Action Initiatives   

 

Pride High School.  All public schools in the state and across the country find 

themselves operating in an economic climate where the expectation is to do more with 

less.  In the Eagle County Public Schools district, budgets shrink each year, raises have 

been non-existent for four of the last five years; and expectations, responsibilities, and 

competition from charter and private schools have siphoned off some of the best 

academically oriented students to charter schools, while the pressure to perform has 

increased through tighter control mechanisms and accountability.  Faculty, staff, and 

administration in schools such as the three in this study find themselves moved or 



 161 

demoted when they are unable to perform heroic and miraculous turnarounds with 

dwindling resources. 

Each year, students bring increasingly greater burdens to the schoolhouse.  These 

schools are losing high achieving students to charter schools that operate with fewer 

restrictions, and often have alternative funding sources to bridge gaps.  So great is the 

competitive environment, Pride High School is being expanded to a 6th-12th grade 

format from a 9th-12th grade format in an effort to maximize space utilization and 

increase student membership in efforts to remain open.  Somehow, Pride High School 

finds ways to inspire and create opportunities for students to succeed against these odds. 

 Middle to high school transition programs.  Preparation to raise student 

awareness of opportunities to succeed has dwindled for students in these school 

environments in favor of minimum basic skill coursework.  A community person at PHS 

(Respondent C1-1) speaks to one of those components that was eliminated some years 

ago that may warrant reconsideration; middle to high school transition programs with 

college and vocational tracks to help students define goals early in the secondary process, 

that is, goals that go beyond earning a high school diploma: 

We had courses that were designed to integrate kids coming from middle school 

to high school to help them get adjusted.  I think some years ago they had 

Pathfinders designed for kids when they entered ninth grade to set them on a track 

for what they wanted to do when they graduated.  Somehow or another, in the 

schools across Eagle County, those things fell by the way side.  A kid may 

graduate, but in ninth grade they might not know (what they want to do) but they 
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should have some idea of what they want to do.  Now we had some vocational 

programs that we don’t have any more, and those programs would have helped 

kids go into professions and get certified [in high school].  We had auto 

mechanics, including auto body, nursing, and On-the-Job-Training (OJT) that 

would help the kids find jobs. 

The Pathfinders program referenced was popular in past years at many high schools in 

Eagle County.  They provided students an opportunity to begin with the end in mind by 

exposing them to options beyond high school.  As schools focused on improving test 

scores, elective options such as the Pathfinders course were phased out.  The frequency 

with which the program was mentioned by participants at the three schools in the study 

suggests its reconsideration is warranted. 

Individual plans for success.  Along with reconsideration of middle to high 

school transition programs to whet student appetites for post-secondary options, 

participants also placed emphasis on the development of individualized plans for student 

success.  A guidance counselor (Respondent G1-2) at PHS introduces dialogue on how 

adults that make a difference use what will be referred to as, “In-between Re-directed 

Dialogues,” to constantly focus on development of an individual “plan” for every student.  

In-between redirected dialogues refer to conversations intended for one purpose “re-

directed” to embrace other objectives: 

Well, I definitely spend a lot of time looking at stats.  Everything, regardless of 

why you come in or when you come in, or if I am talking to a parent.  Trying to 
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make sure that students get to that next step whatever that step is. (Respondent 

G1-2) 

The implication is that the adults that make a difference use every opportunity to turn 

conversations to the creation, monitoring, and/or action steps to discuss that students’ 

individual plan for success. 

Workforce readiness and vocational options.  Participants collectively asserted 

that “plans” must no longer focus strictly on college as an option, but also on the 

development of high level vocational skills, workforce readiness skills, and trade 

certifications that give students options to move into the workforce immediately to earn 

income whether or not college is the next step after high school.  Having a diploma was 

deemed insufficient for success.  The implication is students in disenfranchised situations 

need hands-on skills with income earning capabilities right out of high school, 

particularly if college is not the next step.  An administrator (Respondent A1-2) describes 

how PHS is doing just that: 

Through high tech internships, stuff like that, culinary arts, bookkeeping, 

accounting.  Vocation now is beaming and is coming back because it counts 

toward your FCAT [scores].  You get so many points now for how [many] kids 

you have [enrolled] in your vocational classes.  And it also drives your Carl 

Perkins grant.  You get funded.  You get so much money for each kid in your 

vocational program.  And they are changing the types of courses in vocation.  

They are upgrading them.  Digital photography and video gaming simulation and 

all that. 
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In a previous quote, a participant indicated the school had lost some of its 

vocational programs, whereas this participant highlights the success of those programs.  

The two quotes are not contradictory.  Hands-on programs such as auto mechanics have 

been phased out in favor of programs that are viewed as more technical or highly skilled 

such as those mentioned by this participant.  Participant comments indicate both levels of 

programs are needed in the schools.  School grade formulas in the State of Florida have 

been expanded to give high schools credit for high level coursework and industry 

certification programs.  Those programs provide students opportunities for exposure and 

experiences to increase workforce readiness and/or in the case of PHS, access to high-

tech college level coursework. 

Technical programs and business partnerships.  Another PHS guidance 

counselor (Respondent G1-1) provided further insight into industry certification 

programs that are making a difference for students at the school: 

Yes.  They receive certification in CISCO.  They can also get credit toward their 

major, so whatever their major is, they will come out with a certification within 

their major.  They will receive the magnet Gold Seal from the district office.  Also 

we give them a medallion or a cord, but the most valued prize of graduating and 

completing the program is the CISCO certification.  Yes, it’s very expensive, but 

the fees are almost nonexistent to the students.  The lab absorbs the fees.  They 

have to take a series of classes and make a certain grade, of course a passing 

grade, not a C or a D, but a true passing grade.  And they also have to have 

completion points.  Once they complete the series of classes, the prerequisites and 
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everything, at the end of the last course they are allowed to take the CISCO exam.  

A lot of times students are not privy to these exams or this level of experience or 

skills until they are juniors in college.  So that’s the good thing about that.  Our 

students are being exposed to that and we also partner with Radio Corporation 

(pseudonym).  They have been our partner for over 15 years, so our students 

actually travel to Radio Corporation and work along with those engineers.  They 

are being mentored when they are there and they also give them scholarships and 

things of that nature.  They build a robot there and sometimes they build parts 

here and then they compete in a (robotics) competition.  It’s been very rewarding 

as far as the financial support from them, the mentoring and the scholarships.  

They also hire some of our students upon graduation from college.  It’s a great 

program.  We tell the students that when they go to college to offset some of your 

expenses, you can work.  You have your certification.  They want to pick you up 

just like that. 

The participant narratives clearly indicate school support to increase focus on the 

development of workforce readiness and high-tech vocational programs.  The value of 

the experience gained by students and the mentoring relationships generated through 

private business entities is a benefit that cannot be simulated in a regular high school 

classroom. 

Business and entrepreneurship program.  A teacher at PHS (Respondent T1-2) 

who is a long tenured highly respected faculty member uses the Business and 



 166 

Entrepreneurship Program to create opportunities for students to succeed.  It’s an 

example of using an elective program to create opportunities for success: 

So many successes.  So many people see bright lights and they go forward.  That 

there’s…especially I guess, I can say that accounting, because I have had so many 

young people go on to college.  Even 20 years later they come back to school and 

they said (with) such a good foundation, it was easy to transition when getting to 

school (college).  I teach a variety of classes.  Actually I teach programs.  I teach 

the e-commerce, e-business program which enables students to get the gold seal 

scholarship, which is a Bright Futures Scholarship; but it requires lower ACT and 

SAT scores so therefore they can attain them and then gain the 75% scholarship.  

I also teach an accounting program so I’m teaching basic computers, 

informational technology, e-commerce, entrepreneurship and accounting. 

(Respondent T1-2) 

Respondent T1-2 went on to highlight accounting and entrepreneurship courses as 

flagships for the program: 

I don’t expect them to become accountants, but I do expect them, when they go 

into business, I don’t care if its public relations or its communications, they still 

need to know the bottom line, numbers.  Are we making this?  Well, everything is 

sales.  Took me a lot of years to realize, but everything that we do in this life, no 

matter what job you do is sales.  Whether you are a lawyer, or an accountant, or a 

teacher, or an administrator, you are selling yourself.  I also teach 

entrepreneurship.  That is the best.  To see these young people get an idea and 
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take it [and develop it for competition].  The public speaking aspect of it, the 

communication aspect of it, how you handle yourself, where you put your hands, 

everything, and the proper language skills that you are communicating.  It’s 

marvelous.  They win money.  They attain a lot of gains besides just writing a 

business plan.  You are taking it from the cover to the end, including the return on 

investment. 

The program is a compelling example of the power of one teacher building a pocket of 

success through programs that are dormant or being phased out at many schools in the 

district to make room for students to take more minimum basic skills classes to improve 

standardized test scores. 

Mentoring programs.  The need for mentoring programs was a focal point of 

participants in the study.  Respondent G1-1 discussed a unique young women’s 

mentoring program PHS uses to create and promote opportunities for female students to 

succeed.  It was the only evidence of an established, structured, funded, formalized 

mentoring program at the three schools: 

Basically, it’s a mentoring group that was started by TV anchor, Shirley Jones 

(pseudonym).  I think she used to work with Channel 14 (pseudonym) and she 

wanted to give back to the community, especially females, because in the industry 

of broadcasting, females are often discriminated against.  When she was coming 

up through the ranks she didn’t have that mentee, so her goal was to give back.  

So she implemented a program where people will mentor, come in; people that 

are in high standing will come in and mentor these young ladies at risk and they 
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will talk to them about various issues.  Things that maybe some parents should be 

discussing with children, and also they provide academic assistance to the 

females.  We take them on field trips that are geared toward female women’s 

leadership.  Focus on careers and also education and how to apply for 

postsecondary (schools).  What are the benefits of attending college or a tech 

center or just furthering their education and letting them know that education is a 

life long process. (Respondent G1-1) 

These programs seek students dealing with challenges and provide them the 

opportunity to earn a college scholarship.  Participants also referenced church groups, 

fraternities, and sororities as critical viable institutions to provide alternative voices to fill 

that gap.  Those organizations have members that maintain a passionate affectionate 

relationship with the school, and have the ability to provide students with mentoring, 

internships, and glimpses into unimaginable real world possibilities for success. 

After-school programs.  The use of after-school programs to address student 

needs outside the curriculum was a practice discussed by participants at two of the three 

schools.  After-school programs were used by the other school in the study, but went 

without mention by the participants. Respondent G1-2, a guidance counselor at PHS, 

oversees an afterschool program with implications for further development on a wider 

scale: 

It’s really through our partnership with the Activities in Motion (pseudonym).  

They call it Pride in Progress (pseudonym).  There are a few different elements.  

We have of course the reading and math, but its more SAT/ACT based rather than 
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FCAT.  We also have a theatre group, because of course we are a magnet, so this 

is a chance for kids to be after school, and be able to work a little bit more in that 

area because of the fact that a lot of our kids that wouldn’t normally be in the 

magnet because of FCAT, they can (still take advantage of the programs 

resources), so this is a chance for them to do it after school.  We also have the 

music component because we have an award winning jazz band.  So they get a lot 

of their practice and things like that during the afterschool program.  We also 

have a homework, sort of like, I don’t want to say tutoring.  It’s more like the kids 

that don’t have access to computers at home.  We open up the media center for 

two hours and they are able to go up there and do projects, do homework.  There’s 

somebody there if they need some assistance but it’s just mostly just to give them 

computer access so they can do assignments.  A lot of colleges now are looking 

for students who can bring something else to the campus, not just academic 

excellence, but what else are you doing to make the community better to make the 

campus look better.  Somewhere that people would be interested in attending.  

What I do is help them to develop those skills so that they can in turn do 

something to help somebody else.  Like the upperclassmen. I make them 

responsible for the underclass in showing them what needs to be done.  I think I 

had it for the last two years where I was helping kids get ready for going to 

college.  And we didn’t have a matriculation advisor in our budget so I was 

helping the kids sign up for ACT.  Some of them don’t even know how to register 
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online.  I was doing that.  I was helping kids with the free application for student 

aid. (G1-2) 

The after-school program at PHS addresses multiple needs for students that are not being 

addressed during the school day, presumably because school leaders believe other 

priorities are more important. 

A teacher (Respondent T1-3) at PHS introduced a political action initiative into 

the dialogue to create opportunities for students who wanted to gain exposure and 

develop interests in civic and political arenas: 

Every year the schools will send in their suggestions for bills and he [local 

member of state congress] picks one.  The kids come to talk to him about what 

they want and discuss it, and then he has all of the background information and he 

then takes it to Tallahassee.  Makes it into a bill, presents it to the committee… 

Political action initiatives, however, were few at the three schools, primarily because of 

time constraints determined by those outside the school buildings.  As a result, the need 

to promote civic responsibility surfaced as an unaddressed concern. 

 Dignity High School.  Dignity High School participants focused their dialogue on 

the development of structures to enable students to define post-secondary plans early in 

their secondary career.  Underlying the effective implementation of those programmatic 

structures were attitudes grounded in caring. 

Matriculation structures.  A clerical support person (Respondent SP2) at the 

school pointed out the necessity for developing more sophisticated structures to facilitate 

college matriculation for students.  Often the first contact for students seeking assistance 
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from administration, she deals with a huge influx of student traffic in her role as a support 

person in the school’s student affairs office.  She is an example of how important support 

staff is to the educational process.  Her words describe student frustrations with the 

absence and/or ineffectiveness of formal structures to deal with matriculation: 

Well right now the issue they are going through is college.  And they are stressed 

about not having enough money and how do they do the financial aid and how do 

they do this and that, because they don’t have anybody at home to help them.  So 

the ones that are still in that low-income bracket, that want to get out and want to 

do better, they are at this point right now where some of them are panicking 

because they need the help.  You also need to make a way for them, and this is 

where it is going to take some work on somebody’s part. (Respondent SP2) 

Her comments are noteworthy because of the frequency with which participants at all 

three schools mentioned the need to increase conversations with students about post-

secondary opportunities, particularly those involving college. 

Post-secondary plan development.  A former guidance counselor and now a 

teacher (Respondent T2-2) fervently stated how he had created opportunities for students 

to succeed in the past.  In the Eagle County Public Schools district, the role of a guidance 

counselor has been dominated by scheduling, testing, and ensuring students meet the 

requirements for graduation.  This leaves little time for counseling and assisting students 

in developing a post-secondary plan.  This is one of the reasons participants focus on the 

aforementioned In-between Re-directed Dialogues to assist students.  That role 

fulfillment, that defines the work of guidance counselors throughout the district, may be 
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enough in affluent schools where matriculation is imbedded in formal and informal 

structures inside and outside the school, but it falls short for the urban schools in this 

study where matriculating students of color are often first generation college prospects: 

Okay let’s talk straight up.  Yes, the overall goal is for each student to achieve, 

and not just speaking on the academic level, but exactly what do I do to make a 

difference at that school.  Everybody in the field of education has to care about 

these students.  A student has to be able to identify with you.  If they don’t 

identify with you, change is not going to occur.  They are not going to come into 

that guidance office because they feel like you can’t identify with them.  So you 

got to care about our students.  Once they see that you care.  That’s a disease.  A 

disease that is going to spread to every other student…they know Mr. F is going 

to look out, Mr. F cares, he’s going to make sure that I am taking all my right 

classes, or [deal with my] issues  or concern[s], [whether] its personal or social or 

on a non-academic level.  Mr. F is going to look out because when I come to see 

Mr. F, he is going to listen to my concern, my issue, and he is going to address 

that.  Not label, not judge, not stereotype, but a guidance counselor that cares and 

loves students and looks out and does the job with integrity and professionalism.  

We want every student to be successful.  College isn’t…what I try to get them to 

understand that college isn’t for everybody, it’s not; so they have to identify what 

career path they want to choose and they could do that by taking the Career 

Interests Inventory, volunteering in certain areas of interests.  Once they identify 

their career, then they will be able to choose the right option.  They’ve got 
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vocational schools where they can learn a skill or trade.  There’s the military.  

There’s the universities, either a two-year school, or a family business, but they 

have to do something positive with their life after graduation.  As a counselor, I 

set them up for that.  I make sure they take the Career Interest Inventory.  I make 

sure that they apply.  I make sure they have a plan.  I call parents and document 

that this kid has followed [through]…I make sure that every single student has a 

set plan that involves parents with it.  That strategy has worked as a result of the 

success of my students.  I have police officers and doctors out there right now. 

(Respondent T2-2) 

Respondent T2-2 adds that this is a process that must be initiated in the ninth grade.  He 

is a role model for guidance counselors.  His success is predicated on going above and 

beyond the call of duty to provide a specific individual template for every student to 

succeed. 

Vocational options.  A discussion that permeated dialogues at all three schools 

focused on vocational options for students in addition to college preparation tracks.  

Vocational opportunities, and the absence thereof, was a point of rigorous contention.  

Respondent G2 stated bluntly why: “We are worse off because nobody wants to admit it, 

but everybody is not going to college.  So somebody needs to do hair.  Somebody needs 

to learn how to paint.  Somebody needs to learn how to collect garbage.”  In a more 

subtle fashion Respondent T2-4 echoed the same sentiments: 

I don’t think we are doing enough in that area because we took away a lot of 

things.  For example, I can remember shop, which was hands on skills and they 
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had vocational centers and what have you.  Some of those kids are housed right 

here in the community.  To take that out of our community…that only really 

motivates other students within your community to want to get out.  I feel that 

we’re not doing enough.  I think the process, like I said we took away some things 

in that vocational world [that should still be in the school]. 

What Respondent T2-4 speaks to is the idea that the majority of students in 

question, those from the surrounding community who are experiencing marginal success 

with school, don’t plan to attend or graduate from college.  The evidence is there early 

on, so why not identify vocational tracks that will foster successful careers and 

opportunities for them instead of continual focus on minimum standards presented as 

high standards for achievement.  However, those tracks should not preclude students 

from changing direction in the latter stages of their secondary career; they should 

augment the possibility of choosing college matriculation through hands-on high level 

and/or technical coursework on their academic resume.  The opportunity to engage in 

hands-on technical or vocational coursework could serve as a segue to peak student 

interest in higher-level coursework and ultimately higher learning. 

Political voice.  The success of urban high schools in disenfranchised 

communities is also predicated on political support in large districts such as Eagle County 

Public Schools because of the size of the bureaucracy that exists to distribute resources of 

all kinds.  Strong community activism is how DHS battles the bureaucracy to create 

opportunities for students.  A non-staff SAC person (Respondent C2) at DHS has worked 

tirelessly over the years in this capacity.  Her advocacies are well chronicled throughout 
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the district.  Her voice has been prominent in dialogues throughout the Eagle County 

Public Schools district for years in dealing with issues of equity for students of color.  

She is highly respected, and to her advantage is sometimes feared by politicos.  She is 

blunt, direct, persistent, and fearless.  Parents seek her voice to speak on their behalf if 

they feel their children have been treated unjustly.  Principals have been known to stand 

down in her wake.  Unquestionably, her voice has for years created opportunities for 

students to succeed using the political action process.  She provides valuable insights for 

disadvantaged people of color to make their voices heard.  Her voice resonates loud and 

clear: 

…I’m going to call you and talk to you tonight and then I’m going to call you in 

the morning to see if you still remember what I said when you go to the meeting 

to make sure that you say this.  Then I am going to go to the meeting to make sure 

you said it because many times when we get in audiences we don’t fight for each 

other.  And that’s how I had a problem with some of our elected officials.  When 

during that penny sales tax, and I know you remember that, and we had people 

saying we are going to float that penny sales tax and buy technology and put all 

the technology out west.  The schools over here will have to wait until we get this 

done then we will come over here and do it.  We said no, we won’t [wait] to do 

that.  So we fought the penny sales tax.  This thing with them not taking care of 

[our needs], my main thing is quality schools and staff for every child…Do what 

you are supposed to do…you can blindfold them and bring them in this 

community and stand them in front of any school in our community and ask them 
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what area do you think you are in now?  You can blindfold them out west and you 

can ask them what community are you in now?  It’s obvious…They’ve got to 

think about every parent.  Where they come from and guess what?  We have 

experts.  We know how they live, that means we know what they need. 

(Respondent C2) 

The threat of unfavorable publicity is her strongest political weapon.  Politicos’ greatest 

weapon in suppressing the disadvantaged is fear and ignorance.  She has little difficulty 

gaining an audience with school board elite, and they seem to prefer to keep her satisfied.  

She is fearless, savvy, has a high political IQ, and is very effective in achieving her goals.  

She creates opportunities for students to succeed through her advocacies, and has done so 

for three decades in the Eagle County Public Schools district.  She is an example of the 

need for strong, clear, fearless political voices in disenfranchised communities. 

Respect High School.  The voices of RHS participants identified initiatives 

through a collaboration integrating stakeholders from the school, student body, and the 

community.  Identifying a common agenda to address the needs of students was a focal 

point for RHS. 

Student summit.  Participants at RHS used a student summit sponsored by the 

city commission as an integral part of connecting students, adults, and the community in 

an effort to create a common agenda.  A school administrator (Respondent P3) elaborated 

on the initiative: 

This is what I want you to do.  When you go to the war room, with or without me, 

it’s on a board.  You’re going to like the war room.  We have one bulletin board, 
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so where you’ll see this book again, and at the bottom are these civic questions 

that the kids were asked.  Took them off campus, about 30 kids, asked them tons 

of questions as to; what are we doing that’s good?  What are we, what do we stink 

at?  Just give us the raw information.  Came back,…my heart was busting.  It was 

bad, but students showed me that it was far worse.  It has the kids’ responses 

typed out.  And that’s probably on the wall, probably two packets; one for 

instructional, one for non-instructional. (Respondent P3) 

The student data from the summit indicates understanding of the need to connect with the 

community; but how do these questions get back to the surrounding community? 

Civic and community collaboration.  An RHS guidance counselor (Respondent 

G3-1) articulated a strategy to engage the community and provide leadership 

opportunities for civic organizations to serve as mentors.  She suggests local chapters of 

fraternities and sororities be used as mentors for coaches of sports programs at local parks 

who often volunteer to lead activities because their kids are involved, but don’t have the 

academic and professional foundation of the fraternity or sorority membership who hold 

college degrees.  These college-educated groups can help build a foundation for success 

that parents and/or coaches in park situations can’t necessarily do.  Respondent G3-1 

went on to suggest it takes a village to raise a child.  Partnering with churches and the 

community to reach Black students to provide programs outside the school is deemed of 

critical importance.  Capitalization of networking and relationship building with the 

business community, sororities, fraternities, and so on, are identified as elements for 

success. 
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An RHS teacher (Respondent T3-1), continued the dialogue by asserting the value 

of civic and community partnerships and collaborations through a success story about a 

student that went from worst to first, from trouble-maker to senior class president to 

community business partner working with the city commission as an entrepreneur with 

skills he was taught in the graphic design program.  He tells the story of a student who 

made a connection with an adult and it changed his life: 

If you plant the seed and the seed is there, you may not see it grow, you may not 

see it start to come to fruition, but eventually, somebody’s going to catch on.  

Somebody’s going to see it and it’s going to do great work. (Respondent T3-1) 

College tours.  An administrator (Respondent A3) at RHS discussed an under-

utilized initiative that has faded from the horizon that participants at all three schools in 

the study identify as a powerful tool to create and promote opportunities for success for 

students; college tours.  Multiple components for success can be built into a college tour.  

Most notably, the opportunity to see success effectuated responsibly by people of color 

en masse who look like the students in question do.  “…if they can take a group of kids 

and take them up to FAMU (Florida Agricultural & Mechanical University) during 

school time, don’t wait until the summer, there’s no one for them to see during the 

summer” (Respondent A3).  It should be noted that many of the students who attend the 

schools’ targeted in the study have not been exposed to an equivalent model of success of 

this magnitude; they see college as an extension of high school.  If high school students 

can embrace this vision early in the high school transition process, participants indicate it 

can be paradigm shifting and boundary expanding. 
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A support person at the school (Respondent SP3) offered additional perspective 

on the value of college tours: 

Up at City Baptist Church (pseudonym) for four years we had a program with the 

Young Leaders Council (pseudonym), we had the program, based on sexual 

abstinence and also took kids on the Black college tours to Atlanta, Tallahassee, 

Birmingham, Selma….Historical black colleges from Atlanta to Tallahassee; 

taking them to Selma, Birmingham, Morehouse; colleges in Florida, Florida A 

and M, Florida State.  A lot of the kids that we took…Very few fell by the 

wayside. (Respondent SP3) 

College tours sponsored through grants with the assistance of church groups 

brings up the value of grant writing at these schools to create opportunities to balance 

funding gaps.  Respondent SP3 offers a viable strategy to link churches to the schools to 

sponsor the tours as was done in the past; the church wrote, administered, and facilitated 

the grant, and sponsored the trip.  The result was a positive influence on changing RHS 

and neighborhood culture, and was a collaborative project between the school, church, 

and a governmental agency; but the program faded and needs to return to expose students 

to endless possibilities outside their immediate, often dismal, urban surroundings.  Their 

concept of college is what you might refer to as Football U; those models they see on 

television on Saturday playing major college football.  Unfortunately, most do not meet 

the criteria for consideration for admission to those schools.  However, many of the 

schools identified via the college tours are under-enrolled, clamoring for students, and 

have lower entrance requirements. 
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College and career readiness clubs.  A young energetic faculty member 

(Respondent T3-3) spoke about an organization she sponsors to address the concerns 

outlined above as well as assist students with the post-secondary decision-making 

process.  Her club’s characteristics and focus are designed to meet the needs of students 

who need assistance deciding which post-secondary track to pursue; college, vocational, 

technical school, trade school, military, or workforce readiness: 

That is the, a club that we started because while I was doing my one on one’s, a 

lot of them were like okay, if you have a 2.0, maybe college isn’t the best route 

because clearly you don’t like school.  Let’s be honest; let’s be real.  Some of 

them they decide, I guess in this culture, or in this society or whatever, it’s like 

technical schools, military, some types are looked down upon.  I tell them that 

you have to find whatever your thing is and don’t be ashamed of it just because 

it’s not what everybody else is doing.  So that’s why we came up with this club, 

we’ll focus on five different avenues that they have when they graduate; a four-

year university, two-year college, technical school, military, and public and civil 

servants.  So my thing is that I just want them to know, what it is that they want to 

do, have an idea of the direction that they want to go in.  It’s not always college.  

In fact for a number of our students, it’s not college, so I don’t want to push that 

down their throats. That’s the thing that I stress for them the most, is just figuring 

out what their post-secondary options are.  Pinpointing one and then finding as 

much as they can about that. (Respondent T3-3) 
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Another young faculty member (Respondent T3-2) at RHS also sponsors a club 

with similar objectives to the College & Career Club, but targets a different population 

set at the school.  It is another example of the return on investment in young teachers and 

their ability to connect with high school students: 

We have the ones that they feel like the street is their lives.  All they want to do is 

hang out on the street.  Then you have the ones who are just focused, 4.0 GPA, 

they want to leave the community and they want to go and be whatever they want 

to be.  And then you have the ones in the middle.  We get in our classes, we get a 

mixture.  What we have to do is figure out the ones that want to change, that want 

to do well.  Once those kids are identified, then we bring them in our club and we 

work with them twice a week with our club, RSI (Respect Spirit Initiative, a 

pseudonym), and we guide them, we get them normally for about two years, if 

we’re lucky we get three years and by the time they become seniors, they’re 

already molded, they’re confident, they speak well, their GPA is salvaged.  I’m 

not saying good GPA, because we get them sometimes when they have a 0.4 or a 

1.3, so when I say salvaged, they have a 2.8 or 2.9, we can get them into a 

college.  We work with the matriculation advisor and try to get them into a 

college.  These are the colleges that they see.  Another problem here at RHS is 

they are applying to these colleges left and right, but they’ve never been there.  

And then they go there and they’re like oh, this is it, I don’t like it, unacceptable.  

So what we try to do is we try to expose them to these colleges, so when they go 

there, they remember FSU did XYZ, that’s the school for me.  It’s not just me, 
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there’s other teachers here, don’t get me wrong, but with our club RSI, that’s our 

main initiative, exposure. (Respondent T3-2) 

His club is the Respect Spirit Initiative; the success initiative is the college tour.  

Respondent T3-2 highlights a foundation that creates opportunities for success for 

students through exposure to possibilities for students who are capable but off track due 

to systemic breakdowns that were created and hindered the student before high school.  

The school has an opportunity to take corrective action, and Respondent T3-2 has 

identified a template to accomplish this goal.  Early identification of capable students 

suffering from academic and social ills coupled with transitional thinking to facilitate 

success after high school. 

Workforce readiness and vocational options.  Elevating vocational options for 

students is an oft-voiced theme at all three schools.  The non-staff SAC person 

(Respondent C3-1) introduces this with regard to RHS: 

I’ll state that probably, I figure that after grade nine, you need to make a 

determination who’s going to go where.  If this kid isn’t performing up to grade 

nine, then he needs, maybe they need to go to vocational track.  This one here is 

academic college, or whatever.  I strongly believe in that, but that’s not reality.  

The mentality that exists is that everybody said their kids are going to go to 

college.  Always college, college, college, and that’s not for real. 

 Respondent C3-1 is not subtle in his suggestion.  An RHS guidance counselor 

(Respondent G3-2) echoes Respondent C3-1’s comments on vocational, trade, and 

technical tracks: 
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But then you look in the computer and they’re sitting there with a 1.5.  Not to 

think that a kid with a 1.5 won’t and can’t go, but my question often is, what are 

you doing to get there?  Because if I look at the statistics on them, the number of 

kids that actually do go on, it’s maybe one, two out of ten.  20%, 25, 30% do go 

off (to college).  So the question is, what happens to the other seven?  Where are 

these seven going?  Because they’re all saying they’re going, because we all say 

college.  First of all, again, I’m a big supporter of technical centers, because 

again, as we spoke about the business careers and all, those jobs just aren’t there.  

Aren’t out there, but the kid can maybe go in and learn refrigeration, learn air 

conditioning.  I think one thing that I hear a lot again, maybe because it’s my 

travel and we’re working with careers, I hear kids say a lot about going to college.  

Going to college, I’m going to college, going to college, going to college.  They 

talk about it because that’s what we teach.  What are we doing for those seven 

that aren’t going off to college? 

Industry certification and technical programs.  Respondent G3-2 continues the 

dialogue on workforce readiness and vocations by referencing RHS’ utilization of 

industry certification programs to provide students with opportunities to earn income, 

gain a leg up on admission to technical and trade schools, and create income-earning 

opportunities immediately out of high school: 

They have some access with it (industry certifications), and it gives them some 

credibility that they’ve met the requirements of a program, they’ve tested.  So it 

will take some years off of their, not years, some classes off of their program if 
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they go to the technical centers.  They could get college credit for example, the 

business one, the Adobe.  They could earn college credit for it.  So those exams 

do give the students some lead in to possibly getting an entry-level position.  We 

try and make, gear it where all students are in an academy and that they complete 

the academy.  If they do, they become a completer of the program; they sit for the 

exam, then again, they can get their industry certifications. 

Industry Certification Exam (ICE) Program completion requires 3 courses (3 

years).  Students follow a pattern:  Business-College Track students; Health Science-

College & Technical Center students; Culinary & Automotive-Workforce/Technical 

Center students; Graphic Design-College & Workforce/Technical Center students.  The 

industry certification programs/academies/houses are in early stages of implementation 

and appear to cater to students making a college or vocational track choice that doesn’t 

preclude them from changing direction, but students in Business and World Language 

seem pre-disposed to college whereas students in culinary and automotive are 

predisposed to entering the workforce, apprenticeships, or additional training to enter the 

respective field without going to college. 

Mentoring programs.  Participants at RHS placed emphasis on the development 

of mentoring programs to address a wide cross-section of students at the school.  Coupled 

with the College & Career Club and the RSI Club, the school is doing more in this area 

than is acknowledged by the other two schools in the study.  One teacher (Respondent 

T3-5) highlights the importance of re-engaging the negatively stereotyped Black male in 
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school activities because of their influence on school functions.  She discusses a dormant 

initiative that might peak the interest of this neglected group: 

Ask them what they want.  If you had a program, and we have some cases, that 

one time for instance, when we ran our NBA league.  The NBA league is they 

play full court.  It’s a basketball league.  Was an extension of our 21st Century 

program. (Respondent T3-5) 

The program coupled competition with activities to address the needs of the highly 

challenging Black male sub-group.  Reclamation of this sub-group has been an over-

arching theme at all three schools in the study.  She notes re-engagement as opposed to 

the dis-engagement with Black males. 

A highly respected faculty member (Respondent T3-6) had two noteworthy 

mentoring programs in the developmental stages.  One is designed to deal with the 

unique issues of female students, and one designed for male and female students.  Both 

are aimed at reclaiming and re-engaging at-risk students: 

Females-Got a group that I’m going to be starting this week, they meet today.  A 

young ladies group, called, Knowledge is Power (pseudonym), like if you knew 

what I was thinking, or you knew what I was going through, if you knew what I 

was saying.  And it has a dot dot dot at the end.  Young ladies are going to start 

talking to other young ladies about things that maybe other people don’t 

understand.  We realize that’s one of the things that some people go through, 

some things at the school that other people don’t know about; we can’t imagine.  

We want to touch them.  We want to know them.  We want to talk about those 
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things that they don’t want to say.  Males and Females-My goal is to make this 

program a model for the whole district.  This week is going to be the pilot week 

right now.  It’s going to be called the P3 [named after principal] Young Men and 

Young Ladies Mentoring Program.  We’re going to use the ministerial alliance in 

this area.  We’re going to use the local government; the mayor wants to be a part 

of it; the commissioners want to be part of it, and a lot of the workers in the city, 

the yard crew, the maintenance guys, they’ve shown an interest in signing up for 

it, and we hope to attract at least 40 of our 90 plus teachers at the school.  I want 

about 100 mentors.  My goal is to reach at least 100 mentors.  And we’re going to 

attract kids, we’re going to target kids rather, with attendance problems, Level I 

students who are low performing; kids who may be in and out of our discipline 

system, and any kid that expresses a request for a mentor, we’re not going to 

leave them out. (Respondent T3-6) 

Respondent T3-6’s plans were to address the needs of disenfranchised students 

who would benefit from a personal connection with an adult.  The programs’ 

collaboration between schools, local ministers, and city officials might serve as a model.  

Surprisingly, no successful formal alliances in operation were found in the schools in this 

study.  Students need to be connected to the school beyond the school day, and the 

programs offered through the 21st Century after-school program are having a positive 

impact on the culture of RHS.  Why would urban high schools close their doors at the end 

of the school day in these communities?  Participants at Respect High School are 

developing an evolved network of alliances with community, civic, church, and fraternal 
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organizations mobilizing resources and executing actions to improve non-academic 

support opportunities for students to succeed. 

Promoting Opportunities to Succeed 

Participants are now responding to how they promote opportunities for students to 

succeed.  Table 3 highlights the key words and phrases from both the review of literature 

and what emerged from the data. 

Table 3 

Promoting Opportunities to Succeed 

Pride High School Dignity High School Respect High School 

Structural Characteristics 
and Student Ambassadors 

Black Education Experience College Tours 

Overlooked Opportunities 
to Promote 

Synergy Church, Civic, and 
Community Partnerships 

Mentoring Program Role Models in Action 
(pseudonym) 

 

Celebrity Visitors   

Prominent Alumni   

 

Pride High School.  Pride High School (PHS) is the oldest of the three schools in 

the study.  It serves a community that is deeply entrenched in culture and tradition.  To 

say the alumni are passionate about the school is an understatement.  Influential alumni 

keep a close eye on the school and fight for the schools success and reputation.  This 

works in the schools favor because it creates a built in recruiting mechanism for magnet 
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programs and athletic programs in particular, in spite of the fiscal challenges the school 

faces. 

Structural characteristics and student ambassadors.  PHS’ structural 

characteristics and facilities exceed any pre-conceived notions and expectations one 

might have for an urban school operating in an economically depressed area.  PHS 

alumni promote the school as the best place in the district to pursue an education.  An 

administrator at the school (Respondent A1-1) highlights some of the successes 

participants promote to attract positive attention to the school: 

It is a challenging place to work and learn, but as I said earlier, it’s a well-kept 

secret.  It’s a diamond in the rough that is finally coming into its own.  When 

people come here they’re surprised at what they find.  I don’t know what they 

expect, but they are surprised at how the campus looks.  They are surprised at 

how big the campus is.  They are surprised at how well our students perform.  

They are amazed with the performing arts department…There are so many things 

that our students excel in…so when we are good we are very good. 

Respondent A1-1 touched on just a few of the many accolades and successes the 

school has to attract and maintain students in their high profile performing arts and 

athletic programs.  Marquee athletes are attracted to the school through the high 

performing magnet programs.  It provides them the opportunity to be part of a high level 

athletic program and receive a quality education at the same time.  Students throughout 

the district covet the opportunity to be a part of these programs.  They provide faculty, 
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staff, administration, alumni, and the community many opportunities to promote the 

school’s successes. 

Overlooked opportunities to promote.  A former teacher and current non-staff 

SAC person (Respondent C1-1), who serves as an unofficial community liaison, 

expanded the conversation about PHS success stories beyond athletics and entertainment.  

He highlights opportunities to promote the school that are often overlooked by many 

observers: 

People look at us for sports and all that, but there is academics here.  We’ve had a 

Rhodes Scholar from here.  We look at athletes like, this year we have a young 

man whose president of the senior class and he’s an All American.  You don’t see 

that too much, you have an athlete with a 4.0 GPA or higher, he’s being sought 

after by numerous colleges (Stanford bound).  PHS produced a lot of people and 

most of the people if you look around the county, if you look at yourself and look 

at Mr. J, and you look at Ms. O, Dr. E., all those people were here at PHS at one 

time, they are principals and assistant principals.  Now look at Mrs. R over at AB 

Middle School (pseudonym), Mr. M, all of them came through Pride High School, 

they are administrators. (Respondent C1-1) 

PHS, as noted by Respondent C1-1, historically has been as a training ground for 

successful administrators in the Eagle district.  The challenges the school has faced over 

the years have made it an unofficial laboratory of sorts.  PHS has an impressive resume, 

and like the other two schools in the study, have many successes to be proud of that one 

might not be aware of unless that person had a personal or professional attachment, 
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affiliation, or relationship with the school.  There is no shortage of excellence on display 

at the school, past and present. 

Mentoring programs.  The need for formal effective mentoring programs has 

been mentioned previously with respect to both boys and girls.  Mentoring programs 

increase the exposure to life experiences for urban students beyond school and the 

neighborhood.  The programs can take the students outside their daily routines to capture 

their attention and let them witness life from other perspectives.  Respondent C1-1 talked 

about high profile churches in the neighborhoods which support this initiative.  Programs 

partner and visit local Chambers of Commerce and the Eagle County Government Center 

for examples of mentoring opportunities. 

Celebrity visitors. 

You know what I think? To me, they don’t see enough men in positions as role 

models.  I think that we are lacking that.  Especially Black African-American 

men.  I really think that if we had some role models, male role models.  I think 

that even at the school.  We talk about these schools being safe havens for the 

kids.  I think that we’ve been trying here at Pride High School.  They brought 

Roger Smith (pseudonym) in to talk to the kids.  They had William Jackson 

(pseudonym) who came in and talked to the kids; and try to bring young Black 

men who are doing something with themselves and let the other kids see 

that…(T1-3) 

Respondent T1-3’s comments scratch the surface of the problem and bring to the 

forefront an issue that is self-evident in the instructional staff demographics at each of the 
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schools.  Although there is a Black male presence at each of the schools, there is an 

obvious shortage of them in leadership positions; in roles of influence as well as in the 

teaching corps in and outside of the schools.  Many of the adult males serve as support 

staff and coaches, with far too few in core academic areas.  Elevating the presence of 

male role models in academics is a critical need area for the success, especially of Black 

male students. 

Prominent alumni.  Respondent G1-1 is impressive in her role as a spokesperson 

promoting models of success on behalf of the school.  Her testimonial to students 

promoting the success of prominent Blacks is notable and attests to the power of the 

spoken word to captivate, motivate, and promote the schools programs for success: 

I get the most satisfaction from challenging students and being their cheerleader 

and advocating for them.  Cheering them on.  My ultimate compensation is for 

them to come back and say that you made a difference in my life.  And that’s 

priceless…I tell them it doesn’t matter whatever happened in the past, what 

assistance you were receiving.  You don’t have to receive that.  At some point you 

can say, enough is enough and then you can be that person in your family to break 

the cycle. (Respondent G1-1) 

Respondent G1-1 goes on to highlight how she uses an alumnus as a model of success: 

So she comes in, Dr. C, she is from Jupiter University (pseudonym).  She is also a 

graduate of Pride High School.  She selected Pride because she wanted to give 

back, and she has also walked a mile in the shoes of some of these students.  So 

she was telling me a bit about her upbringing…So she was telling them that she 
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lived right in this neighborhood and that success is attainable.  It doesn’t matter 

where you live. (Respondent G1-1) 

Respondent G1-1’s story is one of many that speak to the attachment, affection, 

and commitment alumni have for the school.  PHS uses stakeholders within the school 

environment as well as influential alumni to effectively promote the success of high 

profile athletic, magnet, and elective programs.  The schools impressive structural and 

physical characteristics, as well as its history as a training ground for high profile district 

administrators provide the school countless opportunities to promote success. 

Dignity High School.  One of the challenges of identifying successes at the 

schools highlighted in the study was the inherent nature of operating in challenging 

environments.  Participant discussions at DHS were laced with messages of hope and 

opportunity used by participants to overcome negative social programming and 

influences of the community. 

The Black Education Experience.  An administrator at the school (Respondent 

A2) points to the high percentage of students enrolled and successfully completing 

advanced placement classes as a promotional tool used to overcome negative social 

programming and send the message of “yes, we can succeed.”  He also points to the 

presence of Black teacher leaders as an asset used to promote success.  A guidance 

counselor (Respondent G2) complements the discussion by highlighting the fact that all 

members of the guidance staff are graduates of HBCUs: “I can’t speak for the 

demographics of other highs schools in Eagle County…but every guidance counselor at 

this school is an HCBU grad.  Every single one.”  Respondent G2 suggests that the 
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exposure and experience of faculty and staff of color that are HBCU graduates increases 

their capacity to sell the Black college experience to students who need to consider more 

than just the traditional college options and variables to succeed: 

…the reality is that you need to consider more than academic programs when you 

are selecting a college.  Because you are only going to be in class a certain portion 

of the day so it has to meet your social needs, it has to meet your financial ability; 

including travel home. 

Respondents A2 and G2’s narratives reinforce the value of the Black student 

experience at a Black high school.  They underscore the inherent benefits created through 

education in an environment created for Black students, educated in Black schools, built 

by Blacks, and taught by Blacks.  Inherent is the fact they can see, touch, witness, and 

live within a model of success everyday through their direct participation in an 

educational experience in a school such as DHS.  It provides stakeholders a unique 

opportunity to promote models of success not available to students of color educated in 

schools without a representative minority presence in faculty, staff, and the student body. 

Synergy.  Faculty at DHS also promote models of success through dialogue that 

personalizes the walk for the DHS student experience.  The implication is the synergy 

created by faculty and staff to promote a consistent message for success is another tool 

used to overcome negative social programming.  A teacher (Respondent T2-1) provides 

an example of how the message is communicated: 

I don’t know if every kid is college material.  I think that every kid should look at 

some form of occupation that suits their talents.  I try to drive kids to that area.  I 
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try to remind them that being successful isn’t necessarily being a person that goes 

on to college for 3, 4, 5, 6, years and comes out with a degree in their hand.  It 

increases your opportunity for being successful, it doesn’t guarantee it.  And so 

look at what you do well, and what you feel comfortable doing, and look at what 

you like doing, and find complete satisfaction in, and if that means going out and 

becoming a carpenter, an electrician, or plumber…You will be very successful as 

a businessman and very successful in life if you understand that it’s not how much 

money you get for doing a job but how much overall satisfaction and enjoyment 

and pleasure of your life that you are going to get from it that is really going to 

decide how well and how successful you are.  Success is defined by each kid’s 

world. 

 Role Models in Action.  DHS participants suggest that if a school’s message is 

expected to create, maintain, and effect change on a captive audience, then it must 

identify positive end goals for the school to promote.  Respondent C2 offered an insight 

into how DHS does just that: 

We have to let our kids see Black people in the light, with the neon lights on.  I 

don’t care if they are lawn service men because guess what?  They are taking care 

of their business, they are doing a job, they look good, they are living good, and 

they get a salary from it.  Before, when Mr. S was there, we started a program, 

Role Models in Action (pseudonym).  That means that there are some people here 

in the community these kids come out of; people that have their little businesses, 

Flowers by Ms. R, little people, not all of these is a child going to notice, you 
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don’t look at Flowers by Ms. R as being a successful business person.  You don’t 

look at Mrs. H as being a successful seamstress.  You never see them.  We need to 

let those kids see them.  We’ve been doing everybody, because we want the 

Haitian kids to feel just as inspired as the Hispanic kids and all that.  We had a 

multicultural day where we had everybody come out that we could.  And they 

combined the career day(s) so you want to see Hispanics and others.  I don’t care 

what they do.  They can cut lawns, they can be the mower or the owner of the 

business.  Because we want our children to see people working.  These kids got to 

know that you can make an honest living.  You don’t have to sell drugs.  You 

don’t have to be a gangster.  You don’t have to go rob anybody. 

The effectiveness of the multicultural initiative stems from the fact it is inclusive 

of all cultures.  Respondent C2 suggests that it is important not to include all people of 

color who are defined as Black as one, because the culture of African-Americans 

indigenous to the community is as different from the Haitian students and Caribbean-

American students within the school’s demographics as it is for Blacks, Whites, and 

Hispanics. 

DHS’s strategies to promote success are grounded in a value that is a prominent 

theme throughout all three schools.  In spite of the criticism of outsiders and challenges 

of the socio-economic environment they operate in, DHS participants take great pride in 

maintaining their commitment to the Black Education Experience; an experience that 

embraces highlighting and promoting their culture, HBCUs, and the presence of faculty 

and staff educated in those environments. 
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Respect High School.  Participants from RHS add to the narratives on promoting 

opportunities to succeed by highlighting partnerships with church and community 

organizations.  It is a strategy that has roots in an era many of the middle-aged 

participants in the study lived through; the Civil Rights Movement.  These communities 

are deeply entrenched in values and norms grounded in church influences that spawned 

that movement.  Consequently, many participants view success as a derivative of 

coupling churches and schools.  Participant dialogues embraced the idea it takes a village 

to raise a child, and viewed churches and community centers as part of that village.  It 

suggests that many have not forgotten the strategies that were employed that effected 

success for Blacks during the Civil Rights Movement. 

College tours.  HBCUs have been mentioned frequently by participants from all 

three schools as one pathway to success.  Faculty, staff, and administration at RHS 

referenced college tours as conduits to promote those HBCUs to students.  

Personalization, lower admissions requirements, and the presence of faculty who are 

alumni of HBCUs make the schools a natural choice for Black students who do not 

qualify for admission to the larger state and private institutions. 

Church, civic, and community partnerships.  RHS showed evidence of tapping 

into church, community, and fraternal organizations to implement mentoring initiatives 

more-so than the other schools referenced in the study.  According to Respondent A3, 

“School is not the only place that they (mentoring) need to take place.  It should be out in 

the community.  Not just from the teachers and the administrators, but from their pastors 

and churches.”  Respondent T3-5, a longstanding faculty member in the RHS community 
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adds to the discussion on promoting models of success by highlighting a void that needs 

to be filled by male leadership: the engagement of young black males to assume their role 

as school leaders: 

That’s a conversation that has to come from male leadership.  And an aggressive 

initiative within the school has got to be supported by administration…if you can 

get that cluster group to be successful academic-wise, then of course that has to 

change their behavior.  I’m convinced that it will.  You might still have your 

problems because you are who you are.  Of course, there’s going to be some 

issues, but not at such a high percentage rate, because “now I have a reason, and I 

feel, like a sense of responsibility.  And it has to change my self-esteem, how I 

feel about myself.  How I feel towards others.  And it might give me a better 

outlook on this whole, how this whole thing is going to work.  I might be able to 

see something at the end of the tunnel, because right now I can’t see anything.  I 

can’t see anything.  My daddy graduated high school and he ain’t even working.”  

You know! 

Respondent T3-5’s comments do not fall on deaf ears.  RHS has implemented 

several initiatives, albeit some in the developmental stage, to promote models of success 

for students.  Initiatives coupling the school with churches, civic, fraternal, and 

community organizations were suggested as a step in the right direction, and a sign of the 

school’s focus on developing a collaborative culture.  They were the lone school of the 

three actively engaging in college tours.  It should also be noted that the Black male 

presence in leadership positions at RHS appeared to be more prominent than at the other 
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two schools in the study; notable because the school had the smallest faculty of the three 

in the study sample. 

School’s Role in Rebuilding the Surrounding Community 

This section delves into participant perspectives on the schools responsibility to 

rebuild the surrounding community.  The challenge faced by participants as they 

contemplate the schools responsibility to rebuild the surrounding community is 

prioritizing what is possible versus what is ideal.  In affluent communities, structures for 

success are imbedded internally and externally within the school’s operational 

framework; it’s in their DNA.  Often, that is not the case in urban schools.  Consequently, 

schools must decide where to invest time and effort to generate the highest return, which 

is typically purely in academic investments.  Given limited resources, principals, in 

today’s era of accountability, are forced to focus on tasks that directly influence what 

they are held most accountable for, the school grade.  Unfortunately, school grade 

formulas don’t give credit for rebuilding the surrounding community; so, schools place 

little emphasis on the endeavor.  Although there are attempts in isolated pockets to 

address this, there is no reward structure to acknowledge success in this area.  But for 

urban schools, it is a necessity for this to change, because the life-cycle of the school is 

perpetuated by the community.  Harmonious and complementary existence is required.  

Table 4 represents community participant’s perspectives on each school’s role in 

rebuilding the surrounding community. 
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Table 4 

Each School’s Role in Rebuilding the Surrounding Community 

Pride High School Dignity High School Respect High School 

Build Capacity to Compete Community Revitalization Overcome Image Issues and 
Restore Pride 

Mitigate Community Issues Build Political Capacity Overcome Regressive 
Characteristics of 

Community-Second 
Chances 

Facilitate Solidarity of 
Stakeholders 

Build Social Conscience Build Capacity of 
Disengaged Parents 

Build Political Capacity Facilitate Self-Sufficiency Reverse the Cycle of 
Poverty 

Facilitate Harmonious Co-
existence 

Continue the Black Legacy  

 

Pride High School. 

Build capacity to compete.  A recently retired long-time faculty member 

(Respondent C1-1) and now dedicated volunteer who spends time daily at the school 

articulates PHS’s role in rebuilding the surrounding community: 

I think it’s to help individuals within the community achieve a sense of being, a 

sense of value that when they leave here they can cope anywhere, not only in the 

county, but in the state and the nation.  That Pride High School, the school is the 

base of that foundation.  It’s the basis of what your childhood is like and it’s your 

step into the world.  It is here where you gain the knowledge to gain the things 

you need to compete.  Years ago you had to compete locally.  They used to have 
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the Black norm and all that, but now you compete with everybody, and you’ve got 

to be well prepared.  And it’s our job here to prepare those kids to go out into the 

world and be productive. 

Respondent C1-1 goes on to indicate that, although there are superficial efforts through 

local, state, and federal interventions to redevelop communities, the economic effects are 

limited; but it doesn’t change the pride students have in their schools or the community, 

and it doesn’t change the school’s responsibility to continue improvement efforts. 

Mitigate community issues.  Gentrification of urban school communities is slow 

to non-existent due to today’s economic struggles, a discussion of which is beyond the 

scope of this study (see Bogotch, Nesmith, Smith, & Gaines, in press).  The dilemma 

becomes, if not the school then who?  The issues of the community have a deleterious 

effect on the success of students.  The two cannot be separated.  That point was made 

clear historically in the review of literature.  Why that is not the position of urban school 

leadership is the question of this research study.  On one hand, participants have few 

opportunities to effect change in the community, while on the other hand, they have no 

choice in dealing with the consequences of not doing so.  An administrator (Respondent 

A1-1) at PHS outlines this and how it factors into her daily regime: 

Oh, yes.  Oh, yes, community issues.  This community against that community.  

Children.  Kids who have responsibility for either taking care of their children or 

other people’s children in addition to trying to do their school work.  So it is a 

challenge to get to know really what’s going on with them.  Sometimes I find that 

I guess, as a guidance person, that I spend a lot of time doing guidance type 



 201 

conversations with students just to find out what’s causing whatever the issues 

may be and how we can help them. 

Respondent A1-1 goes on to discuss broad projects the school does to effect change in 

the community: 

We have students that are involved in student government, but that is such a small 

number; and they try to implement procedures that model what’s going on in the 

outside world as far as the elections and campaigns; and you know community 

projects and school projects that they do.  But again that’s limited when you think 

about the scope of the entire student body.  So I think that’s a place where we 

really need to do more. 

Facilitate solidarity of stakeholders.  The importance of connecting the school 

with the community is inescapable as evidenced by Respondent C1-1’s comments.  He 

references the struggle for solidarity between faculty and staff, administration, and 

community participants and how it’s changing for the better.  This underscores the value 

of creating and maintaining a positive co-existence with all stakeholders in the struggle 

for success: 

I think probably more teamwork.  It’s changing.  You know at first it was like 

them against us: teachers against administration.  Whatever administration 

wanted, some people didn’t want it.  I don’t care how good it was, if 

administration said I, then we don’t want it.  That wasn’t everybody.  That’s one 

man’s perception.  A lot of people saw it that way.  But the thing was to get 

administration and teachers to be one team.  To be one body.  This is like the 
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workers against the supervisors.  And they have to have the mediators to get the 

two to come together.  That’s not just only at this school; at one school we had 25 

teachers that didn’t come to school one day because they didn’t agree with what 

they were doing.  But they didn’t have it here, they may disagree but they come to 

work because it’s important to kids.  I would like to see more unity.  Not only 

with the school, but with the community.  We need to be one big solid family. 

(Respondent C1-1) 

As mentioned previously, Respondent C1-1 is a stakeholder with political savvy, 

experience, and the trust of all school groups.  His work over the years to mediate 

differences between the various stakeholder groups underscores the value of having 

community liaisons working on behalf of the school.  Principals come and go in these 

situations, but un-biased players such as Respondent C1-1 increase the chance of 

consistency in maintaining positive relationships and effecting smooth transitions when 

these changes occur; an important characteristic he identifies for the success of PHS. 

Build political capacity.  Respondent G1-1, the faculty sponsor for the previously 

mentioned female mentoring program, discussed political and community initiatives to 

raise student awareness of their responsibility to effect change in the community: 

And we are aware of the culture here and one other thing that you mentioned 

about the political environment or exposing them to the political system.  We are 

taking them to the Eagle County Government Center downtown so they will have 

a discussion in the Chamber of Commerce and we have that set up for them.  A 

panel discussion, and to tour the main library.  We try to take a holistic approach.  
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They provide gift baskets at Thanksgiving to the most needy or most needy out of 

their group.  So, like I said, we try to touch their family.  Make an impact with the 

family as well as with the community, so they could see that other 

things…outside their zip code…So that’s the permanence, the ultimate goal is to 

expand their horizons and let them know that you can rise above where you 

reside. 

The aforementioned socio-political exposure is extended through a project where 

students serve as poll workers during the local, county, state, and federal election process.  

Students are compensated and receive community service hours.  It is an eye-opening 

experience for students who become eligible to participate by pre-registering to vote at 

age 16, are responsible for voting equipment pick-up, set-up, trouble-shooting, voter 

assistance, and collection/transport of election results during the elections.  The project 

was integrated into school curriculum through the “High Tech” magnet program overseen 

by Respondent G1-1.  Students used the monies to fund trips for the schools robotics 

program. 

Facilitate harmonious co-existence.  Respondent P1 discusses the inextricable 

link between the school and community.  It emphasizes why the two need and must 

perpetuate each other: 

I am a graduate of Pride High School, so to ask me the role of Pride, I feel that it 

has a rich history and being the largest and oldest Black African-American school 

in this community and probably in Eagle County, it’s a source of pride.  Pride 

High is a source of achievement, and it gives the community the opportunity to 
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see just what can actually happen.  There have been so many prominent people to 

come through Pride and I just feel that we are like a beacon.  We’re a light for the 

Black community. (Respondent P1) 

Respondent P1 uses the term “opportunity” and the phrase “beacon of light” with an 

affection that provides insight into the love affair between PHS and its community.  PHS 

is unique in its service to Black students in the district as evidenced by its rich history of 

prominent local graduates that include influential professionals, politicians, and a long-

time school board member that oversees the PHS area.  The alumni have strong political 

influence over school business that sometimes causes strained relations between the 

school, community, and school leaders, but the principal has demonstrated the ability to 

effectively lead the school without the level of opposition that had occurred with some of 

the previous administrations.  The passion exhibited by the PHS community for the 

school is unparalleled and is evidence of the school’s concern in collaborating to align the 

school with the community on its role and responsibility to rebuild the surrounding 

community. 

Rebuilding the community is an essential practice for urban schools due to the 

potential destructive effects it can have on students.  The regression that takes place when 

a student walks outside the school-house gates compounds the struggle for success, and 

requires that the two complement each other in order for both to thrive.  PHS’ efforts to 

build student capacity to effect change in the surrounding community included providing 

students exposure outside the confines of their community, and maintaining strong 
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connections and collaborating with stakeholders on civic, political, and community 

initiatives to raise student awareness of their responsibility to effect change. 

Dignity High School.  DHS participants also struggled to build capacity with 

students to focus on community issues.  The challenge was similar to PHS; that is, the 

difficult task of identifying resources, time, and projects to engage students in community 

rebuilding efforts.  Respondent T2-4, a highly respected math teacher and coach, 

commented about the shortfall in this area: 

I don’t think we are doing enough in that area because we took away a lot of 

things; for an example I can remember shop, which was hands on skills and they 

had vocational centers and what have you.  Some of those kids are housed right 

here in the community.  To get that out of your community and expand that only 

really motivates other students within your community to want to get out. 

Community revitalization.  Respondent G2, a guidance counselor, continued this 

theme: 

They have a vocational program that will train them, but they don’t see the jobs.  

If the jobs exist, they are not in this community so they can’t see.  You don’t 

know what you don’t see.  That’s kind of impossible. 

Both participants’ comments implicate, if you don’t focus on rebuilding the surrounding 

community with discernible programs for success, you will drive out an important 

rebuilding ingredient, young people with the capacity to revitalize the community. 

Build political capacity.  Revitalization of blighted urban communities does not 

come about quietly.  Docile, subdued, polite, and compliant tactics rarely illicit 



 206 

acknowledgement by external political change agents; those in power who control the 

purse strings.  There is something to be said for blunt, straightforward voices to advocate 

action plans when it comes to demands for change. Respondent C2 is no stranger to 

engaging in tactics to accomplish goals on behalf of the Pride, Dignity, and Respect High 

School communities.  Her grit, determination, and fighting spirit resonate through all 

three communities.  Her commentary provides insight into why: 

I shoot from the hip and I am real.  Don’t give me no examples of nothing 

because I’m real.  Now don’t get me wrong, they led me down the road so many 

years.  They did this, they did that; but when we filed that lawsuit, the true color 

came out of a lot of them.  You know we went to a lawyer, just to sit down and 

talk to him about things that were happening to our Black kids, no books, etc.  

You will get some, but my fight is, even if you don’t give me all of what we had, 

you are going to give me the majority.  So if you give me almost what I want, 

then maybe I can work on getting [the rest]…That’s my drive.  The things this 

lady had to go through with no protection and nobody there with her.  I’m going 

to talk as long, I’m going to push as long, and I’m going to advocate as long as I 

possibly can.  I try to calm down before I talk to people.  I can be nasty.  They 

consider this nasty.  I’m not tactful and I don’t know how to be.  I just know how 

to be real with you and tell you what I think you ought to be doing.  I call those 

folks out.  My thing is, when you don’t have a voice, people get taken advantage 

of. (Respondent C2) 
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Respondent C2 makes one premise abundantly clear evidencing her role on the Eagle 

County political landscape; she will fight, and she won’t do it quietly. 

Build social conscience.  Time and time again, students in difficult situations 

engage in unselfish acts to help those in need.  In spite of the challenges of their 

surroundings and the personal situations they endure, one such organization at DHS 

provides an exemplary model of the school’s effort to contribute to the local and 

worldwide community: 

We encourage the student body and the community and the community leaders to 

give back to the [ravaged] people of Haiti that are suffering from the earthquake 

and also from eating mud pies.  When we saw that, we took action.  We saw the 

power of it. We really started the organization…a pilot of it, and we got various 

channels, radio talk shows.  We decided to start Tears for Joy (pseudonym).  But 

we are a non-profit, and our major goal is to assist the less fortunate as well as to 

provide education and scholarships to the less fortunate, to students that are less 

fortunate. (Respondent T2-2) 

The organization promotes self-sufficiency and identifies federal, state, and local 

resources to facilitate change in the immediate community and abroad. 

Complementary to promoting self-sufficiency is building social consciousness in 

students.  Respondent G2 discussed obstacles faced in the school’s efforts to do this as it 

attempts to build capacity to engage in community rebuilding efforts: 

Whether the fact that they (students) are around adults from birth far, far too 

much.  You know our communities are such that, whether it’s a single parent 
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home or a traditional parent home, people are around adults way too much.  So 

they are picking up on adult body language.  And they are picking up on adult 

verbiage.  They are walking around sounding like adults but in the minds and in 

their heart they are still children.  And that’s how other adults interact with them 

because they are sounding like adults.  They are walking like adults.  So now it’s 

natural for me to treat them like an adult; but they are not an adult.  They are still 

a child.  So coupled with that whole thing of them not experiencing directly 

racism and things like that.  Then it makes it very difficult to ignite that type of 

social conscience… 

Respondent G2 goes on to indicate development of a social conscience is paramount to 

heightening student awareness to rebuild the surrounding community. 

Facilitate self-sufficiency.  The dialogues at all three schools have been laced 

with undertones of the need to elevate the social conscience of faculty, staff, students, 

and the community to increase their collective efforts to act on their own behalf.  That 

social conscience was voiced earlier by Respondent C2.  Respondent G2’s comments 

build on that theme.  Self-sufficiency, social conscience, and civic and political 

awareness have been discussed as ingredients necessary to rebuild urban communities.  

Respondent P2 touches on programs designed to expose students to the political process 

in an effort to raise civic awareness and promote social conscience to effect change: 

One of our kids was “the mayor” the other day.  He was able to shout at the 

mayor.  One hundred black caucuses, a nationwide (organization), came down 

and did a roundtable discussion with the students.  Different businesses and 
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organizations throughout the county…We also go up to Orlando to Disney to 

compete in their corporate round-table discussions with the SGA.  Within the 

community…the city commissioner also has our kids come out there and shout at 

her.  Also our kids participate with Ms. P. [in the election process with the 

supervisor of elections]. 

Continue the Black legacy.  Respondent T2-1 concludes the discussion at DHS 

through his fervent articulation of why the school must take responsibility for rebuilding 

the surrounding community.  His perspective is grounded in the premise that students 

must understand their past to effect change in the future.  His reference to the lack of a 

common thread to connect Black people is noteworthy: 

It’s multifaceted coach.  I see, number one, everything starts with the individual.  

Everything.  We’ve got to first make individuals understand that they are not 

existing in a world in a vacuum among themselves.  Everything we do has an 

impact on everything else.  It’s going to impact something and somebody and 

they need to take personal responsibility for that.  They can’t be where it’s about 

me and my.  What happens when you just worry about me and my is everyone 

around you starts having the same mind set, and when that happens, there is no 

community.  If there’s no community, there is no togetherness.  And where there 

is no togetherness we are setting ourselves up to be destroyed. Every generation, 

every kind of people that ever faced this earth, the moment you become divided, 

you are through.  We are headed down that; I think the last great hurrah, because 

if we can’t get the Black schools, the quote traditional Black schools to really talk 
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about their past as a reminder of how we got here.  And also remind them it took 

the strength of these people to persist, to overcome some obstacles and paint a 

clear picture of what these obstacles and the consequences are if you don’t rise to 

the occasion; If you don’t rise to the occasion you don’t understand you are under 

attack, and you don’t know how to ready yourself, and they cannot ready 

themselves for the inevitable end.  You can’t go to a Black community and find a 

common thread that connects all Black people.  You can’t even find a superficial 

connection.  So I think that when I look at the big picture and look at our school 

and look at our kids, it’s not the kids that are really failing, it’s the system.  The 

system is failing.  The system is broken and has become disconnected.  There are 

people who are driving the system.  They think they are still in charge of the 

system, but the system is starting to break down in levels and in ways that the 

people that think they are driving have not anticipated.  What is about to happen, I 

feel is that the society as a whole, and I really feel that the Black community is a 

microcosm of the whole United States.  Eventually what happens in the Black 

community will happen in the whole United States.  Because we’ve been the 

backbone for years and years and years. (Respondent T2-1) 

Respondent T2-1’s commentary reveals his background as a social studies teacher 

and spotlights the gap created by the lack of young people’s awareness of the struggles 

overcome by Blacks during the Civil Rights Movement to create the opportunities they 

now take for granted in many cases.  He outlines the necessity of establishing a strong 

sense of community and selflessness as constructs to rebuild Black communities.  
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Participants echoed that premise as well as the critical need to establish a strong political 

voice, self-sufficiency, and social conscience development as complements to a strong 

academic foundation to execute change. 

Respect High School.  RHS participant conversations emphasized re-establishing 

connections with community entities to promote re-building efforts. 

Overcome image issues and restore pride..  The principal of RHS (Respondent 

P3) begins the discussion with why the school exists, “…the purpose of this school is to 

service the entire community and its needs.”  In spite of the fact that schools are hesitant 

to accept the challenge of engaging in relationships with communities, it is a necessary 

component for success in urban school environments.  He asserts that you must teach the 

parents, not just the kids, if you want to keep good students in the community.  He states: 

I’m teaching my parents and I’m teaching my kids…hey listen guys, this is 

simply about you.  You’re it.  You’re the customer.  And the reason why you 

want to go to those other schools is because you feel like what you need is not 

being met here.  But guess what?  This is the place for you… (Respondent P3) 

He states the core of the problem, is “…image issues.  I figured it out after much 

prayer here at Respect High…The image problem obviously comes from the 

adults. 

This emphasizes why RHS focuses on customer service to re-engage all 

stakeholders.  A teacher (Respondent T3-1) at RHS builds on that theme: 

I think it’s a place of pride; to restore pride in the community itself; to have pride, 

to take pride in something.  So often we lose that, we’re trashing this and trashing 



 212 

that and trashing the other thing, but to have something that the, not only the 

young people, but even the parents that have gone here and have graduated, can 

have pride and can take pride in and can come back and see how things are 

growing and how things are moving…it’s one of the best mediums to accomplish 

that along with other programs that are going on around the community. 

Another teacher (Respondent T3-4) echoes similar sentiments: 

One of the most important roles that it plays is that it definitely gives the students 

a sense of home; a sense of community because the school sits right in the 

community.  The kids, a lot of them grew up here.  A lot of their parents went 

here, cousins and ancestors and what not.  So this school gives them a sense of 

pride, a sense of home.  It gives them a place where they have even though it may 

not be appropriate, a social outlet for some kids, this is one of their best social 

outlets of the day. 

The dialogue indicates participants in the community have affection for the school that 

might be unfamiliar to someone from an affluent area.  It also highlights the necessity for 

the school to extend opportunities to students as a social outlet beyond the school day. 

Overcome regressive characteristics of community - second chances.  The non-

staff SAC person at RHS (Respondent C3-1) identifies and chronicles the school’s 

evolution, decline, and re-emergence of its role and relationship to the community.  It 

underscores the strength of the affection the community and school have for each other.  

Notable is the reference to the school’s priority right behind the church as the center of 

community activity: 
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Well, originally it was the second center of community activity, with the 

exception of the church.  It was a place where people met, meetings were held and 

things were discussed.  That’s when it was an all Black community.  Now, when 

they desegregated the school that went out the window.  They had no place to go 

to.  We were attending their schools, you see, that was the mentality that existed 

at the time, so it was really the center of community activity.  In most cases, kids 

were always bussed out to White schools.  Well I worked real hard back in the 

early 70s to get the high school here because there were a lot of forces against 

(us)…We managed to rally the city commission to fight and advocate on behalf of 

the citizens here.  Those feelings that all the kids prior to them that had to leave 

the community to attend high school, we figured we got a high school, chances 

are that more kids would go to school, more kids would graduate, more kids 

would go on to some secondary endeavor. (Respondent C3-1) 

Respondent C3-1 goes on to indicate that the emergence of the drug culture of the 80s 

and 90s had such a deleterious effect on the community that some of the benefits of 

having a school in the Black community were neutralized.  Re-establishment of programs 

to build the capacity of the parents of students became necessary ingredients to rebuild 

the community because you couldn’t isolate the students from the social ills of the 

neighborhood.  The regressive characteristics of functioning in a drug-infested culture 

would re-emerge each day as soon as students stepped outside the schoolhouse gate.  

Only through collaborative efforts of the school and community can these ills be offset. 
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Respondent G3-1, a guidance counselor at the school, brought other community 

entities into the conversation that can be an asset to the schools rebuilding efforts: 

I think it’s just, if we could capitalize on our business community, our sororities 

and fraternities, our churches, whatever we have; the YMCA, those kinds of 

things to really just get our kids involved and let them, give them the exposure 

and give them a little love and a little help, they see that everybody cares. 

Respondent G3-1 goes on to state emphatically that the school should isolate no one, 

regardless of the baggage they carry because everyone has a vested interested in the 

success of the community.  The implication is to give second chances to those who have 

not fared well in their struggle to support their children.  In blighted urban areas, there 

would be little progress without second chances, even third or fourth chances; 

inclusiveness is the mantra: 

And that’s what we have to (do), knock down that wall.  I don’t care whether they 

are a prostitute, I don’t care whether they are the president of the bank, in other 

words, you are just as important to me and just as deserving of my time because 

of who you are and what you are.  I said many times as you said, they’re 

intimidated and don’t want to come to the school.  We want to remove the 

intimidation.  Come on, do you want to volunteer, or can you help me do this, or 

what, you mean you really made my day when you did this.  We have to let 

parents know, hey listen this is not my school, I’d tell them, this is our school.  If 

you think you want to use my facility, by all means.  Let’s come in and let’s clear 

it.  This is our school and we need to use it 24/7.  And we want you to come in 
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whenever you feel comfortable, volunteer, whatever you think you can contribute.  

We can find something for you to do if you have the time.  It has to be a joint 

effort and we have to make them feel it’s not we and you, but it’s us. (Respondent 

G3-1) 

Build capacity of disengaged parents.  Another community member (Respondent 

C3-2) enters the conversation by discussing how she built successful collaborations in the 

past under circumstances as challenging as those faced by RHS.  She created a successful 

collaboration between the school, community, and local businesses by re-engaging 

dysfunctional parents to improve student performance years ago in another demographic 

and location: 

When I had all those programs that I designed, I designed them based on the 

needs that I identified in the community.  I didn’t chase the money.  I chased the 

people.  I looked at; here’s a need; here’s a family that never seems to be able to 

keep it together, so I wrote something for, I wrote a grant for a family resource 

center.  The concept was that everybody could come in and get some; mother, 

father, the children; I hooked up the daycare stuff for the mother so she could 

finally get a job.  How did I get the daycare money?  I didn’t go to the biggest 

group that had the money because the waiting list was ridiculous.  I went to the 

city and showed them the numbers.  Look, you have a group of people sitting here 

that need to get jobs that can’t get it because they have all these kids.  If you 

would just give me the funds to pay some of these dying daycares, that’s the other 

thing, economic development.  I took two avenues who never come together and I 
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said if you give them, and I did this in the city, if you give me a little bit of 

money, I will administer for you a program to help to put some of these people to 

work.  And I will take your money and not pay the parent, pay the daycare to 

watch they kids.  It was a win-win for both sides. (Respondent C3-2) 

Respondent C3-2 emphasized the importance of focusing on the needs of students 

by working through adults.  It is an argument that asserts that operating in isolation is a 

counter-productive exercise.  Schools must capitalize on multiple stakeholder resources, 

institutional intelligence, and grants. 

Reverse the cycle of poverty.  Another challenge for schools’ in the study is 

reversing the cycle of poverty.  An RHS teacher (Respondent T3-5) outlines the school’s 

role in offsetting the cycle of poverty to make generational progress.  It provides an 

example of the bleak realities some students face as they venture through life outside the 

schoolhouse gates.  The regressive characteristics of life in urban neighborhoods surfaces 

again.  It speaks to the challenge of changing the human condition: 

So I said now how many of you all have that same cycle, okay, I said we call it 

generational progress.  I said the cycle goes around and around.  I said, now some 

people are born into a generation of wealth.  Let me explain that I wasn’t born to a 

generation of wealth, and I explained that to them.  But I said how many of you 

all are getting tired of the same process…And I say how many of you want to go 

through that same cycle?  I say what we’re saying to you, when you get [an 

education] this starts the process.  I said we certainly want you to go further than a 

high school diploma. (Respondent T3-5) 



 217 

Participants at RHS were in agreement on the power and necessity of building 

strong collaborations between the school, church, community, political, and civic 

organizations for social progress to overcome the regressive characteristics of urban life.  

Throughout all three schools, the scope and nature of collaborations varied, but all were 

aligned on the need to improve the relationships that existed between all stakeholders.  

Networking and combining economic, institutional, and human resources came across as 

vital in the struggle for success. 

Host Community Priorities for Graduates 

 In this section, host community priorities will be examined.  Host community 

priorities will be analyzed through the lens of community participants who are not 

working for or at the school.  For purposes of the study, this sample totaled five 

participants who were identified as non-school SAC team members.  One was the 

president of the local chapter of a national civil rights organization that advocated for all 

Black schools in the county, but with roots in the same city as Pride High School.  

Another was also a community activist with a history of advocating for all Black schools 

in the county, but with a primary focus on Dignity High School.  This section also 

includes perspectives about the respective communities that came from other study 

participants if they were offered as a community perspective.  Consequently, community 

perspectives on priorities for graduates came from a smaller pool of participants.  The 

aforementioned individuals are critical in linking school practice with community 

interests.  Their perspectives give insight into whether the values and actions of the 

school align with community interests.  In other words, do school practices include 
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preparation for engagement outside the school setting as seen through the eyes of 

community stakeholders?  Are they a bridge, the eyes and ears to life beyond school as 

viewed by community participants?  Table 5 summarizes community participant 

perspectives on priorities for graduates. 

Table 5 

Host Community Priorities for Graduates 

Pride High School Dignity High School Respect High School 

Develop Social, Political, 
and Economic 
Sophistication 

Functional Citizen Long-term Success through 
Civic Collaboration 

Matriculation High School Diplomas! Overcome the Black Male 
Stereotype 

Overcome Black Male 
Stereotype 

Economic Survival Build Political Capacity 

 

 Pride High School. 

 Develop social, political, and economic sophistication.  The discussion on 

community priorities for PHS graduates developed around a central theme of providing 

students with the tools to compete outside the borders of the school’s community.  

Respondent C1-1, a former teacher at PHS, talks about the schools role in developing this 

competitive edge.  He suggests the ability to compete is predicated on providing students 

the knowledge and skills to interact, network, and self-actualize as social, political, and 

economic ambassadors in larger society: 

…the first thing you need to do is teach your kid how to deal with society, about 

the every day things of the world.  Like we should come to class and talk about 



 219 

things before you start the lesson; we would talk about the news, what happened 

in the news; the effects the decisions of the President is making; the decisions that 

the Governor is making, and how it’s going to affect you later on.  The decisions 

that the school board made or the county made, and how it’s going to affect you.  

We look at what we saw in the news about this situation in the war, and how it’s 

going to affect you.  How are you going to dress when you go out to get a job?  

Dressing now is a fad, but you’ve got to learn to get along with people regardless 

of their ethnic or if you like them or dislike them, but respect them and understand 

like we do and all.  And all of them have to learn to adjust.  And once they learn 

to adjust and deal with people, because dealing with people is one of the most 

important things you are going to have to do.  So I think, getting in the classroom 

and helping the kids look at the future…We give them the basic minimum skills 

that regardless of what they do, that every kid that graduates from high school 

should have.  And the state decides what those basic minimum skills are; they 

have reading, writing, arithmetic.  Once you know how to read, and you know 

how to write, and you know how to add and subtract, and get along with people, 

then you can make it.  I think that teaching kids the basic minimum skills and how 

to get along with people, and how to work with people will help prepare them for 

what is going to happen when they get out in the world. (Respondent C1-1) 

 His comments bring up the premise that students from these communities must 

maintain their individuality while also learning to integrate and assimilate.  Respondent 

C1-1 has served in multiple volunteer roles over the years, including SAC team member, 
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and most notably in an unofficial role as community liaison.  He goes on to discuss the 

difficulties of facilitating engagement between the community and administration at PHS 

and how he overcomes those obstacles: 

Like I said that’s one man’s opinion, I go to meetings, and what usually happens, 

I get grilled by the left and the right with people in the community…they swear 

you are always going to say something good about the school…you are for the 

community.  I said look, when I come in here if you ask me a question, I will ask 

you do you want me to tell you the truth, or do you want me to tell you what’s 

going to make you happy?  I can tell you either one, and we sit down and I told 

her exactly how they feel.  And she would listen and she would say okay.  

Sometimes you find yourself in a tug a war.  I’m going to tell you like it is.  You 

agree or you disagree…All the principals I ever had I never had any problems 

with them.  I would go to them and we would talk.  When I was the shared 

decision making chair person at least two to four years, and SAC chair and all the 

committees, and basically every committee they had I was a part of it.  With the 

faculty chair, and people so you know what they call it sell out to the 

administration, right is right, wrong is wrong, you’ve got to do what’s right.  Our 

job is to support whatever is right for the school.  For the kids to achieve and the 

thing you look at is student achievement.  They leave here with whatever we 

taught them, that’s what they know when they get out into the world.  And if they 

fail, sometimes it’s because we didn’t give them the proper tools.  It’s like going 

to war.  If you don’t give that soldier the proper tools to fight the war, if they get 
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out in combat, if that other person has better equipment, they can’t win that battle.  

The world is a battle out there.  And I think that’s what some of the things our 

kids may not understand; and the work of the Black males is getting to be an 

endangered species; we definitely need to work with them so they can understand 

that they can be achievers.  You know every time I would have a class just for 

males and people talk about that’s being partial, but they still have some classes 

and you get to teach the males how to become men.  How to dress, how to act, 

and how to go to job interviews; the ladies the same thing. (Respondent C1-1) 

The narrative highlights maintaining effective lines of communication with the 

community to understand priorities.  Respondent C1-1’s work as a liaison has facilitated 

collaboration between the two stakeholder groups to ensure priorities of each are clear 

and mutual support remains intact. 

 Matriculation.  Respondent C1-2 is the local president of a national civil rights 

organization.  She also discusses the absence of basic preparation tools students need to 

compete, particularly those associated with matriculation to college: 

I think we need to do a better job with getting the communication with the 

schools.  I will give you an example, there is a guy that used to do…John Smith 

(pseudonym), he used to work with the College Test Prep (pseudonym).  College 

Test Prep is all about money.  So he writes grants and he does ACT and SAT prep 

free of charge at different libraries throughout the course of the year, and it is free.  

So the White schools be like hey, why don’t you go down there and meet with 

this guy, and they have this thing about the different college levels.  Financial aid, 
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you get the free ACT/SAT prep, if you take a full practice test and he evaluates 

the score, tells you the strengths and weaknesses, and you can set up extra 

opportunities with him to figure out how you need to do this thing.  You can 

always retake this and that. (Respondent C1-2) 

She went on to indicate the absence of formalized structures to facilitate matriculation is 

a dire need at the schools referenced in the study. 

 Overcome Black male stereotype.  Respondent C1-2 continued her dialogue with 

an initiative that is receiving elevated focus in recent years, not only in Eagle County, but 

on a national level as well.  She introduces a critical obstacle impeding the success of the 

Black male in the Eagle County school system; engagement with the juvenile justice 

system at rates that far exceed any other sub-group in the system and in the nation: 

One of the biggest things now is that we talked about getting our families and 

educators to understand zero tolerance, and getting our families and our educators 

to understand what zero tolerance really does.  On the surface it sounds like 

something that would work, but when it’s applied differently to our community 

and to the communities not in our neighborhood, that’s where the problems come 

in.  We find that the juvenile justice system is a huge factor for boys, particularly 

our Black boys; the numbers bear themselves that the studies say the same things.  

When you have children who are committing the same infractions, stupid doesn’t 

always mean criminal.  You know I talked to Mrs. S years ago, and one of the 

things that she tries to get people to understand, she talks with her hands.  So 

when you have guys that come to the office…and they are like you know, 
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communicating in not the best…but the only way that they  know how…and they 

might…a F bomb might slip out, and they are doing all this.  Other cultures may 

not understand that.  It’s aggressive behavior to them, but to them [Black male 

students], that’s just their way.  That didn’t frighten me, you know, like when they 

say…goddamn, when they say those things, [they] don’t frighten me, because I 

know where they are coming from.  So getting the understanding that’s it’s not 

disrespectful.  They are just caught up…to understand the culture of the 

community is something that we are missing. (Respondent C1-2) 

 Eliminating Zero Tolerance is her organization’s primary initiative and has 

received the attention, focus, and collaboration of district administrators, law 

enforcement, judicial system representatives, and politicians at the highest level in the 

county.  It has changed the culture of discipline at all schools in the county through 

modifications to school-based discipline plans in an effort to align discipline practices 

and ultimately consequences for students regardless of race or ethnicity. 

 Dignity High School. 

 Functional citizenry.  A dominant voice at DHS and on the Eagle County Black 

political advocacy landscape is Respondent C2.  She is fierce in her political efforts to 

gain equality with respect to resources, facilities, and a quality education for students of 

color educated in predominantly Black schools.  Respondent C2 articulated the need to 

provide students with programs that enable them to be productive immediately, whether 

they go on to college or not: 
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…and that’s the reason we fought so hard for this program, every child is not 

trying to go to college.  Not every child is not going to pass the FCAT, you 

understand?  But that child has to have a chance to do what?  Live and not be on 

these corners.  Otherwise they are going to be robbing somebody, and somebody 

is going to get killed and that kind of stuff.  It is not, when they put the programs 

there, they won’t put everything with it.  Yesterday I went down to Respect High; 

they’ve got all of these magnets within the school.  We visited the school and 

toured the school, they don’t have this or they don’t have that for this program; 

this is not working, or we don’t have that yet.  We are waiting on such and such a 

thing.  The district said, they don’t have the money, but guess what, they are 

hiring all these people who have done their 35 years, you understand me?  Now 

they are coming back, getting that pension plus a salary and it’s wrong…there are 

too many young people that are going into college, graduating, and ready to show 

the world what they can do, and they don’t have a chance.  They are working at 

McDonalds and all of that.  That is the reason why these kids see them (and say) 

oh, they don’t got no job and I don’t need to go to school. 

The lack of opportunities within the community has been a concern expressed 

throughout the study.  Respondent C2’s contention, that resources and jobs in the district 

are being taken from young college graduates by retirees, warrants consideration in the 

hiring process, particularly in the communities in question because of the need for young 

people to see people like themselves coming back into the community working and 

serving as role models for success.  She suggests these jobs should go to young people 



 225 

who can be used as role models to inspire young students about the value of placing faith 

in the educational process.  Respondent C2 also indicated she is deeply concerned about 

the absence of resources for programs designed for students in the schools referenced in 

the study.  Although on the surface quality programs exist, she indicates the programs 

need to be adequately funded and resourced to make a difference, and that a program in 

and of itself will not make a difference unless this occurs. 

High school diplomas.  Respondent C2 went on to share her thoughts about why 

parents send their children to school.  “My thing is, did you send your child to respect, to 

obey, to do better in life and become a good citizen in his or her city and surroundings 

where he or she lives?”  The answer she gives is yes, but she goes on to suggest there is 

more to it than that.  “People go to school to get jobs.  Everybody goes to school to get a 

job.”  She goes on to discuss the level of commitment and the type of teachers required to 

provide students the opportunity to succeed: 

I have to be very concerned.  I have to be committed and dedicated to what I am 

doing.  That’s what I had.  I had those kinds of teachers.  They didn’t care if it 

was Saturday or Sunday.  They didn’t care if it was in the morning time or not.  

They did what they needed to do, to make sure that we passed.  This comes from 

both board members all the way down.  They’ve [stakeholders] got to be 

committed, dedicated and concerned.  They have to put themselves in the place of 

those families.  They’ve got to think about every parent.  And if they come here 

and their child comes through those gates, comes on those campuses that child 

should get a quality education before he or she leaves.  When they walk across 
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that stage, [and] their diploma is given to them, there should not be what, that 

certificate of completion.  That should not be given to any child.  We know these 

types of things are happening so we need to have our kids ready. (Respondent C2) 

Respondent C2 is emphatic in her comments.  They underscore the necessity for 

collaboration by community members, parents, school board members, and teachers to be 

in sync on the needs of students in schools like those in the study, and that every child 

should come away with the requisite tools for success, a high school diploma; not a 

certificate of completion. 

Economic survival.  A teacher at DHS (T2-2) enters the conversation to express 

one of the obstacles mentioned most often by participants as impacting student success.  

The prospect of choosing to do what it takes to survive right now versus prosperity in the 

future.  It is a daunting one that young students shouldn’t have to face.  The priority in the 

home of survival due to economics is a controlling variable that these schools have to 

factor in to their accommodations for students; a factor that schools serving middle class 

and affluent populations in the same district don’t have to consider.  The disparity comes 

when you consider that all schools in the district are funded using the same structural and 

funding template. 

 Education is secondary when survival is in jeopardy.  Poverty is clearly a factor in 

many situations.  As a result, DHS participants, as well as those at the other two schools 

in the study, are deeply concerned about the inequitable distribution of resources within 

the schools and how it impacts the school’s ability to enable students to compete in the 

landscape outside their community.  Overcoming those obstacles is a constant source of 



 227 

tension at all three schools, and it is an obstacle that will be difficult for schools to 

overcome without adequate intervention from local, state, and federal stakeholders.  DHS 

participants focused priorities on providing graduates access to programs to help them to 

be workforce ready, productive citizens, and develop economic survival tools. 

 Respect High School. 

 Long-term success through civic collaboration.  RHS community participants 

referenced the development of partnerships that cultivate relationships with the school, 

and ultimately graduates, to return as citizens to live and work in the community.  

Community is defined to include civic, church, and community agencies.  Respondent 

C3-1 identified some of those initiatives facilitated by the city and the challenges of 

implementation.  They revolve around the over-arching theme and importance of 

developing programs to get students involved in constructive activities and to provide 

them different exposures for long-term success: 

I was at this meeting Monday, and seeing the reaction of parents to their kids who 

have been identified as gang members and delinquents.  And their reaction is, 

they’re fed up, they‘re going to do this and do that, you could see the absence of 

parenting from day one with these kids.  These kids have been apparently allowed 

to develop, primarily on their own without guidance and support.  A lot of the 

times they say it’s difficult, a lot of them are single-parent homes and they don’t 

have the time to devote.  I look at my son and daughter-in-law and their children, 

I can see what they put in and what their kids…Understand a lot of parents didn’t 

have to do that but, then again, I’ve seen kids come out of similar situations, 
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mannerly, successful in school academically, and they succeed.  I know it’s a 

factor but it’s not the factor. (Respondent C3-1) 

The narrative highlights the fact the city and school have to develop a working 

relationship to improve conditions for students to increase their opportunity for long-term 

success.  It reflects the community’s concern for the success of RHS students.  Notable is 

the fact that Respondent C3-1 references parent involvement as a factor inhibiting 

success, but indicates it is not the only factor. 

 Overcome the Black male stereotype.  Respondent C3-1 identified another 

initiative through his church aimed directly at exerting positive influence over Black male 

student attitudes and changing their image: 

I have convinced the men of this church that we need to do something in the 

community and so they agreed to this program.  I told them, let’s try and help 

some of these kids who we see walking around town with their pants hanging 

down, not going to school and what you, let’s see if we can get them together and 

talk to them and try to get their head on straight and so on and so on.  And they 

said, okay, let’s do that.  We developed a program, Raising Men (pseudonym). 

Once again, it is reflective of positive intent to work collaboratively with the community, 

in this case the church, to impact the lives of RHS Black males.  It shows that the issue is 

a recurring concern across multiple stakeholder groups, and although at first glance the 

initiatives don’t correlate directly to priorities for graduates, indirectly they hold the 

potential to positively influence expectations and results for graduates. 
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Build political capacity.  The aforementioned initiatives underscore the values 

important to the RHS community.  Respondent C3-2, another RHS community person, 

raises the importance of building political capacity in students to engage in the voting 

process.  Her discussion revolved around a conservative response to an editorial she 

posted on a news website.  She chronicles how shaken her associates were to a response 

to her blog about the importance of Blacks engaging in the voting process.  She suggested 

the school must engage in initiatives to ensure students understand and execute their right 

to vote in order to grasp political power to positively impact their community. 

RHS participants emphasize developing partnerships between the school, 

community, and other civic organizations.  The success of RHS in identifying priorities 

for its graduates is a derivative of the highly evolved relationship with the city and the 

other community organizations outlined in this section.  A critical goal was identified that 

was a recurring theme throughout the study; build student capacity to engage in the 

political process to effect change in the community.  The focus of all three schools 

embraced collaboration with community and civic organizations to build student capacity 

to return to their respective communities to improve conditions to reverse the cycle of 

poverty. 

Highlighting the Lessons to be Learned 

The purpose of this study was to identify and connect pockets of success at three 

urban high schools in an effort to reveal opportunities for students to succeed both inside 

the school, in the community, and after high school.  Dynamic forces create the backdrop 

that is the host community for the schools in the study.  Historically, participant struggles 
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to overcome social and economic instability amidst political uncertainty in oppressed 

situations, undoubtedly has a deleterious effect on student opportunities to succeed.  In 

spite of this, Pride High School, Dignity High School, and Respect High School are 

staffed by individuals who defy conventional mainstream wisdom to inspire students in 

each of the respective disenfranchised situations to overcome obstacles to success. 

In spite of the fact the three schools were centrally located in the midst of 

impoverished communities, and served as host to student populations with high degrees 

of low socio-economic status (SES) students, money and the pursuit thereof was not the 

central theme or point of focus for participants.  The development of innate values to 

enable students to become self-sufficient, capable of integrating into society to assimilate 

without losing their identity, and remain cognizant of their history as a framework to 

overcome humble beginnings, poverty, and the despair of blighted surroundings, 

highlighted what was deemed as most critical to create opportunities for students to 

succeed.  Values that resonated throughout the three schools were pride, respect, 

tradition, strong family and community attachments, relationships, trust building, social 

acceptance, and commitment to perpetuation of the Black educational experience. 

Pride is a constructive mechanism and foundational tool for success.  It spanned a 

continuum defined through multiple aspects of school, family, and community life.  

Escape from the confines of the community was not articulated by participants as a goal.  

Rather, the general focus was on the values and pride each participant group placed in 

their schools to remain intact.  While there was high profile public recognition through 

success in athletics and performing arts, participants expressed anguish over the disregard 
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associated with the lack of attention given to other areas of success, notably the academic 

elective programs.  Further, these schools have served as training grounds for many high-

profile school-based and district administrators.  These were the accomplishments that 

participants took pride in but which go unnoticed by outsiders.  Pride was also grounded 

in the Black Education Experience, framed through a prism of being educated in an 

institution wholly created, designed, and staffed by professionals who are Black.  The 

importance of that ideology manifested itself in adult stakeholders promoting post-

secondary education at HBCUs that offered more favorable admission policies as well as 

opportunities for students to succeed than mainstream universities.  Lastly, there was a 

noted pride in family, school, and community as foundational tools for student success, 

evidenced by the close-knit structure of the school and community whenever possible.  

Through varying definitions of pride, each participant group was vocal about their 

schools’ critical nature as a necessity to sustain and maintain their institutional and 

cultural identities. 

Correlating with pride was the value of respect and/or the lack thereof – themes 

that resonated throughout all three schools.  Participants at all three schools 

acknowledged it was important to fraternize, socialize, and prosper in accordance with 

their own value systems.  All three schools compete for limited resources for a quality 

education, making collaboration with communities a critical goal.  Re-directing focus 

from the challenges of the school setting to the critical nature of what the school and 

community can accomplish on behalf of students was highlighted.  Also noteworthy 

through many conversations was the importance of building student capacity to enhance 
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self-respect, self-image and civic engagement.  Overall, what is working in urban high 

schools reflects the true nature of what each school means to stakeholders, particularly 

students, and the necessity for that to be made evident to outsiders. 

This, of course, raises the issue of building capacity and relationships. Students 

struggled with peer, adult, home, family, and community relationships and interactions 

among others.  Perspectives were offered that suggested the absence of Black male father 

figures as positive role models in the lives of students, as community leaders, and school 

based centers of influence was a critical missing component to change the culture of the 

urban schools in the study.  Participant voices were consistent and distinct on this one 

recurring theme. 

In addition, navigating the school environment involved encounters with adults 

whose behaviors were normed in many cases through the lens of a post-secondary 

education, higher socio-economic status, and residence outside the school community.  

This manifested itself in the form of counter-productive interactions that negatively 

impacted students rather than adults.  To offset these dynamics, participants suggested 

school-wide sessions each day dedicated to building relationships, and after-school 

programs aimed toward building capacity to relate to others who are different.  To ignore 

relationship building has had a deleterious effect, particularly in connecting Black males 

in these communities and society as a whole.  Positive attention then is focused on using 

school structures to build character, self-esteem, and self-sufficiency in all students.  It 

becomes necessary to build trust in these students to help them to overcome the realities 
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of life outside the school walls and to overcome the social ills they will face as part of 

their everyday lives. 

Values needed to succeed.  Participant’s ascribed a high value to students having 

choices and the freedom of expression as programmatic opportunities to pursue their 

interests.  Categorically, there is not a level playing field, so participants underscored 

their commitment towards identifying, developing, and reinforcing opportunities for 

students to change their own human conditions, conditions that go well beyond success 

with disconnected academic disciplines normed outside their frame of reference and that 

have no recognizable models of success in their immediate surroundings.  The 

ingredients for success are different in these urban environments when compared with the 

resources available to those in affluent schools.  Yet, the policies and structures in place 

use the same academic, financial, governance, structural, and political templates.  Equal 

does not translate to equality if the journey through life doesn’t begin from the same 

point at the same time. 

Thus, transitional dialogues were powerful forces for creating opportunities for 

success at the three schools.  In-between Re-directed Dialogues, defined as conversations 

designated for one purpose – to focus on plans for success – were critical components in 

defining the culture of success for agents of change.  Those conversations included 

consistent focus on identification, development, implementation, and monitoring of 

individualized action plans for success for students.  The individualization of those plans 

required options for students that included improving formal matriculation structures for 

students with college as an end goal as well as others that included but was not limited to 
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vocational, technical, trade, military, and workforce readiness.  Paramount to this was the 

latitude for students to change their mind if alternative tracks for success were revealed 

during the high school process. 

Historically, high schools highlight college matriculation as the end goal in the 

high school process.  The need to expand options for students, to include tracks in 

addition to college, were frequent in dialogues with participants.  Those options included 

development of industry certification programs to allow students immediate post-

secondary income earning opportunities, whether college was the next step or not.  Given 

the challenges of poverty and the expense of college attendance, immediate income was a 

sacrifice student’s in these settings could not forgo.  Industry certification programs that 

included technical certifications, vocational programs, internships, professional 

mentoring, and career placement were viewed as segues to accomplish this objective. 

College as an option for students in disenfranchised settings is often not viewed as 

appealing.  Often it is perceived by students as more school and unaffordable.  Expanding 

the boundaries of student imaginations in these situations about real world possibilities 

was a challenge participants faced.  Participants viewed college tours that included visits 

to HBCUs as a useful tool to overcome that challenge.  Providing students the 

opportunity to witness success executed responsibly en masse by people of color early in 

the high school process was viewed as valuable in eradicating the myth of college as just 

“more school.”  Although these tours involved expenses typically beyond the means of 

the identified populations, through grants and collaborations with church, civic, and 

community organizations, schools found ways to accomplish this end. 
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Within schools, the challenge of time management was also significant for 

participants.  Transitional dialogues scratched the surface of that challenge.  After-school 

programs were identified as another critical step.  The programs provided participants the 

opportunity to expand non-academic support service functions for students by 

collaborating with civic, fraternal, church, community, and other agencies.  Successful 

conduits to provide those services came through faculty-sponsored organizations that 

focused on college and career readiness beyond school hours with young, energetic 

faculty models of success who could easily relate to students; a testament to the school’s 

investment in young faculty. 

Opportunities to succeed.  Opportunities to succeed were revealed in many 

forms.  Collaboration with entities outside the school created alliances to overcome 

obstacles to success that included financial, time, and organizational hurdles.  Civic 

organizations, grant writing, and mentoring initiatives proved to be invaluable structures 

for schools in the study to overcome those challenges.  Also identified was the re-

engagement of dysfunctional adult community members who loomed large in the life of 

students.  This included parents and community members.  Including them in the school 

process was viewed as critical because of the potential deleterious effects environment 

can have on students once they step outside the schoolhouse gates.  Second chances for 

this critical group of stakeholders was viewed as a necessary complement to support 

student success initiatives as students spend as much time interacting with them outside 

the school-house gates in the community as they do inside. 
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Overcoming the deleterious effects of poverty is by far the greatest challenge 

facing participants in this study.  High schools are faced with prioritizing mandates as 

well as local initiatives.  Many of the ideas raised by participants here do not receive 

attention at the top of those hierarchical scales because school grade formulas don’t give 

points in the state of Florida to those areas.  Urban principals are being forced to pay 

close attention to areas that return the most on investment-points for the school grade.  

Grounding success initiatives in what the indigenous population values, and creating 

opportunities specific to that group are challenges to say the least.  Promoting those 

opportunities on behalf of those students presents even more of a challenge.  The schools 

in the study successfully accomplished this through actions inherent in their own within-

school designs, as opposed to structured support from the county school district.  As a 

result, examples, while noted, were still too few to meet all of the challenges. 

Historically, schools in Black communities have great affection for athletics and 

performing arts, and this was also the case with the three schools in the study.  Deeply 

entrenched in the community cultures were traditions that favored these two areas.  Given 

the fact promoting many of the programs that are needed receive little to no return on 

investment in school grade formulas, the schools did not fully engage in actively 

rebuilding these structures for student success.  These efforts remained within the 

purview of individual initiatives, not system reforms. 

 In spite of the absence of active formal structural changes to promote 

opportunities for success for students at the three schools, there were notable successes, 

including mentoring programs with college scholarships, career choices reflecting work 
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in a highly diverse environment, HBCU college tours, and so on.  Students also 

benefitted from what has been referred to as the Black educational experience.  And with 

these experiences come the benefits of influential, successful, dedicated, politically 

connected alumni, Black and HBCU faculty and staff, as teacher leaders and role models.  

Undoubtedly, the schools have much to be proud of, but need to promote successes and 

opportunities on a wider scale than they are currently recognized for. 

If not schools, then who?  Naysayers will suggest it is not a school’s 

responsibility to rebuild the surrounding community.  But if the purpose of education in a 

democratic society is to educate its citizenry to make informed decisions that benefit the 

whole, if this purpose is not met, then this segment of society becomes dependent on the 

affluent.  Consequently, the question becomes, if not schools, then who?  Given the state 

of disenfranchisement in these communities, the role of the school in rebuilding the 

surrounding community is extensive to say the least. 

Participants viewed their school’s role to be to build student capacity to compete 

in larger society by mitigating the deleterious effects of the community on school and 

community projects and efforts.  Accomplishment of this was deemed possible by 

facilitating political and community action initiatives to raise student awareness of their 

responsibility to effect change in the community through civic partnerships with local 

government.  Success could be attained by providing students the knowledge and skill set 

to compete on a local, state, national, and global level academically, socially, politically, 

and economically; and the school was deemed the best vehicle to accomplish this effort. 
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Challenges arose through participant efforts to connect students to community 

revitalization efforts.  Overcoming those challenges required aggressive political action 

initiatives made possible through strong active political voices on behalf of the school 

and communities in question.  Those voices resonated with messages of self-sufficiency, 

social consciousness, and continuation of the Black legacy begun with the success of the 

Civil Rights Movement spawned in the confines of many of these very same Black 

communities 50 years prior.  Restoration and maintenance of pride in the communities 

was the schools’ responsibility.  Educating students, parents, and community members to 

overcome image issues, regressive characteristics of life amidst the social backdrop of the 

community, and provision of a medium to give disengaged dysfunctional adults a second 

chance is an ongoing concern, as is reversing the cycle of poverty. 

Incumbent to rebuilding the surrounding community was identifying and 

connecting school efforts with host community priorities for graduates.  This is a critical 

link in connecting the school with the community.  The highest priority identified by 

community participants was for students to matriculate to college, vocational school, 

technical school, and/or the military, while being workforce ready immediately after 

graduation.  The ability to compete outside the local community to pursue well-defined 

goals after graduation was viewed as critical.  To accomplish this, participants identified 

development of student’s ability to interact, network, and self-actualize as social, 

political, and economic ambassadors as foundational to their success. 

One of the challenges to overcoming obstacles to self-actualization was negative 

social programming associated with Black stereotypes, particularly where young Black 
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males were involved.  Programmatically, there was a district-wide initiative in place to 

address this.  Specifically designed to offset the impact of the over-representation of 

young Black males in the criminal justice system, the program was a significant factor in 

changing district-wide discipline practices and increasing awareness of the plight of 

young Black males success in the Eagle County Public Schools district. 

Participants also proffered implementation of practices to understand the culture 

of their indigenous community for students to maintain their individuality as they 

integrate and assimilate into mainstream society as a priority.  This was deemed an 

important step in building student capacity to ensure long-term engagement with the 

community to effect change socially, politically, and economically, ultimately returning 

as change agents to live, work, act, and revitalize their community. 

Towards a New Urban School Purpose: Re-Purposing 

The responsibility of schools serving disenfranchised students is far greater than 

those serving middle class and affluent populations.  Maintenance of the status quo in 

these situations may be deemed appropriate because the human condition of the 

population is at an acceptable standard. Schools by design are structured to maintain the 

status quo as evidenced by their unchanging structure in the last five decades.  A high 

school today looks much like and operates much like those from 30, 40, and even 50 

years ago.  Contrasted with the fact that society has changed dramatically, 

disenfranchised communities like those in the study have few options to provide 

opportunities for its citizens to change their human condition. 
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Individually, no school in the study provides a tell-all end-all solution to the 

aforementioned issues, but collectively they provide insight into implications for change.  

The dynamic forces that pose challenges to the success of each school and student create 

pressures for every stakeholder that requires highly developed innate qualities to 

overcome obstacles to success.  In spite of isolation from social, political, and economic 

empowerment dialogues that dictate policy in their schools and neighborhoods, 

participants still found ways to create, promote, and facilitate success on behalf of their 

students.  During the course of the study, each of the schools grades moved in a positive 

direction based on school grade formulas skewed toward rewarding schools for the 

success of magnet students not indigenous to the local community.  Students indigenous 

to the school community and the communities in question showed no visible or 

quantifiable signs of the benefits of this success.  So once again, I pose the question of 

what is the purpose of school in a democratic society, and are we achieving that objective 

or even changing the conversation about it with respect to urban schools?  These topics 

will be addressed in Chapter 5. 
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5. INTEGRATED DATA ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

The transcendent purpose of public education in a democratic society is to create 

an informed citizenry.  Education is a moral imperative for students to change their 

social, economic, political, and human condition through the educational process 

(Bogotch et al., in press).  O’Brien’s (2006) states: 

The pioneers of public education – among them Thomas Jefferson, Horace Mann, 

and John Dewey – argued that schools were, in fact, essential to the health and 

well-being of the republic.  This is because relevant, problem-posing, multi-

faceted education – democratic education – is central to democratic life; it is 

necessary for enfranchised citizenship, and for teaching students how to play an 

active role in the economic, cultural, and political life of the nation (p. 4) 

Dewey (1909) highlighted over 100 years ago the idea that learning must be connected to 

a child’s larger social life.  Miel (1961), a disciple of John Dewey, indicated over 50 

years ago that the goal of the educational process is to create opportunities for individuals 

and groups to experience and learn.  Normore et al. (2007) suggested that social justice 

minded reformists should focus on educational initiatives that “create opportunities for 

urban youth to study their experiences, share their knowledge, and devise solutions that 

are most relevant to the realities facing their lives, both in education and beyond” (p. 

667).
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Participant Voices 

Initially, 38 a priori code words were used to guide data analysis for Chapter 4.  

They are reflected in Appendix F. The code words were further evaluated to better 

identify categories and eliminate redundancies.  The code words were then filtered 

through the participants’ data and re-ordered to reflect the frequency of their use.  The re-

ordered code words and the frequency of their use by participants in separate interviews 

are identified in Appendix G. 

 The underlying premise of the study was participants at the schools had the best 

insights into how to identify opportunities both inside of the schools and in their 

surrounding communities, and providing voice to those disenfranchised groups could be 

instrumental in offering both policymakers and practitioner’s new insights for re-

conceptualizing the future of urban high schools.  To this end, an informed citizenry, 

more importantly, the stakeholders at Pride High School, Dignity High School, and 

Respect High School distinguished themselves as they articulated strategies and actions 

specific to success in their respective environments.  Milner and Howard (2004) 

emphasized the need for this by identifying the loss of Black voice as one of the 

unintended consequences of the landmark Brown decision through his contention that 

teachers who were once held in high regard in Black communities have been subjugated 

in the years since, while U.S. public education policy has shifted toward centralized 

control of educational governance (Bogotch et al., in press).  This study is a mechanism 

to elevate the importance of the aforementioned stakeholder voices in Black communities 

to prominence once again. 
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Participant Trust 

The study required that I build trust up front with participants by laying 

groundwork through rich dialogue.  The qualitative approach lent itself to capturing the 

thoughts, attitudes, emotions, and essence of each school.  Participants used thick, rich, 

passionate, emotional dialogue to communicate.  The strength of relationships built 

during the interviews allowed for free flowing conversations as I searched for truth in 

representing the schools in the study.  This was necessary to elicit data relevant to my 

study objectives.  According to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman-Davis (1997) “…the 

fear of letting others tell their stories is grounded in painful histories of misrepresentation 

by ‘mainstream voices’” (p. 163). 

“…The truth lies in the integration of various perspectives rather than in the 

choice of one as dominant and “objective;” that I must always listen for the 

deviant voice as an important version of the truth (and as a useful indicator of 

what the culture or social group defines as normal), not disregard it as outside of 

the central pattern. (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997, p. 187) 

Consequently, I drove the conversation up front, and participants took the wheel 

from there with me as a compass.  Participants thrived as roles changed during the 

dialogues as they transitioned from interviewee to valued contributor.  This is 

oppositional to standard educational discourse in schools serving disenfranchised 

populations where the data of concern is typically limited to test scores aggregated in 

advance, then disaggregated, analyzed, decision-making strategies developed, and 

meetings used to implement top-down federally driven mandates and initiatives without 
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inclusive dialogue of any penetrating depth from those most affected by the decisions, the 

stakeholders themselves.  It evidenced the need to examine how discourse, consequent 

strategies, and actions are developed and implemented in these situations.  Initiatives 

should elevate context specific dialogues within and between urban schools hosting 

disenfranchised populations as a pre-condition of the development, implementation, and 

action process. 

Overcoming the Status Quo 

High schools are structured similarly throughout the United States, remaining 

virtually unchanged in decades.  During the study, I confirmed that student and 

community demographics, trends, needs, and challenges by and large exert little 

influence over school leadership decision-making in large urban districts as their efforts 

are grounded in executing a district-wide vision, maintaining consistency in delivery of 

services, ensuring adherence to accountability guidelines, and simplifying the complex 

task of supervising, managing, and overseeing large numbers of schools.  There are 29 

traditional public high schools in the Eagle County Public Schools district, 59 high 

schools overall. The socio-economics of the schools include those in the study which 

have high ratios of low socio-economic status (SES) students at one end of the scale, 

several that serve affluent populations with high SES student populations at the other end, 

and others that fall somewhere in between.  Administrative, governance, funding, 

support, curriculum, and the pedagogical structure and function of each school are 

executed using a similar template. 



 245 

Politics force large districts to prioritize spending.  State determined funding 

formulas guide per pupil allocations for the State of Florida, Eagle County, and 

subsequently the schools in the study.  High schools are funded on an equal per student 

basis with small variances, whether they are high poverty or affluent.  The district and 

school has little to no control over the level of funding, but does have slight discretion 

over the amount and categories where it’s spent.  Compounding the situation is the fact 

that although the schools in the study host similar ratios of “minority” students, 95%, 

96%, and 92%, respectively, the term minority applies to a wide demographic.  Consider 

that the Black population ratios at the schools in the study were 90%, 86%, and 62% 

respectively (Eagle County Public Schools Website, 2013b).  Within that Black 

demographic were three large distinct sub-group classifications of African-American, 

Caribbean, and Haitian students that were stratified further culturally, economically, and 

socially around issues that included homelessness, poverty, abuse, and 

disenfranchisement just to name a few.  The differences in those sub-groups are as varied 

as differences are for Black and White.  The variance in cultural norms presented the 

schools with diverse groups of students with distinct attitudes, needs, and priorities. 

Horsford, as well as Morris suggest that school leadership must be empowered to 

build school culture and climate that advances student learning and engagement through 

cultural affirmation and social support, while Gay continued that you must provide these 

students the opportunity to have the freedom for personal and cultural expression to 

integrate their voices and experiences into the teaching and learning process on a regular 

basis (as cited in Horsford, Grosland, & Gunn, 2011).  The autonomy needed for district 
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and school-based leadership to implement specific actions, strategies, and initiatives to 

serve the needs of those populations was not afforded them due to the effects of an 

educational bureaucracy entrenched in politics supported and funded by constituencies 

satisfied with the status quo; constituencies that are detached, disaffected, and inoculated 

from the plight of communities like those in the study. 

Maintenance of the status quo will achieve relatively successful objectives in 

affluent and middle class communities as stakeholders are satisfied with the safety and 

comforts of suburbia.  Students in these settings succeed and don’t need the level of 

structural supports required by students in this study who faced unimaginable social ills.  

In many cases, if at all, disenfranchised student access to institutional structures to rise 

above their circumstances will come through the school.  The absence of those exposures 

results in maintenance of a cycle of poverty that has caused generations to remain locked 

inside the communities in the study, while just a few miles away live people with 

abundant wealth.  Acknowledgement of this must begin at the federal level, move 

through state legislatures, and down to local districts and municipalities and ultimately 

schools.  Participants can’t expect this unless they politicize their plight, and subtle 

resistance will not do it.  Dantley (2005) states: 

The school, however, can serve as one of the central, motivating voices in this 

discussion of societal change.  This means that educational leaders must have the 

courage to question, the insight to perceive more deeply the real substantive 

issues of urban schools, and the spirit directed creativity to offer projects that 

portend a greater display of democracy and social justice in our society. (p. 671) 
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The participants in the study, perhaps unwittingly in some cases, have planted the 

seeds for the requisite dialogue through what I referred to in the data analysis as In 

between Re-directed Dialogues, defined as those intended for one purpose but re-directed 

to embrace other objectives.  The objective is to plant the seeds of change in the minds of 

young students to take on civic responsibility to change the human condition in their 

community.  The civic responsibility I am referring to was identified through participants 

in response to research question 1, referencing the school’s role in rebuilding the 

surrounding community, and research question 2, that referenced the host community’s 

highest priorities for its graduates.  Those seeds of change were outlined in Tables 4 and 

5.  They included development of students social, political, and economic sophistication; 

improving students social conscience; continuation of the Black legacy by connecting 

learning to civic awareness; facilitation of self-sufficiency to advocate for the 

community’s best interest; building the capacity of disengaged parents and community 

members; and overcoming Black stereotypes, particularly as it relates to Black males.  

Those constructs represent the elements needed in disenfranchised communities to offset 

the frustration, tension, anxiety, despair and hopelessness awaiting students when they 

step outside the schoolhouse gates. 

There is, however, a disconnect inasmuch as students that matriculate to college 

are provided the best medium to execute the aforementioned change through reflective 

high level thinking afforded them through the college experience, while those that remain 

in the community and move directly into the workforce are more likely to have their 

opportunity for success minimized long-term due to the pressures of focus on immediate 
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workforce entry.  Correspondingly, those that leave the community for “a better life” are 

not likely to return.  Black leadership has to develop foundations to spawn leadership to 

continue the Black legacy by eliminating this detachment.  Although the leadership was 

present in pockets throughout the study, it was typically through females.  The absence of 

Black males in these roles, particularly young Black males, was noted throughout by 

participants.  A discussion of this issue will come later in the chapter. 

Systemic failure to develop mechanisms to create the space needed for districts to 

provide schools in these settings the autonomy to address the specific needs of their host 

communities results in stagnant neighborhood cultures.  Context specific change is 

possible, but not if improving test scores is the singular focus and output measure of 

school success.  Unlike affluent and middle class neighborhoods, low socio-economic 

communities are not as impacted by a school grade.  They have an opportunity for change 

when school practice is connected to a student’s wider social life.  In disenfranchised 

settings, schools, communities, local, state, and national organizations must connect to 

address these challenges, and there was no evidence of a cohesive action plan to 

accomplish this in the study.  Self-sufficiency, perseverance, and political sophistication 

are elements to change the oft-mentioned human condition, and it is possible only 

through an informed citizenry.  In turn, an effective democracy is also possible only 

through an informed citizenry, the process that legislators took an oath to uphold, and 

proclaim to stand for and represent.  The disconnect results from the absence of dialogue 

among those most affected by school-based decisions, the participants themselves.  

Shields (2002) argues this requires much more than technical reforms: 
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It requires policies that go beyond addressing individual student behaviour to 

understand the wider historic and present societal influences on their behaviour. It 

certainly requires training, but training focused on attitudes, beliefs, and the moral 

purposes of the educational endeavor. (p. 9) 

Politics force large districts to prioritize spending.  Unfortunately, urban 

neighborhoods are in-flux with transient student populations, and schools with 

homogenous demographics are a thing of the past.  Districts like Eagle County, and 

particularly individual schools that host diverse student populations like those in the 

study face a myriad of operational, managerial, leadership, and economic challenges.  

Providing equality for schools that are not equal by using equal funding formulas does 

not deliver the sought after end results that the disenfranchised students and communities 

in the study sought or need. 

Indigenous Opportunities 

In spite of the challenges of educating students at the schools’ in the study, 

success via improved school grades did not manifest itself into community revitalization.  

Multiple pockets of success were revealed at each of the three schools, but the success 

with school grades was realized in large part through state modifications to school grade 

formulas to include participation and performance on high level coursework, industry 

certification testing, post-secondary readiness tests, graduation rates, and a transition 

away from testing for overall minimum standards to subject specific end of course exams.  

Success as a by-product of school grades did not manifest itself into change for the host 

communities in the study because the academic achievement levels of the students that 
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live there and ultimately their success with school was largely unaffected.  One need not 

collect and analyze school-level data to support these assertions; rather, a review of the 

census data of the three neighborhoods over the last decade will suffice.  Consider that 

the Pride High School, Dignity High School, and Respect High School community family 

poverty levels (by zip code) were 27.5%, 17.4%, and 10.6% respectively according to the 

2000 U.S. Census.  Ten years later, according to the 2010 U.S. Census, those rates did 

not improve.  They were 27.5%, 21.4%, and 12.8% respectively (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2011). 

Leadership priorities are grounded in aligning resources with areas that provide 

the most return on investment.  When high school grade formulas did not include points 

for high-level tests, industry certification exams, and graduation rates, school grades for 

schools such as those in the study were low.  The formula changed, and grades went up.  

Low-level students from the indigenous community became less of a focus because of 

their new less consequential impact on school grades.  It would follow then that students 

indigenous to the community were not afforded the best resources the school has to offer 

as they were channeled to high performing magnet students bussed in from other 

communities to create the “diversity” that improves the school grade.  The concern is that 

creating that diversity affords non-Black privileged students as well as Black privileged 

students from outside the indigenous community the best education these urban schools 

have to offer for the sake of school grades.  The knowledge they gain is taken back to 

their home community and does not impact the disenfranchised school community.  

Consider that ten years ago in 2003 the school grades at Pride High School, Dignity High 
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School, and Respect High School were a D.  The most recent grades for the three schools 

were C, A, and A respectively.  During that time frame, according to the 2000 U.S. 

Census, unemployment statistics in the three areas (by zip code) were 6.3%, 4.4%, and 

4.9% respectively; compared to 18.9%, 13.0%, and 13.3% in the 2010 Census (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2011).  Although comparatively speaking, all rates went up throughout 

the U.S., the impact on these communities was greater than for society at large.  Also, the 

percentage of residents working in low wage service occupations in the three 

communities during that same time period remained constant or increased as the rates 

were 28.5%, 20.1%, and 19.4% respectively in 2000; and 28.1%, 25.2%, and 21.5% in 

2010 according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2011). 

Post-secondary Priorities 

Another consistent echo was the need to focus on the development of vocational, 

technical, and career education programs that allowed students to transition directly from 

school to the workplace.  Systemically, the evolution of high schools as vehicles for post-

secondary matriculation were viewed as a failure by participants in the study because 

they limited choice and opportunity aligned with the needs of their student population.  

There is little dispute, as articulated by multiple participants, that high schools are 

designed to create post-secondary opportunities for students.  Although by definition the 

term can encompass multiple options such as college, military, trade school, workforce 

readiness, civil service, and so on, the design structure of high schools focused almost 

singularly on college preparation. 
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This results in limited opportunities for success for many Black students 

indigenous to the community because college was not the track they were pursuing.  

Participants indicate as a result many students become frustrated and disengage mentally, 

psychologically, socially, and ultimately physically from the traditional high school 

environment.  Participants also indicated the common sense supposition that one of the 

highest priorities for the indigenous student was to leave high school with an opportunity 

to generate income, whether college is the option or not.  Those skills should include not 

only job and industry specific skill development, but also basics such as networking and 

interaction skills, and those associated with job and career searches.  Examples included 

how to present one-self, proper language, and resume writing.  Furthermore, participants 

referenced the need for students to develop self-determination skills such as 

perseverance, resilience, self-sufficiency, and independence to navigate the challenges of 

life outside the urban community. 

Participants indicated college prep coursework as the foundation of the high 

school structure was deemed applicable if every student attends college, which is not the 

majority of students in disenfranchised settings.  So, what about the majority?  

Participants referenced the fact that the aforementioned high performing magnet students, 

many who are students of color, are in the sub-group that attends college.  At Pride High 

School, Dignity High School, and Respect High School these students represented 29%, 

32%, and 7% of the total student population respectively. But that leaves the majority 

who are indigenous to the community to pursue other options; options they are not 

prepared for because their focus has been directed to raising scores on standardized tests 
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as a graduation requirement.  That leaves indigenous students with limited opportunities 

post high school, even when they have earned a high school diploma.  What exactly are 

they to do with this diploma that provides the minimum requirement for workforce entry, 

but not the requisite knowledge to be a functional citizen outside the confines of the 

disenfranchised community.  Access to economic opportunities beyond the community is 

severely limited due to their socialization, thus perpetuating generational cycles of 

poverty. 

Vocational options were viewed in the study as an undeveloped alternative for 

students to overcome the aforementioned obstacles.  Participants revealed those options 

were coming back in technical and high end academic areas, but what was needed was 

the development of options for students to become workforce ready immediately out of 

high school.  Hands-on skills and trades in areas such as auto mechanics, plumbing, 

electrical, and a/c repair were identified.  Although schools couldn’t bear the expense 

associated with developing those skill programs, they could partner students with local, 

civic, community, and business organizations to provide training and apprenticeship 

opportunities, similar to what Pride High School did with Radio Corporation.  The need 

for schools to focus on the development of these programs was evidenced in a study 

conducted by Kenny, Walsh-Blair, Blustein, Bempechat, and Seltzer (2010).  The study 

focused on a construct identified as work hope, which was defined to consist of three 

components: 

goals (e.g., “when I look into the future, I have a clear picture of what my work 

life will be like”), pathways (e.g., “I have a plan for getting or maintaining a good 
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job or career”), and agency (e.g., “I am confident that things will work out for me 

in the future”). (Kenny et al., 2010, p. 207) 

Constantine, Erickson, Banks, and Timberlake, as well as Ogbu shaped Kenny et 

al.’s (2010) conviction that: “work hope appears to be a meaningful construct in 

understanding the school motivation of low-income youth of color, whose hopes for the 

future are challenged by a variety of economic and social barriers” (p. 210).  Indications 

were that work hope had a meaningful correlation to student’s academic achievement 

beliefs suggesting that integration of constructs to achieve this end can manifest itself 

into student’s school success. 

As indicated by participants, success in school was secondary when students’ 

individual basic needs weren’t met.  Complementing academic skill development by 

providing students exposure to areas to whet their appetite for learning was identified as 

primary in creating a captive student audience.  Coupling this with opportunities to earn 

income to support that learning during and after high school was viewed as critical to 

cultivate student interest in training and education for career development. 

Dignity: The Black Male 

The participants viewed school focus on preparing students for testing as a 

detrimental aspect of building student capacity for success.  Building test capacity meant 

limiting chances to engage students in curricular opportunities to cultivate their interests 

and balance their lives.  The students facing the most challenges were those with the least 

avenues to explore and be creative.  After school programs to assist in this area hosted 

large populations in all three schools, but programs did not reach out to the students 
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whose lack of school success manifested itself in inappropriate discipline conduct 

commanding the most attention of administrators. 

Participants asserted that inappropriate student conduct was typically led by a few 

centers of influence or student “leaders” at each school who commanded larger audiences 

of student “followers.”  A disconcerting undercurrent was that after-school programs 

discouraged participation by these student “leaders” because of their conduct, influence 

over other students, and negative elements they bring to the after-school environment.  

Separating these students from after-school programs was the norm, in opposition to re-

engaging them as a component to re-culturing the school environment.  This sub-group’s 

dominant composition is what society and mainstream media highlights and commonly 

identifies as the Black male.  The deleterious effects of alienating this most troubled sub-

group is counter-productive to school success and community revitalization given their 

potential to influence school functions and community perceptions.  That alienation 

creates a conflict by perpetuating the negative stereotype the schools in the study are 

striving to eliminate. 

The Black male in the study was a center of influence and untapped resource 

typically alienated and stereotyped with inappropriate labels unless athletic pursuits were 

the focus.  In other words, young Black male prominence was high if athletics were the 

focus, but low when academic achievement and success in other areas were the theme.  

An unfortunate affirmation in the study was the communities placed heavy emphasis on 

the development of athletic skills in young Black males at an early age as opposed to a 

focus on the development of critical life-improving academic skills. 
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Whole community participation and affection for students participating in sports 

prior to high school was fanatical in the communities in the study.  Parents experienced 

difficulties dealing with the foreign culture and nature of school success, so they sought 

alternative forums.  If you consider that educated and experienced school based 

stakeholders had difficulty with school culture, its understandable disenfranchised parents 

would as well.  But that shouldn’t and didn’t stop them from seeking other venues for 

success for their children.  Consequently, they sought the familiar retreat of athletic 

competition that has always provided the Black community with the affirmations they 

desire. 

Athletic fields are familiar and friendly confines for Black communities.  They 

immerse their children in athletic culture at an early age, as do most American cultures.  

Until a child reaches high school age, there is no substantive academic component or 

requirement for participation in athletics, particularly football, which is a primary focus 

for the communities in the study.  When the academic component came into play as a 

requirement for participation at the high school level, the one thing that many young 

Black males had excelled in their whole life, sports, was taken away.  What was left was 

a void that affected parents, students, and the community.  This created a paradox that 

contributed in some part to the stagnation of young Black male success for the groups in 

the study. 

This doesn’t suggest school cultures should downplay athletic focus or similar 

pursuits, but they should elevate the value of complementary skill development that will 

enhance the chance for success for those who do not achieve the goal of athletic success.  
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In other words, if an athletic scholarship does not come to fruition, let the overwhelming 

majority of students who pursue it have an opportunity to develop and realize goals that 

hold the promise of effecting change in their human condition.  Don’t downplay athletics, 

up-play additional complementary pursuits with a more viable and realistic return on 

investment. 

Re-culturing the Black male to be a viable, contributing, success seeking, and 

positive citizen was identified as a necessity in the environments in the study.  

Perceptions and expectations for them require reorienting their attitudes and approach to 

school as a vehicle for success.  Black males in the study were mislabeled, misread, and 

misunderstood in their actions that were driven by a value system ingrained through a 

search for success via life amidst the oppressed urban backdrop.  Success skills that 

facilitate survival in the community didn’t align with skills and characteristics deemed 

appropriate in the school setting.  As a result, Black males in the study bonded together to 

fraternize, socialize, and prosper in accordance with a value system ingrained through 

their cultural development.  Approval from outsiders was not sought, acknowledged, or 

recognized by them in a sub-culture that has created for them a system of “recognition” 

and “success” that they could not find at school. 

“Respect” for the Black male value system and “traditions” are a step to re-

engaging them positively in school and community cultures.  The Black male sub-group 

referenced in the study had a humanistic affection and commitment to the school and its 

success on their terms.  They had sophistication with and access to social media conduits 

as mechanisms to communicate, were creative, intelligent, confident, and successful even 
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if their ideological ventures and pursuits were short-lived or deemed socially 

unacceptable.  Often quiet in school cultures that were becoming more and more foreign 

to them, fraught with failure, and rebellious when judged through a Eurocentric lens, they 

commanded respect outside the schoolhouse gates.  Acknowledgement of their culture is 

a necessary step to re-define, re-create, and rebuild the communities in question.  

Consider that the Black males in the study were no more or less intelligent than their 

Black female counterparts, but the Black female showed evidence of being an aggressive 

model of vigilance, and pursuer of leadership roles and post-secondary opportunities 

inside the school and in the community. 

Consider an alternate perspective on the conduct of the Black male in the schools 

in the study.  They conscientiously object to society's representation of them, and are 

redefining societal norms through their attitudes, behavior, music, speech, interactions, 

and value systems.  They are the antithesis of what Eurocentric based value systems 

purport are socially acceptable.  They bring attention through many means, socially 

acceptable or otherwise, to their lack of opportunities for success.  They are vigilant in 

maintaining their dignity as defined through their cultural norms and representations.  

They generate big business through examples and non-examples that command attention 

in many segments of society; schools, the penal system, music industry, and 

neighborhood cultures to name a few. 

One of the consequences of this conscientious objection is society has developed 

a perceptive whole, a profile of how they view the Black male.  Unfortunately, that 

perceptive whole is not applicable to all Black males.  However, fragments of that whole 
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govern some degree of behavior in many young urban Black males, and when a fragment 

surfaces and a Eurocentric mainstream lens is applied, any sign of the aforementioned 

fragment results in the “profiling” of that individual.  The recent highly publicized death 

of Trayvon Martin is an extreme example of this that resulted in the worst possible end.  

Walls go up and barriers to success are constructed by these misreads.  The 

overwhelming majority of these profiled Black males are passive participants in a 

conscientious objection to societies pre-constructed, pre-judged labels of who they are, 

what they are, and what they stand for, and do not deserve to be pre-judged in this 

fashion.  Reassertion of their “Dignity” as a component to success is the route suggested 

by participants in the study to re-engage them positively in school cultures.  Beachum 

and McCray (2004) cite this phenomenon as a “cultural collision” and indicate that: 

there are many factors that influence the identities of urban Black youth.  Hip-hop 

culture, television media, and school culture do have a serious impact on this 

particular group.  At the heart of this analysis is the creation of a healthy positive 

value system.  Consequently, those students who develop this strong value system 

have less of a chance to be affected by negative aspects of hip-hop culture and 

misrepresentation in television media and more of a chance to be influenced by 

the “positivity” exemplified in a healthy school culture. (para. 24) 

The implication is that re-engagement into the school culture, not rejection of their value 

systems should be integrated at the foundation of school programs. 
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Stakeholder Collaboration, Mentoring, and Support Systems 

The commentary on the Black male evidences the need for mentoring.  It was a 

common theme and point of discussion with participants, but the existence of formalized 

mentoring programs for Black males did not exist.  In fact, participants mentioned only 

one such formal program, and it was for young ladies.  Vague references were made to 

others, and at one of the schools there was an informal network of programs in the 

developmental stage, but considering the frequency with which the void was discussed, 

and the availability of human resource networks outside the schools via community, 

civic, business, and fraternal organizations, it was startling to see the lack of a formalized 

presence for these programs in the schools.  Given the challenges of economics, time, and 

access to exposures to provide students chances to view life outside the school 

community, mentoring initiatives hold great potential for success going forward. 

After-school programs and activities were stopgap attempts to provide formal and 

informal structures to fill the vacuum left by the absence of collaborative mentoring 

initiatives.  The decline of young Black males in leadership roles, the perceived impact of 

their negative behaviors on the community and school, along with their lack of 

commitment to academic success was identified as a considerable obstacle across all 

three schools and communities.  Building institutional intelligence through collaborations 

to offset this is instrumental to school success and is also a venue to provide opportunities 

and support for these students through stakeholder volunteerism. 

Participants indicate the school was often the only exposure students had to 

institutional structures to address their needs.  The more students were exposed to social 
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ills and the challenges of the urban school community, the more they needed a highly 

evolved network of support services through the school.  Development of these channels 

to improve non-academic support service functions was one of the most prominent 

themes of the study.  Re-definition of the role of guidance counselors was revealed as a 

starting point to address this concern.  Currently, guidance counselor workloads are 

cannibalized by scheduling, testing, and ensuring students meet the requirements for 

graduation.  This did not leave the requisite time counselors in the study needed for 

genuine counseling, and assisting students to develop post-secondary plans. 

Participants who made a difference inoculated themselves and students by 

adopting structures that isolated students from the reality of life in a community fraught 

with examples of adults who had lost their way, even if that sanctuary was provided only 

for the duration of the school day.  The significance of keeping the doors of the 

schoolhouse open as a hub to serve students formally and informally after the school day 

ended was evidenced.  The students in these settings valued and preferred maintaining an 

attachment to school over the despair of life at home and in the community.  After-school 

programs were essential for success to fill this void created by the elimination of elective 

programs during the school day, and the inopportunity for guidance counselors to have 

face time with students because of their increasing roles as test process facilitators.  

Students in poverty are not social outcasts.  Participants in the study indicated the 

overwhelming majority showed up everyday, did not cause problems, and put forth 

maximum effort within their skill set; and they did it without any formal support system 



 262 

to address the daily dismay of their given circumstances outside the school.  Typically, 

the only support they had was informal, and it was from each other. 

Participants faced anxiety, tension, and frustration dealing with the burdens 

students carried because of life outside the school where the abnormal was viewed as 

normal in many cases, and the school was ill-equipped to deal with problems students 

viewed as far more significant than success in school, namely survival.  Successful 

stakeholder participants recognized this and were conduits for students to navigate 

through an array of obstacles that included but was not limited to single and no parent 

households; students living in group homes; drug abuse; physical, mental, and sexual 

abuse; neglect; teen pregnancy; peer pressure, poor nutrition, and above all poverty.  The 

lack of support services to address these issues was a constant recurring theme that 

dominated dialogues and provided compelling evidence of the need to address them 

through the school as a conduit for success.  Normore and Blanco (2006) speak to the 

necessity of acknowledging this issue: 

Today schools are still multiple service agencies, some with more deliberate 

linkages to health and social service agencies in the communities than others.  

Yet, they are all more than academic institutions.  Some would see this as a 

deterrent to the single mission of the school – to prepare students academically to 

be productive citizens in the world economic market.  Back-to-the basics people 

hold fast to the singular study of numeracy and literacy.  Others maintain the 

school is the single institution, trusted by the neighborhood by virtue and values 
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of its children’s attendance, and therefore, should help the whole student and 

family access all the services they need. (p. 10) 

This provides compelling evidence of the need to promote dialogue that considers both 

perspectives, but the voice of stakeholders in urban school communities must be included 

in that process. 

Respect 

One word echoed clearly above all others throughout conversations with 

participants – respect.  It was a source of concern and discontent by all groups of 

participants because they felt their learning organizations were undervalued, overlooked, 

and did not garner the respect they deserved as academic institutions and centers of hope.  

Participants felt the impact the three schools had on the students and community 

exceeded the impact affluent schools had on their respective communities.  However, it 

was a double-edged sword.  Identifying, understanding, and respecting student cultural 

norms and value system differences between faculty, staff, and students for intra-school 

participants were revealed as sources of contention and obstacles to success.  Within the 

participant schools, discipline, academic success, and positive school connections were 

too often negatively impacted by tensions between school-based stakeholders and 

students due to “value system differentials.”  Differentials based on the fact that faculty 

and staff value systems are normed through a university education and a home life away 

from the perils of the urban school neighborhood.  Too often, minor issues escalated into 

major breakdowns for students and created situations that caused students to disengage.  

It was unfortunate to find the depth and frequency declarations of this nature were made.  
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Stakeholders who made a difference acknowledged the existence of this premise and 

governed their interactions to guide students accordingly, grounding them not on past 

failures, lost opportunities, and inequities, but focusing on success and building student 

capacity to overcome those barriers. 

Building student capacity to overcome the conflicts of life against the oppression 

of the urban neighborhood is a survival tool necessary for student success at school, 

home, in the community, and in life after graduation.  Opportunities for success in these 

settings improve through development of innate constructs such as self-sufficiency, 

socio-political sophistication and access, critical consciousness, resilience, and 

perseverance.  Bogotch et al. (in press) cites the presence of Black principals as role 

models to make cultural connections for the sake of cultural synchronization as an 

integral aspect of facilitating these opportunities and building student capacity to 

overcome the deleterious effects of life in the urban neighborhood.  Participants in the 

study furthered that contention to include the benefits of students being educated in Black 

institutions wholly created, staffed, and designed for Black students as an additional 

construct to enhance opportunities for students in urban settings to succeed. 

It became evident the additional resources the schools and communities in the 

study could depend on will come from internal stakeholders.  Subsequently, action plans 

must develop from that paradigm.  Institutional intelligence, collegiality, investment, and 

commitment to reversal of the human condition and cycle of poverty will drive that 

vehicle.  Consider that this was the same foundation that changed the country through the 

Civil Rights Movement, and no one gave those engaged in the struggle anything.  A 
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challenge and fundamental logistical difference between the civil rights struggle and the 

struggle to once again elevate the human condition in these communities, is that those 

with the most influence and responsibility in this case-school based staff-are not 

suffering, don’t live among them, and are socially, economically, and politically removed 

from the school setting serving the affected students.  Although many hail from the 

community in question or a similar community, their success was revealed as a factor in 

the previously mentioned breakdowns that caused students to disengage from the 

educational process.  Sensitivity to this is critical for success. 

The reform implications of this study translate into what should be referred to as 

an “educational rights movement” as an extension of the “civil right” of students in urban 

communities and schools to equality through education to change their human condition.  

It should parallel strategies used to reform America during the Civil Rights Movement of 

the 1960s in that the combination of local participants bonded together with national 

leadership guided the process.  Unfortunately, for the political majority or status quo, this 

would be oppositional to the complacency they would prefer from voters.  Adults, not 

students, young and old alike must facilitate the change process because of their historical 

background, experience, and insight into the consequences of not doing so that have led 

to the current conditions in urban schools and communities. 

Finding good in challenging situations for students in the communities in the 

study, was compounded by distractions, barriers, and the societal ills the students aren’t 

responsible for and that the adults in the school setting have personally conquered.  It 

became evident during the study that before school, learning, achievement, positive 
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expectations, competitive goals, success, or the opportunity to change ones human 

condition can take place, these barriers exist and have to be dealt with.  The competitors 

and stakeholders in the market place of functional communities are already ahead at the 

beginning of the race and don’t have to face these issues day in and day out.  One of the 

components of Creating an Urban High School of Opportunity is to address the 

dysfunction that exists due to value system differentials between students and adults; 

differentials that must be acknowledged by first changing adult perspectives.  Participants 

evidenced this throughout the study through the statement, “it’s the adults, not the 

children.”  The participants in the study are in essence volunteering and cooperating 

“quietly” through their actions to change their school community.  They exist admirably 

in disconnected pockets and need intra and inter-school connectedness to develop a 

cohesive and aligned national agenda to facilitate a diplomatic revolt through school-

based, local, and national leadership.  Their need is the intent of this study, to give them 

voice. 

Furthering the narrative with respect to adults was a theme referencing the impact 

of adults in the community outside the school.  Schools typically alienate outsiders 

through the creation of unspoken lines of demarcation.  It became abundantly clear that 

re-engagement of these adults is a necessity in these communities, and the lines of 

demarcation must be withdrawn to facilitate second chances for dysfunctional adults who 

have disengaged from making positive contributions to the lives of students, the school, 

and the community.  The development of programs to re-engage these adults who have 

lost their way is critical to the school in their civic responsibility.  They must have an 
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opportunity to re-engage as positive forces in the lives of students, because they are the 

faces students see before and after school as soon as students step outside the school-

house gates. 

Pride and Civic Responsibility 

Derived from the study was the premise that civic responsibility must be an 

element for success if students, schools, and communities are to engage in collaborations 

to revitalize communities.  It must be a cornerstone and integral part of school 

discussions to provide students with a segue to understand democratic responsibility and 

the nature and meaning of earning respect.  It lays the foundation for self-sufficiency, 

independence, and connecting today’s students with the capacity to continue legacies 

begun with the Civil Rights Movement that changed America.  National organizations are 

a critical link to elevating this initiative to national political agendas. 

The absence of discussion about these organizations by school-based stakeholders 

during the study was surprising to say the least.  Although there were stakeholders active 

in local advocacies, the absence of discussion about national organizations, their 

initiatives, and links to improve educational opportunities and outcomes was noticeable.  

Too often, these organizations are brought in to address injustices after the fact.  The time 

is right for a cohesive national agenda to develop an action plan to address the needs of 

students in the schools in these communities.  The current national agenda that provides 

opportunities for students to be educated outside the community through “better” public 

charter and private schools is inadequate.  That agenda holds promise for a miniscule 

fraction of students in these communities because they want to be educated in their 
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neighborhood schools, not bussed out and assimilated into others to adopt their value 

systems. 

The intent of the study was to identify pockets of excellence at three urban 

schools; pockets of excellence that are often ignored by mainstream media in favor of 

sensationalizing stereotypical images of these schools and communities.  Too often, and 

fairly exclusively, the media highlights the negative forces in the Black community.  That 

focus is almost always exclusively on what’s wrong, and the Black male is often at the 

center of those highlights.  Elevated focus is being given to the Black male high school 

student and the diminishing opportunities afforded them.  The majority of them are 

graduating from high schools who are failing to provide them with the requisite plan to 

navigate a society that is becoming more and more foreign to them once they step outside 

the community confines and rendering them to a life inside the community they have 

been confined to since birth.  As cited previously, unemployment rates, poverty levels, 

and the percent of residents working in low wage service occupations continues to be 

unfavorable to residents in all three areas serviced by Pride, Dignity, and Respect high 

schools.  The school is the vehicle to change that premise. 

Voices From Within 

The voices of participants in the study were resoundingly clear on many issues, 

but noticeably absent was the critical element of collaboration needed to build diplomatic 

intensity for development of a cohesive national education agenda.  Although pockets of 

success were evident, they operated, conformed, and co-existed quietly; almost 

complacently, and complacency has no place amongst the suffering.  Undoubtedly, this is 
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counterproductive to reform.  Reform must begin at the local level with organizations that 

have national platforms including but not limited to the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), National Urban League, and the wealth of 

talent within the local graduate chapters of the eight Black Greek Letter organizations.  

The funding and network to provide students exposure to the world of possibilities 

outside the confines of the urban neighborhood is possible through these organizations 

that have influential membership that numbers in the hundreds across the county.  

Churches, which are the most prevalent business entity in the urban neighborhood, must 

also reclaim their place as facilitators of change, much as they did during the Civil Rights 

Movement. 

The discourse to promote the aforementioned agenda must be the voices of the 

participants themselves; an agenda that begins with policy-makers allowing the space for 

district and local participants to facilitators seek solutions based on context specific 

questions much like those in this study, rather than steadfastly providing answers based 

on their own value systems not grounded in local context.  That discourse will reveal 

critical points that include vocational outreach programs to provide students training and 

apprenticeship opportunities to earn immediate income and develop marketable skills, in-

house wrap-around service programs to assist students in overcoming the challenges of 

life in the urban school neighborhood, and elevation of the school as a hub to re-engage 

adults who have lost their way. 

There are other critical elements that should not be lost in translation that include 

re-engagement as opposed to the disengagement of the Black male as a creative, 
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contributing, viable entity to assume leadership roles.  However, distinctions must be 

made between role models and mentors.  Although role models may be in short supply, 

mentors are not; but their efforts must be focused and aligned with the needs of the 

school.  Finally, the best the urban school has to offer in human and financial resources 

must go to the students who suffer the most; those students indigenous to the community 

itself. 
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6. A NEW MODEL 

Forging a bond between students, schools, the community, social service 

agencies, and local, state, national, and civil rights policy agendas is a cornerstone that 

must be laid to Create Urban High Schools of Opportunity for Students.  The following is 

a template for the development of one such school.  Its name is Destiny High School and 

builds on the data from Pride, Dignity, and Respect high schools. 

Reconceptualization of the Urban High School 

The urban school collective referred to is a very unique grouping, not to be 

confused with the standard mainstream conceptualization of a high school, or the 

media depicted dysfunctional conceptualization of high schools serving 

predominantly Black populations.  The collective I am referring to is proud, and 

serves traditionally historically Black communities across the United States 

whether they be rural, suburban, semi-urban, urban, or city.  The common thread 

that identifies and connects the schools I am referring to are the communities of 

color they serve.  Communities populated by people of color who have a deep 

affection, attachment, and commitment like Pride High School, Dignity High 

School, and Respect High School as sources of hope, opportunity, optimism, 

accomplishment, and serve as beacons of light for their students. 

The urban school’s indigenous population is often a school within a school.  

I discussed the diversity facilitated by magnet programs at schools in the study, and 
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often that diversity is not necessarily by color, but by economics and subsequently 

achievement.  It is a positive thing for indigenous students to coexist with high 

achieving students regardless of ethnicity, socio-economics, or value systems.  The 

key is for the indigenous to have the same opportunity as their privileged high 

achieving peers in specialized programs. 

Realizing legislative decision-makers will not engage in a radical 

transformation of a public education system that is working for the status quo and 

their constituents, the change process must be initiated by the participants 

themselves.  The first and immediate short-term goal is to change the conversation 

by bringing the urban school-based stakeholder participant to the table.  Urban 

school participants have been socialized to conform, as non-conformity has often 

been presented attached to an action or situation that is unjust, angered them, and 

their reaction perceived as rebellious or militant…and worst of all, “disloyal.” 

 Participants must approach the process with diplomatic foresight, intensity, 

and resolve grounded in a concrete action agenda in collaboration with local, state, 

and national organizations that can influence politics of change.  That process does 

not mandate a rebellion, although those who continue to suffer have reason to 

disagree.  It requires commencement of a well-articulated conversation inclusive of 

school-based stakeholder participant groups from the urban schools themselves, not 

just administrative representatives, but representation from all groups within.  If 

polite and articulate does not generate the captive audience, perhaps a page from 

the Civil Rights Movement is apropos, because education is a civil and political 
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right, and its denial is a crime and social injustice. 

Fully realizing that any whole scale transformation is likely to be rejected 

by conservative partisan political constituents, the goal is not to engage in a radical 

transformation today, tomorrow, or next week; it’s for us to rethink what we’re 

doing, why we’re doing it, and for whom?  It’s to change the conversation, not to 

change schools or programs that work, but to change the conversation where it 

doesn’t, while being mindful that these two dynamics may be in play at the same 

school given the transient in-flux nature of the urban school environment.  If you’re 

going to reconceptualize ideas and actions for change, it must reflect the value 

systems and characterizations of the population being supported.  Success for 

indigenous communities may not fit preconceived models, at least at the beginning.  

Policies or practices that devalue and/or diminish the value systems of participants 

must be discarded.  We must seek to understand the existing value system and 

build success from that starting point. 

We must revisit how we utilize the resources we have and begin the 

conversation to transition to a model that more effectively serves the needs of 

students.  The data in Chapter 4 from the participants of Pride, Dignity, and 

Respect high schools demonstrated how this was done through research and what it 

means to participants.  The change process they described is not likely to be 

comfortable for anyone, but change never is.  Bolman and Deal (1997) outline 

some of the challenges of the change process through their contention that 

organizations are screaming political arenas that host a complex web of individual 
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and group interests with coalitions of various individuals with enduring differences 

in values, beliefs, information, interests, and perceptions of reality.  Fullan (1999) 

contends we don’t have a choice in tackling these matters because: 

At the micro level, moral purpose in education means making a difference 

in the life-chances of all students – more of a difference for the 

disadvantaged because they have further to go.  At the macro-level, moral 

purpose is education’s contribution to societal development and democracy. 

(p. 1) 

Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) cite guidelines to approach reform that were implied 

throughout the study that include understanding culture and connecting to the 

wider environment as part of the foundation for success. 

Destiny High School: Faculty, Staff, Guidance, and Administration Profile 

Demographically, the faculty, staff, guidance, and administration of the 

Destiny High Model School (DHMS) should be representative of the indigenous 

population and include every demographic possible.  The world is no more all 

Black than it is all White.  It is shades of everything in-between and should include 

every demographic possible to expose students to a world of cultures and 

possibilities outside the confines of the urban high school community. 

Each member of the DHMS faculty, staff, guidance, and administration 

should be acutely aware of their leadership responsibility to empathetically 

connect, understand, and serve the needs of the indigenous population; keeping in 

mind you must reach out to students through your greeting, dialogue, body 
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language, attitude, verbal, and non-verbal cues.  Meeting this objective 

significantly expands the job description for every individual employed at DHMS.  

Each should understand they have a leadership responsibility regardless of their 

position, because every student should have a one to one connection with an adult 

at the school, whether that connection is to a custodian, clerk, teacher, counselor, 

assistant principal, or the principal.  Every staff member is responsible for an 

informal “classroom” setting, not to be confused with a traditional teaching 

classroom, but the classroom of life to give alternate perspectives on the real world 

and ensure students have access to someone they can trust to guide them to the 

support networks when challenges arise.  This requires every staff member to be 

versed in school resources, accommodations, and networks inside and outside the 

school.  Everyone in the school is a lifelong learner and educator, and that includes 

the students. 

Destiny High School: Student Profile 

The DHMS student will be molded to be a self-reliant model of self-

sufficiency, independence, self-determination, persevering, resilient, life-long 

learner who is morally, civically, politically, economically, socially, and ethically 

responsible for themselves and peers.  Their resolve to be those things must be 

grounded in forgiveness, not to be confused with perfection, because the urban 

high school collective is replete with stories, incidents, and situations of 

unspeakable wrongs that have infected the heart, mind, and soul of some of its 

members at one time or another.  “It’s a great day to reach my Destiny,” is the 
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mantra. 

Student socialization must be grounded in ideology that accepts the notion 

that its the adults who must change first to guide the students, because the world 

the students must navigate was created by adults.  Conversely, students may be the 

examples that change the adults outside the schoolhouse gates because they are 

who interact with them as they spend as much time there as they do inside; so they 

must know how to function in those situations when they are faced with non-

examples. 

Every student should not only have a one-to-one connection with an adult, 

but the goal should be for every student to be part of a school-based organization.  

Ideally, that organization should be in addition to athletics if a student is an athlete.  

Those organizations should have a foundation built on developing student 

functional, networking, socialization, social conscience, political, and fiscal 

awareness skills.  The organizations should be conduits to expose students to 

opportunities and possibilities outside the community to cultivate their areas of 

interest beyond academics. 

Guidance 

The role of a guidance counselor must be clearly defined with emphasis on 

the word “counseling” in the urban high school.  Perhaps in stable middle class and 

affluent environments the role is to serve a maintenance function, but amidst the 

dysfunction of the urban high school student’s reality, that responsibility is much 

more.  The guidance counselors time at the schools in the study was dedicated to 
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executing responsibilities associated with standardized test-taking, student 

scheduling, and ensuring students were on track to meet graduation requirements.  

This left little time to discuss non-academic issues. 

The DHMS guidance counselor will be a counselor and advisor first, an 

expert in the knowledge of school, local, state, and federal support networks to 

service the needs of students.  The responsibilities associated with test taking will 

be delegated to personnel hired specifically for that purpose.  The DHMS 

counselor will be responsible for identifying, networking, developing, monitoring, 

and following through on post-secondary plans with students in a wide range of 

areas culminating in a wide spectrum of opportunities when a student exits high 

school with a diploma, as opposed to focus on a high school diploma as the end 

goal.  Students in dysfunctional settings don’t know where to go from that point 

and need assistance.  Consequently, guidance counseling should be funded as a 

year round position that serves seniors through the summer of their senior year to 

ensure follow through on plans. 

Post-secondary 

Post-secondary plan options at DHMS will encompass not just two- and 

four-year colleges and universities, but also trade and vocational school, military, 

public and civil service, workforce entry, and entrepreneurial opportunities, among 

others.  Counselors will be experts in developing networks with colleges, 

universities, and other post high school training organizations to meet the needs of 

students at all levels, not just high achieving students.  Counselors will also be 
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responsible for administering career interest inventory tests/programs to incoming 

first-year students to identify, discuss, implement, and follow through on plans and 

goals throughout the high school process.  Student schedules should have room for 

elective options to pursue those interests by reconceptualizing the need for 

standardized testing, as will be discussed. 

Counseling responsibilities will include developing on-the-job training 

(OJT) and apprenticeship programs for juniors and seniors in conjunction with the 

public and private business sector that will allow students to depart school early for 

OJT as paid reduced scale or volunteer employees in skilled trades and crafts.  

Many skilled trade occupations and careers do this and the apprentices take 

coursework in their area on the weekend.  Successful completion of the OJT 

apprentice-training program would grant the student certification for hire as full-

time or full-scale apprentices immediately after high school.  Success with an 

initiative of this nature would require counselors be well versed in industry training 

standards in the given occupations and careers. 

College Matriculation 

College matriculation will be the highest goal for students attending 

DHMS.  The counselor will not profile a student’s opportunity to attend college 

based on high-level mainstream large university admission standards that so many 

students are familiar with from watching big time college football on Saturday.  

There are 132 regionally accredited, degree-granting colleges and universities in 

the state of Florida (Cappex, 2013), and 4,634 in the United States (Carnegie 
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Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2013).  The counselor will be 

responsible for identifying, developing networks, and providing every student who 

has the desire and meets the requirements for graduation an opportunity to attend 

college.  That opportunity may come in many forms, not just the traditional.  

Networks will be developed for students to access two and four year institutions 

locally, in the state, and nationally.  Sophistication with the application, financial 

aid, and follow through with student preparation, travel, and relocation into the 

college setting will be part of that process as families of disenfranchised students 

typically have no background in this area.  This counselor should work in 

complement to the students’ assigned counselor. 

Testing 

Testing provides challenges to school leaders in the high school setting.  

The standardized testing process takes place throughout the school year, commands 

huge amounts of human and time resources to execute, and virtually did not exist a 

decade ago.  During the study, faculty and staff frequently identified testing as a 

detrimental and counter-productive aspect of the school process for students and 

staff.  Its focus to measure standardized output for what all students should know 

without consideration for input, or more importantly starting points, was a point of 

contention. 

The question becomes why?  What is the purpose of the testing process?  

Do the tests measure what we purport?  What do students need to know?  Should 

the test just be a measure of college readiness for students applying to college?  
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Legislators who have no professional educational background by and large decide 

on the answers to these questions, and their lack of knowledge and expertise in this 

area is evidenced by educational policy debates that have prompted constant 

changes and modifications to local, state, and federal policies that drive the testing 

machine in this country; a machine that has become a huge business unto itself in 

its association with high schools.  Discontent and solutions in this area are perhaps 

the most perplexing and challenging problem for educators and lies beyond the 

scope of this study. 

However, if the goal of testing is to assess college readiness, why not 

simplify the testing process by administering the two tests colleges and universities 

use in the admissions process; the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), and the 

American College Test(ing) (ACT)?  Administer them early to students, during 

their first year, and continue at least twice annually through students’ senior year of 

high school.  Standardized end of course exams should drive individual course 

curriculum for students, and administration at the school level by teachers should 

suffice.  A reconsideration of state administrations of tests is warranted.  Logistics 

and expense in comparison to current testing programs must be assessed, but the 

current national format of Saturday ACT and SAT administrations could be used or 

expanded to a format that includes a school day administration.  The testing 

process at DHMS will be grounded in that ideology. 

Discipline 

Every disciplinary incident at DHMS, no matter how minor or major, is a 
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teachable moment.  My experience as a Black male administrator for 11 years in 

urban schools in the Eagle County Public Schools district taught me that major 

incidents don’t begin that way.  They start small and escalate when students reach a 

breaking point.  Students have a right to due process in every discipline incident.  

DHMS administrators, behavior specialists, and counselors will begin those 

incident discussions without any pre-conceived notions about outcomes by 

expressing a genuine interest and mode of inquiry to find out non-judgmentally 

what happened.  Students should be comfortable expressing their story, because no 

matter how major an incident it is, chances are they will have another opportunity 

in life’s decision-making continuum to change their handling of another, and 

reflection on the teachable moment for this incident may be the difference in 

modifying their decision-making and behavior in the future.  That does not change 

the consequences, but does provide the student a life lesson in reflective thinking 

and decision-making. 

Discipline outcomes that result in suspensions will have options for 

suspension abeyance programs tied to support-service therapy and counseling that 

requires participation by parents/guardians to reduce the suspension.  The 

foundation of the discipline program will be behavior modification, not punitive.  

Students in disenfranchised settings are all too accustomed to institutionalized 

penal system attitudes, measures, and processes. 

Support Services 

One of the systemic breakdowns in disenfranchised cultures is the lack of 
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knowledge and accessibility to support-service networks.  Two inextricably 

connected groups, students and their families, actually operate in isolation dealing 

with the same interconnected set of problems.  What takes place in the home is the 

backdrop for the student and the family, but the parent carries their burden to 

wherever and whatever doors life has opened for them, and students take them to 

school; both scenarios creating additional barriers to success. 

The school provides institutionalized structures to varying degrees for 

students and families, but DHMS will expand this by funding and locating wrap-

around services for students and their families at the school on a full time basis.  In 

other words, conduits for provision of those services will be housed in the school 

that is a natural setting to bring the affected parties together.  Student discipline 

incidents will be one method of identifying the need for those services that can be 

used to re-acculturate students and adults.  Development of sophisticated peer 

counseling networks is another. 

Grant Writing 

Grant writing as a mechanism to overcome the economic challenges faced 

by the urban school is a necessity.  Structural supports and funding is imbedded in 

the lifestyle and infrastructure of functional middle class and affluent schools and 

communities.  Quite the contrary in disenfranchised settings; and as such, the 

necessity of funding a full time person to identify, write, facilitate, administer, and 

oversee grants specific to the school’s needs is fundamental to the success of the 

urban high school.  DHMS will have a full-time grant facilitator. 
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Extra-curricular Programs 

Extra-curricular programs are an integral part of the urban high school.  

Athletics, and performing arts have always been mainstays as forms of expression 

and creativity in the Black community, and that will not be suppressed at DHMS, it 

will be celebrated and highlighted.  However, it will be kept in the proper 

perspective as a possible means to an end, not an end in itself. 

Sports 

Athletics command large audiences and attention by schools, participants, 

families, friends, and the community.  Specifically, football as a focal point 

commands dedication, time, and commitment from young male and female 

participants at a young age as did players or cheerleaders at the schools in the 

study.  It was not offered as an interscholastic sport until high school, so there was 

no academic requirement for participation prior to high school, and due to age 

requirements, many high school students continued to participate in recreational 

football as ninth graders.  The fundamentals and skills taught at these levels in 

these programs, and more importantly at the high school level do not translate into 

any marketable skill after participation in the sport has ended, whether it is in high 

school, college, or beyond. 

Destiny High will structure athletics as a means to an end, not an end in 

itself.  Structural components will include an athletic counselor to facilitate 

qualifying participants for college athletic scholarships.  Recent increases in 

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) requirements for athletic 
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scholarships coupled with the poor success rate of Black male high school athletes 

meeting the existing requirements makes this mandatory. 

The athletic program will be built on a foundation that has a structured 

academic, social, and personal development focus designed to prepare athletes for 

life after athletics.  Study networks and the opportunity to participate in practice 

and competitions will be tied to students’ current academic progress, not just the 

historical cumulative GPA.  Exploration of opportunities for athletes without the 

requisite skill to play at the next level will be a fundamental part of the athletic 

program. 

College and Career Readiness Organizations 

College and career readiness organizations will be an integral part of the 

DHMS extra-curricular after-school program network.  The design will be to 

develop networks to support and expose students to post-secondary opportunities 

through a variety of mediums.  A goal will be to provide students an early 

introduction to college life by scheduling ninth graders on tours to visit colleges 

and universities locally, in-state, and in adjacent states.  Students will be introduced 

to ethnically diverse two-year and four-year institutions to enable students to 

observe higher learning executed en masse by people of color.  This is an 

unfamiliar model to the typical student attending school in a disenfranchised 

setting.  It could be the edge they need to create a positive attitude about school and 

post-secondary pursuits.  The college tour is just one component of the 

organization.  The tours were funded at one point at one of the schools in the study 
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through a grant underwritten by a local church. 

The expectations for the program will be to identify at-risk students and use 

career interest inventory tests to create awareness early in the high school career 

regarding potential post-secondary options, and to develop, implement, monitor, 

and follow-through with students on plans executing those options.  Plans will have 

tracks that include college, trade/vocational school, military, public and private 

sector careers, civil service, workforce readiness, and entrepreneurship exposure.  

The organization will provide students academic, social, extra-curricular, and other 

appropriate supports to maintain an ongoing connection between the student and 

the school. 

Mentoring 

The development of mentoring networks to support students will be a 

critical link between schools and the community. Mentoring collaborations will be 

established between the school, community, civic, public, private, and fraternal 

organizations.  Those collaborations will be developed in concert with 

organizations that have a local, state, and national stage to promote education as a 

priority.  Action plans and agendas will combine the efforts of local churches, 

chamber of commerce, community advocates, and volunteers with representation 

from national organizations that include but is not limited to the NAACP, the 

Urban League, and the eight Black Greek letter organizations, to name a few.  The 

development of these networks is perhaps the most important element in 

reconceptualizing and re-acculturating the urban high school.  It holds the potential 
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to align the intellectual, spiritual, moral, emotional, physical, and financial 

resources of people of color to execute their indisputable right to a cause that is the 

foundation of a democratic society – education. 

Changing the Human Condition 

Participants identify education as “the key” to changing the human 

condition of students in the study.  The foundation of a strong democracy is an 

informed citizenry, and the American public school system is the best medium to 

achieve that end.  It facilitates a natural collaboration uniting students, and school-

based participants, with community people, civic, county, state, and federal 

agencies in a common cause.  The challenge for the urban school educator is to 

create a forum, agenda, and action plan that all stakeholders perceive as beneficial 

to their short, intermediate, and long-term goals amidst the backdrop of social 

dysfunction, economic challenges, and lack of political voice that plagues their 

community.  Establishing and maintaining education as a priority with students 

when basic social, emotional, psychological, and physical needs are not being met, 

and social ills inundate their life as soon as they step outside the school-house gates 

borders on unrealistic, but the urban high school educator continues to perform 

admirably in spite of these conditions. 

The schools in the study provide impetus for stakeholders at every level to 

take an honest, realistic, penetrating inventory of the opportunity we provide the 

urban high school student.  Yes, there are untold stories of shining examples of 

success, but how many succeed because of what we do versus in spite of what we 
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do?  As we contemplate and compare what takes place in public schools with 

affluent and middle class student populations versus those with economically 

challenged populations, let us remember that all are publicly funded. 

Educators in the study reveal they do not anticipate an abrupt infusion or 

increase of resources from external sources.  In fact, the trend has been just the 

opposite.  Reductions and downsizing affect those who have the least most.  

Consequently, stakeholders in the study establish priorities grounded in pride, 

dignity, and respect to establish their destiny.  Self-reliance, self-sufficiency, and 

solidarity are cornerstones they use to groom students for a future of uncertainty.  

Participants, albeit in disconnected pockets, identified an evolving agenda to 

reconceptualize the urban high school.  That agenda was far more inclusive than 

the one that legislators and policy makers have made with their singular focus-

academic achievement through standardized testing.  Schools are graded purely on 

academic achievement, not the contribution they make to the community they 

serve, and that may be okay if there were no social, economic, and political 

dysfunction.  That is not the case here.  Participants in the urban schools in the 

study called for academic achievement to be ingrained in student initiatives 

focusing on the development of political capacity, social conscience, independence, 

persistence, resilience, and commitment to reversing the cycle of poverty that 

exists in their neighborhoods. 

The urban high school and community are doing their fair share, but it’s being 

done in isolation.  And that is in my thesis; the critical flaw.  Creating a forum, and 



 288 

elevating a cohesive agenda and action plan to a national stage inclusive of political 

constituents at the local, state, and federal level must drive the conversation.  The 

economy, civil rights, health care, and foreign policy dominate dialogues with politicians 

and political pundits, leaving educational reform to a backseat and urban school reform a 

conversation of only local significance.  Bogotch et al. (in press) contend that: 

The position we take here is that any school leadership policy or action that 

frustrates deep discussions, honest explanations, and transparent debates 

ultimately undermines the legitimacy of public education – urban or otherwise – 

from within.  For urban educators to reposition themselves in a national debate, 

the future of urban schools would need to be perceived as a “public good,” rather 

than as a reform that benefits special interests or minority students alone. (p. 306) 

Destiny High Model School Template for Excellence 

Local emphasis for urban schools must be specific, not only from a policy 

standpoint, but also from the perspective of what school should look like for the 

urban high school student.  Consideration must be given to removing obstructions 

to student access to a quality education starting with addressing potential 

dysfunction the student faces at home, in the community, and outside the 

schoolhouse gates.  Communal watch groups must be developed to offset this, 

much like neighborhood watch groups are developed to offset crime.  What takes 

place in the students home environment must be controlled as much as possible by 

collaborative interventions between the school, community, civic, and social 

service agencies.  School doesn’t begin in the morning.  It’s around the clock, and 
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the atmosphere outside the urban high school classroom is the laboratory of life’s 

lessons that perpetuates disenfranchisement.  The urban high school’s 

responsibility to effect change extends beyond the schoolhouse gate. 

What follows is a daily planner, focusing not so much on what external authorities 

mandate, but rather on what the local school community needs to experience as success.  

“Through research conducted by Bergeson (2006), the need to create stronger, better 

partnerships between schools, families, and communities while providing better 

intervention programs for students struggling with exceptional outside barriers was 

evident” (Lacour & Tissington, 2011, p. 526). 

DMHS School Day Template. 

Coming to School - Success Watch Groups 

 Success Watch Monitors 

 Citizens on Patrol (COP) 

 Community Policing 

Arrival 

 Set the tone for day 

 School appropriate value based music on intercom 

 School-wide Faculty/Staff/Administration/Student Interaction-

Socialization-Mentoring 

 No business meetings/conferences/trainings 

Communal Breakfast 

 School-wide 
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 Faculty/Staff/Administration 

 Students 

 Parents 

 Success Watch Groups 

 Role Model Visits – Motivational 

4 Day Non-Traditional Schedule-Extended Day 

5 Blocks (90 minutes) 

Sample Schedule 

 Teachers 41 hours (7:00-4:00) 

 Monday-Thursday Students 38.7 hours (7:15-4:00) 

o Math 1st 7:15-8:45 

o Language Arts 2nd 8:50-10:20 

o Science 3rd 10:25-11:55 

o Lunch 12:00-12:45 

o Social Studies 4th 12:50-2:20 

o 11th/12th Grade - OJT Apprenticeships [No 4th/5th] 

 1:00-5:00 

o Electives 5th 2:25-3:55 

 Friday (Students 8:00-12:00/Faculty and Staff 7:30-12:30) 

o Technical Development 

o Post-secondary Development 

o Trade and Vocational Academy 
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o Career Development 

o ACT/SAT Prep 

o Enrichment 

o Elective 

o Field Trips 

o Mentoring 

After School Activities 

 Academic Clubs 

 Career and College Clubs 

 Extra-curricular Activities 

 Mentoring 

 Tutoring 

 Child Care 

 Community School 

 Parent Re-engagement Program 

 Community Re-engagement Program-2nd Chances 

 Community Collaboration- Stakeholder Development Programs 

o Social Development 

o Political Action 

o Fiscal Responsibility 

o Economic Development 

o Community Revitalization 
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 NAACP Programs 

 National Urban League Programs 

Communal Meal-Parents By Donation 

 Corporate/University/Business Sponsorships 

Travel Home 

 Success Watch Monitors 

 Citizens on Patrol (COP) 

 Community Policing 

Saturday 

9th & 10th Graders 

 Mentoring and Activities Facilitated by Upper-level Students (11th & 12th 

Graders) and Greek Letter Organizations 

 NAACP Programs 

 National Urban League Programs 

11th & 12th Graders 

 Trade and Vocational Theoretical Instruction 

 Corporate, Business, and Industry Facilitated 

Recommendations for Future Research 

1. Replicate study to include students, parents, and community members 

to increase validity and reliability of findings. 

2. Execute study disaggregating indigenous student population 

achievement data from “magnet” student population data. 
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3. Replicate study at schools with varied percentages of minority students 

to identify, compare, and contrast attitudes and influence of mainstream 

faculty, staff, and students on opportunity structures for minority 

students. 

4. Redefine success measures to include perspectives of urban student 

stakeholders. 

5. Identify low cost non-traditional technology based instructional delivery 

systems to increase access to high quality instruction. 

6. Develop theories of urban school leadership that fit diverse cultures, 

neighborhood communities, and future vocational and civic needs of 

society. 

7. Enhance partnerships with local/state universities to improve research, theory, 

and best practices to support LSES urban high school student academic and 

social skill development for post-secondary success. 

Recommendations for Policy 

1. Develop context specific structures for urban high school decision-making 

on curriculum, pedagogy, testing, and support personnel. 

2. Increase involvement of national organizations in development of urban 

student success initiatives (NAACP, Urban League). 

3. Restructure measures and definitions of success beyond output assessment 

measures by including adjustments for inputs.  Standardized achievement 

tests should not be the sole mechanism to measure and define success. 
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4. Align school practice with community needs by defining what participants’ 

value in addition to what legislators and policymakers’ value. 

5. Improve urban school access to vocational and trade programs as opposed 

to college as the singular focus. 

6. Simplify the standardized testing process to determine college readiness by 

using ACT/SAT as achievement measure for college readiness. 

7. Improve network systems to provide students access to low cost non-

traditional technology based instructional delivery systems for high quality 

instruction. 

8. Develop policy to acknowledge, evaluate and respect urban sub-culture and 

value system perspectives in addition to Eurocentric value systems as 

measures of success. 

9. Increase after-school program funding for urban schools. 

Recommendations for Practice at District and School Levels 

1. Implement alternative tracks in addition to college in school-based 

programs by increasing access to vocational, trade, and work-force 

readiness programs. 

2. Develop/expand On-the Job Training (OJT) initiatives to provide 

apprenticeship opportunities for students during school day.  Couple with 

theoretical classroom learning on weekend in trade and vocational areas. 

3. Formalize network of mentor programs aligned with local, state, national, 

and civic organizations. 
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4. Align recreation sports league coaches with Greek letter national 

sororities/fraternities as mentor coaches to ingrain/introduce success models 

for parents/coaches/participants. 

5. Increase utilization of facility for community redevelopment initiatives 

related to re-engagement of dysfunctional and disengaged parents and 

community members. 

6. Develop initiatives to increase participation of influential at-risk 

disenfranchised young Black males in extra-curricular programs. 

7. Re-empower principals to incorporate community needs into school-based 

decision-making. 

8. Develop policy for administrative, governance, funding, support, 

curriculum, and pedagogical structure and function of each school to be 

aligned with needs of school and community. 

9. Develop in-house school-based wrap-around support teams/programs to 

increase access to social service access for students and parents. 

10. Develop discourse strategies of inclusiveness for disenfranchised urban 

school representation in the development of success and achievement 

initiatives for schools. 

11. Implement context specific dialogues within and between “urban” schools 

hosting disenfranchised populations as a pre-condition of the development, 

implementation, and action process for achievement initiatives. 

12. Align school based vision, mission, and practices with community needs as 
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opposed to generic district-wide policies in demographically diverse 

districts. 

13. Differentiate and develop programs to serve diverse needs of Black sub-

groups at the school level (African-American, Caribbean, Haitian, etc.) 

14. Implement the following objectives in school programs and curriculum: 

a. Develop programs to improve students’ social, political, and economic 

sophistication. 

b. Develop initiatives to heighten awareness of the Black legacy in 

America, and more specifically the background of the local school 

community by connecting learning to civic awareness, social 

conscience, and social responsibility. 

c. Facilitate self-sufficiency to advocate for the community’s best interest 

by building capacity of disengaged parents and community members. 

d. Develop and implement structures to overcome Black stereotypes, 

particularly as it relates to Black males. 

e. Develop initiatives to improve students’ ability to handle affective 

behaviors-relationships, emotions, etc. 

15. Adjust funding formulas to allow hiring of context specific personnel at 

urban schools. 

16. Increase local, civic, community, and business organization collaborations 

to develop functional citizenship initiatives. 

17. Implement middle to high school transition programs using Career Interest 
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Inventories and College Tours as focal points. 

18. Develop curricular and extra-curricular programs to increase functional 

citizenship by developing real life skills; personal finance, home purchase, 

car buying, family planning, career planning, savings and investment etc. 

19. Increase, enhance, and improve after-school programs to support student 

needs. 

20. Increase opportunities for success through school-based and extra-curricular 

initiatives to enhance development of innate constructs of self-sufficiency, socio-

political sophistication and access, critical consciousness, resilience, and 

perseverance. 

21. Develop network to attach all students to school based mentors through 

formal and informal non-traditional structured programs. 

22. Improve networking and development of student access to non-traditional 

colleges and universities (HBCUs). 

23. Implement annual student summits at high school level to ensure student 

voice is integral part of school decision-making process. 

24. Develop multicultural programs to spotlight contributions of all 

demographic segments in school population. 

Final Thoughts 

Education is a political and civil right, key to economic success, and a necessity 

for equality, yet when dialogues surface around those divisive issues, partisan politics 

ignore the role of a quality education as the equalizer.  There is no more important 



 298 

educative responsibility than to teach tomorrow's leadership, not just what the political 

process is, but the importance of why, when, and how to use it to change the human 

condition.  Schools teach what it is, but why, when, and how to use it to facilitate change 

falls outside the scope of educational agendas.  The reasons why are beyond the scope of 

this study, but suffice to say that education serves the function of providing a workforce 

for the attendant class. 

Educational reform will turn to action when the dissenting voices of local 

stakeholders gain empowerment by attaching their fight to organizations with a national 

stage.  Dewey (1909) himself indicates that, “The individual must have the power to 

stand up and count for something in the actual conflicts of life” (p. 79).  The local 

stakeholders must start by standing up for one-self.  Local empowerment begins that 

process. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

No one study is without limitations and delimitations in various combinations.  

This is true here and readers must remain skeptical regarding many of the untested 

reforms proposed here.  But until and unless we begin to listen to participants in urban 

high schools, we will continue to suffer social, economic and political consequences. 

This study did not compare or contrast principal-leaders outside the county, across 

the state, or in other countries.  The study did not include student respondents.  

Demographics of the principal-leader were not a consideration in selecting high school 

leaders to participate in this study.  The study did not consider elementary or middle 
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school data or any performance indicator other than the subject schools yearly FCAT 

performance data. 
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APPENDIXES 

Appendix A. The OTL Standards (Verbatim from Schwartz, 1995 – spelling errors 

in original corrected) 

From ERIC, 1995: The “Goals 2000: Educate America Act” emphasizes 
including all students in education reform considerations and expects all students to 
achieve world-class educational standards and learn challenging content to a high level of 
performance. The Act also establishes voluntary opportunity-to-learn (OTL) standards. 
OTL standards are defined as the criteria for, and the basis of, assessing the sufficiency or 
quality of the resources, practices, and conditions necessary to provide all students with 
the opportunity to learn material in national or state content standards. Different 
perspectives view OTL standards as equivalent to school delivery standards, as part of 
systemic reform, as input conditions, and as a time variable. Issues surrounding OTL 
standards include: (1) how to define OTL standards, (2) how to measure OTL standards, 
(3) minimum standards and "dumbing down," (4) when OTL standards can be applied, 
(5) incorporating standards into existing procedures, and (6) potential for confusing 
policies and increasing legal issues. Students with disabilities are often excluded from 
discussions of OTL standards, and in including them, the qualitative nature of education 
must be considered in addition to the quantitative nature of instruction. Five 
recommendations are offered 

Opportunity to Learn Standards 

 

The most widely advocated model of national educational reform envisions 
national standards for student outcomes, curricular content and student assessment. States 
will be expected to reflect national standards in their own state-level structures and 
provide guidance, support, technical assistance and monitoring to ensure that standards 
are adopted and implemented in the local districts. Local districts, finally, will be 
responsible for the local schools that will educate our children to standards that equal of 
surpass the national standards.  

But what of the [unintelligible] school - especially the schools characterized by 
inequities - that cannot begin to meet the National Content and Assessment Standards 
(Eisner 1993)? In Congress, as well as among advocates of educational excellence and 
educational equity, strong voices are insisting that standards must include Opportunity to
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Learn Standards that take into account educational inputs and processes, not simply 
content and outcomes. These advocates recognize a responsibility to provide schools with 
access to knowledge, training, technical assistance, consulting and other forms of support 
necessary to develop local and state capacity. To define and achieve these standards, it 
will be necessary to develop local and state federal human resource programs within the 
Department of Education and to find avenues for collaboration among federal, state and 
local education systems in a coordinated effort to meet the varied needs of children at 
their local schools.  

Delivery of educational opportunities (especially those defined by high-level 
content and high expectations of student outcomes) includes a number of elements and 
processes. Each of these must be assessed and designed on the bases of Opportunity to 
Learn Standards that are effective in bringing the benefits of educational reform to all 
students. Federal and state leadership could undertake the design of the following 
Opportunity to Learn Standards:  

• Resource Standards to assure that all schools have sufficient resources to 
deliver high level of curriculum content and to achieve higher levels of 
outcomes for all students;  

• Curriculum Delivery Standards to assure high levels of curriculum 
delivery to all students;  

• Outcome and Capacity Building Standards to assure that all schools 
have the continued capacity to deliver quality education and are evaluated 
by their delivery of quality educational opportunities to all students.  

These standards would include attention to such areas as:  

Research Standards for:  

• Implementing and monitoring equitable finance formulas for within and 
between-schools, and within and between-districts;  

• Coordinating equitable health and human services support and providing 
opportunities to local resources and services;  

• Establishing adequate facilities, including play space, classroom space, 
materials and equipment, libraries, science laboratories, and fine and 
performing arts facilities;  

• Providing a safe, orderly, drug-free environment;  
• Providing district and state support to assist in achieving equal access to 

schools' educational benefits (e.g., special programs such as accelerated 
learning);  

• Providing ongoing training necessary to assure teacher competency in 
both the cognitive and affective domains;  

• Providing equal access to curriculum materials, technology and data. 
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Curriculum Delivery Standards for:  

• State, district and local alignment of curriculum, instruction, assessment 
and staff development proven effective with children of both genders and 
diverse linguistic and cultural groups;  

• Challenging content coverage (e.g., access to challenging curriculum, time 
on task, continuity, integration);  

• Content emphasis for individual student of groups of students (e.g., 
expectations of students' capacity to learn);  

• Use of appropriate and varied teaching techniques and strategies (e.g., has 
variety of approaches, encourages active and collaborative learning, 
introduces new skills, reviews skills taught, gives appropriate feedback to 
students, includes self-evaluation process, etc.);  

• Development or selection of instructional materials and technology;  
• Teacher knowledge of subject matter content and pedagogy (e.g., subject 

credentials, certification, professional experiences);  
• Equal access of all students to schools' most challenging programs of 

curriculum.  

Outcome and Capacity Building Standards for:  

• Ongoing, multiple-forms of continuous curriculum-based student 
assessments that are free of gender, culture and language bias;  

• Collection, interpretation and usage of data (disaggregated by grade, race, 
gender, ethnicity, language characteristics, and socioeconomic status) 
measuring student's opportunity to learn and resulting outcomes, including 
participation, attendance, test and assessment outcomes, and graduation 
rates;  

• Continuing access to educational research and pedagogy information;  
• Continued assessment of bias in institutional and classroom practices, text 

books and educational materials, and assessment procedures and 
instruments;\  

• Cyclical district and school improvement processes based upon measuring 
of opportunity to learn;  

• Effective technical assistance to schools;  
• Funding of school in-service professional training and development that 

familiarizes teachers and parents with standards and develops their 
capacity;  

• Monitoring district and school improvement processes;  
• Timely identification and corrective assistance for schools that fail to meet 

standards;  
• Recognition and reinforcement of school successes;  
• Organizational structures that permit and encourage staff to learn from 

experience and from each other.  
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To ensure that a vast majority of students achieve to the established standard, state 
departments of education and school districts need to conceptualize strategies in areas of 
school management, learning environment and community support and involvement.  

 
School Management:  

• External and internal dissemination of ongoing and multiple forms of 
school-based assessments that evaluate a student's opportunity to learn 
(e.g., policies, programs and procedures, and school services);  

• Ensuring that assessments that are tied to curriculum and instruction are 
used for the purpose of improving teaching, learning, and educational 
planning;  

• Inter- and intra-district articulation among schools, agencies, business and 
institutions of higher education;  

• Interstate and inter-district articulation for families and agencies serving 
mobile students;  

• Alignment of responsibility, authority, and accountability so that decisions 
regarding students' movement toward standard are made closest to the 
learner;  

• Creation of integrated and coherent approaches to recruit and retain 
minority teachers;  

• Establishing benchmarks and timelines for improved student performance 
and progress;  

• Implementing actions to improve schools not meeting state content 
standards.  

Learning Environment:  

• Coherent, multicultural gender-fair, interdisciplinary curricula and 
instruction;  

• School and classroom environments conductive to student thinking, 
initiative development and individualization;  

• Quality and quantity of multicultural and multilingual instructional and 
support materials;  

• Flexible class size, grouping and scheduling;  
• Special programs for students (e.g., parenting education);  
• Coordination and inter/intra-district articulation of instructional and 

curriculum standards for mobile and limited English proficient students.  

Community Support and Involvement:  

• Assessment of student/community/staff characteristics and needs, 
including the languages spoken in the community;  
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• Focusing public and private community resources on prevention and early 
intervention;  

• Utilizing the school to empower families through coordinating access to 
social services and providing a necessary health, nutrition, and human 
services safety net to assure that all students are ready to learn;  

• Bringing students out into the community on ways that provide 
experiences with museums, colleges and universities, businesses and 
agencies'  

• Providing information and support to students' families in ways that make 
it possible for them to become involved in their children's education as 
well as in the school reform process.  

Schools charged with implementing curricula of high academic content cannot be 
expected to succeed without the kind of standards and strategies described above. State 
adoption and implementation of the Opportunity to Learn Standards outlined above can 
provide badly needed guidance for local education agency and school restructuring. State 
and local governments must collaborate to build models of school reform that create a 
truly systemic approach to American education. This approach must set clear and high 
goals for our children's education and assure comprehensive and adequate resources and 
supports to the teachers and other educational professionals responsible for creating 
children's day-to-day opportunities to learn.  

ERIC Identifier: ED389816  
Publication Date: 1995-12-00  

Author: Schwartz, Wendy  
Source: ERIC Clearinghouse on Urban Education New York NY. 
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Appendix B. Interview Protocol 

The purpose of this study is to determine how stakeholders at the high school 
level create opportunities for minority students to improve their social, economic, and 
most importantly their human condition through the educational process through a nine 
(9) question survey administered to selected faculty, staff, administration, and non-school 
staff members with strong affiliations and commitments to the school, community, and 
students.  The participant is requested to sit for a 45 to 90 minute personal interview 
which will be tape recorded by the researcher. 

 
The data collection/interview process is designed to collect information about 

what is being done right and done well at your school.  The intent is to highlight 
successes, not failures, by bringing to the forefront the collective voices of individuals 
who are directly responsible for the success of students.  You have been identified as a 
potential candidate for this survey/study. 

 
Your input is valuable and needed if you want to make a difference in the social, 

political, economic, academic, and extra-curricular lives of your students.  If not the 
school, then who will take on this challenge?  You are your students’ best hope for 
change.  Your silence would be consent to accepting conditions as they are for your most 
challenged students. 

 
Interview Questions: 

 
1. What is your affiliation/role with this school? 
2. What is your length of service to this school and in education, and what is 

your additional professional background if any? 
3. In the past two years, what were your school’s two greatest accomplishments 

and challenges?  Explain why and what obstacles were involved? 
4. What is the most important role your school plays in shaping the surrounding 

community?  
5. Based on your interaction with minority students, what three things do they 

value and want to change about their lives? 
6. What steps, programs, or models for success does your school have in place to 

create opportunities for minority students? 
7. What does your school do to prepare students to change the community it 

serves socially, politically, or economically? 
8. What do you view as a successful next step for minority students in your 

school after they graduate and what tools for success do they need that they 
don’t already have? 

9. What else can your school do to promote programs or models for success for 
your students? 

 
Notes 
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Appendix C. Recruitment Letter/Interview Preview 

My name is Frank Gaines and I am a doctoral candidate pursuing a PhD in 
educational leadership at Florida Atlantic University.  My dissertation title is “Creating 
Urban High Schools of Opportunity for Students”.  The purpose of this study is to 
determine how stakeholders at the high school level create opportunities for minority 
students to improve their social, economic, and most importantly their human condition 
through the educational process.   

 
I will accomplish this by administering a nine (9) question survey to selected 

faculty, staff, administration, and non-school staff members with strong affiliations and 
commitments to the school, community, and students.  The participant is requested to sit 
for a 30 to 60 minute personal interview which will be tape recorded by the researcher.  
Eight participants are sought for the study which at a minimum will include a site 
facilitator, the principal, an assistant principal, guidance counselor, three teachers, a non-
instructional staff member, and a non-school SAC Team member  

 
The data collection/interview process is designed to collect information about 

what is being done right and done well at your school.  The intent is to highlight 
successes, not failures, by bringing to the forefront the collective voices of individuals 
who are directly responsible for the success of students.  You have been identified as a 
potential candidate for this survey/study. 

 
Your input is valuable and needed if you want to make a difference in the social, 

political, economic, academic, and extra-curricular lives of your students.  If not the 
school, then who will take on this challenge?  You are your students’ best hope for 
change.  Your silence would be consent to accepting conditions as they are for your most 
challenged students. 

 
Please preview the following questions: 
 

1. What is your affiliation/role with this school? 
2. What is your length of service to this school and in education, and what is your 

additional professional background if any? 
3. In the past two years, what were your school’s two greatest accomplishments and 

challenges?  Explain why and what obstacles were involved? 
4. What is the most important role your school plays in shaping the surrounding 

community?  
5. Based on your interaction with minority students, what three things do they value 

and want to change about their lives? 
6. What steps, programs, or models for success does your school have in place to 

create opportunities for minority students? 
7. What does your school do to prepare students to change the community it serves 

socially, politically, or economically? 
8. What do you view as a successful next step for minority students in your school 

after they graduate and what tools for success do they need that they don’t already 
have? 

9. What else can your school do to promote programs or models for success for your 
students? 
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Appendix D. Consent Form 

CONSENT FORM 
 
 

 
1) Title of Research Study: Creating Urban High Schools of Opportunity for Students.. 
 
2) Investigator: Dr. Ira Bogotch (RPI) and Frank Gaines (Co-Investigator) 
 
3) Purpose: The objective of this study will be to investigate urban high schools in Broward 
County, Florida ,to specifically identify opportunities which will be called “pockets of success” 
within low socio-economic high school environments. 
 
4) Procedures: 
Participation in this study will require a 45 to 90 minute tape recorded personal interview.  The 
interview will be administered by the co-investigator with the assistance of a facilitator at each 
site.  The subjects in this study will be asked to answer a number of open-end questions about 
opportunities for high school students. 

 
5) Risks: 
The risks involved with participation in this study are no more than one would experience in 
regular daily activities.  

  
6) Benefits: 
One subject at each participating institution will receive a $100 VISA gift card to serve as the site 
facilitator to solicit participants within the organization for the study.  The facilitator will identify 
respondents from each of the identified categories to be interviewed and will assist in selecting, 
profiling and scheduling subjects for interviews at the selected site.  They will receive the gift card 
at the completion of the study.  Potential benefits that subjects may attain from participation in this 
research study include a greater knowledge of opportunities to assist students seeking post high 
school graduation options.    
 
7) Data Collection & Storage: 
All of the results will be kept confidential and secure and only the people working with the 
study will see your data, unless required by law.   The data will be kept for 7 years 
password protected on computer in the investigator’s office and then destroyed. 
 
8) Contact Information: 
For related problems or questions regarding your rights as a research subject, contact the 
Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 297-0777.  For other questions 
about the study, you should call the principal investigators, Dr. Ira Bogotch and Frank 
Gaines at (954) 608-5151 
 
9) Consent Statement: 
*I have read or had read to me the preceding information describing this study.  All my 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and freely 
consent to participate.  I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty.  I have received a copy of this consent form.  
I agree  ____  I do not agree ___ to be audio-taped 

 
Signature of Subject:_______________________________________ Date: ____________ 
Signature of Investigator: ___________________________________ Date: ____________ 
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Appendix E. IRB Approval from Florida Atlantic University (Eagle County Public 

Schools district IRB approval is not blind and cannot be included in this report) 

- 1 - Generated on IRBNet

� Institutional Review Board
 

Tel: 561.297.0777   Fax: 561.297.2319
www.fau.edu/research/rcs

FLORIDA � Nancy Aaron Jones, Ph.D., Chair
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UNIVERSITY �
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Administrative Staff
Elisa Gaucher
Angela Clear
Tina Horton
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Appendix F. A Priori Code Words 

1. Accomplishments 

2. Attitude 

3. Challenges 

4. College 

5. Commitment 

6. Community 

7. Create 

8. Economic 

9. Emotion 

10. Excellence 

11. Family 

12. Fraternity-Sorority 

13. Goal 

14. Influence 

15. Mentor 

16. Neighborhood 

17. Obstacles 

18. Opportunity 

19. Plan 

20. Political 

21. Poor 

22. Poverty 

23. Prepare 

24. Pride-Proud 

25. Priority 

26. Promote 

27. Rebuild 

28. Relationship 

29. Resources 

30. Respect 

31. Responsibility 

32. Role Model 

33. Social 

34. Struggle 

35. Success 

36. Trade-Vocational 

37. Tradition 

38. Value 

 

 



 311 

Appendix G. Re-Ordered Code Words 

Code Word Participants Used By 

1. Community 32 

2. College 30 

3. Priority 27 

4. Family 26 

5. Success 26 

6. Political 24 

7. Pride-Proud 24 

8. Social 22 

9. Opportunity 20 

10. Goal 17 

11. Plan 17 

12. Promote 16 

13. Respect 16 

14. Trade-Vocational 15 

15. Resources 14 

16. Prepare 14 

17. Mentor 13 

18. Struggle 13 

19. Value 13 
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