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THE IMPACT OF TEACHER PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES
ON THE QUALITY OF TRANSITIONAL EXPERIENCES
FOR AFRICAN-AMERICAN MALES

ENTERING HIGH SCHOOL

by

DAN SIMS

Under the Direction of Janice Fournillier, Ph. D.

ABSTRACT

The dilemma of African-American male achievement continues to challenge schools sys-
tems in America. In light of this challenge, African-American males pose the greatest risk of not
succeeding in high school. Differences in learning styles, behavior patterns and environmental
influences further contribute to the problem. Academic, behavioral, and social factors come into
play during the transition, and difficulties in these areas are more pronounced for African-Ameri-
can males. Teacher perceptions of African-American males in the midst of these issues signifi-
cantly impact opportunity for success with this group. This qualitative study examined how
teacher perceptions and practices impact the quality of transitional experiences for African-

American males entering high school. Major areas of inquiry were teacher perceptions of



African-Amercian males and teacher perceptions of the impact of practices during the high
school transition. Participatory Action Research was the methodology used in the study. Data
collected took the form of individual interviews and collaborative sessions during the implemen-
tation of a Summer Bridge transitional program. These data were analyzed and organized using
Nvivo qualitative software. Results from the study revealed biases and perceptions of African-
Amercian males and the programming for which teachers were responsible. These sentiments
were primarily the result of experiences and not significantly rooted in formal knowledge tachers
obtained through traning before and during their careers. Teachers witnessed differences in be-
havior and the need for a different approach with African-American males through interactions
over time and through the Summer Bridge program. Results revealed a unit of findings best
suited to work together to improve outcomes. These findings covered the topics of relationships,
teacher attitudes, characteristics of African-American males, curriculum design, and training.
Participants benefitted from reflecting on their unique experiences in a trusted and guided set-
ting, as previous collaborations offered limited time to do so. In order to maximize potential out-
comes for this group of students, it is recommended that findings under the aforementioned top-
ics be interwoven to better prepare teachers to promote the educational success of African-Amer-

ican males.

INDEX WORDS: African-American Males, Teacher Perceptions, Transition, High School,

Effective Practices, Achievement Gap, Disparities
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1 AVIEW FROM THE TRANSITION CROSSROADS: EFFECTIVE
PRACTICES, AFRICAN-AMERICAN MALES,
AND TEACHER PERCEPTIONS

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this study is to address the impact of teacher practices and perceptions on
the quality of transitional experiences for African-American (AA) males entering high school.
Unique AA male factors, difficulties associated with high school transitions, and the conse-
quences of teacher perceptions of this group all contribute to the need for more effective prac-
tices when addressing AA male needs. Accompanying this is the need to employ more effective
transition practices as a way to promote higher student achievement. This study takes an incisive
look at these areas in order to examine the relationship between teacher behaviors and outcomes
for AA males during a critical time. It is through an analysis of the literature on these topics that
the review and associated study seek to deepen the reader's understanding of both the problem
and possible solutions while carefully considering the critical time of transition to high school.
Teacher perceptions and practices serve as focal points for the inquiry.
Background of the Study

From my perspective, | argue that teacher perceptions and practices meaningfully impact
outcomes for AA males based on the relationship between these two groups and the quality of
programming. The aforementioned topics were chosen in order to explore this hypothesis. Over-
all, these areas interplay on the common topic of AA male achievement on the secondary level.
These issues were important because of how they commonly address academic, social, and per-
sonal challenges for students during the transition to high school. The AA male uniquely faces

these same challenges over his development and matriculation through school. Further, the issues



helped to find successful interventions for all students and AA males during this critical time. As
it relates to the relationship between teachers and students, these topics helped to identify chal-
lenges that educators experience with respect to AA males and students in general while showing
how teachers interact with these challenges based on their perceptions and experiences. Inquiries
on each topic helped to further understand how achievement for this group is impacted by unique
male factors, transitions, the achievement gap, and effective practices surrounding all of these
areas. More specific interplay between unique AA male factors and teacher engagement is also
necessary, as these contribute significantly to one another in practice (Cokley, McClain, Jones, &
Johnson, 2011; Davenport, 2009). Another significant relationship involves the achievement gap
and difficulties a majority of students face in the transition from middle to high school
(Bhattacharrya et. al, 2011; Gentry, 2009). This interaction of challenges creates a unique issue
at the time of transition for the AA male. Research agrees significantly on the academic, social,
and emotional challenges associated with the high school transition, noting that AA students
have the most difficulty among groups (Bowman, 2009; Hudley, 2008; De Wit et. al, 2011). Ex-
amples of successful programs and practices provide possible answers to counter these chal-
lenges raised in the research (Ashton, 2009; Bottoms, Timberlake, 2008; Cooper, Liou, 2007;
Geltner, Law, Forehand, Miles, 2011; Herlihy, Richmond, Thomas, Williams, 2008; Neild, 2009;
Warger, 2009; Williamston, 2010). In terms of what | have found in the literature as it relates to
the impact of teacher perceptions and practices on the quality of transitional experiences for AA
males, it can be argued that teacher perceptions and practices do influence outcomes for AA
males during academic, social, and personal challenges during transitional periods.

Therefore, this study begins by looking into high school transition difficulties to better

outline the dilemma of achievement disparities and possible reasons behind it. These challenges



lead the study into analyzing effective practices that specifically address transition issues. To bet-
ter explicate disparities, this study then considers the uniqueness of the AA male experience that
reveals environmental and developmental elements during the growth and maturation periods
(Corprew et. al, 2012; Fleming et. al, 2008; Caldwell et. al, 2009). Because of the unique quali-
ties of AA males, this review pointedly illustrates research on how educators have responded
both negatively and positively to the behaviors and needs of this population (Kenyatta, 2009;
Davenport, 2009; Kenyatta, 2009; Lee et. al, 2011). This research will finally look pointedly at
studies on teacher engagement with the AA male student, drawing significantly on implications
that have affected placement, responses and motivation. The following questions frame the study
and guide the inquiries into teacher perceptions.

Research Question
How do teacher perceptions and practices impact the quality of transitional experiences for AA
male students entering high school?

Guiding Questions

1. How do teachers perceive their role in preparing AA male students for high school?
2. How do teachers perceive the impact of transitional experiences on AA male students?
Review
Difficulties of the High School Transition
The transition to high school represents arguably one of the most difficult times of an ad-
olescent’s progression towards graduation (Benner, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011;
Smith, Akos, Lim, & Wiley, 2008). During this time frame, students experience social, personal

and academic difficulties that create challenges throughout the high school career (Benner, 2009;



Greene, Forster, 2013). The following sections will provide significant details on all three of
these areas.

Academic challenges. The transition from middle to high school poses academic issues
for all populations, regardless of academic performance (Benner, 2009; Breakthrough Collabora-
tive, 2009; Cohen, 2009; Education Partnerships, 2012; Greene et. al, 2003). Given this reality,
one can only imagine the difference in readiness for students who experience the same transition
without coming in academically prepared for the next level. These differences illuminate the
need for a deeper look into specific difficulties students experience as they struggle with this
challenging transition — a direct goal of the study addressed in this literature review (Benner,
2009; Waters, Lester, Wenden, & Cross, 2012). Organizations and stakeholders who engage in
this in-depth analysis and application of findings will potentially increase the likelihood of more
a smoother academic transition for students. This is important, because most incoming freshmen
tend specifically to experience a decline in their grades (Somers, Owens & Piliawsky, 2009;
Benner, 2009; Langenkamp, 2010). Researchers attribute different expectations, increased rigor,
and a lack of understanding of requirements to this issue, where the gap between new teacher ex-
pectations and new student comfort lead to academic challenges (Breakthrough Collaborative,
2011; Greene & Forster, 2003). In particular, students are three to five times more likely to fail a
class during their freshman year, and it becomes difficult to catch up once behind (Benner,
2009). This only adds to the struggle in adjusting to a new environment.

Personal/emotional challenges of the transition. Personal/emotional challenges also
influence the time of the transition to high school as students work to establish and adjust to new
relationships with teachers and the larger environment (Waters et. al, 2012; Somers, Owens, &

Piliawsky, 2009). The middle school team-based atmosphere differs from the high school mainly



in how support is provided, where time with students focuses heavily on building and sustaining
supportive relationships as they mature throughout highly dynamic years (Benner, 2009; Cohen,
2009; Langenkamp, 2010Waters et. al, 2012). Assessing the significance of such relationships
during the transition to high school will be addressed in the study this review supports. At the
heart of these differences are variances in thought processes and intended outcomes between the
high school and middle school, where limited contact with students in high school level only ex-
acerbates the issue of support (Bottoms, 2008). Parents and students indicate an indirect under-
standing of these differences based on their perceptions of the high school experience prior to
coming, where research shows gaps in knowledge about the expectations on this level (Cooper &
Liou, 2007; Smith et. al, 2008). This division speaks to the change in relationship structure be-
tween the incoming student and the high school staff.

Smith, Akos, Lim, & Wiley (2008) studied this gap in understanding and found that stu-
dents and parents share similar concerns about the transition to high school. These include con-
cerns over acclimation to the new environment, changes in academic requirements, and learning
a new set of teachers with different expectations. As it relates to my study, the central argument
of this work suggests that the gap between student/parent understanding and teacher understand-
ing of the transition contributes to students’ abilities to be successful on the next level. Parent
and student concerns translate to emotional issues because of the student moving from a comfort-
able setting composed of a dissimilar set of expectations. Teachers, on the other side, shared con-
cerns that had to do with access to information, feeling that parents and students did not ade-
quately receive or take advantage of the opportunity to be fully informed about high school ex-
pectations. This makes the transition more challenging for both parties (Breakthrough Collabora-

tive, 2009; Cooper and Liou, 2007; Neild, 2009). The difficulty in effectively communicating



information to families speaks to the initial problem of understanding and acclimation that stu-
dents experience. Based on differing responses from teachers and families regarding the receipt
and use of information, it shows that time is a critical factor in the transition process — that well-
planned efforts have to be made on both sides such that adequate communications lead to in-
creased comfort for the student (Benner, 2009). The study also shows that teachers need to pay
more attention to the emotional challenges that may sometimes overshadow or contribute to the
need for well-communicated information about the new high school experience. As it relates to
the study that this literature review seeks to address, the research of Smith et. al (2008) provides
insight into questions stakeholders need to consider when preparing to engage in the transitional
phase being addressed. It further considers stakeholder perceptions as an influential factor in ed-
ucational decision-making — that such perceptions directly impact the effectiveness of transition
programs for high school students.

Threat of dropping out and delayed graduation. The most damaging element that
draws from the difficult transition is the possibility of dropping out of high school or not graduat-
ing on time (Greene et. al, 2003). To better illustrate this point, Somers, Owens, & Piliawsky
(2009) conducted a study of dropout prevention interventions to assess their effectiveness on
ninth grade students. They identified concerns over the strong connection between ninth grade
failures and dropping out of school as primary reasons for the inquiry. While the study engaged
students in tutorial services and personal support throughout their freshman year, it found that
these interventions had limited effects on the students’ perceptions of academic and social suc-
cesses when compared to students not involved in the program. These findings communicate the
intensity of impact of difficulties associated with transitioning to high school. As it relates to my

study, the research of Somers et al. (2009) focused on a larger subset of the same group |1 am



concerned with, noting that special attention must be given to the time of transition to high
school for low-performing students. This is important, because the impact is further intensified
when one considers students who enter high school on a lower academic track and decreased ac-
ademic readiness. These situations lead to even greater likelihood of dropping out, and it speaks
to a deepened difficulty for students who transition to an academic environment with higher de-
mands (Langenkamp, 2010). This places an extra challenge on the receiving school, where tran-
sitional efforts will not meet the unique academic needs of lower-track students prior to starting
high school if not designed to do so. In striving to meet this challenge, if high schools do not
consider the social context of low academic performance on the middle school level and seek to
apply this to how lower-performing students are placed and taught, they may very well be per-
petuating the same performance results from experiences prior to arriving (Langenkamp, 2010;
Benner, 2009). This consideration draws attention to items such as scheduling, day-to-day opera-
tions, mentorship possibilities, targeted tutorial, and other interventions that have a direct impact
on a student’s academic progress.

These areas relate to literature from the Breakthrough Collaborative (2011) that looked
deeply at the issue of the high school transition. This project noted how concerned all stakehold-
ers should be about the academic implications of this change in a student’s life. Its findings war-
rant cause for addressing academic issues that arise for a broad group of students due to the
change from middle to high school. The Collaborative studied the performance results of
115,000 Chicago Public Schools students. They were then categorized as either high or low-per-
forming based on their academic proficiency at entry. It found that with low-income high-per-
forming students, over one-third of the group was off track by the end of the ninth-grade year;

for low-income low-performing students, more than twice this amount was off-track. In addition,



28% of high-achieving students once in the top quartile prior to entering high school fell out of it
by the end of their first year of high school. This was most pronounced in the area of mathemat-
ics. Failure during the ninth grade year, based on this study and other studies, is a significant pre-
dictor of the ability to complete high school (Cohen et. al, 2009; Williamston, 2012). It noted
that 70% to 80% of students who experience failure during their freshman year do not graduate
on time. The study also discovered that freshman students who failed no courses contributed to
an 83% graduation rate, and students who failed just one course contributed to a 60% graduation
rate. This is significant for my study as it helps me to think of the transition in terms of conse-
quences directly related to not experiencing a smooth transition to high school.

Consistent with this literature, Neild (2009) studied the issue of high school transitions
and discovered a four-part theory of why this time frame poses such a significant issue for ado-
lescents. The researcher rooted this study in a theoretical perspective of phenomenology using
qualitative methods. Of the four elements outlined in the research, inadequate preparation for
high school rests as the leading cause of students unsuccessfully transitioning to high school.
Specifically, the study concluded that math and reading were the most prevalent areas of defi-
ciencies associated with students who entered high school without being academically sound and
subsequently prepared. This finding was compounded with limited challenging experiences the
same set of students received prior to entering high school, and this led to struggles with meeting
the demands of the more rigorous high school environment (Smith et. al, 2008; Benner, 2009).
Neild (2009) further found that only 20% of freshmen not promoted to their sophomore year
ended up graduating within six years. This study solidified the critical nature of the high school
transition, specifically noting the damaging effects that a poor transition can have on students be-

cause of the many changes that occur. Limited attention given to the dynamics of the freshman



year contributes to this statistic. This is further reason for the study associated with this literature
review. These data also cause to question the impact of teacher perceptions on student perfor-
mance during this year of transition — a factor that may directly relate to these types of outcomes.
From personal experience, there have been numerous linkages made between student failure dur-
ing ninth grade and graduation difficulties that follow. Students seem not to view the added chal-
lenge of making up coursework from their freshman year as desirable or doable, leading to some
dropping out of high school and others taking longer to complete it. Compound this with limited
relationships with teachers who could guide students through these thoughts, and students are
bound to fall behind quickly with decreased likelihood of recovering credits in a timely manner.

Social needs. Lack of preparation arguably rests as the most damaging effect of students
who do not successfully make a meaningful transition to high school during their freshman year
(Neild, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Cohen et. al, 2009). However, attention should
also be given to social aspects of the transition, considering students’ needs in the effort to make
this significant time in the life of a student an effective one. Going back to the work of Neild
(2009), it cites a high school’s organization and climate as impactful factors influencing student
success during the move to high school. When adequate systems are not in place that take into
account the personal and social needs of incoming freshmen, students find it even more difficult
to navigate through the vast changes from what they were accustomed to on the middle school
level.

From a social standpoint, the most impactful change is the new set of relationships that
must be forged with a new set of teachers (Smith et. al, 2008; Neild, 2009; Toldson et. al, 2009;
Education Partnerships, 2012). Students going from strongly supportive relationships to higher-

level, higher-responsibility models struggle with the adjustment. It has been my experience that
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high school teachers do not forge relationships with students that counter the social struggles
they encounter during their freshman year. The result is limited support during a time when per-
haps more is needed (Bottoms et. al, 2008; Neild, 2008; Cooper, 2007). This has a negative ef-
fect on a student’s ability to trust the right relationships during this time, where peer influences
increase and abound because of the decrease in authentic adult support and monitoring of per-
sonal/social needs (Neild et. al, 2008). The work of Neild et. al (2008) further documents the is-
sues students face in the transition to high school and how these issues impact overall achieve-
ment without the proper intervention. This is a key component of what is addressed in this re-
view of literature and the associated study. These concepts speak directly to differences in
school models and the impact these may have on a student’s opportunity to succeed — a relevant
concept discussed in this next section.
Differing School Models and the Transition

Weiss and Baker-Smith (2010) studied the effect that different models of schooling had
on the high school transition by comparing K-8 schools to the middle school model. In doing so
by using a phenomenological approach to the inquiries made, they concluded that students expe-
rienced a more successful transition through the K-8 model. This mixed-methods study found
that students tended towards more failed grades and deeper difficulty in the transition as a part of
the middle school model when compared to the K-8 design. The key elements discovered
through this literature have to do with the difference one additional transition can make on a stu-
dent’s ability to experience success in high school. In general, this study compared the experi-
ence of a student having no transitions prior to high school to a student having one transition af-
ter three years of middle school. The findings indicate cause for concern over the impact that

multiple transitions have on the academic well-being of students and further draws attention to
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the effects caused that schools have to overcome (Neild, 2009; McCallumore, 2010). This issue
is exacerbated when miminal planning occurs for transitional efforts. As it relates to the pro-
posed research, the effects of different programs of study bring to light the possible variations in
achievement and readiness outcomes for groups of students. Futher, this study helps to illuminate
the importance of analyzing the issue of transitions and the associated effects. As AA male stu-
dents struggle more with these changes, understanding the impact of these programs will help to
improve results for this struggling group. In either case, however, the practices educators and
schools employ to meet student needs is critical (Ashton, 2009; Cooper & Liou, 2007).
African-American Students and the Transition

Literature suggests that AA students experience deeper problems with the transition to
high school than other subgroups of students (Gentry, 2009; Bhattacharrya, Mead & Nathaniel,
2011). While also tied to social, emotional, and academic challenges, the degree that these trials
are faced increases when it comes to this group (Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Benner,
2009; McDougal, 2010; Milner, 2009). Because the transition is so difficult, namely for students
on a low-socioeconomic scale along with students of AA descent, the combination of these char-
acteristics presents the potential for increased severity of challenge. Bhattacharrya, Mead & Na-
thaniel (2011) further explain this difficulty by comparing the demonstrated abilities of AA stu-
dents and their spoken career choices. Using behaviorism as its theoretical perspective, the cen-
tral argument of their research is that students do well in articulating their future aspirations dur-
ing the time of transition. However, without specific mechanisms that focus on strengthening
their capacity to pursue these choices during the transition to high school, this group of students
will struggle with making their wishes a reality. When these findings are married with the re-

search that points to the universal challenges students experience in moving from middle to high
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school, the capacity-strengthening resources should intensify and become more differentiated for
AA students during this time in order to smoothen the social and personal changes they endure
(McDougal, 2010; Milner, 2009; Gordon, 2008). Taking this concept further, as consideration is
given to the research on the AA male and personal and social challenges that occur during ado-
lescence, lack of support in these situations leads to the widening of the already deep achieve-
ment gap (Donnor, 2010; Tucker, 2012). As it relates to the study associated with this review, the
research conducted by Bhattacharrya et. al (2011) discusses in detail the programmatic impact on
a student’s sense of the world around them, looking particularly at the summer transition experi-
ence. Through this lens, the research eliminates student capacity to communicate one’s aspira-
tions as an issue. It also specifically notes changes in overall attitudes based on a summer experi-
ence prior to high school.

Holcomb-McCoy (2011) provides research on the transition of AA teens to high school
that is congruent with the same concerns of other literature regarding the academic, personal, and
social needs that stand between success and failure of all groups of students mentioned earlier.
The central argument of the study is that AA students experience deeper challenges during the
transition if there are no culturally connected considerations taken by those who assist them. In
addition, this research brings to light the racial stereotypes that diminish the experience of AA
teens as they enter high school. Such an issue can potentially impact a students’ opportunity to
develop a sense of belonging and success in the new environment (Kenyatta, 2009; Milner,
2009). This is relevant to my study because of the specific focus it places on AA students along
with an emphasis on programming designed to meet their needs. The work goes on to cite the
pressures of cultural differences that arise or perpetuate from middle school. Holcomb-McCoy

(2011) notes that “many students experience school differently than students from other cultures
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more connected with the school milieu” (p. 60). This point raised in the study illuminates the
challenges associated with new and possibly continued cultural challenges experienced by AA
students and their families.

The study continues by pointing to the decline in parental support, while being a reality
for a majority of freshman students, as a concern of deeper degree for AA students (Gentle-Gen-
itty, 2009). During this transition, family support is especially needed for AA students who have
already been unsuccessful (Cooper et. al, 2007; Smith et. al, 2008; Benner, 2008). The AA ado-
lescent male struggles the most because of this, as some of them lack an understanding of the
payoff from the high school experience and immediate engagement in its more rigorous expecta-
tions (Gentle-Genitty, 2009; Milner, 2009). These issues call for an exploration of effective prac-
tices designed to foster the success of the AA male. As it relates to the study addressed in this lit-
erature review, exploring such practices along with their perceived impact from the implement-
ers is necessary in order to truly gauge outcomes. With this in mind, the next section of this re-
view seeks to address the research on effective practices associated with the transition to high
school.

Effective Transition Practices

In the midst of various social, personal and academic challenges students face in general
and AA students in particular, researchers have proposed various practices that can make the
transition to high school a smoother one (Neild, 2009; Williamston, 2010; Bottoms, Timberlake,
2008; Herlihy, Richmond, Thomas, Williams, 2008). These include focused action research, stu-
dent exposure to high-level opportunities, vertical teaming, and the Summer Bridge experience.
These findings relate to the study addressed in this review, as they speak to what should happen

prior to students arriving to high school and the potential impact of these interventions.
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Action research. From an action research standpoint, Ashton (2009) suggests the Re-
search and Development in Organizations (RADIO) model in order to increase success for all
students engaged in the transition. The model calls for a plenary approach to addressing the diffi-
culties of the high school transition, and it charges educators and other stakeholders to design in-
terventions based on an incisive focus on specific problems students experience. This approach
aligns well with other successful efforts that modify programs to meet student needs (Cooper et.
al, 2007; Neild et. al, 2008). As it relates to the challenges of academic, personal and social
needs mentioned earlier, Ashton (2009) suggests using the RADIO model in order to address
each of the challenges and subsequently devise the most effective and monitored interventions
for the needs agreed upon by stakeholders. In the study of the impact of the RADIO model,
through a lens of cognitive anthropology, Ashton (2009) concludes that the most successful im-
plementation of the approach was when staff members fully cooperated and meaningfully en-
gaged as participants in the work. Therefore, the central argument is that guided and relevant
adult planning will have a positive influence on student outcomes. This notion adds value to my
study, as it provides insight on a valuable protocol to further investigate in preparation for action
research with participants. Through personal experience, limited time and minds are spent in
planning for such a critical season of an incoming freshman’s high school career. In addition,
more successful solutions to transition challenges have always involved students as contributors
over the course of the interventions, where their feedback was considered during the process.
The use of action research presents an opportunity for high school transitional efforts to involve
students and other stakeholders with clearly-defined goals, measures for success, clarity on im-

plementation, and ongoing analysis rooted in a common problem (Ashton, 2009). While
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involving students is key in developing interventions, this same type of involvement in the shar-
ing of information can also make a difference in the quality of the transitional experience.
Unbiased student exposure. Another effective transitional approach supported by the
literature is the exposure of students to information beyond what their prior abilities may call for
(Cooper, 2007; Neild, 2009). In this intervention, students are not provided information based
on how well future educators think they will perform on the next level; rather, all students are ex-
posed to both high academic and purely informational content (Cooper et. al, 2007; Neild, 2009;
Neild et. al, 2008). This concept bases itself on an understanding of the many changes students
go through during the transition to high school — that it is very possible for students who were
relatively unsuccessful in middle school to discover more about themselves and take full ad-
vantage of a clean slate moving into high school (Gentry, 2009; Bottoms et. al, 2008; Herlihy,
Richmond, Thomas & Williams, 2008). The perceptions that future educators develop once look-
ing at student data contribute to the issue of readiness for high school. These perceptions lead to
only certain students and their families receiving strong academic resources geared towards ad-
vanced placement and honors-related ideas while all other students receive mostly operational
resources (Cooper et. al, 2007; Geltner, Law, Forehand & Miles, 2011; Breakthrough Collabora-
tive, 2011). I have experienced this as a typical occurrence when new groups of freshmen enter
high school; expectations oftentimes are already set as to who will be exposed to information
based solely on past performance. Such an approach leads to the potential for missed opportuni-
ties for students who are primed to possibly redeem themselves or finally reach their zenith in the
new and more challenging setting. Research suggests that the use of this philosophy will counter

this issue.
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Cooper & Liou (2007) studied the impact of Opportunity to Learn (OTL) on the relation-
ship between counselors and students in high school, noting the perceptions among freshmen stu-
dents in the study. OTL is an approach used by counselors to provide valuable, timely, and rele-
vant information to students as a way of influencing their steps during the transition to and ma-
triculation through high school. This study best exemplifies the task of using information to em-
power all students and lead them to better preparation for long-term success. It concludes that
students who are less inclined to attend college based on past performance data do not feel that
their counselors think they would go to college. Indeed, this finding is congruent with the opin-
ions of counselors and what they view as important to provide to students as they enter and ma-
triculate through high school. There was also a clear difference between the types of information
shared with students based on their socio-economic or academic background. According to
Cooper & Liou (2007), negatively profiled students receive limited information when compared
to others. Receiving the same information as more successful students could have made a differ-
ence in the lower ranked students’ proclivity towards success when entering high school. This in
turn could possibly counter feelings of isolation and lack of support experienced by most during
this time (Warger, 2008; Ashton, 2009; Herlihy, 2008). The research of Cooper et. al (2007) ar-
gues the importance of the educator’s role during the transition, well after this time, and leading
up to graduation. Based on these findings in the study, OTL was seen as a necessary means to
better engage all types of students and to eliminate prejudice by influential powers towards stu-
dents who have demonstrated varied abilities and interest levels prior to entering high school.
This is relevant to my study, in that it discusses the issue of biases and negative perceptions that

can lead to some students receiving less information and opportunity than others.
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Vertical teaming. Another effective practice involves the vertical relationship between
middle and high school educators. These two groups should allocate guided time to communicate
concerns, needs, and recommendations so that each level can contribute positively to the critical
transition (Bottoms et. al, 2008). Educators who are engaged in a clearly-defined vertical team-
ing model regularly share information that is intended to be used during instructional time both
prior to and during the transition (Bottoms et. al, 2008; Warger, 2009; Breakthrough Collabora-
tive, 2011; Benner, 2009). Because of these critical conversations and collaborations, high
schools in particular find themselves better able to design programs of instruction and interven-
tion that meet the unique needs of middle school students who are preparing for the rigors of
high school (Benner, 2009). During these conversations, academic information shared between
the two levels serves as one of the most important exchanges (Gentle-Genitty, 2009; Bottoms et.
al, 2008). Deeper understanding of the curriculum needs for incoming freshmen equips middle
school educators to prepare middle school students for the associated demands. As a result, high
school educators are more likely to receive better prepared learners.

The research of Williamston (2010) further illustrates this concept and speaks to the use
of a transition team composed of individuals from each grade level who work together to render
the transitional experience as a process and not an event. Williamston (2010) uses a phenomeno-
logical approach that allows the reader to note that the group engaged in facilitating the transition
to high school must be composed of persons who possess a “do whatever it takes” attitude to-
wards the work. This work argues that the right persons make all the difference when it comes to
preparing interventions for students moving to the next level. The role of this group is critical if
schools plan to coordinate a process of activities that are directed at reaching the unique and di-

verse needs of students taking this critical step into the high school setting (Ashton, 2009). This



18

study is helpful to the research addressed in this review because it looks directly at transition pro-
grams and the quality of specific aspects of interventions. In particular, since these groups are
rarely hand-selected to represent the hardest working, positive individuals, this program opens
the door to exploring how perceptions can negatively or positively influence the quality of an in-
tervention. While such an activity provides opportunity for indirect impact on incoming fresh-
men, it is the Summer Bridge program that brings the student and high school closer. As it re-
lates to the study this review addresses, the Summer Bridge program is a focal intervention that
is considered in examining the impact of teacher perceptions and practices.

Summer bridge programs. The most direct impact high school educators have on in-
coming freshmen occurs during specifically planned summer bridge programs (Warger, 2009;
Herlihy et. al, 2008). This experience presents numerous opportunities for interaction between
the incoming freshman body and the high school, where critical information can be exchanged,
acclimation to the new environment can ensue, academic deficiencies can be addressed, and new
elements of support can be formulated with the challenges of transition in mind (Williamston,
2009; Warger, 2009; Weiss et. al, 2010; Herlihy, 2008). Benner (2009) furthered a focus on sup-
port through a literature inquiry that addressed issues students face in making transitions. This
research concludes and argues that transition programs should strongly consider life course
changes and apply interventions that are built to address these developmental challenges. “The
life course perspective acknowledges the interrelated nature of individuals’ development across
multiple domains (e.g. socio-emotional, academic)” (Benner, 2009, p. 357). This perspective
well supports the emotional aspect of changes that students experience. Benner further notes that
life course changes affect students in varying ways and at different times, and schools should

consider these diversities as they prepare to engage with students during transitional activities. |
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argue that these changes are rarely considered or understood by teachers on the high school level,
particularly during any types of transitional experiences. This is an area of inquiry addressed in
the study associated with this literature review, and it is relevant because it speaks to how educa-
tors can counter the difficulties students may face during this critical time.

Research that speaks to the difficulties of the transition to high school strongly supports
the use of the summer bridge experience as a way to counter the challenges students will face
when attempting to establish a foundation of success upon entering high school (Neild, 2009;
Geltner et. al, 2011; Cohen, 2009; Benner, 2009). It is during this time frame that targeted inter-
ventions can at least begin to address the pre-determined or previously communicated needs of
rising populations; this sets the tone for the remainder of a student’s career in high school
(Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Bottoms et. al, 2008; Warger, 2009). Taking into considera-
tion the varying academic needs students may bring to the high school setting, successful sum-
mer bridge programs take time to target specific academic skills needed on the next level (Ash-
ton, 2009; Herlihy et. al, 2008; Bottoms & Timberlake, 2008). For AA students in particular, the
most successful programs consider achievement gaps that may already exist and work to imme-
diately close these gaps (Gentle-Genitty, 2009; Bhattacharrya et. al, 2011; Holcomb-McCoy,
2009). In doing so, achieving balance becomes a critical aspect of this approach, as the need to
provide sufficient academic support along with acclimation and information-sharing opportuni-
ties will work to make any overall program a success for its participants — a point that will be ad-
dressed in the study associated with this review of literature (Warger, 2009; Langenkamp, 2010;
Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011).

Acclimating students to high school prior to the beginning of their first year serves as one

of the easiest ways to engage families and students, thereby decreasing the stress and feelings of
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isolation students may experience in preparing for the transition (Bottoms et. al, 2008; Benner,
2009; Langenkamp, 2010; Waters et. al, 2012). This acclimation makes up a critical element of
social support students need during this time frame so that their focus can be evenly distributed.
This can hopefully prevent the declines in grades that typically occur due to numerous adjust-
ments at one critical time (Cohen & Smerdon, 2012; Akos et. al, 2008; Education Partnerships,
2012). Because of deepened degrees of challenges that low-income AA populations bring to the
transition dilemma, meaningful acclimation will make a significant difference in the opportunity
for success and provide more focus on other needed areas that make the new environment a re-
warding experience (Gentle-Genitty, 2009; Holcomb-McCoy, 2009). This result will set the
foundation for an effective summer intervention.

Geltner (2011) studied the effectiveness of a summer bridge program whose philosophy
and overall approach was based on meeting the academic, social, and personal needs of students
making the transition to high school. These needs are consistent with the research that identifies
these same struggles during this critical time (Benner, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011).
The study compared participants in the program to students who did not take part in the transi-
tional activities. These activities included academic assistance in areas of need, workshops de-
signed to increase students’ abilities to function in a social setting, and opportunities to target
students’ personal needs — all under the direction of counselors trained to work with this popula-
tion. The study found that participants recorded significantly lower numbers of disciplinary re-
ferrals. This was attributed to the relationships forged during this time frame and a deep under-
standing of the impact that adult-student trust would have on student behavior (Breakthrough
Collaborative, 2011; Waters, 2012; Holcomb-McCoy, 2009). These bonds defeated the pull from

peer groups that normally tend to lead in guiding students once they reach adolescence
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(Langenkamp, 2010). Academically, student participants experienced greater success in their
high school course work — due largely to the feelings of belonging that were well-established
during the summer program. Personally, they functioned more comfortably in the new high
school setting and demonstrated greater satisfaction with the overall program and its goals. A
major finding concerned the fact that students in the camp attended school more frequently than
those who did not — a direct correlation with feeling a sense of belonging and success in high
school (Waters et. al, 2012; Somers et. al, 2009; Langenkamp, 2010). The elements that made
this summer program a success present a strong case for how a determined and well thought-out
focus on students’ academic, personal, and social needs during the critical transition to high
school make a significant positive difference in the overall outcomes for rising freshmen (Ash-
ton, 2008; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Greene et. al, 2003; Smith et. al, 2008). This re-
search relates well to my study, as it presents a case for why summer transitional programs are
both important and must meet needs based on their life course development and universal strug-
gles with transition. Additionally, it helps the study addressed in this literature review by using
student perceptions of the transition experience in order to analyze program effectiveness — an
aspect of planning that has been deemed effective (Harper & Davis, 2012).

Middle school transition support. Middle school models of proven interventions will
greatly assist in preparing students for the difficult transition to high school. Bottoms & Timber-
lake (2008) studied the Making Middle Grades Work (MMGW) model that includes a detailed
focus on preparing middle school students for the rigors of high school. The elements of this de-
sign complement practices employed by the high school and add value to the overall transition
efforts. Those elements include: a) expecting more of students and supporting their efforts, b)

teaching a rigorous curriculum, c) providing engaging and authentic assignments, d)
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emphasizing transitions, and e) having a clear mission and vision for school improvement. The
Southern Region Education Board (SREB) found through this study that schools who imple-
mented these elements contributed significantly to students who were academically successful
with high school readiness in the areas of mathematics, reading, and science. Given the afore-
mentioned challenges students face academically, socially, and emotionally in the transition to
high school, emphasizing transitions during middle school support practices can lead to students
having less concern over the move to high school (McCallumore, 2010). Literature strongly sup-
ports results-driven emphasis in at least one of the areas of academic, social, or emotional well-
being for incoming students as a way of lightening the load of challenges faced — one main issue
being academic preparation (McCallumore, 2010; Greene et. al, 2003; Smith et. al, 2008). This
research relates to the study addressed in this review of literature, as it speaks to what should
happen prior to students arriving to high school independent of high school personnel. When this
academic preparation does not occur, the issues are handed over to the next level of teachers who
already have other challenges to address in creating this new relationship. Considering issues AA
males face prior to the transition, the ideas raised in this inquiry correlate to many of these chal-
lenges, bringing further attention to how academic readiness issues can be addressed in key areas
(math, writing, and science) with the right interventions. Tying the successful middle school
model to the high school model will produce a situation for students that will guarantee optimum
opportunity for success in high school (Ashton, 2008; Neild, 2009). The literature that supports
middle school success in assisting students with the transition matches many of the aspects of
summer bridge programs and high school transitional support efforts, so the bridging of the two

will only require parties to engage in a meeting of the minds focused on the same goals for
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students — similar to what was expressed earlier concerning vertical teaming (Ashton, 2008;
Neild, 2009; Education Partnerships, 2012).

Dropout prevention programs. Another focus area evident in the literature has to do
with preventing students from dropping out from school (Neild et. al, 2008). This is a needed in-
tervention, because failure to achieve credits during the first year of high school increases the
likelihood of such a decision (Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011). The credit issue is one of the
most significant findings related to transition difficulties, because ninth grade success serves as
one of the most significant predictors of graduation (Greene et. al, 2003; Benner, 2009; Neild,
2008). Students who are not successful during their ninth grade year are more likely to drop out
because of this reality than at any other time during their high school career, as the notion of fall-
ing behind during the first year of high school is difficult to overcome in addition to other barri-
ers to success (Neild, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011).

Given this, Somers et. al (2009) studied the effects of a high school dropout prevention
program for ninth graders. In this study, researchers evaluated the effects of key elements of the
program. These include summer enrichment, tutorial, personal development, and parental in-
volvement. Each element was analyzed to see how they impacted a student’s motivation to con-
tinue in high school. These researchers employed a quasi-experimental methodology and theoret-
ical perspective rooted in phenomenolgy, and there was no significant difference found between
the participant group and study group that indicated any impact the interventions had on stu-
dents’ desire to finish school successfully. However, there was a noted difference between stu-
dent academic success in their ninth grade courses. The majority of students who participated
were successfully promoted to the tenth grade. Therefore, while not explicitly stated through the

study, they overcame one of the main predictors of dropping out from ninth grade by producing
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successful marks during their first year ((Neild, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011). The
researchers concluded that these practices need to be considered in devising interventions for stu-
dents who are most likely to struggle during the transition to high school so, at the very least, the
academic credit barrier can be addressed. This research relates to the study focused on in this lit-
erature review because it also focuses on AA males, albeit a larger subset. Additionally, it notes
that special attention must be given to the time of transition to high school for struggling stu-
dents.

Literature on the topic of high school transitions includes both clear identification of the
difficulties associated with eighth graders moving to the ninth grade and effective practices that
align with these challenges. These practices lend to each other in ways that help the reader to
craft effective approaches that meet the needs of their population (Ashton, 2009; Smith et. al,
2008).As it relates to my study intended to address the impact of perceptions and practices of
teachers on transitional experiences for AA males, using this information will prove beneficial in
better understanding why some approaches are effective for this group.

To accompany the points already raised in this review, it is important to better understand the
AA young male — both excluslively and in the context of environments he will encounter during
secondary years. The remainder of this review intends to address these areas.

The African-American Male

While all students tend to experience academic difficulties during the transition to high
school, AA males experience unique differences in academic progress in America (Toldson et.
al., 2009; Miramba & Palmer, 2011). This has caused an achievement gap perpetuated over sev-
eral decades (Toldson et. al, 2009). In all areas of secondary achievement, AAmales remain in

the lowest of subgroup performances (Miramba et. al., 2011; National Education Center, 2010).
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The achievement gap exists on several levels and increases in higher grades, affected by teacher
perceptions of this critical group and limited application of understandings between adult educa-
tors and AAmales (Kenyatta, 2009; Tucker, 2012). This portion of the literature review speaks to
the impact of teacher perceptions, unique group factors, the achievement gap, and school prac-
tices that have proven successful. These are important to this study in conjunction with the diffi-
culty of the transition, as they deepen the challenges associated with a critical time in the life of
AA males. Further, the literature that supports these areas raises the question as to whether edu-
cators who interact with this group consider such information.

The african-american male achievement gap. AA males are three times more likely to
be retained than their Caucasian counterparts (Toldson et. al, 2009). This retention difference is
accompanied by varied school-related outcomes, where AA males are more likely to be sus-
pended, referred to special education services, and/or obtain some type of criminal record
(Milner, 2009; Fleming, Catalano, Mazza, Brown, Haggerty, & Harachi, 2008). While the debate
continues regarding the effectiveness of retention, research primarily points to the damaging ef-
fects of this policy and practice (Martin, 2011). With this in mind, the issue of trend reversal in
black male student achievement must consider the consequences of holding students back. Given
the fact that retention rates occur for blacks at 40 — 50% compared to whites at 25 — 35%, this
issue helps to create the aforementioned bulge in ninth grade and serves as a precursor to the
presence of diverse issues upon entering high school for AA male students (Gentry, 2009). One
of the main issues has to do with high school completion, where 70% of ninth grade AA males
fail to graduate on time with their peers (Milner, 2009). As far as graduation rate is concerned,
AA ma-les struggle with walking across the stage both during and beyond their appointed time

(Toldson et. al., 2009). By the age of 23, only 80% of AA males possess a high school diploma.
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Historically, this gap is greater between AA and Caucasian males, where at least a 7% gradua-
tion difference exists between ages 23 and 75. The gap is its widest during elderly years, speak-
ing directly to the history of the issue (Toldson et. al., 2009). These differences in achievement
for AA males contribute to the importance of my study, as they reveal the utility of considering
outcomes and challenges for this group at the time of transition. While retention significantly in-
fluences this national epidemic, there are several other factors that high school educators must
become knowledgeable of in order to prepare for successful experiences with this struggling
group. These other factors speak directly to the need for changes and considerations for schools
and systems when engaging with the unique dynamics of AA males (Milner, 2009).

Unique african-american male factors. The AA male comes with a unique set of needs
and characteristics, necessitating those who work with this group to both understand and address
the needs in order to foster success. There are large populations of AA males who grow up in vi-
olent surroundings and neighborhoods, for example (Corprew, 2012; Cokley et. al., 2012; Pat-
ton et. al., 2012). Research suggests that this has an impact on outcomes for this population, fur-
thering the issues of the achievement gap already discussed (Kenyatta, 2009). Patton, Woolley,
and Hong (2012) studied the relationship between exposure to violence and low achievement,
relating the study specifically to making the transition to high school. The purpose of this study
was to examine the relationship between high rates of exposure to violence and school outcomes.
This phenomenological study, using a sample of AA males, concluded that exposure to violence
led to decreased feelings of safety in the school and neighborhood, which in turn led to low aca-
demic success. To support this conclusion, the author used the PVEST (Phenomenological Vari-
ant Ecological Systems Theory) to better capture individualized experiences with violence. The

author applied two theories — concentration effects and social disorganization theory.
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Concentration effects theory essentially focuses on increased concentrations of AA, poor,
and female — headed households during a time frame spanning 20 years, suggesting that such
concentrations increases the gap between higher and lower educated males as well as higher and
lower socio-economic groups. Social disorganization theory seeks to establish a relationship be-
tween concentrations of social issues and the ability to maintain “effective social controls”. In
particular, it suggests a link between community violence and an increased risk for depression,
anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, aggression, drug use, or low self-esteem. Both of these
theories will be presented to participants in this study in order to consider how they relate to
teachers’ experiences. These are deeply relevant because of the issue of long-term effects that is
raised. Some students who enter high school have assumed or been exposed to negative behav-
iors for several years. The challenge of addressing and changing these behaviors can be difficult
for high school educators. As mentioned earlier, it has been my experience that teachers have not
considered such a phenomenon. Specifically for the group of students my study focuses on, the
research of Patton et. al (2012) is significant in that it shows the effects violence can have on an
AA male’s ability to cope with life’s challenges. Additionally, having worked in inner-city
schools with violence surrounding them, AA males being exposed to such an environment is a
reality.

There have also been unique legislative consequences imposed on AA males. Consider-
ing the aforementioned consequences of negative exposures in concert with policy-based issues
beyond the control of students, the plight of the AA male only increases. Donnor (2010) studied
the impact that No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation will have on AA males’ opportunity to
be successful in the post-industrial workforce. This is relevant for my study because of the focus

on the impact of programming on a specific group. The author posits that this legislation
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particularly works against AA males in Title I schools, and it is more focused on the law than on
the students. Given the unique needs this group faces, the requirements behind NCLB end up do-
ing more harm to this group than good in the long run, as the elements of the requirements do not
coincide with the time-sensitive needs of AA males (Milner, 2009). Additionally, the article dis-
cusses the disproportionate numbers of AA males involved in suspensions, placed in reme-
dial/special education, and not prepared year after year for the next grade level (Toldson, 2009;
DeWit, 2008). These issues essentially lead to limited opportunities for higher education and ex-
posure to the skills needed to be successful in the future labor market.

AA students are at greater risk for both academic and social problems during the transi-
tion from middle to high school (Holcomb-Mccoy, 2011). These issues include and are often the
result of stereotyping, limited role models, home and school culture disconnections, and ethnic
identity exploration (Holcomb — McCoy, 2011; Patton, 2012). These challenges produce a
chasm between the intentions of schooling and the attention AA male students give to their own
learning (Corprew, 2012; Chambers, 2011; Fleming, 2008). As alluded to earlier, exposure to vi-
olence at school and in the neighborhood serves as another unique challenge that AA males face,
where the likelihood of exposure to violence and homicide for these young men far outweighs
any other young population (Patton, 2011; Lee, 2011). The fact that black males are three times
more likely to experience suspension and/or expulsion than white males contributes to the issue
of disillusionment when it comes to success in school (National Education Association, 2011;
Smith et. al., 2010). In the midst of striving to know oneself and overcome the onslaught of vio-
lent behavior by peers inside and outside the school, the secondary AA male therefore suffers
from an accumulation of factors that all surface at the same time, where other groups in many

cases are merely struggling to make the transition from middle to high school a successful reality
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(Toldson, 2009; Kenyatta, 2009). This leads to many black males giving up and ultimately drop-
ping out of school (Toldson, 2009). To add to these challenges, 43% of AA families are run by
single mothers compared to 12% for non—AA families (Hines et. al., 2013). While almost all
freshmen struggle with the transition to high school, AA males experience the most problems in
becoming academically and socially connected upon entering the new setting (Benner, 2009).
Given the myriad of black male factors that contribute significantly to performance and success,
disservice has occurred in America's schools in not considering these factors in the function of
schooling - to the extent that the factors should lead us directly to putting relevant practices and
interventions in place at the right time in order to reverse the trends that many schools in Amer-
ica can relate to (Caldwell, 2009; Toldson, 2009). These same problems lead to increases in other
conditions that end up having a plaguing effect on society. AA males who experience limited
success in their academic and social efforts entering high school are more likely to drop out as
soon as the ninth grade year (Lee, 2011). The vicious downward spiral begins here, where these
same students populate our juvenile justice system courtrooms and ultimately our prisons (Don-
nor, 2010; Lee, 2011). For those who do not follow the prison pipeline, they end up not having
reached any of the goals they had while in high school.

Despite the performance data that reveal discernible gaps in achievement, these same
young men join and sometimes outdistance their other-race peers in clearly communicating their
aspirations (Lee, 2011). Research shows that black male students desire to attend college and
experience successful avenues of life, yet they find themselves consumed with low teacher ex-
pectations, no sense of belonging to accompany academic performance issues, and the need to
pursue other opportunities, no matter how negative or unrealistic they are, in order to feel vali-

dated (Kenyatta, 2012; McDougal, 2009). The question looms, "What can high school educators



30

do to better engage this group in order to improve their futures and the future of America?" Just
like the rest of our nation, this struggling but promising group is needed to support an economy
that calls for highly trained students to both enter the workforce or to continue their education
successfully beyond high school (Donnor, 2010; Caldwell et. al., 2009). The issues raised reach
far back and cover several iterations of students who have come and gone from our high schools,
having experience setback after setback (Toldson et. al, 2009; Miramba et. al.; 2011). With this
said, it is critical for high school educators to find a point along the journey of students where the
most propitious impact can manifest itself. Considering the impasse that almost all students reach
once they begin preparing for the rigors and different environment of high school, this is by far
the place where more emphasis on capturing and preparing our sons must be placed (Education
Partnerships, 2012; Milner, 2009; Holcomb-McCoy, 2011). As it relates to this study, this re-
search leads one to question the extent to which educators have considered unique factors when
engaging with AA males. Further, it sets the foreground for deeper inquiry regarding how
teacher perceptions may relate to these unique circumstances. The next section of this review
will address these perceptions from an engagement standpoint.
Teacher Engagement with African-American Males

Along with the issues already plaguing AA male students and the nation, perhaps one of
the most alarming realities is the perception many teachers operate with on a daily basis with this
endangered group (Davenport, 2009; Milner, 2009; Thomas, Coarde, Stevenson, Bentley, &
Zamela, 2009). This issue is of paramount importance when considering this study. The problem
of teachers’ low expectations comes with hostility towards the misunderstood aggression of
black male students whose surroundings have taught him to survive (Lee, 2011). Further, teach-

ers with this mindset demonstrate an inability to tailor instruction to meet the needs of a group of
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students who oftentimes require a differentiated approach to learning, and they fail to recognize
the importance of teaching black male students about themselves; they also tend not to build
meaningful relationships as a way to better understand them (Milner, 2009; Toldson, 2009; Lee,
2011).

Research consistently speaks to the impact that teacher interactions and perceptions have
on the success of AA students (Davenport, 2009; Milner, 2008; Thomas et. al., 2009). Specifi-
cally, teachers' perceptions of the abilities and disposition of AA males influence how they en-
gage with this group. This leads to adverse reactions in students and further contributes to unique
factors mentioned earlier (Bowman, 2009). Coupled with unique characteristics and challenges
that AA males already possess, this makes for a challenging situation when schools attempt to
meet their needs.

Kenyatta (2009) conducted a study to demonstrate the effect of teacher-student interac-
tions involving AA male students. Employing structuralism as a theoretical perspective, the au-
thor discussed “hidden curricula” that helps to shape the school environment, where teacher per-
ceptions have a significant impact on AA male student engagement and achievement. Essen-
tially, the author posits that the school facilitates the underachievement of AA male students by
not understanding the effects of teacher practices. The study also notes the failure to give due
consideration to the effects of teacher practices, where most teachers’ perceptions of AA males
often go unchallenged. A change in this area would make a difference in outcomes for this
group. The findings in this study relate strongly to the research this review addresses, as it talks
specifically about the impact of teacher-student interactions — most notably how teacher percep-
tions affect the climate created for AA males in the school setting. It also brings to light unique

factors.



32

Kenyatta (2009) continued by highlighting the school’s responsibility on a student’s aca-
demic identity; the fact that the teacher has the most interaction with a student was the main
point discussed in this light. Given this increased interaction, teacher attendance, level of expec-
tations, and quality of support lead the impact that adults in a secondary setting have on AA male
students’ opportunity and ability to both achieve and recognize such ability. One of the most dis-
turbing findings in this study was the difference in impact between positive and negative percep-
tions. The research revealed that negative perceptions have a greater impact on AA male stu-
dents’ performance than positive perceptions. Second to this finding was the specific impact of
teacher perceptions on social skills, where higher perceptions of AA students’ social skills led to
higher grades. This is important to the study that this review addresses, as it reveals the need to
look closely at how teacher perceptions influence outcomes for AA males. It also brings to light
the issue of misunderstanding this group and how this can negatively impact how teacher percep-
tions play a role in day-to-day interactions.

A tertiary finding, noted in a study from Alvidrez and Weinstein (1999) cited the rela-
tionship between pre-school teacher perceptions of AA male students and later success in higher
grades — indicators that noted differences in grade point averages and performance on the SAT.
This study, sampling students age 4, 6, 11, and 18 for longitudinal analysis, found differences in
student outcomes over time based on teachers’ self-fulfilling prophecies and expectations for stu-
dents’ success, noting differences in how AA male students were led down negative academic
trajectories more than any other race group. While boys in general were looked upon less favora-
bly than girls, AA male responses were unique to others. The last finding in this research reveals
the culturally relevant aspects of teacher perceptions and how these impact a group of students

who possess unique and often misunderstood behavior qualities (Caldwell et. al., 2009; Cokley
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et. al., 2011; Irving et. al, 2008). This opportunity for perceptions to interplay with the AA male
in the school setting deepens the importance of addressing the critical teacher-student relations-
hip throughout the K-12 experience (Thomas, et. al., 2011; Milner, 2008). Davenport (2009) also
studied the effects of teachers' culturally relevant beliefs on the school experiences of AA males
in two suburban middle schools, revealing findings contrary to the majority of research. These
schools are located in a very diverse public school district in Middlesex County, New Jersey.
Like many school districts throughout this country, he found that many AA male students were
experiencing school differently based on the disparities in the number of discipline referrals, spe-
cial education referrals, suspension and dropout rates. This study was intended to address the fol-
lowing questions:

0 How are teacher culturally relevant beliefs related to the student achievement of
African American males?

0 How do the self-reported experiences of high achieving and low achieving Afri-
can American males vary according to the culturally relevant beliefs, values, and biases of their
teachers?

0 Do these beliefs appear to contribute to the school experience of African Ameri-
can males such that these students are disproportionately disciplined, referred to the Child Study
Team, perform poorly on standardized tests, and receive the greatest percentage of the failing
grades based on the boys self-reported experiences?

This mixed — method study was conducted following a sequential explanatory research
design. The primary focus of the quantitative data was the 48-item CRB survey created by Dr.
Angel Love. This instrument was distributed to the teaching staff of the two middle schools.

Comparisons were made using the teacher's responses and the grading, testing, and discipline
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data from both schools. A focus group of AA male students provided the qualitative data for this
study. The purpose of this focus group was to connect the students' view of the teachers' class-
room practice, compared to their self-reported responses, and the teachers' perception of their
practices. The results of this study did not indicate a causal relationship between their culturally
relevant beliefs of the teachers and the school experience of AA male students. Generally, the
achievement as determined by test scores and grades was not associated with the survey results
of any of the students based on student ethnicity and teacher survey responses. Questions raised
concerning the social desirability of teacher responses and how this should be considered for fur-
ther research was also discussed. Countering this research, Gordon, Iwamoto, Ward, and Nadia
(2008) studied teacher interactions from a mentorship standpoint and reported different findings.
This research and the final portion of this literature review will focus on the posive effects of
mentorship and meaningful human contact with the AA male.

The work of Gordon et. al (2008) focused on identifying successful intervention pro-
grams specifically for increasing academic achievement with AA male students. The purpose
was to prove the significance of racial identity in ensuring academic and social success for AA
male students. Both mentoring and culturally responsive strategies were included as elements of
success. The study went on to heavily discuss the danger of disconnect between AA male stu-
dents and academics along with how this gap can cause serious damage over time. Part of the
theoretical perspective stated that students who identify highly with academics have increased
self-esteem and academic success, and that the opposite is true as well. Another part of the au-
thor’s theoretical perspective involved understanding psychological functions of AA males, and
therefore the ability to relate programs and teacher interactions to these functions and related be-

haviors. As the reading suggests, there is limited research on the relationship between racial
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identity and academic achievement in middle school boys; it focuses heavily on investigating the
impact of a mentor program (the Benjamin E. Mays Institute) on racial/academic identity and ac-
ademic performance for AA eighth-grade students using a quantitative comparison methodology.
The study included students who had repeated a grade, a portion of students labeled at risk by
previous instructors, and an overall student population demonstrating attributes that would render
them receptive to the elements of the program. This study is important, as it represents a clear
example of assessing the impact of teacher-led interventions on a targeted AA male student
group. It is further significant to the study this review addresses, as it discusses solutions directly
related to how teachers and others relate to the AA male in the secondary setting.

Evident throughout both of these studies is the need for professional development to ad-
dress teacher practices from a cultural standpoint — specifically, learning that will challenge
teachers to reveal and address their perceptions of AA males (Kenyatta, 2009; Irving, 2008;
Wright, 2011). Failure to directly address teacher perceptions of AA males may end up only per-
petuating the achievement gap and disengagement of this group (McDougal, 2010; Thompson,
2011; Tucker, 2012). Teacher capacity and effectiveness, based on the research on the area of
teacher perceptions, serves as a strong leverage point for change in outcomes with AA males
(Thomas et. al., 2011; Wright, 2011). Given the tremendous impact teachers can have on a stu-
dent’s opportunity to succeed, the fact that well-studied practices are used in schools throughout
the nation reveals great chances for teachers and schools to experience positive outcomes for this
population. Schools and districts have already assessed the impact of interventions, having ac-
tively engaged in employing relevant methods to improve student achievement for AA males (Ir-

ving & Hudley, 2008; Donnor, 2010; Murray & Naranjo, 2008; Tucker, Dixon, & Griddine,
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2010). The purpose behind the next portion of the literature review is to illustrate solutions that
already exist despite the aforementioned challenges.
School Practices and the African-American Male

The National Education Association (2011) studied effective practices related to the
unique needs of AA males. The purpose of their inquiry was to elucidate the plight of the AA
male student in education, citing the existence of under-resourced and poorly performing schools
they attend, significant differences in suspension and expulsion rates, the constitution of black
males in special education programs, limited numbers in gifted and talented programs, low grad-
uation and college attendance rates, and the differences in prepared teachers working with the
subgroup. This was researched in hopes of bringing more attention to the capacity that schools
and school systems possess to change these realities. School leadership, a culturally responsive
curriculum, and deliberate empowerment efforts were noted as key elements of promoting suc-
cess for AA male students. Using a case study methodology, the author illustrated successful
programs from a school and university-resourced level proven to be successful in working with
this group. For the culturally responsive portion of the argument, the author cited the work of Ba-
ruti Kafele (Newark Tech), a proponent of focusing on the learning gap with students. In Mary-
land, the use of positive behavioral interventions and supports was noted as a key component of
addressing issues with AA male students. At the university level, the work of John Hopkins Uni-
versity Talent Development Middle and High School Project focused on reducing chronic absen-
teeism and school suspensions while increasing teacher collaboration, instructional support, so-
cial services, utilization of community partners, and professional development for teachers. An-
other key example involved Belmont High School in Ohio, where focus on collaboration, data

use, creative outreach, and parent engagement drove the success of AA male students. The
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leadership of this school contended that the faithful implementation of the right strategies with
the right goals in mind will yield positive results for AA male student success in high school. In
particular, the use of positive behavioral interventions and related practices assisted in giving AA
males a greater sense of belonging with the school environment. This sense of belonging perhaps
is one of the most important needs for normally disengaged students (Milner, 2009).

Further strengthening this concept of belonging, Tucker, Dixon, and Griddine (2010)
studied AA male experiences in urban high schools to impress the importance of “mattering” at
school. Mattering refers to the practice of ensuring students demonstrate and feel a sense of be-
longing in the organization from the adults responsible for them. Their inquiry was grounded in a
theoretical perspective of transcendental phenomenology. This qualitative study was mainly un-
dertaken through interviews with students that focused on key questions related to the relations-
hips they have with different people in the building. The author concludes that a strong relation-
ship exists between success with students and the level of mattering they benefit from in their
schools (Kerpelman, Eryigit, & Stephens, 2008). Students who felt the opposite were not as suc-
cessful and tended to disconnect from the atmosphere either literally or figuratively. As it relates
to the inquiry addressed through this review, this lack of success and connection brings out the
impact of teacher/adult perceptions on the AA male and his struggle to fit into a society that
doesn’t acknowledge him in ways it does others (Patton et. al., 2012; Smith et. al., 2010). Moreo-
ver, it discusses the critical relationship between a student and a teacher, and notes in particular
how teachers have a significant impact on classroom and building climate.

Building climate and culture identification also have a significant impact on the achieve-
ment of AA males (Hudley, 2008; Irving, 2008). Given this, school practices should include an

incisive analysis of school cultures relative to the needs of AA male students. The concept of



38

culture identification should ideally find itself both in the practices of the school as it considers
other ethnicities and student groups, but mainly as a realized aspect of the work of teachers who
spend the majority of time with students (Kenyatta, 2009). Hudley (2008) conducted a study to
assess the relationship between intercultural perceptions, identity, and academic achievement
among AA males. In the study, the researchers concluded that negative identity and intercultural
perceptions had a negative relationship with achievement outcomes. AA males experienced dis-
connection and mistrust in these situations and therefore did not achieve on the same level as
their peers. This study honed in on specific and unique challenges associated with the AA male,
strengthening the argument that creative and relevant practices should be considered in address-
ing the needs of this group. It also provided insight on the importance of cultural identification
for AA males as they progress through school and are pushed to achieve at high levels. Schools
who employ such measures tend to have more success with this group (Tucker et. al., 2010).
Another successful practice is the employment of opportunities to spark the interest in ad-
olescents, pulling from their own aspirations and designing interventions to meet the needs of
such interests (Kerpelman et. al., 2008). Scales, Benson, & Roehlkapartain (2011) added to the
discovery of effective school practices by assessing the impact of understanding and applying
“sparks” in adolescents’ interests. The study took the interests and sparks of 1,400 adolescents,
built relationships to surround these interests, and provided opportunities for students to exercise
them. It concluded that doing so led to students who were more engaged in their studies, showed
increased interest in school, and grew based on the relationships and opportunities. It also found
that giving students voice added to their academic and social growth. This intervention was put
in place partly to counter the ill effects of the transition to high school — already noted as one of

the most challenging times of a student’s secondary career (Akos et. al., 2008; Cohen et. al.,
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2009). This empowerment strategy not only revealed the use of sparks as an effective strategy,
but it also noted the impact of the relationship that was nurtured through the whole engagement
with AA males in this way (Lee, Lewis, Sly, Carmack, Roberts & Basore, 2011). The work of
Scales et. al. (2011) identifies approaches that may be of use to transition efforts involving AA
males and makes it very relevant to the study of teacher perceptions and practices on the quality
of transitional experiences for this group of students.

These impactful practices provide evidence that there are interventions that have proven
effective in meeting the needs of AA male students. Given the difficulty of the transition to high
school combined with unique factors discussed earlier in this review, there is room for considera-
tion of similar practices to become a part of transitional experiences and the practices of teachers.

Whyatt (2009) also noted empowerment in the study of the effectiveness of a mentoring
program design based on the Nguzo Saba (seven principles of Kwanzaa) and Association for
School Counseling (ASC) National Model for mentoring on AA males. The study concluded that
AA males experienced empowerment, belonging, and subsequent s

The study concluded that AA males experienced empowerment, belonging, and subse-
quent school success as a result of being mentored by staff who demonstrated a vested interest in
their well-being. Reliant upon a strong belief system teachers must have, these principles were
immersed in the school’s curriculum and used to drive all of the work teachers involved this
group of students in. Closely related to these empowerment practices was the work of West,
Shure, Garrett, Conwill, and Rivera (2008) determining the importance and relevance of Rites of
Passage programs as a means of decreasing the achievement gap between AA males and their
European counterparts. The researchers noted the efforts of placement and compensatory pro-

grams, citing as their major weakness their inability to base their efforts on cultural knowledge of
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the students. The article concluded, based on a cultural deprivation theory of methodology, that
Rites of Passage programs that are strength-based and culturally driven truly work to reduce the
achievement gap. This, along, with the use of Nguzo Saba, draws on the significance of a cultu-
rally responsive curriculum capable of capturing and engaging AA male students, again reliant
upon educators who believe in its use (Davenport, 2009). This connects well to the study addres-
sed in this review because of the laser focus on providing interventions beneficial to AA males as
they move to high school. This further helps me to raise the issue of programming and how
teachers perceive the impact of interventions on AA males. Applying the concept of a culturally
relevant approach to teaching and learning, Wright (2011) assessed the success of AA males who
received a healthy racial identity-based support system in school along with academic support. It
concluded that students who experience this were more successful in high school and attributed
their success to being brought up with a healthy racial identity. The study used a grounded theory
approach in order to study 5 AA male students in the 11" and 12" grade, producing further ratio-
nale for the consideration of successful interventions used to support the academic, social and
emotional growth of AA male students.

Despite the unique and deep-seeded issues AA male students face, this portion of the li-
terature review brings light to positive and possible opportunities for educators to better un-
derstand this at-risk group of students and apply their understandings based on the work that ot-
her schools and groups have successfully done. Teacher perceptions of AA males stand out as
one of the most significant indicators of success and therefore an ideal entry point for schools

struggling for answers.
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Conclusion

Researchers strongly agree on the issue of AA male achievement as it relates to the tran-
sition experience into high school and teacher perceptions of this group. The long-standing issue
of successs for this group reveals the need to continue discovering ways to meet the academic,
social, and personal needs during a critical time. A significant aspect of this challenge is to more
deeply explore the relationship between teacher perceptions and AA male achievement. Given
the unique factors that this group possesses combined with the inevitable contact between these
two parties, the moral imperative behind this situation cannot be understated. (Toldson (2009)
made it clear that the progress of AA males has spanned over decades, influenced by a dark past
filled with racism and perpetuated by today’s unanswered questions. This review of literature has
sought to answer some of these questions by looking at the high school transition, the AA male
and teacher perceptions in hopes of fueling inquiry into the impact that teachers have on a strug-
gling group. In doing so, a focus on the high school transition covered the difficulties of this time
frame, specific issues concerning AA students, effective transitional practices and successful
programs in order to build a case for why the perceptions and practices of teachers are so impor-
tant to consider.

Contributions to the Field of Education

This paper noted significant contributions in the areas of transitional difficulties, the ne-
gative effects of grade retention, and the impact of teacher perceptions on the AA male’s acade-
mic and social success. The literature successfully outlined specific deficiencies students expe-
rience as a result of problems associated with the transition to high school, and it focused on both
universal and student-specific challenges faced (Benner, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative,

2011; Smith, Akos, Lim, & Wiley, 2008). In particular, the literature supports an emphasis on
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the high school transition when seeking improvements in student outcomes (Breakthrough Colla-
borative, 2011; Bottoms et. al, 2008; Warger, 2009). This proves to be helpful to the field, as it is
one of the main areas of concern for secondary educators throughout America (Williamston,
2010). Given research that discusses the impact of the classroom teacher, the literature covers the
impact of teacher perceptions well. Building leaders could benefit significantly by these literary
contributions that challenge the critical relationship between the teacher and the student. Articles
and studies consistently point to the strength of the teacher-student relationship, citing specifi-
cally unique differences for AA male students (Davenport, 2009; Milner, 2009; Thomas et. al,
2009). For those institutions composed of meaningful amounts of AA males, this strengthens
this contribution.
Overall Strengths

This research revealed common threads as it relates to connecting the high school transi-
tion with the struggle of the AA male. Primarily, each area outlined academic, social, and emo-
tional challenges associated with the most prevalent research (Allen, 2009; Martin, 2009; Sch-
nurr, 2009). This strengthens the argument that AA male students experience the greatest diffi-
culty in making the transition to high school (Gentry, 2009; Bhattacharrya et. al, 2011).Related
to these common challenges is the strong academic thread in each domain. The primary loss for
students who transition to high school is an academic one, and AA students lag behind their
cohorts mainly in academic performance (Benner, 2009; Bonvin, 2008; Milner, 2009). Because
of this, the research in these three areas has painted a clear entry point for solutions to the plight
of AA males, showing the benefit of considering the transition to high school as one of the most

propitious areas to study (Warger, 2009; Herlihy et. al, 2008).
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Another overall shared strength of the research points to the dropout crisis that is caused
by the difficulty of the transition and most problematic among AA male students. Again, there is
opportunity to glean a deeper understanding of the relationship between unique AA male factors
and their ability to successfully complete high school with their peers. Research on the transition
to high school consistently speaks to the difficulty students face across subgroups of students and
regions (Benner, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Smith, Akos, Lim, & Wiley, 2008).
This particularly strong aspect of the research points to the power that transition in general has
on a student's ability to succeed in high school, drawing on empirical studies of freshman groups
of students, outlining differences in outcomes among age groups, and considering regional in-
fluences on the same (Bottoms et. al, 2008; Benner, 2009; Langenkamp, 2010; Waters et. al,
2012). The issue is more pronounced for AA students and greatest for AA males. Further more,
literature covering the impact of teacher perceptions strongly supports its connection to achieve-
ment with this group. It is important to note that the research focused on such perceptions cites
mostly academic and social consequences. It also noted that there are more negative outcomes
based on negative interactions than the opposite (Caldwell et. al., 2009; Cokley et. al., 2011; Ir-
ving et. al, 2008).

Overall Weaknesses/Gaps in the Research

Literature does not significantly address the impact of summer transitional programs and
interventions for AA males, nor does it identify proven strategies that improve teacher percep-
tions of this group. There were limited examples of actual summer transition programs and their
impact. In cases where the impact was actually noted, data minimally covered longitudinal bene-
fits of the transitional experience. More research is needed to better assess the long-term conse-

quences of engaging students during this time. The literature also does not cite many situations
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where differentiated approaches to student needs were employed and analyzed. Most programs
benefitted the entire group and did not necessarily contain information for critical groups outside
of academic support. From an AA male standpoint, the information that speaks strongly to the
impact of a teacher’s perception and expectations on AA male student achievement does little to
inform the reader on what has been done to counter this issue with teacher groups. While there
are studies that used effective practices in better engaging AA males, these practices are not ne-
cessarily tied to the specific challenge of changing teacher practices through concentrated profes-
sional learning efforts or direct attention on the issue.
Next Steps in the Research

Therefore, more in-depth research on the aspects of programs and people that target the
specific needs of AA males is a must. Such a study could assist schools in furthering the progress
of this group based on discoveries during the time of transition. The review has made it clear that
this is a critical time in the life of an adolescent. Hence, there is open opportunity for further in-
quiry designed to target specific teacher-based needs as an effort to change teacher practices and
perceptions concerning AA males. At the very least, promoting awareness of teacher perceptions
will open the door for further discovery of better ways to reach this group — a goal my study is
guaranteed to accomplish based on the design. This issue is important to solve due to the signifi-
cant interaction that occurs between the teacher and student. The study addressed in this review
intends to look deeply at this challenge from the eyes of the practitioner, drawing from teacher
experiences in order to determine the extent to which AA male achievement can be positively
influenced. Examining the impact of teacher perceptions and practices on the quality of transition
experiences for AA males is therefore critical to deepening the focus on the power the teacher

has over AA male achievement. Discovering teacher capacity from this perspective, given the
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many challenges that society faces on this topic and with this group, could possibly help change

the world and reverse the course of achievement gaps in schools across the country.
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2 HOPE AT THE CROSSROADS: TEACHER IMPACT

AND AFRICAN-AMERICAN MALE SUCCESS

This paper describes and discusses the methodology used in a study of the impact of
teacher perceptions and practices on the quality of transitional experiences for AA males enter-
ing high school. It begins with a description of the context in which the research takes place and
the role of the researcher in the study. A discussion of the methodology used and the methods of
data collection and analysis follow. Finally, the paper deals with the findings and a discussion of
the implications of the study. These findings are presented both as a unit and as detailed individ-
ual claims that provide insights into the purpose of this study.

Context

The Summer Bridge program is a yearly experience provided to students in all high
schools of the Freedom County School district. This past year was only the second time that dis-
trict-level leadership saw the need to provide funding for each school to work with their incom-
ing group of ninth graders. Prior to this time frame, only schools that were a part of a now-ex-
pired Smaller Learning Community grant were able to provide this experience for a select group
of students.

Renaissance High School is 81% AA and serves a population of 1,750 inner city students
with diverse educational proficiency levels. AA males account for 41% of the student population
and 44% of the freshman class. This number is consistent with the past four years of incoming
freshmen. When Renaissance engages in the Summer Bridge program, the leadership typically
targets the majority of students who have not demonstrated prerequisite skills for high school.
The organization hopes to use this opportunity to prepare them for the challenges that await them

on the next level. Teachers are purposively selected for the program based on their demonstrated
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ability to positively impact students in a short period of time. A limited budget sets the bar on
programming during the two-week period, and a small amount of teachers engage in some ele-
ment of planning for the experiences provided to students.

The district provides funding to schools to operate Summer Bridge programs because of
its primary goal to graduate at least 90% of incoming freshmen on time. With this in mind, Re-
naissance High School reported graduation rates of 71.1% in 2013 and 68.3% in 2014. These fig-
ures are based on a cohort graduation rate calculator utilized by the Georgia Department of Edu-
cation. On the negative end, graduation results suffer becaue of a high mobility rate. Fifty-two
percent of freshmen move out of the school’s attendance zone prior to their anticipated gradua-
tion date. Therefore, interventions like the Summer Bridge program hope to target as many stu-
dents as possible in an effort to give them a strong foundation that motivates their families to
continue their enrollment. Interventions like this afford Renaissance the opportunity to build the
types of relationships that will compel families to focus on a consistent educational experience
(Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Greene & Forster, 2003). Although it is not always easy,
there has been some measure of success.

The Summer Bridge program is composed of a directed set of interventions that schools
decide to use for a period of two weeks prior to participants’ freshman year. These programs in-
clude academic enrichment, relationship building, exposure to the Preliminary Scholastic Apti-
tude Test (PSAT), motivational field trips, and general acclimation to the expectations for high
school. Depending on the time used for planning, the organization of these interventions depend
on input from both administrators and teachers. In the case of Renaissance High School, only
three individuals took part in a majority of the planning for the 2015 session. Other teachers used

what was given to them to engage with student participants.
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AA males comprise 42% of the Summer Bridge population each year. This past year, 86
attended the program out of 177 students. This same population has historically led other groups
in numbers of suspensions, referrals to special education, and involvement with the juvenile jus-
tice system (Gentry, 2009; Toldson et. al, 2009). Therefore, there was reason to focus on this
group of students for further inquiry and intervention. Year after year, Summer Bridge programs
include best practices supported by research (Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Greene et. al,
2003). Additionally, there is usually time for all-male and all-female meetings or inteventions
designed to target specific needs. Prior to this year, there had been no specific focus on meeting
the understood needs of AA males.

Theoretical Framework

A theoretical framework of constructionism was employed based on interest in building
from teachers’ experiences and beliefs an accurate assessment of the perceived impact of transi-
tional interventions for AA male students placed in high school (Schwandt, 2001; Richards &
Morse, 2013). This assessment was used to influence change in light of a better understanding of
AA students’ academic and social needs (Dana, 2009). Further, this approach helped to build a
platform for better understanding how teacher perceptions play a role in the success of special-
ized programming for AA males.

Theoretical Perspective

Cognitive anthropology guided the inquiry of teachers’ perceptions of their role in pre-
paring AA students for high school. “Cognitive anthropology is the study of the relation between
human society and human thought.” (D’ Andrade, 1995, p.1). Through this approach, I was able
to assess how teachers’ experiential knowledge about the high school transition, teacher impact

and AA male influence relate to the school setting in terms of their role and experience during
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the creation and implementation of transitional experiences (D’ Andrade, 1995). Beyond the cur-
rent, cognitive anthropology was used to guide future steps; with a better understanding and pos-
sibility of a different perception of the AA male combined with increased knowledge of how to
best engage this group, teachers will have the opportunity to apply newer understandings to more
effective approaches to achievement for this group. This study therefore sought to probe the
thoughts of teachers in relation to the societal issue of AA male achievement. It was indeed
based on the assumption that there is knowledge that has been learned from experiences with AA
male students, and analyzing this knowledge along with how it has influenced perceptions would
be valuable (Barrett, Stich & Laurence, 2012).
Participants

This study involved a total of 16 participants composed of 11 teachers, one counselor,
and one assistant principal who are all a part of some aspect of the Summer Bridge program
and/or the Freshman Academy. Thirteen of the 16 were employed with the Summer Bridge dur-
ing the 2014-15 school year, and 3 participants were teachers who taught freshman students in
recent past years. The first step in my selection process was to meet with all teachers to briefly
explain the purpose of the intended study. Next, | emailed all teachers and especially invited
Freshman Academy educators to hear all of the details of the study. In this meeting, teachers im-
mediately responded and expressed interest. Out of the ones interested, | purposively selected
participants in the Summer Bridge program because of how I needed to be involved with this
group in the planning and debriefing of the intervention. Additionally, 8 of the participants will
be a part of the Freshman Academy during the upcoming regular school year. They also worked
with the Freshman Academy in the past. Everyone signed an informed consent form approved

through the Georgia State University Institutional Review Board (IRB), noting that a) their
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participation was voluntary, b) they could remove themselves at any time from the study, and c)
any records tied to their name would remain confidential. Because of their past and planned in-
teractions with AA male freshmen in particular, | felt that they would give valuable insights into
this study. A brief profile of each participant follows.

Dina. Dina has been teaching for 9 years. She spent the majority of her career in urban
environments on the secondary level. During her teacher training, she spent 6 months as a stu-
dent teacher. This experience included exposure in the urban, suburban and rural setting. In order
to become a teacher, she was required to successfully complete a 6-month student teaching pro-
gram and take an extremely rigorous test for certification. She even remarked that there were
times she wanted to quit. Dina relates well to the struggles freshmen may encounter in the transi-
tion to high school; every year, she shares grades from her freshman year in school to illustrate
how she struggled to make the transition from middle school. This tool has proven to be a useful
one, and she consistently employs similar methods in order to motivate students.

Darryl. Darryl who comes from a “single-parent” home experienced only father figures
throughout his life. He spent his early years in life outside the countrywhere he grew up in a cul-
ture that he notes was “10 times as difficult”. He noted that “only the rich get educated, and the
poor get educated only if they have the funds”. Despite these challenges, he came to the United
States of America to receive his post-secondary education. This education included a strong con-
nection with other college students who supported one another throughout the journey to gradua-
tion. He attributes his success to this support system.

Oscar. Oscar has been teaching for 12 years. He coaches the varsity basketball team and
admitted that coaching is his passion. Prior to teaching, Oscar had aspirations of becoming a doc-

tor. In the early years of his career, he established a clear separation between coaching and
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teaching. His maturity and experience taught him to associate the two. The most impactful per-
son during his undergraduate years was someone who never allowed him to settle, and this same
spirit exudes in his interactions both with his athletes and his students.

Harriet. Harriet is in her second year of teaching. Prior to these years, she served as a
substitute teacher at the school. She obtained her undergraduate degree in mathematics and con-
tinues to work on her teacher certification. Her involvement with students is very personal; her
hands-on approach results in a classroom rooted in love and a no-nonsense belief system. Stu-
dents gravitate to her, and she is always eager to find ways to assist the school in successfully
reaching students.

Cheryl. Cheryl received her training through the Teach for America preparation pro-
gram. She is in her third year in the special education department. Although not directly involved
with the Freshman Academy program, she was asked to be a part of the Summer Bridge efforts
because of her work ethic and success with students beyond her classroom. When her two years
of teaching obligation expired with Teach for America, she chose to remain in the profession.

Raina. Her journey to education started with an extensive career in law enforcement.
This was her first career before she considered a change to teaching during the No Child Left Be-
hind era. Her tenure included the coordination of juvenile gang prevention programs and active
duty in the inner-city streets. She holds degrees on the undergraduate and graduate levels, and
she is in her third year of a doctoral program. Prior to coming to the school, she worked for 6
years in an alternative setting. During this time, she witnessed much of the same challenges from
her years in law enforcement. However, the alternative setting allowed her to provide more edu-
cation than punishment. She found ways during this time to expose AA males (the majority pop-

ulation there) to horticulture. Her passion led her to ask leadership for the freedom to create
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engaging opportunities to a traditonally unsuccessful population. She actively seeks opportuni-
ties to work with AA males and has a young AA sone of her own.

Monica. Monica’s first experience was through student teaching in Virginia. The popula-
tion was a multicultural one, and her assignments included majority ninth grade students. After
graduating, she worked with freshmen for the first 6 years of her career. Now in her 17" year as
an english language arts teacher, she attributes her early experiences during college to her ability
to work well with incoming ninth graders. She also worked with two non-profit organizations
that worked with students of poverty. This is important to mention, because the multicultural en-
vironment in Virginia was composed of more affluent students than the ones she works with
now.

Rosa. This participant came to the school during the middle of a year and has successs-
fully completed three years at the school. She was a general science education major who knew
she wanted to teach from the very beginning. Unlike other teachers, Rosa experienced immediate
success in creating relationships and establishing a rigorous learning environment with students
in the middle of the year.

Wanda. Wanda attended Renaissance High School from ninth to twelfth grade. She went
on to attend a local university to major in chemistry. Having realized she was a sociable person,
she decided to tutor before finishing college. This opened her eyes to teaching, and she has been
in education for the past 15 years. She believes in putting students first and affectionately calls
them her “babies”. This is her third year serving as an assistant principal. She oversees the Fresh-
man Academy. Her leadership was instrumental in providing direction to the ninth grade teachers

and those employed by the Summer Bridge program.
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Sheila. Both Wanda and Sheila graduated the same year from the school where this study
took place. She also attended a local college and is currently working on her terminal degree.
During her undergraduate years, Sheila was highly active in numerous organizations as she com-
pleted her studies in health and physical education. Her dedication continued into the school,
where she works with students in and outside her class. This is her 12" year in education, and
she is well-known for leading efforts that promote the well-being of students.

Reginald. Teaching is a second career for Reginald. After a long career ended with a ma-
jor coporation, he decided to pursue teaching based on previous experience on the West Coast.
He became certified to teach social studies through a university Master’s program. This experi-
ence led him to seek National Board certification, but he did not complete the process. However,
he attributes some of his success to his exposure to National Board. He is in his 16" year as a
history teacher and has only served in one school. The majority of his recent teaching experi-
ences have been with Advanced Placement and Honors students, and this has become his pre-
ferred population. He is the only Caucasian participant.

Shawn. Shawn is another veteran of the group. He has taught math for 20 years. His re-
ceived his undergraduate degree in Florida and has worked in inner-city secondary schools ever
since. This was his personal decision after finishing his student teaching at a high school associ-
ated with the university he attended. Over the past two years, he has expressed a desire to be-
come an assistant principal. As a result, he became more involved with outside-the-classroom
efforts. Shawn oversees one of the school’s main tutorial programs for the most struggling stu-
dents.

Millicent. Millicent has been teaching for 10 years as a career technical educator. While

involved with the Freshman Academy only through a few students, she was chosen to teach in
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Summer Bridge because of her ability to open students’ eyes to careers and other post-secondary
options. She helped to create real-world situations for students in the career technical classes, and
this added value to the school’s efforts to engage students in their learning.

Khaleel. He is one of the school’s two male counselors and was specifically designated
to work with the Summer Bridge because of his gender. Khaleel has worked for several years
with incoming freshmen both over the summer and during the school year, serving as a liaison
between the classroom and the home. He takes special interest in AA males and works to find
resources for the most struggling ones. His upbringing was in the city, and he relates well to stu-
dents. He attended school in a neighboring school district and one of the local colleges. This is
his 17" year in education.

Dana. It was by chance that Dana got into education. Her initial training was as a clinical
therapist, and she spent the majority of her years working with children prior to school work.
This became her passion, and she decided to transition to an alternative school in order to work
more closely with school-age children. It was during this time that she became deeply involved
with the challenges facing AA males, and she knew that she belonged in schools. This is her 4™
year at our school and 18" year in education, and she is the primary contact when crisis situa-
tions surface. Her knowledge and expertise in psychological matters helps the organization to
solve problems in a quality manner.

Sara. One of three alumni in the group, Sara has been at the school for 5 years. She be-
came a math teacher after completing a rigorous Master’s program at one of the local universi-
ties. Her hard work led her to be recently voted Teacher of the Year. She was chosen to work
with the Summer Bridge program because of her ability to build strong relationships rooted in

care and love for students.
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Methods

Qualitative inquiry was utilized in this study in order to capture the thoughts, experi-
ences, and perceptions of the 13 participants interviewed and 16 individuals who participated in
planning and debriefing sessions. Qualitative methodology allowed for the beliefs of each indi-
vidual developed over time to be freely expressed, providing more than sufficient data to analyze
(Richards & Morse, 2013; Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest & Namey, 2005). Each of these
individuals participated in audio-recorded debriefing sessions that followed daily Bridge activi-
ties along with one planning session leading up to the beginning of the summer experience
(Byers & Wilcox, 1988). Additionally, 13 participants engaged in responsive online interviews
through Gmail to guard against social desirability (Byers & Wilcox, 1988). This method was
used to ensure candor in answering questions that authentically reveal what an educator thinks
about AA males and the impact of practices employed (Crowne, & Marlowe, 1964). Debriefing
sessions initially were to occur eight times over the course of the two-week Summer Bridge pro-
gram and take place immediately after various days of implementation, lasting approximately 30
minutes. However, | discovered that participants and AA males needed more time to interact in
order to provide a foundation for quality discussion. Consequently, debriefing sessions were de-
creased to four. The purpose of these sessions was to allow the researcher and participants to en-
gage in reflective dialogue on real-time experiences involving this group of students as they en-
gaged in the various planned activities through Summer Bridge (Jones & Jones, 2013).

A two-hour planning session was conducted prior to the beginning of the program and
included each participant as a co-collaborator with the researcher. This was done in order to pro-
vide insights on the extent to which participants would consider the different dynamics of stu-

dents involved in the program along with how programming would be impacted by their
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understanding of the intended audience. This was also a part of the participatory action research
arm of this study, allowing me as the researcher to provide insights and engage in thinking criti-
cally with the group of participants about determining best approaches for planning the entire
experience (James, Milenkiewicz & Bucknam, 2008). Additionally, this allowed me to interject
thoughts and research about the difficulties of the transition and the challenges AA males face
during this time and beyond. These were two concepts the educators had not considered. Utiliz-
ing participatory action research as a method of inquiry promoted the improvement of thoughts
and plans for transition practices for AA male students in particular. This was seen as a method
during group sessions that will potentially benefit the immediate community and the broader
field of education faced with a similar challenge (Dana, 2009). The approach also allowed for
high collaboration, openness of dialogue, the opportunity for continued collective inquiry beyond
the study, and ultimately the use of transformational leadership to guide change (Berg, 2007).
The issue has always been one of shared ownership; participatory action research helped in gain-
ing a better collective understanding of the challenges and organizational capacity to meet the
challenge (James, Milenkiewicz, & Bucknam, 2008). Further, this helped to gather findings, ana-
lyze them, and feed them back to participants in the study for further improvement steps and in-
quiry (James, Milenkiewicz, & Bucknam, 2008). This was particularly relevant during the de-
briefing sessions. The participatory portion of this methodology allowed for examination of ac-
tions and influence on the part of the researcher in hopes of leading change (Leithwood & Sun,
2012).

Prior to the planning session, | asked the group to think of ideas for the program. 1 also
provided them with two articles to read in preparation for determining activities and interven-

tions to be used during the Summer Bridge experience. One was entitled, “A Smoother
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Transition for Black Teens” (Holcomb-McCoy, 2011), focused on the difficulty of the transition
to high school, and the other article was entitled, “Engaging AA Males for Educational Success”
(Hughes, 2010), focused on the AA male. The information was intended for use in planning.

Questions posed during the planning sessions included the following. Each of these ques-
tions grew out of conversations during this time frame:

1) Is [checking our biases] easy?

2) How do our discussions about our own lives need to be an element of the Summer

Bridge program?

3) How do our biases cloud our willingness to expose everyone?

4) Why do we only expose the advanced and ‘good’ kids to Advanced Placement, Hon-
ors, and other related opportunities instead of giving everyone the same information
at this time of transition?

During debriefing sessions, these guiding questions were employed in order to provide
some basis for discussing the impact of the days. Questions varied based on the days and cen-
tered on observations of and interactions with AA male students. Some inquiries were pre-se-
lected while others grew from the dialogue. These will be discussed later in the context of the
findings. The most significant and contributing portion of the study’s data collection methods
was the individual responsive interviews. Electronic interviews ranged in length from 45 minutes
to 2 hours based on differences in participant background, the depth of responsive communica-
tions spurred by the questions, and the degree of involvement with AA males among different

interviewees.Questions used for this portion are listed in Appendix A.
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Overall, this methodology was based on presupposing that (a) there is general agreement
regarding the challenge of successfully educating AA males, (b) teachers have not deeply consid-
ered the impact of their perceptions on this group, (c) teachers have not strongly considered how
impactful interventions can be on AA males during an already difficult time of transition, and (d)
teachers will be interested in discovering better ways to immediately engage this group in transi-
tional exercises and beyond. Specifically, these presuppositions were best served by the practi-
cal/mutual collaborative/deliberate model (Berg, 2007). This allowed us to collaboratively iden-
tify potential issues, possible causes, and worthwhile interventions (Holler & Schwartz-Barcott,
1993). Further, this model increased opportunities to lead practitioners to their own discoveries
without researcher biases clouding the effort (Peshkin, 1988).

Role of the Researcher

During the time of this study, | served as the principal of the school where the partici-
pants worked. In the context of this research, | was viewed as an insider, as | had already shared
learnings over the course of my graduate studies with the staff during normally scheduled train-
ings, collaborations, and informal conversations. | felt that this was valuable to the school and its
daily operations concerning AA males. My staff knows that | am always seeking solutions, and
my role in this study was to lay groundwork that would lead teachers through their own thoughts
and experiences in hopes of finding answers to the issue of AA male achievement (Shields,
2010; Urick & Bowers, 2014). Each participant and I had already developed a close and trusting
professional relationship. Freedom of expression has always been a staple of my leadership, and
this allowed me to effectively serve as a co-collaborator without any concern about the impact of

a supervisor/subordinate relationship.
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Specifically during these sessions, I listened more than everyone else (Rubin, 2005). Alt-
hough | found myself thinking of solutions to many of the items that participants raised based on
my own experiences and the extensive research | have done, | used the majority of the time to
allow for the open expression of the experiences and beliefs | had hoped to obtain from every-
one. | carefully decided when | would interject solutions to consider (Reitzug, 1997). | did not
want to function as a co-collaborator who only possessed remedies without providing some of
my own thoughts about the experiences particpants went through. This also allowed me to build
a foundation of openness leading up to individual interviews.

As the leader, however, | did forge the path by providing a basis for each dialogue we en-
gaged in so that the time spent would be valuable (Leithwood & Sun, 2012). This prevented
teachers from going off on meaningless tangents or veering towards solely negative conversa-
tions with no destination (Jacobs & Yendol-Hoppey, 2010). During these sessions, | was able to
ask meaningful questions from a leader’s perspective in order to keep everyone’s mind moving
in the direction of ultimately finding solutions to the challenges raised and experienced through
the Summer Bridge program. In the last two debriefing sessions, | used some of this time to ask
“what now” questions so that particpants would think beyond the end of the summer experience
(Robinson, Lloyd, & Row, 2008). Additionally, | gave participants specific items to focus on as
they completed the final days of the program. They were asked to pay more attention to how
their experiences were informing them about AA males and to consider an area of focus to guide
their interactions and observations. This was a change based on how the initial conversations
went with everyone during the first two sessions. | used each collaboration to inform subsequent
sessions so that my leadership could be utilized in the context of the study (Jacobs & Yendol-

Hoppey, 2010).
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Data collection

| collected recorded debriefing sessions over a period of 4 weeks. These sessions in-
volved 13 of the participants. Recordings included a total of 6 sessions prior to and over the
course of the Summer Bridge program. This period spanned one month. 1 also took field notes
over this same time period and documented observations of Summer Bridge staff during ses-
sions. From August to the beginning of October, | conducted individual interviews. Finally, |
collected all correspondences and transcribed them for use in the coding process through Nvivo.

Ensuring credibility, dependability, confirmability, and trustworthiness. In order to
ensure credibility, | employed a line of questions that accurately pinpointed the information in-
tended to best assist the study. These questions were designed so that teachers could freely speak
from their experience and knowledge, and | used the iterative process where needed to further
probe certain questions for clarity of understanding (Berg, 2007). Triangulation was also key to
this process, as | used both group interview and individual interview protocols to apply varia-
tions of the same questions (Shenton, 2004). Accompanying these interviews were observations
of the collaborative actions used to plan for transitional experiences (Berg, 2007; Richards et. al,
2013). Since the place of the study was my own school in a community | have worked in for sev-
eral years, my familiarity with the area and this particular issue assisted with credibility as well
(Shenton, 2004; Peshkin, 1988). Having worked in leadership both at the middle and high school
level gave me a perspective that considers the impact of the transition between the two. Partici-
pants also had the option to refuse participation in any part of the research if they ever felt un-
comfortable with any portion of their involvement. This assisted in addressing any ethical issues
that may have surfaced based on the leader/subordinate relationship held with each participant.

This option was explicitly noted on the informed consent form everyone signed prior to the study
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that was approved through IRB. Further, each participant was reminded of their right to decline
participation at any time prior to interviews and debriefing sessions.

Dependability and confirmability was strengthened also through triangulation of data
from the methods already mentioned. I also provided an in-depth description of the methodologi-
cal approach to participants so that they would be able to scrutinize its details (Shenton, 2004).
This allowed me to do the same, and | engaged in reflective appraisal of the process once com-
pleted (Shenton, 2004). From a trustworthy perspective, my role as principal helped to create ef-
fective professional relationships accustomed to collaboration on important topics. It is from this
foundation that this study fit well into the planned interactions of the research and the content be-
ing considered (Peshkin, 1988; Shenton, 2004).

Data analysis

In order to analyze the numerous hours of responsive interviews, debriefing and planning
sessions, | utilized Nvivo qualitative software to code and categorize content. Twenty-seven
codes were created and divided into four major categories based on the research and guiding
questions. Themes were pulled from these categories and refined after each of three iterations of
reading through all of the material (Weston, Gandell, Beauchamp, McAlpine, Wiseman, & Beau-
champ, 2001). Interview data was taken from electronic interviews and transcribed into Word
documents. These data were stored on my laptop. | conducted interviews over a one-month pe-
riod of time, and collaborative sessions took place over a three-week period during the sum-
mer.The final collection space for this information was in Nvivo and the nodes created to tie to-
gether specific questions out of all the interviews. Debriefing sessions were also transcribed and
stored as Word documents in the same location, and they were also uploaded to Nvivo based on

nodes they matched. As | hand-coded, | used a small notepad and loose papers to capture notes.
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This qualitative analysis tool allowed for meaningful coding and adequate categorization of in-
formation in order to better solidify findings (Saldana, 2007; James, 2007; Johnson-Bailey,
2007). Coding categories were based on the individual questions for interviews and debriefing
sessions, and additional categories were developed from the planning session. The nodes created
in Nvivo focused primarily on the intent of each individual interview question.

| also hand-coded sets of responses to each individual question in order to get a more
hands-on picture of themes that grew out of the data (O’Halleran, 2011). Additionally, I carefully
analyzed the information from interviews and debriefing sessions by reading it several times in
order to see common threads (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005). This in-
creased understanding of the details and origins of teacher perceptions as they relate to AA males
and planned transitional interventions (James, 2007). Further, as more was learned about teacher
assumptions and principles, action research methodology was used to inform discoveries along
the way to a deeper understanding of teacher perceptions, intentions of interventions, and how
these two interplay for the benefit of AA students (Saldana, 2009). | had to exercise caution in
not allowing understandings about teacher perceptions based on my experiences to influence op-
portunities to look objectively at data as they are collected from teachers (Peshkin, 1988). Codes,
categories and themes used for this study in Nvivo are noted in Appendix B.
Limitations of the Study

My inquiries did not focus on AA males in the program but rather assumed a lens from
the teacher’s perspective in capturing the quality of experiences for AA males. This limited stu-
dent voice in the study, and consideration of student perspectives may have painted a clearer pic-
ture of issues. Additionally, the study was limited to the experiences of a small group of teachers

whose time spent working with AA males influenced the depth and breadth of the interactions. It
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is likely that these experiences will differ among groups of similar educators and this would
challenge the transferability of findings to other scenarios. This group’s experiences drove a
good part of the findings noted, and their experiences related in some ways to their chosen and
developed dispositions towards AA males over time. It is reasonable to assume that another
group may not have had the same feelings that this group expressed about AA males based on
their experiences. Finally, the study included majority women. While educators in the overall
profession are predominantly female, perspectives may tend to differ in some ways between gen-
ders and therefore produce different results and subsequent findings.

Findings

The purpose of this research was to examine the impact of teacher perceptions and prac-
tices on the quality of transitional experiences for AA males entering high school. It was based
on presupposing that (a) there is general agreement regarding the challenge of successfully edu-
cating AA males, (b) teachers have not deeply considered the impact of their perceptions on this
group, (c) teachers have not strongly considered how impactful interventions can be on AA
males during an already difficult time of transition, and (d) teachers will be interested in discov-
ering better ways to engage this group in transitional exercises and beyond.

In this section, | will outline the major findings established over the course of the study
based on the stated presuppositions. These findings are consistent with the research on each topic
covered. Each claim I intend to make will provide insight on one or more of the research ques-
tions from which this study was born, and these claims will link to one another. The depth and
candor of responses through interviews and debriefing sessions were truly eye-opening and

helped to meaningfully assess the impact of teacher perceptions and practices on the quality of
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transitional experiences for AA males. These assertions will be established through the intimate
experiences that participants have had over their careers and in the Summer Bridge program.

It is important at this point to discuss the connection among all of the findings prior to
going into detail on each one. There was no “silver bullet” proposal to overcoming the chal-
lenges of improving transitions for students or the overall condition for AA males from the
teachers’ perspective; this was also evident through the review of literature. As I researched
these topics, solutions came in the form of several practices working together in order to increase
the likelihoood of success (Benner, 2009; Irving & Hudley, 2008; Langenkamp, 2010; National
Education Association, 2011; Warger, 2009; Lee, Lewis, Carmack, Roberts, & Basore, 2011).
Therefore, | assert that my findings are similarly connected and subsequently work best as a unit
to improve outcomes for AA males. The diagram and succeeding commentary seek to illustrate
the concept behind this family of findings:

Figure 1.1 — Illustration of Findings as a Unit of Solutions
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The most important part of this figure is the pentagonal overlap of all five topics in the
center, as it symbolizes the unification of these 5 aspects as the greatest potential for AA male
success given the study. Relationship building with this group was found to be an absolute neces-
sity. For this reason, it rests at the top of Figure 1.1 (pink bubble). These relationships must be
accompanied by a teacher who is positive, patient, and willing to learn more about the AA male
(green bubble). Both of these qualities are best suited as a foundation for curriculum design
among teachers that establishes sufficient time for planning and implementation using content
specific to the needs and characteristics of AA males (purple and blue bubbles). The last critical
ingredient involves training that is both formal and in the context of teachers’ experiences with
this group (orange bubble). When teachers possess a positive, patient, and relationship-centered
attitude that is eager to learn more about what can be done to improve achievement for AA
males, and when this willingness is nurtured by a combination of formal and experiential training
accompanied by collaborative curriculum design that strongly considers the unique characteris-
tics of this group, then the likelihood of AA male success during the transition to high school in-
creases. This thesis statement and preceding thoughts best describe the connection among my
findings and serves as a proper precursor to further explain each claim in the next section. Per-
haps the most powerful among all of the findings concerns relationships.

Relationships

There was no question that participants understood the power and importance of develop-
ing positive relationships with AA males. Throughout the study, respondents noted how im-
portant it was to build bonds with this group in order to increase the likelihood of achieving posi-
tive results during the transition to high school and beyond. Research also strongly supported the

importance of forging positive and understanding connections with AA males (Kenyatta, 2009).
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Behind every positive interaction upon which a participant espoused, there was either a positive
relationship forming or already established. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that teachers
who overcame challenges with AA males and initiated positive relationships with them experi-
enced favorable outcomes as a result. The teacher’s approach was a consistently visited topic as
respondents reflected on their interactions through the interview and debriefing processes (see
Figure 1.2).

To support this claim, it is important to note the positive interactions throughout the study
where the most successful teachers initiated efforts to understand AA males in order to lay a
foundation for a meaningful relationship. The importance of this interaction and the associated
positive outcomes were strongly supported in the research as well (Davenport, 2009; Milner,
2009; Mandara, Gaylord-Harden, Richards, & Ragsdale, 2009). One debriefing session that
stood out had to do with connecting with AA males on an empathetic and personal level. This
point was also consistent with what research supported about how to properly meet the needs of
this group, where the demonstration of empathy and sympathy were critical aspects of this goal
(Gordon, Iwamoto, Ward, & Nadia, 2008; Roberts, 2010). This led me to further believe that
teachers were able to overcome the challenges they saw through the differences in behavior ex-
perienced from AA males and thereby achieve positive outcomes. Dina was one of the main par-
ticipants who advocated the use of an empathetic approach to meeting the needs of AA males.
She was one of the two individuals who had formal training on successfullly interacting with this
group. She admitted to not only struggling with the transition to high school during her formative
years, but hating this time of her life. Sharing this experience with students was her way of estab-
lishing a strong relationship with them. Eight of the participants remarked about how working

with AA males had been a highlight of their careers, using words such as “love” and “praise” to
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describe their connections. They used these words despite challenges faced in working with this
group and further indicator of a relationship having been established. One respondent, obviously
a female instructor, mentioned how only AA males referred to her as “mother” or “auntie” even
after no longer being their teacher. Two other participants talked about loving and positive rela-
tionships they had with young men who “did not make it”. They were not suggesting that the re-
lationships were in vain, but rather sharing that their most memorable and positive experiences
were with individuals who ended up being unsuccessful at the school. They attributed the young
men’s lack of success to the inability of other teachers to look beyond their challenging behav-
iors in order to invest in their potential (Thompson & Gregory, 2011). Their comments did not
depart from their positive outlook on AA males, as they thoroughly communicated deep adora-
tion in almost every response. This was a source of hope and an exception to other responses; if
more teachers thought like they did, I believe they would be more likely to connect positively
with similar young men. One of these teachers noted, “I didn't realize, they don't train you as a
teacher about personal relationships and about how important that is.”

My assumption is further supported by the results of negative interactions. There were
cases during interviews and debriefing sessions where participants were unable to overcome the
effects of negative interactions and perceptions. According to respondents, this compromised re-
lationships with AA males. Of particular interest during interviews was when Reginald recalled a
class of AA males issuing direct threats (“one young man said he would slap the [expletive] out
of me”) that were unprovoked from his perspective but possibly related to errors in approach
(Bowman, 2009; Davenport, 2009). Two respondents further supported this issue when they ex-
plained the dilemma of responding to AA male challenges. Wanda noted, “I have talked with

teachers, and it is hard to get past [behavior that] is happening right in front of your face.”
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Miranda reinforced this thought when she said, “When one of these boys disrespects you, it is
hard to [turn the other cheek]. And we have to do better and remember these are kids, and they
have not been taught how to act.” These sentiments were shared as the respondents illustrated the
difficulties teachers have faced over time in attempting to build relationships.

Despite the differences in positive and negative interactions between teachers and AA
males, participants in the Summer Bridge program experienced a renewed realization of how im-
portant it still was to build and sustain relationships with this group. Four teachers who had not
experienced meaningful bonds with AA males were still able to acknowledge in their interviews
how important this concept was as it relates to success with this group. During debriefing ses-
sions, six teachers were able to talk about key positive relationships they built with certain AA
males, noting that there would have been greater success for more young men had more connec-
tions with teachers occurred. This was a significant point made by these teachers, because they
felt that all teachers did not take the same initiative that they employed to create bonds with this
group. They further felt that they should and could have. These teachers were in agreement that
teacher perceptions do impact outcomes with AA males. This group also declared the same senti-
ments in their individual interviews.

Three of the participants went on to talk about the power of the relationships built during
Summer Bridge and how these opportunities made a difference. Oscar felt that relationships had
been built with the AA males who were open to building one in return, but there were some who
were unwilling to do the same. This demonstrated that he tried to do so despite the behaviors
young men exhibited in return. His sentiment and resultant success matched his regular behavior
with students in the classroom during the regular school year. Cheryl commented that the social

and personal impact was evident, and this needed to be a focal area for Summer Bridge given the
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limited time. She too was a participant who made it her point to work towards positive relation-
ships with AA males despite their behaviors. Both of these individuals shared these thoughts dur-
ing debriefing sessions.

Three participants shared specific experiences involving positive attitudes from AA
males during one-on-one situations that were markedly different from interactions with the same
students when around their peers. The entire team agreed on the difference in attitude they expe-
rienced from this group considering these dynamics. Oscar admitted that the defiance from an
AA male in public initially compelled him to “get him back when [he] got him all alone” in order
to show him “who the real man was.” Because this AA male exhibited a more humble nature
when one-on-one with this teacher, he took it as an opportunity to build the relationship instead.
After talking about it with me, Oscar realized that he played a major role in the creation of this
bond.

There was also one instance worth noting when conversations leaned towards how AA
males crave attention, and | seized this opportunity to introduce research on the psychology of
mattering. The concept of mattering had to do with educator efforts to demonstrate care and con-
cern for students through the building of healthy connections, and I introduced it because of the
rich discourse that took place during one of the group sessions among the teachers on relation-
ships (Patton, Woolley, & Hong, 2012). It was important that they knew how their thoughts
aligned with research, and sharing this would possibly give them greater confidence in connect-
ing with AA males (Leithwood & Sun, 2012). My contribution touched on the need to validate
this group and to show them that they matter to the ones in place to lead them (Patton et. al,

2011).
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Further and final support of this claim came when respondents were asked to outline
what accounts for outcomes they have experienced in the program. The predominant theme
shared was relationships, and 8 participants interviewed noted teacher dedication and eagerness
to make a difference through these relationships as a key attribute of success. This information
gave insights into the second finding concerning the importance of teacher attitudes when it
came to impacting outcomes of AA males. This finding and supporting evidence is noted in the
next section and represents the first connection between claims that is significant to the overall
results of this study.

Attitudes of teachers

This study led me to believe that there were three key qualities of a teacher’s attitude that
were most beneficial in order to positively impact AA males’ opportunity for success. Support of
this claim surfaced during the very first debriefing session and continued throughout interviews
with numerous participants. As stated earlier in different terms, teachers who possessed the right
attitude towards their work while initiating the building of good relationships with AA males
communicated greater success than those who did not. The three attitude traits were patience, a
willingness to learn, and a drive to remain positive. Each of these qualities will be covered in de-
tail in the next section.

Patience. This was one of the most important and repeated qualities given the communi-
cated challenges teachers experienced through AA male behaviors. It was also a key adult attrib-
ute supported by the research on working with this group (Gordon et. al, 2008). Participants had
their first challenge of patience with an AA male who displayed concerning behaviors after the
very first day of Summer Bridge, and the outcome from this student’s actions further supported

this claim. Everyone was very soon acquainted with this student, and the majority of the group
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contended that, “he is not going to make it”. All of the Summer Bridge teachers felt this way af-
ter only one day, and it caused me to wonder the degree of influence this early attitude and con-
clusion among teachers had on this student’s opportunity for success (Auwater & Aruguete,
2008). This particular young man was described as one who talked back, insisted on walking
around instead of complying, demonstrated academic challenges, and bragged on more than one
occasion about his previous criminal record. These were some of the same behaviors that stu-
dents portrayed to participants who overcame such actions in order to build relationships, and
these qualities were also consistent with what research suggested about AA male tendencies
(Lee, 2011). Teacher impatience prevailed in this case, and he was ultimately removed from the
program. The specific words shared were, “we had to put him out”. By that time, there was
100% agreement that he needed to be dismissed, and this was based on clearly communicated
impatience and concern over the influence he could possibly have on other students and AA
males in particular. Raina sought to defend teachers’ limited tolerance of negative behaviors
when she said,
Okay, so I think that teachers respond to more challenging children negatively when there
are so many kids, meaning if you have 30 kids in the class, | would be alright dealing
with Johnny because I know Johnny needs more of me. But when I have 25 others, I'm
not willing to sacrifice my 25 for Johnny.
However, 10 of the participants who agreed on his dismissal did not demonstrate any effort to-
wards establishing a relationship with this young man. This left me to question whether or not
outcomes would have been more favorable for the student had teachers put forth effort to con-
nect with him. Their impatient attitudes based on information received and limited interaction led
them to this conclusion. During the second debriefing session, further evidence of a lack of pa-

tience surfaced. Cheryl spoke on the challenge of demonstrating patience with AA males when

she said, “we don’t have to deal with that. It’s summer time!” Eight other teachers echoed her
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sentiments. Following this expression were experiences that all related to the need to constantly
redirect AA males as early as the second day. This had an impact on the attitudes of teachers to-
wards these behaviors and was consistent with research that regarded patience as a requirement
for teachers to be successful with this group (Kenyatta, 2009). The redirections of these AA
males concerned three situations, all of which were a challenge for participants. This issue was
well supported by research on AA males’ mobile tendencies and how teacher attitudes are af-
fected by them (Neal, 2003). She further shared that “we label and dismiss them quickly”, dis-
couraging the AA male from school and its offerings (Axup & Gersch, 2008). Miranda felt that
teacher attitudes frustrate AA males early based on experiences, and this makes it difficult for
them to recover from these feelings. Wanda related her comments directly to how AA males
have been passed on from grade level to grade level without the skills needed to be successful.
This further communicated the important of patience, as her concern revealed how teachers pos-
sibly move AA males along so that they will no longer have to deal with their challenging behav-
iors. Specifically:

They don't know how to read. We even do it in this school. I'm embarrassed by it. Maybe

I'm embarrassed, but how does that help the students if they're passed all the way through

and then when they get out there, they're destined for failure?
When participants discussed the difficulty teachers experienced in getting past here-and-now
challenges when interacting with AA males, they essentially felt that teachers imposed their
standards of conduct on this group and did not demonstrate the patience needed to better under-
stand some of the aggressive behaviors exhibited. Four teachers noted during interviews that
teachers struggle with addressing these behaviors in such a way to promote positive outcomes for
both the teacher and the student. Five other teachers’ comments touched on the unwillingness on

the part of some teachers to abandon their standards of conduct in order to bridge the gap
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between AA male behaviors and teacher expectations. This requires patience on the part of the
teacher and belief that such practices will ultimately lead to positive outcomes.

Willingness to learn. A second necessary attitude | discovered was a desire among
teachers to learn more about AA males both formally and in the context of experience. Research
supported this attitude and pointed to how a teacher’s desire for knowledge was necessary if one
wished to improve outcomes with AA males (Kenyatta, 2009). In supporting this element of my
claim, 1 first found that respondents attributed the issue of an achievement gap to adults not be-
ing adequately equipped to meet the needs of AA males. This served as a foundation from which
teachers expressed their desire to be better equipped. Out of all of the interviews, 12 participants
communicated this wish because they did not feel fully equipped to meet the needs of AA males.
Raina expanded this concern pointedly when she remarked:

| think that in this education system, our schools are not prepared to educate the African

American male in the way they need to be educated. I think that education is way too

“one size fits all”.... I think that we're just not prepared as educators to effectively edu-

cate African American males and respond to [the discipline of] the African American

male.

The third debriefing session that occurred after 6 days of Summer Bridge operation also
provided support of this claim. I simply asked participants, “how is it going?”” to beging this col-
laboration. A long pause followed along with looks of despair among the group. Finally, some-
one spoke up and said, “it’s going”. This led to a noticeable shift in the tone of debriefing ses-
sions; while participants communicated their continued challenging experiences with AA males,
they were more eager than ever to learn about what they could do to promote a better outcome

with this group. As a leader, | found myself with a captive audience whose primary energy went

towards struggles and not solutions. Yet, they were eager to discuss and hear possible remedies.
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Individual interviews also revealed that the majority of respondents were interested in
learning more about the AA male and how they could better engage the group as a result of par-
ticipating in the study. The final three interview questions proved to be particularly informative
for teachers and a catalyst for further interest. The achievement gap, difficulties of the transition,
and theories that outlined challenges for AA males were the main topics of these questions (see
Appendix A — Questions 16-18). In each set of responses, participants shared challenging experi-
ences where they were unable to figure out something better to employ in reaching this group.
The level of confoundment espoused across the board indicated a desire to improve practice. Lit-
erally every respondent expressed this wish in their own words.

Miranda provided insights in this light from the perspective of her classroom. She essen-
tially shared that AA males need to have a level of self-realization to promote the growth needed
to close the achievement gap. Additionally, Miranda communicated her desire to improve in her
practice as much as possible so that she can assist young men in this area. Her passion and desire
to learn more exuded from the following comment:

In my class, | impress that they need to wake up and realize who they are and what their

responsibilities are. | know that at some point it's going to help them along down the line

very much.

Other participants in the study also focused their thoughts on what could be done to solve
the issue of an achievement gap between AA males and their counterparts. Dina asked, “So how
do we move the gap?” Wanda commented, “My concern is how do we narrow that gap to make
it less so? [There are] a lot of things that follow from that.” The points made here suggested that
teachers possessed a sense of urgency on the gap issue because of all the negative outcomes as-
sociated with achievement disparities. These outcomes, given the expressed desire by respond-

ents to seek other ways to reach this group, suggested that teachers had not been optimally
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successful in positively impacting the quality of experiences for AA males. Had there been more
successful experiences, | argue that there may not have been as much eagerness to explore an-
swers to the problems presented.

Wanda commented on her eagerness strongly with the following statements during our in-
terview when she was asked to respond to the research-based questions in Appendix A. Initially,
she shared her thoughts from the perspective of the black man:

It's almost as though we want society to fix them, when actually we have so much power

to fix ourselves, fix our kids, and to fix our black boys. Ultimately, I really believe until
our black men decide to step up....

She then shifted her concern to include herself, extending accountability and action to a larger
group: “Until we learn to take care of our communities, all of those disorders are going to have
to exist.” Reginald personalized his eagerness to act, drawing not only on a desire to know what
to do, but deciding to employ some strategies on his own:

I'd like to know if there's something I can do. The only thing I can do is maintain that

peacefulness and the assurance that | can listen. I'm not going to add to their depression

or anxiety or drug use... I'd like to give them an antidote.”

Driven to remain positive. When everyone spoke on their attitude towards AA males,
all responses reflected a positive outlook on this group. Hence, there was an implied need for
participants to think positively about AA males as a basis for success. Attitudes shared assumed
the following four categories: a) sympathetic, b) empathetic, c) positive, and d) forward-looking.
All of these categories of thought were from a positive perspective.Those who shared having
sympathetic attitudes towards the AA males expressed an understanding of the challenges they
face in life and approached them with this in mind. Some of the same persons found themselves

moving back and forth from sympathetic to emphathetic — depending on the student and his situ-

ation. Nine respondents communicated positive attitudes towards the AA male, while 6
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demonstrated a more forward-thinking attitude. These teachers talked more about how they tried
to help students see the world ahead of them and the challenges they will face because of their
gender and ethnicity. Additionally, and because of this forward-thinking attitude, these same re-
spondents held an attitude rooted in high and unyielding expectations given what they felt the fu-
ture held for AA males.

Debra was one who felt that the balance of accountability was an important element of
teachers remaining positive. Regarding the ability to cope and deal with different people in the
school setting, she shared that “[ AA males] have to be able to figure [appropriate behavior] out
for themselves.” She then spoke specifically to demonstrating the ability to handle school work
and excel beyond current realities when she concluded that “they have to want [to behave appro-
priately].” This is important to mention as an exception to other responses because it reinforces
research that discusses the importance of a positive attitude and high expectations towards a
stuggling group so that they can be pushed to perform in the midst of self-imposed obstacles
(Kenyatta, 2009). Harriet strengthened this argument when she expressed during a debriefing
session how important it was for other adults to look past behaviors and perceptions of AA males
in order to maintain a standard of operation. To solidify the point, she cited a particular experi-
ence where she made a conscious decision to maintain a positive and respectful regard for an AA
male student whose attitude constantly swayed in class. It made all the difference in the relation-
ship and the overall success of the student despite the challenge. This was evidence of genuine
interest in making a difference and a positive outlook on one’s ability to do so despite having to

deal with characteristics of AA males that challenged how teachers would respond to this group.
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Characteristics of AA Males

Teachers were highly responsive in identifying characteristics of the AA male. These
identifications were shared numerous times in individual interviews and debriefing sessions. Ad-
ditionally, every characteristic provided from their experiences was supported in the research on
the unique factors concerning AA males (Kenyatta, 2012; McDougal, 2009). Negative character-
izations far outweighed positive ones. This led me to believe that teacher-identified characteris-
tics of AA males that were more challenging and negative had an impact on the opportunity to
positively influence students towards more favorable outcomes. This finding is important, be-
cause | found that it was necessary to allow teachers the freedom to express these types of expe-
riences so that they can be specifically equipped to navigate through their perceptions in order to
build better relationships and sustain the best possible attitude toward AA males. Figure 1.2 be-
low shows the frequency of characteristics communicated through a combination of individual
interviews and group debriefing sessions:

Figure 1.1 — Identified Characteristics of African-American Males by Participants

Challenging and Rebellious 10
Gravitate based on treatment/person 9
No male in their lives 8
Need relationships 5
Great kids 5
Active 4
Social issues 4
Ruled by pride 3
Harbor resentment 3
Treat men differently 3
Learn differently 2
Deficient 2
Criminals 2
Affected by external influences 2
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High functioning

Have to be taught how to act

Need adults to be patient with them
Misunderstood early in education
Cannot be confronted negatively
Suspicious about whites

Do not want to learn

Angry

Demon-possessed/explains behavior
Used to being questioned by the cops

PR RRPRPRLREPNODNON

As the figure indicates, teachers only provided 23 comments out of a total of 75 responses that
were either neutral or positive. All other comments were negative characteristics that participants
identified through general teacher experience or through participation in the Summer Bridge pro-
gram. When teachers were asked about these communicated characteristics, there were only 8
respondents who were able to provide insights on what they were able to overcome in order to
achieve positive results. All other participants used these characteristics as a way to justify their
lack of success with AA males (Bowman & Rowley, 2009). This is important to note as it relates
to my claim, because it helped to see the importance of using teacher’s experiential knowledge in
order to engage in fruitful conversations towards improvement of outcomes. Further, identified
characteristics helped to define teacher perceptions, and teacher perceptions impacted AA male
success based on the study and research (Davenport, 2009; Milner, 2009; Thomas, Coarde, Ste-
venson, Bentley, & Zamela, 2009).

To more deeply support this claim, Dana admitted to possessing biases against AA males
over her years in education. This occurred immediately into the first debriefing session, and she
went on to cite negative perceptions she has held on to and how these perceptions have affected
her interactions. Soon after, another teacher spoke to the same types of challenges. The conversa-

tion spread throughout the room as 7 participants ultimately chimed in to agree with Dana’s
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confession. Overall, it was clear that identified characteristics had been largely shaped by experi-
ences with AA males. It was not a surprise when participants expressed multiple concerns and
identified numerous challenging characteristics during the debriefing session that occurred after
6 days of Summer Bridge operation. These expressions were the result of a lack of success that
teachers experienced with the AA male participants. Respondents raised several characteristics
and judgments based on their perceptions of the AA male when asked to discuss thoughts about
the achievement gap as well. It was as if they used AA male characteristics to justify the dispari-
ties. Of particular note was a comment from Raina concerning a lack of positive figures in the
lives of AA males. She remarked, “I think that it stems from home first. Lots of AA males do not
have a father figure in their home. The people at home with them do not want to do a lot with
their lives” (Evans, Weiss, & Cullinan, 2012). Raina went on to note that “the only positive fig-
ure in some of their lives is the teacher, and they don’t see them enough...They get exposed to
us, then they go back home to the same.” This was mentioned during one of the debriefing ses-
sions at a time when participants were expressing concerns over their struggles with AA males in
the Summer Bridge program. Debra also spoke pointedly on the issue, where her perception of
this group’s “disheartening experiences” caused many young men to turn from “superhero to vil-
lain”, further explaining the challenges educators face in reaching them. She further noted that
“[AA males] have no path on how to get there — from boy to successful man with responsibility”
(Wright, 2011).

Teachers made notable connections regarding how AA males were perceived. These per-
ceptions brought up several topics; some were common to the struggle with this group, and oth-
ers helped to better understand exactly how educators perceived AA males. Statements covered

perceptions of outcome, the person, and circumstances that possibly contributed to AA male
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challenges. In looking at responses, Raina was one of few who raised the issue of how these neg-
ative experiences can lead to a life in the penal system — a point made clear in the research on the
same topic (Milner, 2009; Fleming, Catalano, Mazza, Brown, Haggerty, & Harachi, 2008). She
stated, “So I’m looking at effective social controls, which sounds like the pipeline from school to
prison,” which went on to feed thoughts that brought clarity to concerns over perceptions of AA
males previously stated. She went on to note how she felt that “even now boys have to fight their
way through life.”

Wanda expressed her thoughts about how the AA male is perceived initially from the per-
spective of mental health. These thoughts were spurred on by the last question in Appendix A
that solicited thoughts about the social disorganization theory (see Appendix A — Question 18).
Her concerns over limited interventions for this group revealed more characteristics she placed
on them: “So with the risk of anxiety, depression, and these other things, there is no support
mechanism in place.” Her part of the online dialogue touched on how much these theories in the
context of young men’s lives impact our work:

When | read this, it makes me really think about everything you said about kids in the
Summer Transition Program, kids in the school, kids in your class, and we start digging
apart those lives ... How much ... How many people are under that concentration effects

theory, how many under the social disorganization theory, what impact has there has, has
there had, and does it continue to have on what we're trying to do?

While it was also reported that AA males exhibited the same attitude in some instances,
participants went on to note different qualities and behaviors in this group that warranted more
attention and understanding. These included “smarter” AA males expressing a desire to be with
their peers instead of partaking in higher-level activities, restlessness from the AA males along
with the desire to be seen and heard by others, a craving for attention from their teachers and

peers, and demonstration of “clown” behaviors combined with movement and continuous talking
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(Cokley, McClain, Jones, & Johnson, 2011). From the teachers’ standpoint, the AA males sought
validation from their teachers when they engaged in coursework. This observation was noted as
significantly different behavior from other student participants, and two teachers perceived this
behavior as a distinct characteristic of the AA male in an academic setting.

Despite individuals’ relatively limited formal knowledge of AA males communicated in
this study, individuals had much to say with regard to the behaviors they associated with this
group. Every interview included items where participants made conclusions about AA males
over time. These included thoughts of rebellion, realizing that boys “want only facts” when in
the classroom, evidence of this group being more sensitive than they seem, the putting on of a
“hard” attitude that is not a true representation of themselves, refusal to be seen as smart, limited
desire to take education seriously, and the requirement of a different approach when it comes to
working with this group. It is important to mention these as they relate to my claim because they
were mostly negative characteristics.

Further support of this claim surfaced in the final debriefing session that focused on spe-
cific experiences with AA males over time. These experiences shared were either controversial
or negative, as teachers discussed issues of disrespect, conflicts among AA males, universal de-
sires for AA males to be recognized by their peers in the social setting, and socially offensive
conversations and writings from the group. This was more of the same from the previous debrief-
ing session. As each of these areas was discussed with the group, there was both laughter and
concern. The laughter seemed to stem from feeling that AA male behaviors are what they are,
and concern indicated that such behaviors needed to be addressed if this group is to be successful
in high school. This humorous and concerning moment is critical to mention as it relates to this

study, because it revealed a possible culture of acceptance of AA males’ negative behaviors that
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was at odds with a level of concern about what could be done to counter the behaviors. The
source of these feelings was one that needed to become the basis of curriculum design so that in-
terventions could match the challenges teachers have come to well know. The following section
will target the area of curriculum design and establish claims based on this study.

Curriculum Design

Planning for the Summer Bridge program resulted in the use of mostly traditional inter-
ventions consistent with best practices (Warger & Eavy, 2009; Herlihy et. al, 2008). These best
practices included some activities deemed to be more impactful on the success of AA males (Ir-
ving & Hudley, 2008; Donnor, 2010; Murray & Naranjo, 2008). This combination of approaches
and the subsequent outcomes served as an area to further assess the impact of teacher practices.
These general outcomes from planning led me to believe that collaborative curriculum design fo-
cused on the needs and characteristics of AA males yielded greater success than generic transi-
tional interventions. To support this claim, it is important to highlight insights gained from the
planning session held with participants along with individual interviews focused on teacher roles
and outcomes for the Summer Bridge program. Planning, content, and time were the primary ele-
ments that influenced the curriciulum design of the program, and they will be used as focal
points to further discuss this finding.

Planning. Teachers engaged in limited planning for success in mind for AA males. This
occurrence was key in examining the impact of teacher practices on the quality of transitional ex-
periences for AA male students, because it demonstrated a possible missed opportunity to posi-
tively influence outcomes. As the planning session commenced, | used the two articles intro-
duced to participants to start the discussion and influence specific planning for the needs of AA

males. One article focused on the struggle of the transition to high school, and the other focused
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on unique factors affecting AA males. | chose these resources because of their relevance to the
challenges that this group of students faces in making the transition and in support of the chal-
lenges that teachers would encounter with this subset of student participants in the upcoming
program.

Nine participants communicated their agreement with the contents of the article. Every-
one expressed interest in the content and acknowledged the value the information brought to the
planning session. However, little attention was given to the information provided and discussed
when it came time to actually plan. It was evident teachers needed more time to digest and dis-
cuss the research behind these areas so that the new learning would affect practice (Jones &
Jones, 2013). As Summer Bridge preparations continued, Wanda discussed the four areas of in-
tervention for the experience. Two of the items were intended for higher-performing students
(AA males included), and a third area was purely academic. The only intervention specifically
intended for AA males who had not demonstrated positive academic or social proficiency was
all-male sessions, and the plan was for both male and female teachers to lead these interventions.
These included book discussions and general motivational talks. This portion of the planning
aligned with research on the OTL approach discussed earlier that sought to involve all students
in higher-level activities (Cooper & Liou, 2007).

Teachers spent very little time planning for these activities. After approximately 45
minutes of conversation, participants chose the areas that they would further develop. Then, the
entire group discussed operational aspects of the program. The end result was a curriculum de-
sign that was weakly focused on AA male needs. The main area that was the result of group in-

put was the male-only interventions. | believe this contributed to the success of this approach,
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and | am further inclined to believe that the same would have been possible for other activities if
the same system of planning would have been applied.

Ideas provided during the plenary session gave insight into the capacity the group possi-
bly had from the beginning to consider the needs of AA males prior to and during implementa-
tion of the transition program (Neild, 2009). However, there were feelings expressed where eve-
ryone’s input was not considered in the final design of interventions. Raina, for example, shared
that the coordination of activities and the overall organization of the Summer Bridge program
was more on the part of a small group. Specifically, as Raina stated, “only having a small group
of teachers to do the planning stifled the creativity of the program. We could have done more.”
Four other respondents felt the same way and wished for more content to be used for the needs of
students.

Content. When participants noted the most effective aspects of the curriculum design in
the Summer Bridge program for AA males, their responses were captured through four content
themes. These categories included a) helping AA males to understand the expectations of high
school, b) male presence on the Summer Bridge staff, ¢) building relationships with Summer
Bridge teachers in a non-threatening environment and d) the use of recess to break the monotony
of the day. They also mentioned the effectiveness of gender separation activities. These allowed
for targeted conversations and a focus that otherwise was not accomplished in the general set-
ting. It is important to note that the last three of these areas were supported by research on best
practices involving AA males (Kenyatta, 2009). However, participants had little to nothing to
share by way of impact on AA males when the academic portions were discussed in debriefing
sessions. These plans were more generic relative to the needs of AA males, and this portion of

the Summer Bridge content fit the category of traditional activities mentioned earlier. Rather,
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four respondents talked about how the so-called “smarter” AA males reduced their personal
standards so as not to be seen as intelligent in front of their male peers. Perhaps these academic
portions would have been more impactful had planning included consideration of the needs of
AA males. It was only when all-male sessions occurred not focused on academics that there was
a perception of optimal impact.

There was division among the group of respondents when they talked about the negative
aspects of the program’s effectiveness from a structural content standpoint. Two persons noted
that the structure was not enough like high school. The general feeling was that students would
be shocked to see what school was actually like when the year begins. They also mentioned the
smaller population size of Summer Bridge relative to that of the school. This rendered the Sum-
mer Bridge ineffective in their eyes. Conversely, three participants felt that the program was too
much like school and not focused on essential needs at the time of transition. This sentiment was
consistent with what research suggested for quality transitions, and these thoughts were shared
mostly through individual interviews (Warger, 2009; Herlihy, Richmond, Thomas, & Williams,
2008). Given the perceived active nature of this group, they further felt that the program’s con-
finement did not sufficiently allow for the active movement that AA males needed in order to be
successful and refrain from negative behaviors. The group went on to note that there was no op-
portunity to showcase the school and all of its offerings. This was something they felt would be
beneficial to incoming AA males who they felt needed immediate involvement in order to be
successful. Six respondents felt that the structure did not offer sufficient male-to-male or one-on-
one contact in order to counter negative habits.

Participants were also asked about the influence of future outcomes in individual inter-

views. Again, there was division among participants in this area who felt that current practices
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would yield positive future outcomes. From the group of 4 people who felt negatively about fu-
ture outcomes, Raina commented that “[Summer Bridge] is just going to be one of those things
the county makes us do”. She went on to express how she felt that Summer Bridge in isolation
will end up not being effective in meeting the needs of AA males. | would argue that her senti-
ments grew out of her limited involvement in planning the curriculum design. Her point was con-
sistent with the research on the same topic (Holcomb-McCoy, 2011). Harriet mentioned how the
program does not provide sufficient time to effectively transition AA males. Eight other partici-
pants shared this same thought in so many words.

Time. From a time standpoint, two participants felt that collaboration on Summer Bridge
curriculum design should begin one semester in advance of implementation. The general feeling
among participants was that the process was rushed and therefore did not allow for an effectively
planned and comprehensive design that could meet the needs of AA males. To further this point,
Harriet noted the importance of taking “all that [teachers] have learned and apply it to future
plans”. Oscar furthered her sentiments when he talked about how important it is for the group to
“come up with the ‘why’” behind curriculum design in order to prevent the mere duplication of
activities for activities’ sake. This was what actually occurred to a degree and was reflective of a
typical Summer Bridge experience. Relative to this point was Harriet’s sentiment that suggested
“the transition needs to continue” well beyond the summer. She also felt that it needed to be “at
least one semester”. Five participants agreed with this interview point during debriefing sessions
and noted that more time was needed to increase the likelihood of increased impact on the out-
comes for AA males. This conversation gave me the opportunity to reaffirm this conclusion and
further discuss the social, personal, and academic needs that must be met when working with AA

males (Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Benner, 2009; McDougal, 2010; Milner, 2009). While
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the group agreed with this, they contended that the school year does not allow teachers the time
to adequately address such needs since academic demands are so high. As a result, participants
went on to reiterate the lack of time they had in the summer to address a variety of issues.
Training

“Do we really know what is going on in their heads?”

Wanda’s question laid the foundation for my final finding, and her question best repre-
sented the challenges experienced by participants in knowing and understanding the needs of AA
males. In addition to this challenge, it is critical to note that only two participants received spe-
cific training on meeting the needs of AA males in their educator preparation/degree programs.
This suggested that the issue of understanding AA males in the educational setting had been min-
imally addressed for this group from the onset, and this possibly left these teachers with experi-
ence as their only consistent tool with which to gain useful knowledge. This point aligned with
the negative characteristics that participants outlined as challenges to the success of AA males in
the classroom and the Summer Bridge program. These items led me to assume that training on
AA males that is both formal and in the context of one’s experience was absolutely necessary in
order to optimize teacher capacity, improve teacher efficacy, and promote positive outcomes
with transitional experiences for this group. It was interesting to see that everyone felt that pro-
fessional development focused on working with AA males was a must in order to foster success
with the group. To further support this point and the aforementioned claim, I will highlight in-
stances in the study that revealed the need for training. These will be shared in the context of for-
mal development opportunities and development in the context of experiences.

Experiential context. During one of the debriefing sessions, Harriet shared the sentiment

that “people have biases, and they need to be cognizant of them”. She continued by stressing the
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importance of teachers reflecting on the biases they hold against AA males in hopes that they
better govern their actions as a result. I then asked, “is that easy?”” This turned into a perfect op-
portunity to introduce research to the group on how teachers perceive AA males differently
based on their walk and body movements along with how this group struggles to find their iden-
tity during the transition (Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003). As | looked about
the room, it was evident that teachers could identify with this research and took time to self-re-
flect on the information. They were able to connect based on their own perceptions. When asked
about experiences with AA males, there were mixed responses that defined the relationship. Put-
ting these responses together with participant understanding of AA males, they seemed to under-
stand only some behaviors. This suggested that teachers at the least may have been ill-equipped
to respond to the challenges and further solidified the case for needed training.

What | gained from this collaboration was that teachers needed guided opportunity to
work through their thoughts about AA males (Corprew & Cunningham, 2012). Everyone pos-
sessed a combination of perceptions and knowledge birthed in experience, and it was beneficial
for them to talk about this information with peers and with leadership. To further support this
point, interactions with AA males caused 4 of the research participants to recognize the need to
allow for movement when teaching, concluding through the Summer Bridge experience that
“there [are] times when they just need to stand...” in order to remain focused. Along this line,
some teachers also commented about the level of patience towards AA males that they felt teach-
ers had to demonstrate. Based on interactions with them, teachers also experienced their peers
ultimately becoming mentors of sorts to students after a relationship was established. All of the

above instances turned into a training session that proved beneficial for participants. Experience
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became the teacher and base of training. I mention these experiences in order to drive home the
importance of specific training in working with a unique group.

A teachable moment occurred that more clearly supported this claim when respondents
answered research-based questions. In particular, the question covering concentration effects the-
ory and social discorganization theory was an eye-opening experience for all participants. Every
interviewee encountered a moment of clarity after reading the excerpt shared that defined these
two concepts (see Appendix A — Question 18). They shared a common struggle that was best il-
lustrated through a question that emerged from Debra — “...how do we teach to have effective
social controls so they can engage...?” Moments of clarity also emerged from all participants
when questions were presented on the achievement gap and the transition struggle for AA males.
This is important to mention because of the positive response received from participants after
they received useful information concerning the needs of AA males. This helped to confirm the
necessity of training teachers on how they can combine their experiences with formal
knowledge for increased capacity to serve a struggling population.

Interviews and debriefing sessions allowed me to further discover the power of assisting
teachers in capturing their experiences with AA males as a way of better understanding how to
more deeply engage this group. From an action research standpoint, it was evident that teachers
benefitted from having the opportunity to reflect on their experiences and express their percep-
tions of AA males (James, Milenkiewicz, & Bucknam, 2008). The Summer Bridge program had
never allowed for focused conversations about specific student groups with needs such as AA
males. One participant commented positively about the value of debriefing. What followed was
affirmation from the entire group, and this further signified the importance of providing a safe

environment for teachers to freely exchange ideas and challenges when trying to reach an
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important goal. The time became a true learning experience for everyone, and Dina summed it
up best:

We need time like this — to work through our thoughts. It makes it easier to go through

some of the stuff we go through. And the way you guided us through it really was help-

ful. We should do this more during the school year.
Conversation during one of the final debriefing sessions focused more attention on the adult, as |
commented to participants about how learning grew from their experiences noted in our inter-
acttions. I shared this in hopes that teachers would continue to be observant of their experiences
as they consider improvements for the program. Response from the group indicated that most
had not considered their ability to be indirectly trained about the behaviors and needs of students
during the Summer Bridge program. The details of this final debriefing session served as an ex-
ample of an ideal opportunity afforded to me to guide teachers through their experiences for in-
creased learning.

Figure 1.3 best helps to illustrate the opportunity for leaders and teachers to capture
thoughts and turn them into training opportunities. These data are shared in order to show how
effective questioning and facilitation of group discussion can produce useful information for in-
creased learning for teachers. The three themes that best defined participant experiences with AA
males were a) positive experiences of care and concern, b) reflective conclusions and c) negative
experiences based on observations of detachment and lack of motivation. These were noted as
either in terms of the AA male (A) or in terms of the teacher (T):

Figure 1.3 - Table of Experiences with African-American Males from Participants

Positive Negative Reflective

T-Good relationships A-Misunderstood based onim-  A-Need to be isolated

age 3)
(8




A-Some successful
despite perceptions

A-Interest based on
teacher’s passion

T-Conversations dis-
pelled myths (6)

T-Desirous of pouring
into students

A-Respectful young
men (2)

A-Respond differently
to males (5)

T-Unwilling to give up
like others

T-Motherly/Maternal
mix effective

T-Teachers who don’t want to
teach them

A-Distance selves from being
smart (2)

T-Lack of nurture (4)
A-Challenging (3)

A-Wanted to just socialize (3)
A-Respond differently to males
A-Shut down after failures (3)
A-Scarred by experiences
A-Cast down by some adults

A-Desire to learn blocked by
adults (4)

T-Approach is every-
thing — kindness, profes-
sionalism (12)

T-Age matters
(adult/student gap)

A-Didn’t want to sit (6)

A-Negative interactions
are not personal

T-Adults must be patient
A-Just want to test you
A-Need consistency

A-Need constant loops
of reinforcement

T-Teacher = Example

T-Must compel them to
desire learning (2)

26

25

31

A = from an AA male’s perspective; T = from a teacher’s perspective
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Under positive experiences, the majority of responses noted good relationships between partici-

pants and AA males. Teachers expressed their desire to “pour life” into their students, a desire to

connect with ones who needed more guidance, and the personal goal of being one of the teachers

who did not give up on them. Under negative experiences, five areas were noted. In order of fre-

quency, participants experienced a lack of nurturing opportunities available to AA males along

with their desire to learn being impacted by negative adults. The three equally shared areas all

related to observed characteristics — the feeling that AA males just want to socialize, concluding

they are challenging, and recognizing that they shut down after failures hit their lives. The most
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memorable example shared had to do with teaching AA males after they had failed some form of
a high-stakes examination necessary for graduation.

From a reflective standpoint, four areas were noted. The most predominant reflection
concerned how adults approach AA males. This further confirms an earlier claim concerning the
importance of relationships and approach. Participants experienced differences in reactions from
this group based on how adults addressed them, noting the impact this had on the quality of inter-
actions (Evans, Weiss, & Cullinan, 2012). Several respondents noted much more positive results
when their approach was positive, professional, and non-threatening. Second to this reflection
was observing that AA males needed to be active. Participants concluded through their experi-
ences that AA males did not desire to sit for long periods of time without some form of physical
activity. A third conclusion that yielded more frequent comments than others was based on the
benefits of all-male sessions both in school and in the Summer Bridge program. Essentially,
some participants concluded that AA males needed to be isolated in order to yield more favora-
ble learning and adjustment opportunities. Finally, turning attention away from students to teach-
ers, respondents concluded that teachers must compel them to desire to learn. One of the teachers
who shared this sentiment also held the perception that many AA males did not desire to learn.
All of these experiences were collected based on asking the right individual interview questions
and meaningfully facilitating debriefing sessions.

Formal training. Another critical portion of this finding involved information about
teachers and the extent to which their pre-service/educational training prepared them for the cur-
rent realities of the job. Eight out of 14 participants felt that they were in no way prepared for the
realities of the job. The overwhelming response to this question suggested that preparation was

inadequate for meeting the needs of AA males. All except two individuals were not trained to
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address the issues of this group of students, and no participants were trained to counter the diffi-
culties students experience in making the transition to high school. Participants went on to dis-
cuss how they spent time adjusting to challenges through on-the-job learning as opposed to hav-
ing pre-service or job-embedded experiences that adequately equipped them for at least starting
the work with AA males during the transiton. Harriet even shared that she had not even consid-
ered the difficulty of the high school transition prior to her interview. Wanda remarked,

Because [my university] just assumed that everybody wanted to learn. What happens to

that kid who does not understand boundaries if you need to define boundaries for yourself

and for that kid? [My school] didn't prepare me for that. It was just experiences along the
way that shaped who I am today.”

One of the most compelling questions that addressed training dealt with teachers as-
sessing their knowledge of AA males. When participants were asked about their knowledge, it
revealed a moment of clarity for them where they began to consider more seriously the impact
that their lack of knowledge of this group may have had over time. Responses further revealed
that experience was the sole common source of knowledge for almost every participant. Teachers
also developed their conclusions about the behavior of AA males as a result of experiential
knowledge. Thirdly, as a result of reflecting on their knowledge of this group, every participant
expressed a need for more formal training on this group. This unanimous sentiment especially
surfaced during the final debriefing session when participants were asked to reflect on the entire
Summer Bridge program. When asked during individual interviews about their formal
knowledge, 9 individuals indicated the extent to which they had never considered how much
they actually knew about the nature and needs of AA males, much less how they applied their
knowledge. Reggie made the most glaring admission when he remarked about his former ap-

proach to teaching AA males: “My big ‘ah-ha’ moment was that [ was maybe teaching [AA

males] how I would a white male student”. He admitted that recent formal training influenced
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him to adopt a different approach and helped to achieve better results (Chambers & McCready,

2011). Additionally, collaboration among teachers was mentioned as a key to ensuring everyone

remained focused on doing their best to create meaningful interventions for everyone. In essence,

participants agreed that there was a need for groups of teachers to work on such an important is-

sue so that group support on a common struggle would yield greater benefits for all.
Conclusions

This study sought to bring awareness to the issue of AA male achievement through the
lens of the teacher and at a critical time in the life of students. Numbers of AA males are being
lost as they matriculate through the system, and adults directly influence the crossroads that they
face entering into high school (Holcomb-McCoy, 2011; Neild, Stoner-Eby, & Furtenberg,
2008). Throughout the study, teachers shared their knowledge and perceptions of AA males
based mainly on their experiences with this group over the span of their careers. These insights
are critical to consider as they prepare to engage with AA males at a crucial time in their second-
ary journey. At the least, it proved to be beneficial for participants to become more aware of their
perceptions and how these contribute to either positive or negative reactions from AA males.
This was best demonstrated during the final debriefing session when one participant exclaimed,

We need time like this — to work through our thoughts. It makes it easier to go through

some of the stuff we go through. And the way you guided us through it really was help-

ful. We should do this more during the school year.

This is important to reiterate, because it was followed by unanimously affrirmative re-
sponses from the group about the entire experience. Additionally, teachers responded with the
utmost of candor when asked about their perceptions of practices and AA males. It was as if they
had been waiting for someone to ask them what they thought about such important issues. This

was further realized through the eagerness expressed among participants to find answers to the
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problem of AA male success in school and society. Awareness was a key foundation that was
laid, because it allowed the educated professional to take his or her level of experiential and ac-
quired knowledge and apply it to new understandings (Jones & Jones, 2013). Leadership was just
as important, as the debriefing sessions revealed how beneficial it was for groups to come to-
gether and share their struggles in hopes of receiving support. The format of this study provided
the forum for open dialogue and a closer step towards finding improved ways to reach this
group.
Key Revelations

The literature and this study indicate that attention must be given to teacher perceptions
of AA males. Considering the group involved in this study, it was revealed that there are patterns
of AA male student behavior, preconceived notions from teachers, and teacher experiences that
have influenced how the relationship between this group and educators plays out in the class-
room and general school setting. At the very least, it is evident that teacher actions, attitudes, and
judgments have had an effect on outcomes for AA males . Additionally, when it comes to plan-
ning meaningful interventions, more needs to be taken into account before deciding on what
types of experiences teachers will engage in with this group. This study has revealed a few areas
of concern worthy of further inquiry: a) teacher preparation programs have done little to engage
prospective teachers in training that adequately prepares them for working with groups of stu-
dents with unique needs, b) teachers, despite their race or gender, have not made deliberate at-
tempts to better understand the needs of AA males in order to apply their findings; they have
only relied on experience to frame their understandings and perceptions, c) there have been a

mixture of both positive and negative interactions and experiences with AA males that have had
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an impact on the relationship between the teacher and the student, d) the quality of relationships
between teachers and AA males depends to some degree on how teachers perceive them.

Experience dominated every conversation and served as the basis for almost every ques-
tion. The same was the case for planning and debriefing sessions. This is cause for consideration
as we look at how to best confront the issue of AA male achievement with educators. Since this
has been the primary source of knowledge, how can this base of information be leveraged to bet-
ter prepare educators to meet the unique needs of AA males? Moreover, how can we strenghthen
the transition to high school with adequate time for implementation and planning to maximize
outcomes? Most importantly, how can we get the best suited educators prepared to work with our
AA males?
Recommendations

In light of this study, the consistencies and connections among the findings lead to rea-
sonable recommendations for future practice. Clearly, teachers need to be trained. First, training
must include formal opportunities to better understand the unique needs of AA males. This train-
ing will increase teacher capacity to work with this group. Secondly, adequate measures must be
put in place to coordinate transitional experiences that leads to a curriculum design that targets
the needs of this group (Ashton, 2009). Teachers also need opportunities to freely reflect on their
experiences with AA males given the challenges and negative experiences that can occur. While
training that focuses solely on the AA male would be beneficial to educators, forums that allow
teachers to work through their perceptions will greatly assist in turning the table on the how the
AA male relates to society in a time where he is negatively looked upon. Additionally, attention
must be given to the concept of transition such that programming is not limited to short-term in-

terventions. This is not adequate even for the most prepared student, as literature showed us the
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difficulties that all students face (Benner, 2009; Breakthrough Collaborative, 2011; Smith, Akos,
Lim, & Wiley, 2008). Time is a precious resource for schools and districts; proper planning and
adequate tools could change the course of achievement for AA males striving to successfully
begin high school. Finally, teachers must be trained and/or enlightened on how critical their atti-
tudes are when it comes to building relationships with AA males. Such relationships are indis-
pensable and lay the foundation for all of the aforementioned recommendations to come to life.
Action Plan

In light of this study, there are immediate steps that will be taken to benefit Renaissance
High School’s efforts to effectively transition AA males. To start, the results of this study will be
shared with participants in preparation for future years of Summer Bridge implementation. The
overall goal will be to improve the Summer Bridge experience for students and teachers while
building a stronger foundation for AA males. Specifically, findings will be used in order to better
prepare teachers for successful interactions with AA males. Training will primarly take place so
that there is a deeper understanding of the unique characteristics of the AA male both from a for-
mal standpoint and in the context of educator experiences. Additionally, the entire group of par-
ticipants will participate in thorough planning of the Summer Bridge experience so that every-
one’s knowledge and experiences can be considered in the final curriculum design. The intended
results of this planning will include a curriculum design that specifically targets the needs of AA
males in the program, debriefing sessions to address matters specific to AA male successes and
challenges as the program progresses, and follow-on plans that extend additional interventions
into the fall semester following Summer Bridge implementation.

Planning and debriefing sessions proved to be one of the most beneficial aspects of this

study. With this in mind, the school year will include similarly implemented debriefing sessions
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that include the entire faculty in small group discussions about experiences with AA males. The
goal of these training sessions will be to increase teacher capacity to address the needs of AA
males by allowing them to share their experiences and challenges in a common environment with
their peers. Recommendations during these trainings will mirror the findings of this study. The
aim in sharing these recommendations will be to provide teachers with strategies to immediately
employ as they work with the AA male population.

Findings will also be shared with district-level decision makers in order to support chal-
lenges that have already been discussed concerning AA male achievement. Specifically, they
will serve as recommendations for other schools experiencing similar challenges. The goal of in-
volving district-level leadership will be to better support the adequate preparation of schools that
are expected to administer Summer Bridge programs while yielding positive outcomes pursuant
to county objectives mentioned earlier. Overall, findings will be discussed in the context of lead-
ership, because proper leadership is critical to ensuring that the transition to high school is seri-
ously addressed for the lowest performing subgroup of the district. Given that the issue of AA
male achievement continues to be raised on the district level, these findings will be tied to infor-
mation already shared that has only been on a discussion level.

Again, leadership is essential in fostering an environment where these activities can occur
as a well-planned unit. The leader must create a place where teachers feel safe in expressing their
biases and challenges, because these experiences will be key in the planning process (Kearney &
Gebert, D, 2009). There is no “silver bullet” to solving the issue of AA male achievement at this
meaningful crossroads that leads to either success or failure in high school. From an educator’s
standpoint, this is the last chance we have to lay a strong foundation for a group in danger of

continued struggles (Tucker, 2012). This study has helped me, and hopefully all who read it, to
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know how to better plan and engage for this inevitable meeting. There truly is hope at the cross-

roads.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A — Individual Interview Protocol
Project: The Impact of Teacher Perceptions and Practices on the Quality of Transi-
tional Experiences for African-American Males Entering High School

Date

Time

Location

Interviewer

Interviewee

Release form signed?
Notes to interviewee:
Thank you for your participation in this study. | believe your input will be valua-
ble to this research and in helping grow all of our professional practice.
Confidentiality of responses is guaranteed
Approximate length of interview: 90 minutes, five major questions
Purpose of research:

This study is will examine how teachers’ perceptions and practices impact the quality of
preparations for transitional programs and interventions for African-American male students en-
tering high school. The two major areas of inquiry will be teacher perceptions of African-Ameri-
can male students and teacher perceptions of the impact of practices on this group during transi-
tional experiences. Essentially, the purpose of this study is to learn how these two areas impact

the opportunity for the success of African-American males during a critical transition.
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Category | — Perceptions of Practices

Describe for me as fully as possible how you view your role as a teacher and specifically
as an instructor in the summer transition program.
Possible Probing Questions

» What types of experiences have shaped your perceived role?
» What are some specific aspects of your involvement in the summer transition pro-
gram?

Describe your preservice/educational background.
Possible Probing Questions

» What are some memorable experiences that shaped your education?
» How do you view the quality of training you received based on the current reali-
ties of the job?

Can you talk about what you think accounts for outcomes you have experienced in the
program?
Possible Probing Questions

» Who represents the outcomes you have outlined?
» What do you attribute to these outcomes?

Describe some key teaching strategies and/or practices that define your approach to
teaching.
Possible Probing Questions

» How successful or unsuccessful have these approaches been?
Can you talk about how you view your role in planning for the summer transition pro-
gram?

Possible Probing Questions

» What impact do you feel this role has had or will have on the summer transition
program?

Describe how you view the impact of the transition program on its participants.
Possible Probing Questions

» Consider different activities and interventions that have been used. How impactful
have these different items been on its participants? Can you give examples?
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Category Il — Perceptions of African-American males

7. Describe how you view the effectiveness of the transition program on African-American
males.
» What, in your opinion, has been most effective?
» What, in your opinion, has been least effective?
» To what do you attribute the effectiveness (or lack thereof) of aspects of the pro-
gram?

8. Take us through a typical day of what you experience in the summer transition program.
Possible Probing Questions

» How would you describe what you experience from students?
» How would you describe what you experience from African-American males?
» How would you describe what you experience from teachers?

9. Inlight of past experiences, what do you think will be the outcomes for future partici-
pants in the summer transition program?
Possible Probing Questions

» What do you feel will most influence these outcomes?

10. Is there anything you believe should be done to improve outcomes in the summer transi-
tion program?
Possible Probing Questions

» Who do you feel should be responsible for these improvements?
» Consider both student and adult responsibility. How do you view both of these in
light of this question?

11. Can you describe your experience working with African-American males in the program?
Possible Probing Questions

Are there any experiences that stand out from working with African-American
males?

How do you feel about these experiences?

How would you describe your relationship with African-American males stu-
dents?

How would you describe your attitude toward African-American males?

Y VV 'V

12. Can you discuss your experience working with and teaching African-American males in
general?
Possible Probing Questions

» How would you describe your knowledge of African-American male students?



13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.
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Describe what you perceive to be the function of the summer transition program.

Discuss key aspects that define your experience teaching African-American males.
Possible Probing Questions

» Overall, what has your experience been like? Why do you say that?

How would you describe your most impactful or memorable experiences working with
African-American males?

Category |11 — Research-based Questions — Perceptions of African-American males

In my research, | have read that there is an achievement gap between African-American
males and the majority population. Research also says that African-American males are
more likely to drop out of school. What do you think about this?

Research also states that African-American males struggle more than other groups with
making the transition to high school. What are your thoughts about this?

Considering African-American male students, read this excerpt from a literature source
and tell me what you think about it:

Concentration effects theory essentially focuses on increased concentrations of African-
American, poor, and female — headed households during a time frame spanning 20 years,
suggesting that such concentrations increased the gap between higher and lower educated
as well as higher and lower socioeconomic groups. Social disorganization theory seeks to
establish a relationship between concentrations of social issues and the ability to maintain
“effective social controls”. In particular, it suggests a link between community violence
and an increased risk for depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, aggression,
drug use, or low self-esteem.

Closure
o Thank you to interviewee
o Plan to disseminate results
o Reassure confidentiality
o Ask permission to follow-up



Appendix B - List of Codes and Categories/Themes from Nvivo

118

Categories

Codes

Themes

Experiences

Expw AA

Relationships, Approaches

Experiences

Positive, Negative, Reflective

Feelings About Experiences

Positive, Negative, Reflective

Key Aspects Experience w AA

Praise, Love, Challenging

Memorable Experiences AA

Praise, Love, Challenging

Debrief Experiences with AA

Positive, Negative, Reflective

Perceptions

Debrief Perceptions of AA

Challenging, Rebellious, Active, Love

Perceptions of AA Male

Challenging, Rebellious, Active

Perception of Impact

Positive, Negative

Attitude Toward AA Males

Empathetic, Sympathetic, Forward-

Looking
Impact Effect on AA Male Presence, Changing Minds, Re-
cess, Relationships
Future Outcomes Relationships, Community, Changes
Program Impact Positive, Negative
Knowledge | Achievement Gap AA Clarity

Concentration Effects

Clarity, Accountability

Educational Background

Preparation

Knowledge of AA Male

Experience, Training, Conclusions

Planning Role

Building, Preparation, Acclimation




119

Prep for Current Realities

Not Adequate, Limited, Prepared

Program Function

Organization, Change, Activities

Transition Struggle AA

Lack of understanding, Lack of prepara-

tion, Circumstances

Teaching Strategies

Environment, Kids, Better ways
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