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Chapter One   

For it is better to shine a light on the good works, than to dwell on that which we find to be 

repugnant, for hope is better than despair, and there is no progress without hope. 

        -Anonymous 

The pinnacle of educational achievement for many high school seniors across the U.S. is 

being accepted into one of the nation’s top universities.  The nation’s top schools are highly 

selective.  Ivy League schools are even more discriminating in the types of students admit.  

Harvard University, for example, admits less than 5% of its applicants (Harvard University, 

2018).  The chances of being selected for admission into an Ivy League school are scant and only 

possible for those students who combine a drive for excellence with a laudable academic record.  

Gaining acceptance into one of these prestigious universities could be considered the 

achievement of a lifetime.  Being accepted into four distinguished universities with decades of 

pedigree, billion-dollar endowments, and acceptance rates in the single digits (ivycoach.com), is 

exceptional.  Michael Brown, a Houston native, received a full-ride scholarship at 20 different 

U.S. universities, including four Ivy League schools.   Mr. Brown completed his high school 

career with a 4.68 GPA and scored 1560 on the SAT. A New Jersey native, Augusta Uwamanzu 

Nna, earned acceptance into all eight Ivy League schools.  Baltimore native and Gilman High 

graduate Mekhi Johnson was also accepted into eight Ivy League schools.  He is not alone in his 

academic accomplishment.  Another student was accepted into all eight Ivy League schools the 

prior year. Ronald Nelson, Harold Ekeh, Victor Agbafe represent others who have been accepted 

by the nation’s top universities and in most of these cases, the students were accepted by not just 

one, but several of the nation’s elite universities.   
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The novelty of those accomplishments is overshadowed only by the fact that all of the 

aforementioned students are African American.  This fact is worth repeating.  All of the students 

referenced in the previous paragraph are African American males.  Considering the scope of this 

research and the aim of changing the narrative on African American males to a more positive 

one, it seemed critical to plant a flag on this intellectual ground.  These academic 

accomplishments illustrate that young African American men are demonstrating excellence at 

the highest levels of scholarship.  The student’s academic accomplishments, with regard to 

acceptance and GPA, are historically unique.  

However, as promising as the academic accomplishments of those students are, the 

reality is that the narrative of cultural pathology, intellectual apathy and the academic 

underachievement of African American males will still dominate the national narrative (Allen & 

Whitesmith, 2014; Cristle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005; Howard, 2013; Howard, 2008; Jackson & 

Moore, 2008).  To underscore this point, then senator Barack Obama, in 2007 during an NAACP 

forum, was quoted as saying, “we have more work to do when more young Black men languish 

in prison than attend colleges and universities across America” (Kessler, 2007).  This is not an 

entirely accurate statement, but has been widely propagated in recent years by policy reports, 

multiple digital media platforms, and even NBA Hall of Famer Charles Barkley in a nationally 

televised sports program (Carson, 2015; Siedenburg & Vincent, 2002).  According to the 

Department of Education National Center for Educational Statistics, 2000 and 2001 were the 

only years where the number of incarcerated African American males was higher than the 

number of African American males enrolled in post-secondary education.  The other years 

during that time span show significantly more African American men enrolled in post-secondary 

education programs versus incarceration.  In fact, in 2013, the US Census Bureau reported that 
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there were nearly 690,000 African American males between the ages of 18-24 enrolled in college 

while data from the Department of Justice shows nearly 75,000 African American males between 

the ages of 18-24 were incarcerated.  The numbers seem to suggest that there is a problem with 

how African American males are perceived in this country and perhaps abroad.  Despite the fact 

that during this recent span, African American male were 10 times more likely to pursue post-

secondary options than be sent to prison, the research surrounding African American males has 

been negatively skewed.  Many researchers have traversed this well-worn path (Brooms, 2016; 

Brooms, 2017; Harper, 2012; Toldson, 2011).  To be clear, there is a gap in the literature 

focusing on African American males, specifically, there is not enough research focused on high 

achieving African American males in high school. Most of the research on African American 

males is focused on pathology. Researchers like Kumah-Abiwu, (2019), among others, have 

begun to identify this as a deficit narrative.  Harper (2016) takes this idea and declares the need 

for a positive counter narrative around African American males.  

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics, by the time this dissertation 

is published, there will be over 7 million African American students enrolled in Pre-K-12 

education in the United States, and of that number, nearly eight out of every 10 African 

American students will graduate from high school (NCEIS 2019). Some of these students will 

enroll in honors courses, dual credit courses, and advanced placement courses.   

Over the past two decades, many scholars have studied and written about the many 

educational roadblocks African American students face (Ford, 2010; Ford & Moore, 2013; 

Henfield, Moore, Wood, 2008; Grantham, 2003; Toldson, 2011) and the facets of African 

American educational failure that are often highlighted (Dodson, 2012; Grantham, 2011; Ford, 

2008).  However, there has been a call by some scholars to change the research paradigm and 
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focus more on the successes of African American male students.  Consequently, this focus would 

enable educational scholarship to reveal the processes that allowed those students a chance to 

overcome their environmental challenges and persist.  In the past, researchers, policy makers, 

and school districts have ostensibly tried to eradicate the achievement gap between African 

American students and White students in mathematics and reading by studying the problem.  

Researchers have mostly focused on student test data and performance pathology.  

Unfortunately, they have put much of the emphasis on what is wrong or deficient in African 

American students, particularly, African American male students.  This educational deficit 

thinking has even been applied to students who have been identified as gifted or have enrolled in 

advanced coursework in high school (such as honors, advanced placement, dual credit, or 

international baccalaureate.  Harper (2010) explained that current research on African American 

male students focused disproportionally on questions around student retention, failure, struggle, 

and program exit while less attention is paid to questions about why African American male 

students succeed and thrive and why they decide to persist in such programs.  Harper (2012) 

continued to stress that studying those type of questions, negative as they may be, is important to 

overall scholarship and may move us closer to identifying solutions to the achievement gap but 

amplifying those results at the expense of the promotive and positive factors is short sighted.  

Research Problem 

Much of the current literature around African American male achievement focuses on 

negative issues like the school-to-prison pipeline and disproportionality with regard to over 

identification in special education (Haycock, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Rothstein, 2004).  

What we know about African American male student success pales in comparison to what we 

know about the academic deficit many African American male students currently face.  In this 
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dissertation, I seek to add balance to the literature on African American male students by 

focusing on the positive factors that improve their educational reality.  More specifically, the 

focus is on high achieving African American males and the factors that lead them to persist while 

achieving at high academic levels.  Currently, there is a national conversation focused on the 

achievement gap between the academic performance of African-American students and White 

students for example.  The former consistently underperform when compared to the latter on 

state and local assessments (Rothstein, 2004).  This achievement gap has persisted over the last 

two decades with African American male students continuing to lag behind their White 

counterparts (Haycock, 2001).  However, Welner and Carter (2013) subvert this popular 

narrative by asserting achievement gaps arise from opportunity gaps.  In their research, they 

assert, “educational disparities and intergenerational economic equality are highly correlated 

with skin color, ethnicity, linguistic and social class order”.  Welner and Carter (2013) continue 

by highlighting when the conversation uses an opportunity gap lens, attention shifts from outputs 

to inputs, thus placing our focus on the causes of inequity not just the symptoms.  This 

opportunity gap has implications for the national strategy to address African American male 

underachievement.  Rothstein (2013) argues the import and out of school factors such as 

enriching experiences, heath, and housing.  Ladson-Billings (2013) contends that in school 

factors such as high expectations for students, engaging and challenging curricula are vital to 

increase educational opportunity for African-American students.  Additionally, more research on 

successful strategies to recruit and retain high achieving students is necessary if we are to 

achieve educational access and equity as it relates to high achieving African American male 

students.  More focus is also needed on the social, emotional, and structural aspect of schooling 

for these students.  Ignoring the stories and experiences of successful high achieving African 
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American male students is neglecting a potentially powerful and instructive set of observations, 

stories, and data.  Additionally, this study seeks to use the findings to not just positively affect 

the educational outcomes for African American male students on a high achievement track, but 

instead use the results to generate a change of focus for practitioners in general.  

To move from a deficit-based analytical practice to one that looks at student strengths 

would not just benefit high achievers but many more students in the educational system.  A more 

focused and sustained effort to study the factors that contribute to successes of African American 

male students could yield important results.  The education field may be able to mine strategies 

and resources from the stories and experiences of African American male high achievers for 

years to come.  This study situates itself among the dearth of studies currently available that 

focus on positive factors that promote success in high achieving African American male 

students.  This study aims to add to a body of research that is currently limited in its volume, but 

vital to better understanding the realities of high achieving African American male students.  

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework used in this research is derived from Resiliency Theory.  

Resiliency Theory is marked by three distinct models (compensatory, protective, challenge) of 

resilience, each with its own contribution to student outcomes (Fergus and Zimmerman, 2005).  

The compensatory model defines how a resource can compensate for certain risks factors.  The 

Protective model defines the relationship between promotive or positive factors and risk factors 

and explains how some resources act as protectors against risk factors.  The Challenge model 

details the nature of how moderate exposure to risk factors can inoculate students from specific 

negative effects.  The Anti-Deficit Achievement framework is grounded in a strength-based 

approach to analyzing and interpreting the academic behavior of African American male students 
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in an attempt to better understand what factors lead to successful academic experiences.  A more 

thorough explanation of Resiliency Theory is offered in Chapter 2.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate how assets and resources help 

African American male students persist and stay on the high achievement track during high school.  

I explored the lives of high achieving African American male students by conducting interviews 

and by asking questions about their academic lives, social lives, and peer and familiar 

relationships.  This study investigated how high achieving African American male students persist 

in academic environments and how their social networks support or inhibit their progress.  My 

study was unique some ways.  First, it focused on a largely underrepresented group of students, 

African American high achieving males.  Secondly, the focus was on the factors that promote 

academic success instead of the well-worn topics of African American male underperformance 

and failure.  Finally, this study helps to change the larger narrative around African American male 

achievement by conducting interviews with the students themselves.  Hearing the voices of the 

students marks a departure from previous research.  My study placed the students at the center of 

the research, their experiences and their voices served as the primary source material.  By focusing 

on student voice, I explored the lives of these students from a novel and more personal perspective. 

Research Questions 

I have developed several research questions that will serve as ideological guideposts for my 

study.  The questions cover the social and cognitive aspects of African American male high 

achievers, while also exploring actionable strategies undertaken by schools that may be 

reproducible in the future and could help guide policy.  
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1. What social experiences help shape or support the success of African American males on 

a high achievement track?  

2. What support do teachers offer African American male students to keep them on a high 

achievement track?  

3. How do negative events shape the attitudes and behaviors of African American males on 

the high achievement track?  

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant in the context of national scholarship for several reasons.  First, 

the study seeks to identify ways to accomplish increased student performance, more equity and 

access for students, and improved practitioner skills.  Gaining insight into how African American 

male high achievers stay on track is necessary and that insight could inform practitioners and 

school corporations on how to structure supports to prepare students for success at the secondary 

level.  One the more significant reasons that this study is relevant is due to increasingly high 

student needs.  There is currently a great need in the education field to address the issue of 

African American male student performance.  As it stands, African American students 

significantly underperform other racial groups on standardized assessments (Ladson-Billings, 

2006).  This study seeks to identify and use a framework that can be used by practitioners to 

address student underperformance by studying what factors lead to and promote continued 

success.  Teachers are primarily tasked with increasing student performance in the classroom.  

Research specifically aimed at assisting an entire subgroup of students will empower teachers 

will do just that.  Additionally, this study aims to bolster African American male persistence 

while on the high achievement track in high school.  Furthermore, the effects of this study could 

have implications for institutional and structural practices that if changed could harness 
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appreciable results in African American male achievement and retention in high achievement 

track coursework.  

Delimitations 

The scope of this study is particularly related to group of students in a very specific range 

of attributes.  I chose to study African American male students who performed above average 

with respect to other African American males.  The timeframe spans from October of 2019 

through May of 2020.  This group of students attended a relatively large high school in a large 

metropolitan area located within one of the country’s most populated cities.  In this regard, it 

should be noted that there are limitations to what can be generalized from the results of this 

study.  I did not study any ethnic groups outside of African Americans and the study only 

included males, which is to say that the results are without input from a large swath of the United 

States demographic.  Not included are White and Latino males, African American females, 

Asian, and Native American males and females, for example. In addition, a lack of abundant 

socioeconomic diversity limits the study.  The students in this study come from mostly middle-

class families and inhabit a mixture of single-family homes and apartment dwellings.  

Definition of Terms 

 Important terms that will be used throughout this dissertation are defined within the 

context of the study as follows: 

 African American.  The term African American was used in this study in lieu of the 

word Black to define the students.  This decision was made as a conscious act of linking the 

students to a geographical and social history, while still acknowledging their current identity.  
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Achievement.  The extent to which a student has achieved short or long-term educational 

goals, can be a student’s GPA or an educational benchmark.  Academic achievement is the 

conflation of a student’s home, school, and personal experiences (Rivkin, Hanushek & Rain, 

2005).  Achievement is commonly measured by using end of term summative assessments, 

quizzes, homework, and even nationally representative aptitude tests like the SAT.  

Gifted.  Students with outstanding talent who perform or show the potential for 

performing at remarkably high levels when compared to others of their age (Renzulli, 2011).  

Students able to any combination of general intellectual ability, specific academic aptitude, 

creative thinking, psychomotor ability, visual or performing arts ability (Marland Report, 1972).  

High achiever.  Students that demonstrate exceptionally high grades and high 

performance across many domains (Harper, 2015). Note: not all high achievers are considered 

gifted students and not all gifted students are high achievers.  

High achievement track.  Defined as being enrolled in some combination of advanced 

placement courses, honor courses, dual credit courses, or international baccalaureate courses. 

Non-cognitive factors.  Behaviors, attitudes, beliefs, and social-emotional skills that set 

students up for success in school and in life.  Non-cognitive factors fall into the five following 

categories: academic behaviors, perseverance, mindset, learning strategy, and social skills. 

Persist.  Defined as a willingness to continue to try in the face of adversity. In in this 

study, persistence is marked by student enrollment in and completion of a high achievement 

track course. 
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Organization of Remaining Chapters 

The remaining chapters of my study along with a bibliography and appendices make up 

my complete dissertation.  Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to the study. Chapter 2 provides 

the reader with a review of the relevant research on high achieving African American males, 

including a review of the screening process and recruitment and retention challenges.  Chapter 3 

explains my qualitative research methods.  In this chapter, I cover several key aspects of the 

design, research setting, sample, data collection, and data analysis.  I discussed the study results 

and findings are presented in Chapter 5.  Specifically, I attempted to explain the data in narrative 

form, as well as explained how the research problem and questions have been addressed by the 

results.  Chapter 5 included the dissertation summary, conclusions, and final recommendations 

based on the study.   

Summary  

African American males have been successful on the high achievement track and have 

demonstrated resilience in the face of academic adversity, social isolation, and structural biases.  

The Resilience Framework and Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework present an opportunity to 

see and understand high achieving African-American males in novel and enriching ways. By 

researching the undergirding factors of persistence, practitioners, institutions and educational 

professionals can support high achieving African American male students. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of Literature 

During the review of relevant literature, I focused my search parameters by using 

databases and searching specifically for peer-reviewed studies conducted within the last 5-6 

years (2015-2021).  I also made effort to include seminal authors like John Ogbu and Gloria 

Ladson Billings, for example.  These researchers and scholars represent the ideological seed of 

much of the research in my literature review.  Once I was able to view the entire scope of the 

relevant literature on my topic, I deemed it critical to include select studies. I primarily used the 

following search terms:  African American achievers, African American gifted, Black male 

achievers, and Black high ability students.  Academic Search Premiere, EBSCOhost, and Google 

Scholar were used with regularity during my research.  Throughout this study, the term gifted 

and high achievers are used to describe students.  According to the National Association for 

Gifted Children, gifted students give evidence of high achievement capability in intellectual, 

creative, artistic fields.  While there is federal definition of “high achievers”, they are typically 

students that are highly motivated, well organized, and behaviorally well-adjusted and 

consistently earn high grades.  It should be noted that not all high achievers are gifted, and not all 

gifted students are high achievers.   

Gifted education in the United States has a long and storied history (Ackerman, 1997; 

Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; Lakin, 2016; Renzulli, 1976, 1986; Renzulli & Rice 1997).  

Students with above average achievement or test data have been provided an educational 

accommodation, that is, gifted students have been provided an appropriately challenging 

curriculum, modified classrooms, and more highly trained and certified teachers for example 

(Renzulli, 1986).  In the United States, African American students have had access to gifted 
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programs but have not been placed in gifted programs at near the same rates as their white 

counterparts (Ford, 1992).  

African American students educated in the United States have seen many challenges 

since our nation desegregated schools such as the school to prison pipeline, disproportional 

representation in special education and statistical overrepresentation when it comes to out-of-

school suspensions (Allen & White-Smith, 2014).  Within the spaces of gifted education, that is 

African American students identified as gifted and those who demonstrate the intellectual acuity 

but were not selected for participation into a program, African American students face a gauntlet 

of challenges as well.  From underrepresentation within gifted programs to poor recruitment and 

retention rates, African American students are not faring well across the country (Allen & White-

Smith, 2014).  The recruitment and retention of African American students in gifted education 

programs across the United States has received less than stellar results (Ford, Grantham, & 

Whiting, 2008) from an achievement standpoint.  Once African American students are a part of 

the gifted community, research shows (Moore, Ford & Milner, 2005) that they have to deal with 

the effects of racial bias, which affects the students in tangible and long-lasting ways.  Moore, 

Ford, and Milner (2005) explain that recruitment alone is not sufficient to reverse the course of 

underrepresentation in gifted program.  African American students face racial prejudice, low 

teacher and counselor expectations, negative peer pressure, and on occasion poor parental 

involvement  
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Study Purpose 

The purpose of my research is to investigate and understand why high achieving African 

American male students stay engaged and enrolled on the high achievement path.  This work, as 

Allen (2014) powerfully stated, has the potential to shape the dominant discourse on Black male 

academic identity.  It is at the intersection of the potential success of high achieving African 

American male students and the current reality of schooling, where I locate the answers to my 

research questions.  Before then, however, I will provide a research context by reviewing the 

pertinent literature in and around the area of persistence and retention of gifted African American 

male students.  

African American males face challenges at the outset of their journey through the 

educational system.  The selection process for recruiting and identifying gifted students has its 

detractors (Lakin, 2016; Warne, 2014; Zhbanova, Rule, & Stichter, 2015) and for good reason.  

African American students are not represented well in gifted education compared to their white 

counterparts for many reasons (Ford, Collins, Grantham, & Moore, 2021; Wright, Ford, & 

Young, 2017).  One reason is they are not referred to the gifted program at the same rates at 

white students.  For context, perusing the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) report from 1992 

revealed that there were 1,412,011 students enrolled in gifted educations programs in the United 

States.  Of the number, only 12.1% were of African American descent.  Compare that number in 

1992 to the most recent data available from the OCR and the point becomes even more salient. 

As of 2014, the most current data sample available, the number of students in the United States 

enrolled in gifted education programs was recorded at 3,329,544, more than double the amount 

from the 1992 data survey (Office of Civil Rights, 2014).  The number of African American 

students enrolled in gifted education programs was reported as 330,774, which is 9.9%.  As the 
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number of students enrolled in gifted education across the nations almost doubled, the percentage 

of African American students enrolled actually decreased from 12.1% to 9.9% (Office of Civil 

Rights).  

There is a distinction to be made between referral (or nomination) as the first step to 

identification versus the use of universal screening (where everyone is tested) initially (Lakin, 

2016).  Nomination or referral is a process by which teachers-and sometimes in conjunction with 

parents- recommend students for screening (or testing) for gifted services.  In most cases, the 

term screening refers to the use of a formal assessment tool (student rating scale or an ability or 

achievement test usually) for making placement decisions and/or identifying necessary services 

for the student (McBee, 2006).  If referral is the first step of identification, then screening occurs 

only for nominated students.  When every single student in a grade level is administered at least 

one formal assessment as the first step of identification, then that school is utilizing what is 

known as universal screening.  Initial screening of students can be followed by additional 

assessments to determine eligibility.  The summation of these processes is identification or 

placement into gifted and talented services. 

Successfully recruiting African American students for gifted programs has not been as 

successful as originally hoped for.  As pointed out by Moore, Ford, and Milner (2005), far too 

many times gifted programs across the county fail to accurately reflect an understanding of the 

cultural values, social experiences, and learning styles of students of color and with that failure 

comes a lack of recruiting success as evidenced by the declining enrollment percentages across 

the country.  It is worth repeating that the data from the OCR report (2013-2014) revealed that as 

a nation, enrollment into gifted education programs more than doubled for the nation as a whole 
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from the early 90’s to 2014, but African American students saw a decline in enrollment 

percentages during that same period.   

Conceptual Framework 

This study is guided by two main theories that together form the foundation of my 

theoretical framework.  Resiliency theory and the Anti-Deficit Achievement model are both 

theories that help to shape my research and guide my analysis of high achieving African 

American male students.  Resilience theory, as explained by Zimmerman, Stoddard, Eisman, 

Caldwell, Aiyer, and Miller (2013) provides a framework for studying and understanding how 

some young people persist and overcome risky situations and environments.  This theory also 

guides the development of interventions for prevention using a strengths-based approach as 

opposed to a deficit model of viewing and explaining the behavior of youth.  Rak and Patterson 

(1996) add that this focus includes a reduction on pathology and an emphasis on strengths.  Put 

another way, resilience theory focuses on increasing protective and promotive factors that help 

negate the effects of risk factors.  This focus aligns with the scope of my research on persistence 

of African American male high achievers because I want to understand the factors that lead to 

African American male student retention with respect to high achieving school pathways, and in 

doing so, I suspect that both protection factors and preventative factors will play a role.  It is my 

belief that preventative factors and protective factors each will contribute to persistence and my 

plan is to closely analyze the impact of both factors.  Resilience in youth is revealed when 

individual, social, and environmental factors raise the level of severity from being considered a 

risk to being considered a pathology (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Zimmerman et al., 2013).  
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Resiliency Framework  

The resiliency framework can be divided into three categories: compensatory model, 

protective model and challenge model (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).  In each of these 

categories, students have overcome risk exposure in some way and have successfully coped with 

a traumatic experience.  In the compensatory model, promotive factors help to negate the 

negative risks factors that students face.  They can compensate for risk exposure or help to 

mitigate risk in the first place.  Promotive factors are often thought of as protective factors. 

Promotive factors can be environmental, social, or individual factors that help to interrupt the 

trajectory from risk to pathology (Zimmerman et al., 2013).  Environmental factors may include 

quality housing in a safe neighborhood, high achieving schools where trauma-inducing 

experiences are rare if ever enacted.  In this way, adult action can help compensate for higher-

than-normal levels of risk the students may face in their lives.  A student that lives in a single 

parent household that has a household income below the poverty line is more likely than not 

going to be exposed to more risk factors than a student from an affluent background.  

Compensatory factors like having a male role model in close proximity, for example, can 

compensate for the single parent household status.  It is important to note that compensatory 

factors are independent of the risk factors, unlike the next model.  

The protective resilience model focuses on how specific factors help to protect students 

from risk factors (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).  Protective factors are defined as family, child, 

and neighborhood characteristics that reduce the negative effect of adversity on outcomes 

(Masten & Reed, 2002).  Parental support is a protective factor because having supportive 

parents can protect students from outcomes associated with living in low income, high crime 

neighborhoods.  Supportive parents are more likely to engage, empower, and advocate for their 
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children and in doing so help to protect them from the negative effects of trauma.  In this model, 

the relationship between the protective factors and the risk factors are key. 

The third model in the Resiliency Framework is known as the challenge model.  This 

model suggests that a student’s repeated exposure to low-level risk may be beneficial because it 

represents an opportunity for additional resource acquisition as well as skill practice.  An 

example of a low-level risk factor would be negative peer pressure.  As a student encountered 

more and more incidents of low-level negative peer pressure, the challenge theory posits that the 

student would be able to acclimate to the pressure and eventually find ways to cope with and 

overcome the negative exposure.  According to the authors, balance is the key to this exposure 

benefit.  Too little exposure to risk factors represents missed opportunities to practice coping 

skills where too much risk exposure and debilitating effects can linger indefinitely.  This 

framework is uniquely relevant to this review of literature because African American male 

students have shown the ability to succeed in secondary and post-secondary and in some cases, 

they have succeeded despite living below the poverty line, despite parental support and access to 

resources (Allen & White-Smith, 2014).  Resiliency theory aligns with Harper’s (2012) model of 

anti-deficit framing in the way it looks to find facilitators of success to explain the African 

American male student’s experience.   

Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework  

Even though much of the scholarly research on black male achievement focuses on 

barriers to success and explanations of why African American male students do not perform at 

the same levels as their white or Asian counterparts, culturally relevant teaching seeks to 

understand and highlight those practices that have led to success within the high achieving 
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African American male student group.  Many academic studies and think pieces have been 

written on the black, white achievement gap (Hart & Risley, 1995; Henfield, 2006; Jencks & 

Philips, 1998; Lee & Burkham, 2002), the school to prison pipeline (Christle, Jolivette, & 

Nelson, 2005; Wald & Losen, 2003) and the overall deleterious effects of poverty (Goldstein & 

Noguera, 2006; Noguera, 2003).  However, a new and paradigm shifting theoretical framework 

brought forth by Harper (2012) pivots from the usual practice of focusing on the 

underachievement of African American males and the barriers to their success and instead puts 

the emphasis the facilitators or enablers of African American males’ academic success.  Harper 

has drawn on the work of Solórzano and Yosso (2002) to inform his framework.  Solórzano and 

Yosso (2002) describe critical race theory as an approach to research that among many things, 

challenges traditional research norms used to interpret the lives of students of color while also 

focusing the experiences of those students in ways that see students’ lived experiences as a 

source of strength.  This act of shifting the focus from deficit approach to strength-based 

approach is one of the hallmarks of what Harper calls his Anti Deficit Achievement Framework.  

 Harper suggests that asking questions like, “why are so few African American students 

pursuing STEM degrees?”, “why are so many African American students underprepared for 

college-level math courses?”, and “why do so many African American students change their 

majors to non-STEM fields?” These are all valid questions but questions like these have tended 

to amplify African American student failure and deficit thinking at the expense of heralding 

African American student achievement.  Despite what is reported in journals, studies, and 

papers, there are group of high performing African American students that have actively pursued 

a higher level of academic attainment despite not having highly educated parents or being birthed 

into a high-income earning family for example.  Harper (2012) continues to delineate a line 
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between what has previously been offered in the literature and his new framework by 

emphasizing that the framework is intended identify various factors that assist African American 

male students with educational success like community, familial, and individual resources for 

example.  However, broadly speaking, researchers have also written about the need for scholars 

to abandon any theoretical approaches to African American male research that are deficit minded 

(Howard, Flennaugh, & Terry, 2012).  By examining what researchers can do, the authors have 

called for several action items to begin to change the public discourse around African American 

male students. Namely, paying attention to race class and gender when examining racial identity 

for African American students, prioritizing African American male voice in analysis and 

research, acknowledge the complete nature of African American male identify and the way that 

plays out in a school setting, for example.  

 Scholars have been called to action with regard to changing the conversation around 

African American male students.  However, there are more avenues for agency. According to the 

anti-deficit framework, success factors or enablers of African American male student success can 

be categorized into various types of support, community support, social/familial support, and 

individual support for example. 

  Community support of African American male students has been shown in various 

studies (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005; Cunningham, Corprew, & Becker 2009) to help 

facilitate learning and optimized relationships from kindergarten through undergraduate 

matriculation.  Schools play a large role in enabling success and to the extent that they recognize 

the individual needs of the students, they are able to offer individualized support.  Tinto’s model 

(2006) of persistence and departure identifies a model to help explain how African American 

male students persist at predominately white institutions of higher learning.  While the 
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population of Tinto’s study population and environment differ from the target demographic of 

my study, Tinto’s work nevertheless reinforces the research on achievement facilitators and 

enablers for African American male students.   

Underrepresentation of African American Students in Gifted Education 

Martin Jenkins in 1936 launched what is known as the first study into the nature of gifted 

African American students in the United States.  Prior to 1936, multiple scholars studied the 

giftedness of white students (Hollingsworth, 1929; Terman, 1925; Witty, 1930).  Almost a 

century later, the study of the exceptional, the gifted African American student, is still not as 

thoroughly researched white gifted students.  Nevertheless, there exists enough scholarly work to 

sufficiently review the literature around gifted African American students and the challenges 

they face with underrepresentation.  Specifically, recruitment and retention challenges within 

gifted education programs.  

The broader issue at hand is the underrepresentation of African American students in 

gifted education.  As far back as 1936, Jenkins noted that despite high intelligence test scores for 

African American students, they were not formally identified as gifted by their schools.  This 

represents an early example of the exclusion African American students faced while attempting 

to gain entry into gifted programs.  In the time between then and now, the reality of 

underrepresentation has been slow to shift and students of color, despite their performance on 

achievement tests have been referred to gifted programs much less than their white counterparts 

(Bonner, Jennings, Marbley, & Brown, 2008; McBee, 2006).  

One of the more pressing issues regarding African American high achievers is related to 

identification and underrepresentation in gifted programs.  According to a report published by 
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the Office of Civil Rights (2002), lack of accurately identifying African American students has 

led to as much as 50% nationally.  

Screening and Referral Process for Gifted Education 

To identify and select students to participate in the gifted program, schools need to find a 

way to locate viable candidates.  The process that is most often used by schools is called 

screening.  According to Callahan, Moon, and Oh (2013) 86.5% of districts use teacher 

nominations to locate viable candidates and 80.5% of schools utilize parent nominations to do 

the same.  Screening for students to be enrolled in respected gifted programs is usually 

accomplished by either using a universal screening mechanism or by using referrals 

(teacher/parent nomination) to identify potential students for the program.  More specifically, 

McBee (2006) defines screening as a formal assessment tool (rating scale/achievement test) for 

making placement decisions and /or identifying necessary services for the student.  He goes on to 

define referral as a process by which teacher or parents recommend students to be screened or 

tested for entry into the gifted program.  Even though a large percentage of schools utilize these 

methods as a part of the process, they are not without compromise.  For example, when schools 

utilize the referral process (nomination), they benefit from a cost-effective approach compared to 

universal screening.  The referral process tends to lead to fewer students suggested for special 

services and that means a cost reduction for the district.  However, the disadvantage to referring 

students for service has been highlighted by at least a few scholars (Lakin, 2016; Warne, 2014; 

Zhbanova et. Al, 2015) and they point to the unreliable and biased nature of some referrals. 

Gallimore and Goldenberg (1995) specifically point out the potential hazards with parent 

nominations as they can be unevenly distributed across ethnic/racial and socioeconomic groups.  
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The work of many scholars has been to find ways to correct for underrepresentation of 

African American students in gifted programs and several alternatives have been studied.  The 

work of Card and Giuliano (2016) resulted in major implications for the progress of inclusionary 

gifted procedures.  Their work showed that universal screening when compared to prior methods 

of identification, yielded large increases in proportions of students classified as gifted, those 

identified were disproportionately African American among others, and the achievement gains 

for students identified using the universal screening method was similar to those students 

referred with previous referral program.  

There are other methods available to increase the pool of potential gifted African 

American students.  Warne (2014) examined the use of ‘above level testing’ as a technique. 

Although widely known in the field, above level testing represents an alternative to ineffective 

aforementioned techniques.  There are many reasons advocates champion the use of above level 

testing like raising the test ceiling, reducing regression to the mean, for example.  The pertinence 

in this literature review is made clear by its ability to discriminate between high-ability 

examinees and its ability to improve reliability; both elements in some ways help level the field 

for African American students.   

Research on gifted education in America has found that gifted students from various 

backgrounds face many challenges and even display variance across genders (Cross, Spiers-

Neumeister, & Cassidy, 2007; Hanson & Toso, 2007, Reis & McCoach, 2000).  Hansen and 

Toso’s qualitative work revealed that some gifted students reported feeling disrespected by 

teachers and peers and unwelcome, as well as ostracized by others at school. Cross, Spiers-

Neumeister, and Cassidy (2007) have been able to discover preferences among gifted female 

students that are different from male students as well as results from a study that suggest that 
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even teacher personality types play a role in gifted student feelings of acceptance and fit. African 

American gifted students face even more challenges.  In addition to the issues that generally 

confront gifted learners, challenges that are unique to African American students compound a 

complex reality, as discussed in the next section.  

Racial Identity 

The impact of racial identity and how it affects African American students has been 

studied by many scholars (Allen, 2014; Ford, Harris, & Schuerger, 2001; Graham & Anderson, 

2008; Rodgers, 2008).  However, one of the first scholars and most widely cited was Cross 

(1971). Cross advanced a theory called Nigrescence to help people conceptualize African 

American racial identity.  Nigrescence describes the process of becoming African American. 

Cross defines five specific stages in that process.  The first stage is the pre-encounter; here 

African American students view the world using a dominant culture (White) worldview and they 

may even suffer from a poor self-concept, self-deprecation, and detachment from the black 

community and these factors work together to negate blackness.  The second stage is the 

encounter; during and after having an encounter with the dominant culture in which identity is 

called into question, African Americans are forced to re-evaluate their self-image.  This often 

happens when an event has challenged the student to reconsider their white worldview and how 

that worldview is reconciled with their African American identify.  The third stage is immersion-

emersion; here African American students radically change their worldview and begin to 

embrace blackness as a frame of reference.  This new adoption of blackness leads to a mix of 

emotions that range from elation to anger to celebration all the way to various forms of 

aggression.  The next stage is internalization and from this stage forward, the African American 

student is able to safely and efficiently adapt a mindset of high achievement without being prone 
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to worship the dominant culture.  The final stage is the internalization-commitment phase.  The 

major difference between the final stage and the previous stage is that now the African American 

student takes that confidence and cultural security and parlays that into political agency to force 

change for the collective black community.  

High achieving African American students progressing through Cross’s model of racial 

identity can experience each of the stages in various ways depending on their environment.  

African American high achieving students in predominantly white institutions can be pushed into 

the pre-encounter and encounter phases more quickly than high achieving African American 

students in predominantly black institutions thus causing a re-evaluation of their frame of 

reference sooner.  

In 2001, Cross along with Vandiver, developed a revised theory of black identity 

development, one that reduced the number of stages from five to three but added distinctive 

types within each stage.  During the pre-encounter, Cross and Vandiver identify that students 

will experience assimilation, miseducation, and racial self-hatred.  During immersion-emersion, 

students will develop more anti-white sentiment and have intense involvement in all things 

black.  The final stage in the new model is internalization where students develop a Black 

Nationalist perspective but transfer the love of black people into an empathic view of two or 

more cultures.  Although the work done by Cross (1971) and Cross and Vandiver (2001) has 

been criticized for its simple representation of a complex process (Parham, 1989), it may help 

answer my some of the research questions I have posed in this study and thus add value to the 

field. 
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Along with black identity development, scholars have highlighted the significance of the 

concept of race centrality and its effect on African American students (Sellers, Rowley, Chavous 

& Smith, 1997).  In their work, they focus on a part of racial identity called regard; this can be 

private regard or public regard.  The former being how African American students feel about 

their own race and the latter being how the public feels about their race.  This idea of regard 

leads to the concept of centrality.  Chavous, Bernat, Schmeelk-Cone, Caldwell, Kohn-Wood and 

Zimmerman (2003) defined race centrality to be the importance of race to an individual.  They 

go on to describe the concept as the ways in which an individual seems themselves as a part of 

the larger group and how similar they are to other members of this group.  The authors saw race 

centrality as being mostly stable and not depended on the situation in which the student found 

himself.   

Nasir, McLaughlin, and Jones (2009) called for change in the way African American 

racial identity was considered and thought about by academics, they called for both the local 

meaning of identity and the strength of that identify to be recognized.  In their analysis, they 

found out that African American students met a host of identity meanings and that these identity 

definitions were highly dependent on the context.   

The concept of racial identity by itself has been covered substantially by other scholars 

and is also not the scope this review.  However, racial identity as it relates to academic success is 

a part of my research and thus has a place.  Beginning in 1972, Cross began to investigate the 

relationship between identify and academic achievement, particularly within the African 

American community.  
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Acting White 

Cultural Ecology Theory is defined by Ogbu (1987) as explanation of minority school 

performance that explores broad factors like school and society while also paying attention to the 

interplay of social life within the minority community.  Ogbu’s theory has two main parts. The 

first part deals with the treatment of minority students in the school system.  In some cases, this 

could be preferential treatment or mistreatment.  The second part of the theory looks at 

community forces and perception.  Specifically, how minority students perceive their treatment 

in school and subsequently how those same groups respond to their treatment and environment.  

Understanding how minority groups navigate educational systems that they perceive to 

be unjust leads to one of the foundational claims made by Ogbu.  The claim is made that African 

American students may suffer academically in part because they have to adapt in dangerous 

ways. Ogbu and Fordham wrote: 

Our main point in this paper is that one major reason black students do poorly in school is 

that they experience inordinate ambivalence and affective dissonance about academic 

effort and success. This problem arose partly because white Americans traditionally 

refused to acknowledge that black Americans are capable of intellectual achievement, 

and partly because black Americans subsequently began to doubt their own intellectual 

ability, began to define academic success as white people’s prerogative, and began to 

discourage their peers, perhaps unconsciously, from emulating white people in academic 

striving, i.e., from “acting white”. 

However, research by Allen (2013) directly refutes this claim the African American 

students lack the skills and resources to negotiate academic rigorous terrain while maintaining a 
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strong identity.  Allen points out that using data from a larger ethnographic study of over 2,000 

students, African American males were able to as he states, “consciously balance cool and school 

while meeting parental expectations and maintain peer group solidarity”.  Additionally, research 

points to the reality that while the acting white theory is applicable, it is so in certain contexts 

(Allen, 2013; Allen, 2014; Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Stinson, 2011).  In addition, African 

American students were usually aware of how their peers viewed them and seemed to be able to 

maintain peer groups while achieving at high levels academically.  It appeared that for the 

students in the study, the cost of high academic achievement was not has high as previous 

research (Ogbu, 1998; Darnell-Ainsworth & Downey, 1998) would seem to suggest.  

Despite the counter research on the validity of the acting white theory, there is still reason 

to study the work of Dr. Ogbu.  Hamann (2004) acknowledged the controversial nature of 

Ogbu’s ‘acting white’ theory among others (Toldson, 2011; Cook & Ludwig, 1997; Ainsworth-

Darnell & Downey, 1998) but he also lays out several ideas advanced by Ogbu that are worth 

review.  First, he reminds readers that Ogbu had insisted that disadvantaged students nonetheless 

have power and can affect their lives through choice.  Second, these students acting within their 

own power can be a critique of racist and unequal society.  Third, that correcting what has 

historically not worked forces a deep consideration of the actions taken by those not in power 

and a look at how those actions can be refined to produce a greater effect.  In this context, one 

can draw a line between the agency of African American students reflected in Ogbu and 

Harper’s anti-deficit achievement framework.  Ogbu argued that despite the environment many 

of the students came from they still had the power to ultimately affect their educational 

outcomes.  
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The next few points made by the authors all echo familiar points previously covered in 

this literature review, but I will review them still because it appears that their frequent 

appearance in the literature confirms that they have a place and meaning in this discourse.  

Stereotype threat may be occurring with some students in the class and teachers would be wise to 

anticipate this when questioning students and working with a diverse set of students.  According 

to Steele (1995), stereotype threat is being at risk of confirming a negative stereotype about one’s 

identity group.  Harper and Davis (2012) point out examples of how this may play out in the 

classroom but suffice it say that teachers who are fostering a supportive and collaborative 

environment are aware of this.  Students who experienced stereotype threat spend more time 

doing fewer items and doing those items inaccurately and Steele (1995) suggests the reason for 

this impaired performance is likely due to the students being aware they have an audience and 

them having a form of test anxiety.  Additionally, Steele points out this viscous cycle of 

underperformance that begins with a subpar academic performance, followed by a confirmation 

of sorts of the group’s inferiority in this regard, which then leads to even more self-doubt and 

future lower than average performances.   

Sociopolitical Context  

Gloria Ladson Billings (1995) pioneered the study of culturally relevant teaching when 

she discovered a more effective method for teaching students from diverse backgrounds.  In her 

seminal work, she identified three keys for achieving instruction that is culturally relevant and 

effective: laser focus on student learning, development of cultural competence in all students, 

and finally an increase in student’s socio-political awareness.  Each of these focuses are relevant 

to the students in my study, particularly the development in cultural competence and socio-

political awareness.  Students benefit both academically and socially by engaging with a 
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culturally diverse group of peers (Estell, Farmer, Irvin, Crowther, Akos, & Boudah, 2009).  

Nevertheless, what Ladson-Billings argues for goes beyond seeing culture defined solely by 

racial or ethnic constraints.  She looks at the multitude of subcultures and how those subcultures, 

when attended to, help shape the lives of successful students.  By now, the public at large, has 

had to witness the violent deaths of several unarmed African American men through various 

social media and news outlets.  Though police sanctioned violence against black bodies is not the 

purview of my research, socio-political context is lived in the world inhabited by the students in 

this study and students in this study may have to negotiate a reality that sees that African 

American men are increasingly at risk of death by police (Brunson & Weitzer, 2009) compared 

to other racial groups.  To the extent that the students in my study increase their awareness of 

this socio-political reality, they may be able to successfully decrease their group mortality rate. 

The academic work done by Ladson-Billings and others represents a framework shift in 

how African American students, as well as other students, are discussed and thought about in 

academic circles.  This shift, from looking at what those students lacked, to looking at what 

strengths and abilities they possess is the cornerstone of my second conceptual framework.  This 

framework situates itself as a new and more dynamic interpretation of success within the 

scholarship on African American students.  

Supporting African American High Achievers 

Structurally, there are many ways institutions and schools can attempt to support African 

American male students.  Harper and Davis (2016) contend that there are at least eight action 

items that when done with fidelity, can support a nurturing educational environment.  The first 

task selected by the authors is for teachers to address any implement bias and increase racial 
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literacy. Harper and Davis (2016) state that many times teachers are by products of their own 

upbringing and in many cases, those upbringings may not have been fertile ground for 

constructive conservations about the racialized other.  He continues to suggest the pre-service 

training was not sufficient in that the trainings did not adequately survey the topic of race and 

how to navigate conversations around race nor did the training trigger a response in teachers on 

implicit bias and why it is important to recognize it and be proactive about confronting it.  The 

authors emphasize the importance of exposing teachers to authors of color and to instructional 

materials that value various cultural perspectives.  The ability to negotiate racial divisiveness in 

the classroom requires skills that the authors claim are needed to effectively support African 

American male students.  Much like when the students in the National Black Male College 

Achievement Study cited the reasons they felt supported in classrooms, the second point, rests on 

the ability of the teachers to not only have high expectations for students but to not show surprise 

when those outperform that average.  The students home life, home address, nor his peer group 

were acceptable reasons for justifying any disbelief demonstrated by the teacher. Next, Harper 

and Davis stress the importance of not expecting any student to speak for their entire racial 

group.  Students have reported (Harper, 2010; Harper & Davis, 2016) that at times they feel the 

pressure to speak for all Black people.  This burden is not a burden easily carried by students of 

color and it is an unfair expectation placed on these students especially considering the paucity 

of anecdotal data suggesting that white students are expected to carry a similar burden by 

answering or representing the entire race (McIntosh, 2007).   

Harper and Davis (2016) continue with recommendations to support African American 

male students by advocating for the need for diverse curricula and instructional materials that 

more closely resemble and relate to the needs of the diverse students.  By advocating for more 
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diverse instructional materials, the authors also call attention to the need for curriculum reviews 

on a regular basis that allows for a close inspection of what is being taught to students and it 

looks at what type of materials they are exposed to during the school year.  In the same way, 

teachers are advised to address and confront implicit bias; teachers are also advised to 

responsibly confront racial dissonance when it arises.  In Harper’s study, (2014) African 

American students reported feeling isolated and alone to deal with reports of micro aggressions 

from white students.  Those students said they wished their teachers made better use of those 

teachable moments instead of simply declining to comment or closing the discussion.  After 

reviewing the recommendations of Harper and Davis, it is clear that educational systems can 

offer many layers of support for African American male students.  According to Harper (2010), 

the schools that invest in these measures are likely to see African American male students 

achieve at higher levels, attend schools more consistently and report having a more positive 

school experience.  

In secondary schools, there have been documented facilitators to assist African American 

male students with academic persistence.  There are many actions that teachers can take to 

ensure African American male students are supported and put into position to be successful.  

Allen (2014) noted that among those actions, holding high expectations and challenging them to 

excel, believing in the students’ academic potential, and clearly making the connection between 

what they are required to learn and how that relates to the real world.  This last point, about 

making connections to the real, is echoed by Ladson-Billings (1995) as one of her keys to 

culturally responsive pedagogy.  Additionally, students in Allen’s study reported on a subjective 

but powerful measure and that is care and concern.  Those students felt that the teachers that 

were the most invested in their success were the teachers that cared the most about them as 
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people and students.  Those teachers were willing to invest time and energy beyond what was 

expected of them.  This expression of concern was not limited to but including the teachers 

working with students before and after class, challenging the students even when they were 

resistant, and working to create a classroom environment that made the students feel welcome 

and safe.  Smaller learning communities can be a boon for African American male students 

because they can help foster positive relationships between students and adults and they even 

have a positive effect on student’s attendance rates (Ready, Lee, & Welner, 2001).  

 Qualitative research conducted by Allen (2014) focused on what African American male 

high achievers perceived as important to their success and how to best achieve that success.  

From his interviews, Allen was discovered that the African American males had a strong sense 

of purpose regarding the need for schooling.  This refutes some earlier claims made by Ogbu 

(1987) about African American student’s mentality regarding schooling.  In fact, the students 

that were interviewed expressed a strong desire to use school performance to gain access to 

highly competitive jobs and a middle-class existence.  

 Parental support plays a role in African American males being able to succeed 

academically (Allen, 2014).  One of the more salient points from the research was that parents 

were able to instill a sense of racial pride in their children and help them navigate negative racial 

experiences in their life by coaching and emphasizing the need to be racially resilient. 

Additionally, as Fergus and Zimmerman (2005) pointed out, promotive factors can act as 

protection against the detrimental effects of poverty or discrimination for example.  Allen’s 

(2014) research suggested that by the parents talking to the children about racial identity and the 

need to stand up for oneself, in effect they were proactively inoculating they children from some 
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of the effects of racial resentment and prejudice. Ford and Harris (1997) also suggest the link 

between racial socialization and higher academic outcomes for African American students.  

Successful African American students were able to find and utilize social resources to 

help them along their academic journey, and this was noted in different studies (Allen, 2014; 

Allen & White-Smith, 2014; Harper, 2010;).  Higher education researchers like Ford (1996) and 

Grantham (2008), Grantham and Anderson (2008), and Pascarella and Terenzine (2005) have 

repeatedly uncovered the reality that successful African American student are positively affected 

by peers in an extraordinarily powerful way; this influence leads to higher levels of persistence 

and academic achievement.  In fact, the largest ever empirical study to date on black male 

undergraduate achievers is the National Black Male College Achievement Study (NBMCAS). 

Data were collected from over 219 men at over forty-two colleges and universities across twenty 

states in the U.S.  Data from this study provide insight into what specifically enables African 

American males to succeed with regard to them using social capital.  

Students looked for solidarity in different places. For one, they used social networking 

groups that situated them with like-minded peers.  In some cases that meant joining scholastic 

focused groups that revolved around S.T.E.M. content, in other case that meant looking to join 

other minority populated student groups.  They identified key pre-collegiate experiences that 

helped to shape their success as well (Harper, 2010).  Robotics clubs, engineering groups and 

laboratory experiences, chemistry exploration groups and other related activities helped to unite 

and consolidate the group experiences of some of the successful African American students in 

the studies.  
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African American students, specifically, males have endured years of scholarship where 

their voices were not considered as a primary source, they have been relegated to subjects of 

despair, whose only validity and reason to be studied was to highlight their lack of aptitude and 

success.  As I reviewed the literature, I uncovered a new paradigm in African American male 

student analysis, one where the focus and the light was not aimed at the inequity and ineptitude, 

but instead the shining success and excellence despite circumstances.  

Summary 

 The predominant narrative around African American high achieving students has been 

underrepresentation in gifted programs, under-resourced home lives, and general attention paid 

to the multitude of negative factors that prevail the lives of these students.  Scholars have argued 

about the why students persist in gifted programs and high achievement tracks, while others have 

advanced theories that fail to explain the nuances and variability of the experiences of African 

American high achievers.  The Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework advanced by Harper has 

paved the way for future studies by helping to change the way we study African American 

students, specifically, high achieving African American students.  Using ideas from the 

Resiliency model and the Anti-Deficit Achievement model, we can now highlight the African 

American students that are currently achieving at high levels despite their roadblocks and 

circumstances.  We can also better understand what factors act on the behalf of these students as 

they pursue high academic achievement.  By focusing on the African American male high 

achievers, we can continue to study what is working well and promoting success for these 

students and replicate those findings on a larger scale.  
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 The intersectionality of the research conducted by Harper and Davis (2014) and Howard, 

Flennaugh and Terry (2012) demonstrates the consistent focus from the academic community on 

anti-deficit research.  The immediate steps schools and institutions need to take to expand the 

success of African American male students have been studied and are pointing toward the future 

for the study of African American male students.  I have reviewed how African American male 

students have been underrepresented in gifted programs and how students’ concept of racial 

identity has led to persistence in academic achievement and retention in school.  Additionally, I 

have reviewed the role that resilience plays in the lives of high achieving African American male 

students.  Together, the research reviewed in this chapter will lay the groundwork for my study 

and help to explain the results.  
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Chapter Three 

Research Methods 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain in detail the research methods that I 

implemented for this study.  This chapter explains the research approach and the research design 

of the study.  This is followed by a discussion of the results and objectives set by this 

dissertation.  The chapter then goes on to discuss the sample size and the sampling strategy, and 

the data analysis methods that will be used.  It concludes with a brief discussion on the ethical 

considerations and limitations posed by the research methods, as well as problems encountered 

during the research.   

The purpose of the research is to first, identify the need for a counter narrative around 

African American male performance and second, to better understand what leads to academic 

success within this this subgroup.  The research was designed to investigate what non-cognitive 

factors lead to African American male students persisting and staying on the high achievement 

track.  Current research on African American male achievement has focused on chronic 

underperformance on state and local assessments and chronic academic underachievement in 

relation to other ethnic groups (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005; Hart & Risley, 1995; Wald & 

Losen, 2003).  By better understanding the research problem, I endeavored to create a counter 

narrative around African American male achievement.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate what non-cognitive factors lead to 

African American males persisting and staying on the high achievement track during high school.  

By interviewing African American males on the high achievement track, I collected first-hand 

accounts of their academic, social, and home lives.  Drawing from their experiences, I used the 
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voices of high achieving African-American male students to understand how they persisted in 

while on the high achievement track in high school.  I explored the lives of high achieving African 

American males by interviewing them, their parents, and one of their teachers.  In addition, I  

focused the scope of the research by asking specific questions about their academic lives, social 

lives, and peer and familiar relationships.  This study investigated how high achieving African 

American males persisted in academic environments and the role their social and familiar networks 

played in supporting or inhibiting their progress.  My study is unique some ways.  First, it focused 

on a group that is largely underrepresented in the current literature, high achieving African 

American males.  Secondly, the focus was on high achievement and the factors that promote it 

instead of the well-worn topics of African American male academic underperformance and post-

secondary failure.  Finally, this study helped to change the larger narrative around African 

American male achievement by conducting interviews with the students themselves.  In this way, 

I was able to study the lives of these students from a novel and more personal viewpoint. 

Research Questions 

I have developed several research questions that will serve as ideological guideposts for my 

study.  The questions explore the social and cognitive aspects of African American high 

achievers, while also exploring actionable strategies undertaken by schools that may be 

reproducible in the future and could help influence local and national policy.  In this respect, the 

following questions guided my research:  

1.  What social experiences help shape or support the success of African Americans males 

on a high achievement track?  
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2. What support do teachers offer high achieving African American male students to keep 

them on a high achievement track?  

3. How do negative events shape the attitudes and behaviors of African American males on 

the high achievement track?  

Researcher’s Positionality  

I am an African American male who was born in the early 1980’s and raised on the Far 

East side of Indianapolis, Indiana.  After having initial stability academic success in primary 

school, my family relocated frequently.  Consequently, I enrolled in 10 different schools in 12 

years of schooling. I enrolled in six different elementary schools, two middle schools, and two 

high schools during my K-12 education.  Despite a constantly changing learning environment, I 

was supported and affirmed by several educators, family friend, and members of my community. 

This support helped me earn a comprehensive football scholarship to a four-year university.  

Once admitted, however, I did struggle initially, being placed on academic probation during my 

first undergraduate semester.  I eventually acclimated to the rigors collegiate life and went on to 

earn a multiple graduate degrees and an education specialist’s degree.  My background 

experiences and identify as an African-American male undergird my current philosophy of 

education, and as such, contribute significantly to my interest regarding the ways in which 

teachers and parents support academic and social-emotional development for African-American 

male students.  This research study is the experiential progeny of my personal educational 

beliefs.  My belief is that not only are African-American males capable of circumnavigating 

inhospitable environments, but they have the ability to transcend where they come from and are 

able to achieve at a high level.  
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Research Design 

This dissertation used a qualitative approach.  Stake (2010) explains that a qualitative 

study is appropriate when the goal of research is to explain a phenomenon by relying on the 

perception of a person’s experience in a given situation.  Furthermore, the format of this study 

can best be described as an instrumental case study because it seeks to understand a particular 

phenomenon (Stake, 2005). The ways in which high achieving African American male students 

navigate academic and social life is an example of one type of phenomena.  Gerring (2004) 

offers additional insight into the nature of study design.  He asserts that a case study is an 

intensive study of a single unit for understanding a larger class of (similar) units.  In this case, the 

intensive study (persistence of African American males on high achievement track) of a single 

unit (African American males in a single high school) for the purposes of understanding a larger 

class of units (African American males on high achievement track across the nation).  The choice 

was made here to draw from the work Yin (2003) and name this a single case study with 

embedded units.  In his research, Yin (2003) highlights one of the main advantages of using the 

embedded unit’s approach to case study design is the ability to look at multiple subunits within a 

larger single case.  Yin goes on to suggest that there is additional analytical value in using the 

single case study with embedded unit’s design.  The benefit lies in the researcher’s ability to 

analyze data within subunits, across various subunits, and between two or more subunits.   

The students in the study all shared the distinction of being defined as high achievers and 

the aim was to explore various aspects of their lives as high achieving African American male 

students.  The qualitative design of this study was used to uncover and investigate the 

experiences of these students that are difficult to capture with quantitative data alone.  A single 

case study with embedded units design was used as the primary method to understand high 
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achieving African American male students more deeply.  Case study research helps the primary 

investigator explore a case over a specific period, through detailed and in-depth data collection 

that uses multiple data sources (Creswell, 2017).  This design draws from the disciplines of 

psychology, law, political science, and medicine for structure (Creswell, 2017).  For example, 

case study design leverages observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents to 

develop an accurate description of an issue (Creswell, 2017).  This approach utilizes multiple 

data points and allows the research to probe the participant’s mental, psychological and social 

landscape as well as those closest to them.   

It is important to note that all research methods have their respective strengths and 

weaknesses, and the multiple case study design is not an exception.  One of the potential 

challenges to using this approach appears at the outset, when trying to determine which case to 

study or even how many cases to include in the study (Stake, 1995).  Some cases studies will not 

have clear parameters at the beginning, detailing exactly what will and will not be included in the 

study.  Also, the conscious act of deciding the scope of what is to be studied presents an 

additional challenge.  In this study, I decided to set clear demarcation lines around what would 

be included in the study and what would not, also the decision was made to include one case for 

inquiry during this study.  Specifically, the issue of African American male student persistence in 

high achievement tracks during high school.  The study would include information that helped 

underscore and understand the factors that led to success.  The study would not re-examine the 

ways in which African American male students failed to achieve compared to their White or 

Asian counterparts, nor would the study seek to discover the effects that ‘broken homes’ have on 

African American male student achievement. This study is not designed to revisit the deficit 

narrative or advance the popular notion that African American males are being left behind 
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academically when compared to their school aged counterparts. As stated before, this work is 

intended to add to an increasingly relevant and positive counter narrative on African American 

males.  

This single case study with embedded units research design was conducted in a large 

urban high school located on the east side of Indianapolis.  This school served a diverse 

population of learners from different socio-economic backgrounds and ethnic backgrounds. Four 

high school students were selected for the study along with one parent and one teacher for each 

student bringing the total participants to twelve.  Each of the participants were assigned 

pseudonyms to maintain anonymity.  To select the students, I used the assistance of the school 

guidance counselor.  I provided the counselor with the study criteria, and then he randomly 

selected four students from the list of students that met the study criteria.  Regarding the initial 

four students that were randomly selected, both parents and students accepted the invitation to 

participate in the study.  I decided to use four students for this study to gain differing 

perspectives and experiences across multiple student and family ecologies.  Jason Jones and 

Chris Barley were identified as students on the high achievement track and Eric Marks and 

David Griffin were identified as students with the potential to be on the high achievement track 

but did not enroll in the necessary classes.  The student, along with his parent of choice and 

teacher of choice compromised a single case.  One parent was included in this study and the 

student selected this parent.  In cases where there was a single adult in the home, the decision of 

which parent to choose was straightforward.  However, when students had two parents in the 

home, or were raised in a nontraditional setting, the students selected the parent or guardian that 

was more involved with the students’ academic life. 
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The students selected the teachers. Students were allowed to choose their favorite teacher 

to be included in the study.  Students in the study were able to define the criteria for favorite 

teacher. To qualify for this study, the teachers had to be a current semester teacher or previous 

semester teacher.  The only stipulation was that the teacher had to be actively licensed and 

currently employed at the high school during the time of the study.  During the interview 

process, each teacher was interview by the study’s co-investigator, Dr. Serena Salloum.  I made 

the decision to seek Dr. Salloum’s assistance in this study to increase signal clarity of the 

interview respondents and reduce the potential investigative “noise”.  I understood that as an 

African American male, my identity could affect teacher responses around race in general and 

African American identity in particular.  I concluded that the potential risk to interview 

coherence outweighed the implications from having two data collectors.  

Qualitative Analysis: Open Coding of Interview Responses 

 There were twelve participants included the interview process.  Four students, four 

teachers, and four parents.  All interviews were held via Zoom web conferencing.  The 

interviews lasted between twenty-nine and fifty-five minutes in length.  Each interview was 

recorded and downloaded for later review.  The initial group of interviews were conducted 

individually with the primary investigator and the student participants.  The next round of 

interviews was conducted with the primary investigator and the selected parent of the student 

participants.  The final round of interviews was conducted with the co-investigator and the 

selected teacher of the student participants.  I conducted the interviews using a semi-scripted 

interview approach.  Each group of participants were asked the same the questions, however, 

follow up questions varied and depended largely on the participant’s response to the initial 
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question.  Specifically, all teachers responded to the same group of questions, all students 

responded to the same group of questions, and all of the parents responded to the same group of 

parent related questions.  See Appendix () for all interview questions. It is important to note that 

the broader context of these interviews happened during a global COVID-19 pandemic.  This 

reality had a direct impact on the interview protocols.  University guidelines stipulated enhanced 

safety measures, which meant that interviews would be completed remotely. See Appendix () for 

university guidance on COVID-19 protocols.  

There were two rounds of data coding, the initial round and final round of coding.  

During the initial phase of coding, I reviewed each of the group’s transcripts and then, within 

each group’s answers, searched for thematic similarities and grouped them by specific codes.  

The interview data was broken down into discrete parts, compared and contrasted by what 

Corbin and Strauss (1998) describe as the initial coding process.  The three groups of interview 

participants were teachers, parents, and students.  Each group was asked a series of semi scripted 

interview questions during their web-based interviews.  As the principal investigator, I conducted 

both the student and parent interviews, while the dissertation chair and co-investigator, Dr. 

Salloum, conducted the teacher interviews.  Below, I discuss the results of each group of 

interview participants and specifically examine the major themes that emerged from the 

qualitative data sets.   

Description of the Sample 

The participants in this study were selected from a high school in Indiana. The Indiana 

high school that was chosen for this study had a diverse student population with some students 

coming from relative affluence and other students coming from low-income families.  
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Table 1 School Demographic Data Chart 

2019-2020 School Year     East Central High School 

Grades:    9-12 

Population:     3821 
African American Students:      55.0% 

Multi Students:      6.2% 

White Students: 
Asian Students                                 

      22.3% 
    0.8% 

Hispanic Students:      15.4% 

American Indian Students:      0.1% 

Free/Reduced Lunch:       70.8% 

Paid Lunch:      29.2% 

 

The students in this study were carefully identified using the assistance of high school 

administrators and guidance counselors.  The director of counseling services at the high school 

compiled data and recommendations. That list of potential candidates was then reduced to a 

number more in line with the parameters of this study.  The students that were selected, along 

with the adults involved, were recruited using letters describing the proposed research and each 

participant signed a consent form for the study. The participants were high school students that 

were currently enrolled in a majority of honors/advanced placement/dual credit courses.  

Participants were identified as African American males.  Participants were required to have an 

attendance rate of at least 90% and less than five tardies during the semester and G.P.A. of at 

least 3.2.  Participants on a high achievement track were required to have specific attendance 

guidelines to ensure that their school experiences were robust and not skewed due to limited 

attendance.  The participants that met criteria were selected to participate in the study.  The 
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researcher interviewed different groups of participants: students, teachers and parents.  For each 

student who agreed to participate in the study, one of the parents and one of the students’ 

teachers agreed to participate in the study.  By interviewing multiple groups, more information 

and greater depth of study was achieved. Information gathered was aimed at answering the 

following questions:  What social experiences help shape or support the success of African 

American male students on the high achievement track?  What support can schools offer to high 

achieving African American male students to keep them on the high achievement track?  What 

challenges or factors lead to high achieving African American male students exiting the high 

achievement track?  What causes students to have negative attitudes of the high achievement 

track?  What makes students that are invited to the high achievement track not want to 

participate? 

Instrument Design 

I interviewed participants and selected adults (teachers and family members) using an 

interview question protocol.  The protocol was comprised of scripted and semi-scripted, open-

ended interview questions.  The interview questions were grouped into three categories: student 

interview questions, adult interview questions, and teacher interview questions.  Each interview 

category consisted of at least eight questions.  All three categories used initial warm up questions 

to begin the interview.  I made the decision to use warm up questions to acclimate myself and the 

interviewee with the process.  Of the three categories, student interview, parent interview and 

teacher interview, the student portion contained the most interview questions.  The student 

interview consisted of twenty-seven interview questions, trifurcated by social experiences, 

academic experiences, and home/life experiences.  
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The interviews questions were designed to facilitate a deeper understanding of several 

themes outlined in the literature review: academic and social experiences, student perceptions of 

themselves and others, school/home structures, and student attitudes and behaviors, for example.  

Each interview question could be traced back to one of the five research questions that guided 

and shaped the study.  The majority of the interview questions addressed either attitudes/beliefs 

or behaviors.   

Using resilience as a theoretical framework, the questions in the interview protocol 

illuminated the three models of resilience: promotive, protective, and challenge.  For the 

questions pertaining to the promotive model of resilience, I used queries that followed a 

dichotomy of internal factors and external factors.  Internal factors that promote resilience 

included personality traits like self-control, empowerment, and self-image for example.  External 

factors that promote resilience are family, peers, school and community (Fergus & Zimmerman, 

2005).  The interview protocol contained questions covering all of the aforementioned traits and 

more.  In addition to resilience theory, the interview protocol drew from Harper’s (2010) Anti-

Deficit Achievement Framework for questions.  The theoretical bedrock of the anti-deficit 

achievement framework lies in its insistence that African American males, among others, be 

framed using a strengths-based method.  Harper (2010) suggests, “instead of relying on existing 

theories and conceptual models to repeatedly examine deficits, researchers using this framework 

should deliberately attempt to discover how some students of color have managed to succeed”.  

In the mold of Harper’s work, I created success-based questions for use in the interview protocol.   

Data Collection 

For this study, two data collection methods were carefully selected and utilized: 

interviews and participant observations.  Interviews of the participants (high achieving African 
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American male students) and their support group (parent/guardian and favorite teacher) were 

conducted along with participant observations.  The teachers in this study were interviewed by 

co-investigator, Dr. Salloum.  The student, being the participant in the study was observed in the 

classroom at least one time.  A consent form was signed by the student, teacher, and parent prior 

to being interviewed and observed. 

Interviews 

  Interviews were conducted using Zoom interviews with only necessary personnel present 

(interviewer and participant).  The interviews were conducted using both structured and 

unstructured design elements.  This approach allowed me accurately gain insight into the lived 

experiences of the students while also understanding how those students make sense of their 

academic work.  The number of questions and order of questions were different depending on the 

person being interviewed.  The student interview represented the most in-depth version of the 

interviews.  The student interview contained the most questions and consequently required the 

most time to complete.  The questions in the student interview addressed many topics including 

student background, academic life, social life, and home life.  Though the teacher and parent 

interviews were shorter in duration and number of questions, the interviews used a combination 

of open-ended questions designed to allow participants to delve into their answers more deeply 

and with greater detail.   

Data Analysis 

Inductive and deductive coding techniques were utilized for the initial data analysis.  The 

inductive approach, as described by Thomas (2006) is a systematic procedure for analyzing 

qualitative data in which the analysis is likely to be guided by specific evaluation objectives.  
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Thomas (2006) explains that inductive coding can be seen as a method used by researchers that 

begins with raw data and ends with concepts, themes and other interpretations.  For this study, 

inductive coding began with participant responses, teacher responses, and family responses.  

Then, based on patterns, themes and additional connections, I developed a working induction 

about the nature of resilience within African American males at the high school level.  Which led 

to a better understanding the how and why of persistence relating to high achieving African 

American males.  The other technique used in this study, deductive coding, approached this work 

from a different angle.  With deductive coding, I set out to test whether the data was consistent 

with my theoretical framework (Thomas, 2006).  In the case of my research, deductive coding 

helped to test the relationship between the raw data and the two foundational theories of my 

research, resiliency theory and the anti-deficit achievement framework.  Finally, I utilized what 

Yin (2003) calls an embedded unit approach.  With this method, I employed a case study 

analysis using each participant as individual unit of study so I could analyze data across units, 

between units and within units.   

Ethical Considerations 

I attempted to minimize harm to the participants by considering how this research might 

affect their relationships at school and at home.  Thought was put into how the study could affect 

the social standing of the participants and if having friends provide feedback on the participant 

would cause any harm.  These are high achieving students with friendship networks that are 

strong and familial structures, albeit varied from the traditional American family unit, that are 

resilient and resourceful so one could expect the ratings and reports to reflect as much.  The 

autonomy of the participants was considered during the study and all were given a chance to read 

the disclosures and informed consent documents and sign up if they wanted to take part or 
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decline if they were not interested.  The details of the study design were provided to participants 

and they were given time to consider the consequences of participation.  

Limitations of the Study 

There were several limitations to this study. Some limitations were delimiting factors that 

were outside of my control while others were delimitations made by the researcher that set 

boundaries for the study.  First, the length and breadth of this study was specific to one school 

over the course of several weeks.  Luthar and Zelazo (2003) recommend measuring the impact of 

resilience models across multiple domains over an extended period due to the findings that 

students who were resilient in one domain often were not resilient in all other domains.  The next 

limitation relates to the first research question.  This research question is focused on the social 

factors that influence high achieving African American males.  The scope of the research did not 

include observing students in their school environment or other social contexts that may have 

provided more data.  However, the decision to conduct web-based interviews was due to state 

mandated COVID-19 protocols.  Despite only being able to conduct Zoom interviews with the 

students, the nature of the “one on one” interview yielded a depth of conversation that may 

otherwise been hard to reach had the interviews been conducted during the school day.  The 

second research question focused on teacher supports.  While teacher instructional approach and 

classroom support were key elements to my study, teacher participant actions alone did not fully 

explain why the African American male students in this study were able to persist in the face of 

risk exposure.  Future research may investigate the impact of additional staff on African 

American male student persistence.  For example, the role that the school administrators, 

counselors, and other school staff play in supporting African American males was not addressed 

in this research study and may need to be studied in the future.  The fact that this study focused 
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solely on African American males limited its generalizability.  Future research may investigate 

African American females or students from other ethnic groups for example.  Future researchers 

may investigate African American males in other social contexts, gleaning additional data from 

observing their interactions in alternate ecological systems.   

Another limitation was in the ethnic diversity of the student participants.  This study was 

limited to African American male students; therefore, a significant group of potential participants 

was excluded.  Furthermore, at least a few high school administrators see a benefit in researching 

middle school students to better understand how some choose and persist on the high 

achievement track and how that factors into their high school experience.  The school in this 

study was the only high school in the metropolitan school district and that represented a 

limitation that excluded the rural and ultra-urban geographic areas.  Milner (2012) lays the 

groundwork for understanding the difference between urban intensive versus urban emergent and 

urban characteristics when defining urban districts. According to Milner (2012), urban intensive 

refers to school districts in cities with populations greater the 1 million, urban emergent refers to 

school districts in cities with fewer than 1 million people. For example, students living in the 

inner cities and the experiences that come with living in a densely populated, ethnically and 

economically diverse area was excluded.  Ostensibly, living within a community of people 

accustomed to an agrarian lifestyle may produce experiences that differ markedly from those 

experiences had by teenagers living more urban spaces.  Additionally, the choice to make this a 

case study design, precluded the researcher from studying additional issues.  The choice to focus 

on the Anti-Deficit model for achievement as it relates to African American male students means 

that further exploration into African American male student failings would not be the purview of 

this study.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed in detail the research purpose, design, and methods of the 

study.  The study used two research methods to compile data: participant interviews, support 

group interviews, and teacher interviews and participant observations.  The participants were 

carefully targeted and selected with the assistance of school personnel.  The results were 

analyzed manually, and major themes were identified from the data analysis and coding.  The 

major results and findings of this dissertation are discussed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Four 

Results 

In this chapter, I describe the study results. First, I review the purpose of the study and 

the research questions. Second, I clarify the research design and rationale of my study. Next, I 

explore ecological factors by describing the ways in which each student participant and their 

selected teacher and parent contribute to their success.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to investigate what non-cognitive factors lead to 

African American males persisting and staying on the high achievement track during high 

school.  By interviewing African American males on the high achievement track, I am able to 

collect key pieces of data that for study and analysis.  I explore the lives of high achieving 

African American males by interviewing them, their parents, and one of their current teachers. In 

addition, I focus the scope of the research by asking specific questions about their academic 

lives, social lives, and peer and familiar relationships.  This study investigates how high 

achieving African American males are able to persist in academic environments and what role 

their social and familiar networks play in supporting or inhibiting their progress.  My study is 

unique some ways.  First, it focuses on a group that is largely underrepresented in the current 

literature, high achieving African American males in high school.  Secondly, the focus is on high 

achievement and the factors that promote it instead of the typical narrative about African 

American male academic underperformance and post-secondary failure.  Finally, this study helps 

to change the larger narrative around African American male achievement by highlighting the 

positive academic and social success these young men.  This study uses student interviews to 

ascertain the personal connections that students have with their teachers, peers and parents.  
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Research Questions 

I have developed several research questions that will serve as ideological guideposts for my 

study.  The questions explore the social and cognitive aspects of African American male high 

achievers, while also exploring actionable strategies undertaken by schools that may be 

reproducible in the future and could help influence local and national policy.    

1. What social experiences help shape or support the success of African Americans males on 

a high achievement track?  

2. What support do teachers offer high achieving African American male students to keep 

them on a high achievement track?  

3. How do negative events shape the attitudes and behaviors of African American males on 

the high achievement track?  

Cases 

 The participants in this study were intertwined in many ways.  The students were shaped 

by their early childhood experiences, which were created, in large part, by their parents.  The 

teachers in the study interacted with students that were in part, the result of the choices the 

parents made.  The cumulative knowledge and experience of the teacher participants played a 

role in shaping and developing the mindset, worldview, and self-perception of the students.  In 

the aforementioned ways, the teachers, parents, and students have shared common experiences 

but also are a product of their interactions with each other.  In this section, I used the collective 

experience of each student and their selected teacher along with their parent to show the ways in 

which the shared experiences of the participants converged and influenced the others.   
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Chris Barley 

Background.  Chris was very shy as a young child, but he developed into a “determined 

and competitive high school student” according to his father, Mr. Barley.  Chris grew up in a 

two-parent home with college-educated parents.  He had a great relationship with his older 

brother and his parents.  Mr. Barley reported that he never had to use punishment to shape 

Chris’s behavior.  According to Mr. Barley, they have been friends since day one.  Chris 

considered himself a success in school and in life.  By his own account, he earned an 

exceptionally high G.P.A., he was on track to go to college, and he had competitive ACT/SAT 

scores.  He ranked in the top 5% of his class academically.  Chris was a creative student, and he 

displayed his creativity on the school morning show.  On the show, he utilized his musical and 

lyrical talent while honing his skills in audio and video production.  According to him, video 

broadcasting changed him the most.  He talked about how broadcasting sparked his passion for a 

career and pointed him in that career direction.  Chris created and produced digital content that 

showcased his lyrical acumen and demonstrated his ability to work well with his fellow students.  

During the school year, he donned the moniker “DJ Honeybunch” while laying down rap verses 

over hip-hop beats on the school morning show.  He participated in extra-curricular events while 

he managed a challenging academic course load.  Since his freshman year, Chris participated 

each year in the marching band.  He practiced diligently and made such significant 

improvements to his ability to play, that he was nominated as a section leader in the band, 

according to his band teacher, Mr. E.  

Home life.  Chris’s appreciation for humility and hard work can be traced directly to his 

upbringing.  Both of his parents played key roles in his development, however, his father 

participated in the interview and consequently added insight into how he raised Chris.  For Mr. 
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Barley, setting an example for Chris to emulate was important from the outset.  Mr. Barley 

talked about showing respect to everyone, but in the process making sure to honor your own 

place in the world and honor your own contributions.  He said, “You respect everybody, but 

nobody is better than you.”  Mr. Barley described his son as having a tremendous work ethic and 

being the type of person that never made excuses.  Chris’s definition of success was formed at an 

early age in his home.  Mr. Barley, a small business owner, believed in a setting a strong 

example for his sons.  Each day, Mr. Barley attended to his business duties and modeled 

professional behavior, including goal setting, progress tracking, task completion, and 

organization for example.  He had high expectations for his son, but he admitted that he never 

asked Chris to do anything other than his best.  Chris believed he succeeded in doing his best and 

he also believed that his teachers saw him the same way.  According to Chris, his teachers 

viewed his as hard working and inquisitive.  For Mr. Barley, school was a resume for life and 

success in high school was a steppingstone towards better post-secondary options.  Mr. Barley 

preferred that his son attend his alma mater, but he knew the value of his son making that big of 

a decision.  Mr. Barley understood that for Chris, attending a university meant access to 

challenging curriculum and experiences that could shape his career trajectory as well as a 

provide access to a diverse group of classmates.  The Barleys welcomed diversity of thought as 

well as diversity of association.  According to his dad, Chris demonstrated an appreciation for 

other cultures, and he valued people from different backgrounds.  During the interview, I asked 

Mr. Barley about his experience with the phrase “acting white” and if he had ever experienced 

his son being labeled as such.  In response, he explained that Chris’s approach to friendship is 

inspirational.  He told me that when Chris introduced a new friend or new girlfriend, he did not 

say, “Hey dad, this my new white friend”.  He said Chris would say, “Hey dad, this is my new 
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friend.”  Refusing to add the racial identifier when introducing a new friend was emblematic of 

Chris’s approach.  “He sees people for who they are,” Mr. Barley explained.  During our parent 

interview, Mr. Barley talked about family values and how he raised Chris to put God first.  In 

fact, Mr. Barley taught Chris to put “God first, family second.”  It was this type of devotion to 

God and faith that led to Chris’s birth name.  Mr. Barley explained during the interview that his 

pastor is a close family friend and godfather to Chris.  At some point before the birth, Mr. 

Barley’s pastor referenced the bible and its spiritual teaching to suggest an inspired name for the 

baby, and so the name Chris was chosen.  Mr. Barley planned to invite his pastor and wife to 

Chris’s graduation.  The connection to family and faith was important in the Barley household 

and according to Mr. Barley, Chris made an effort to live and embody specific spiritual 

principles.  Chris’s approach to life and school trace back to the model set by Mr. Barley.   

School Life.  Chris stated in the interview that his main source of enjoyment in school is 

seeing his friends and having classes with them.  He talked about memorable moments in class 

that are unavailable outside of school.  Strong friendship bonds helped him persevere through 

challenging classes.  Chris appreciated struggling in solidarity with close friends.  For him, that 

friendship made it easier to persist.  Chris was quoted as saying “I would not change anything 

about my school experience”.  

 Both Mr. Barley and Mr. E shared an appreciation for the common good.  This idea was 

underscored during Mr. E’s interview.  He mentioned linking learning to the broader community 

and doing so helped to engage and motivate his students.  Mr. Barley, likewise, taught Chris that 

while he is important, he must consider not only himself but also his family and his community.  

Though Chris benefitted from clear and intentional expectations at home, high expectations and 

strong support networks, those supports may not fully explain his performance nor his 
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persistence.  Chris described himself as motivated and determined student.  When interviewing 

Mr. Barley and Mr. E., they too described him as motivated and determined.  In fact, Mr. E used 

the following terms to describe Chris’s characteristics: hardworking, determined, self-motivated, 

leader, and helpful.  Chris demonstrated a strong sense of self-determination from an early age.  

He continued to be driven by an internal locust of control and this self-direction led him to be 

less reliant on assistance to accomplish his academic goals.  According to Lefcourt (1991), 

people who ascribe control of events to themselves have what is called an internal locus of 

control.  Additionally, research from Flowers, Milner, and Moore (2003) support the notion that 

students with an internal locus of control tend to have higher educational aspirations.  Chris 

would be described by Lefcourt as an internal, that is, a student that ascribes the cause of events 

to themselves.  Though he is self-aware and seek helps when needed, he demonstrated the ability 

to set goals, monitor his progress toward those goals and eventually work to attain them.  Chris 

was most proud of the fact that he never earned a grade below a B-.  He worked hard to maintain 

a high level of academic performance during his high school tenure and performance consistency 

over time is one of his most significant achievements.   

Mr. E was the school’s band director and served as a department chair at the high school.  

He grew up in a small rural community and described himself as having a rural upbringing.  Mr. 

E had many responsibilities as a department chair and band director but despite that, he loved the 

variety and flexibility his job provided him.  More than that, he was afforded the chance to join 

his passion for music with his desire to see students grow and develop.   

Both Chris and Mr. E described having a great relationship with each other.  Mr. E talked 

about how much of a leader Chris was during his interview.  His father echoed this leadership 

quality during the interview.  Mr. Barley elaborated by saying that Chris has “thick skin” and 
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spoke with authority.  Another way to describe Chris, according to his father, is that he was not 

concerned about what others thought about him, he was more concerned with doing the right 

thing.  Mr. E referenced a story from a concert performance last school year.  During the 

performance, just as Mr. E was about to start the show, he noticed that Chris was not in his chair, 

he quickly scanned the room and saw Chris had helped other musicians get seated and arrange 

their sheet music and instruments.  Mr. E highlighted Chris’s leadership ability and that fact that 

he was very helpful in class.   

David Griffin 

  Background.  David Griffin was an African American male student ranked in the top 

20% of his high school class.  David talked about staying focused and getting his work done 

while at school.  He also talked about being able to achieve balance, that is, ensuring his 

academic responsibilities were completed but also enjoying social time with friends.  When I 

asked David’s mother to think of one word to describe David, she used the term “Golden child.”  

She never had to discipline David for maladaptive behavior during his younger years.  She called 

him a tinkerer and said that he was someone who was really hands on with his interests.  From a 

very young age, he was determined yet quiet, hardworking yet fun loving.  Ms. Griffin described 

him as a dedicated, persistent and determined individual.  According to Ms. Griffin, David was 

always a self-starter and just had it in him to be great.   

Home Life.  David was a huge support for his mother and his sister.  He was a father-like 

figure and positive role model for his younger sister.  He ensured she completed her homework 

each night and was prepared to be successful the next day.  During our interviews, David gave an 

example of how he tried to mentor his sibling, specifically in her social life.  In his story, he 
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talked about how his younger sister was more outgoing and gregarious, unlike himself.  Because 

of her jocular nature, she bonded with her peers with relative ease.  He talked about how this led 

sometimes led to social drama with her and other students at school.  She was quick to label 

mere acquaintances as friends and offered unearned trust to classmates, which led to conflict in 

some cases.   

David and his mother both described having a great relationship.  According to David, he 

shared everything about his life and his experiences with her.  As a son, he was many things for 

his mother.  He was a cheerleader, counselor, and advisor.  David helped his mother with 

organizing her daily, weekly, and monthly calendar.  He helped her improve her financial 

knowledge and position.  She talked about how he helped her with understanding her credit 

report.  He explained to her how credit utilization, debt to income ratio and other elements of the 

report work together to create an overall score.  David helped her increase her credit score 

enough, that eventually she purchased a late model vehicle for her daily transportation.  He even 

helped her with the car search, advising her along the way on which models to look for and 

which models to avoid.  On top of being an advisor, he has been a cheerleader for his mother.  

He pushed her to believe in herself, he pushed her to believe that she could set ambitious goals 

and accomplish those goals.   

Ms. Griffin made the choice early on to be transparent with her son about life, both the 

challenging aspects and the exhilarating parts.  Her fears were consistent with other mothers 

raising African American sons in the U.S.  According to research from Harris and Anutakunga 

(2019) mothers of African American males reported increased feelings of anxiety and 

helplessness when their children encountered police officials.  She feared what may happen to 

him if law enforcement saw him as a threat.  She worried about him being unfairly profiled and 
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was fearful that any police encounter could end with the use of deadly force.  She wondered if 

her son’s academic achievement would shield him from danger.  Despite her trepidation, she was 

excited about the prospect of his future.  She still had hopes of a successful future for her son.  

Ms. Griffin defined success as sticking to one’s beliefs and earning a high school diploma 

followed by some type of a post-secondary degree.  For her, being strong and standing firmly in 

one’s convictions was a worthy cause.  She admonished David to “be strong and say no, despite 

the hurt that he may cause” and to not be negatively persuaded by anyone.   

From an early age, she recognized his talent and understood that he could use his skills 

and knowledge to improve his position in life.  She was a consistent source of inspiration for 

David.  Despite being a single mother of two children, Ms. Griffin accomplished most of the 

goals that she set out to accomplish.  She earned a nursing degree, became a homeowner, and 

had a son on a college bound trajectory.  The important thing to do was to “just keep at it”.  She 

was a diligent and determined mother with a strong work ethic.  Ms. Griffin modeled these 

attributes for David and his younger sister.  She explained that she has had help along the way in 

the form of family members.  Her mother and sister were both influential in David’s life.  Her 

supporting cast played a significant role in David’s life and with his development.  Ms. Griffin 

understands her place in David’s life, but she also understood that she relied on others for help 

with raising David. She reflected on this support in the interview: 

When I am tired, they [my family] pick me up.  My mother and my sisters are my village 

and together we raised David.  I couldn’t have done all of this by myself. 

David’s mother described him as mature young man.  When he talked about his relationship with 

his father, it was clear how well he processed his father’s decision to leave the family home.  
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David explained that his experience with his father was difficult.  His father was a stickler about 

David meeting deadlines and submitting his work on time, but overall, he was said to be a 

negative influence in his life.  David explained, 

My biggest question was why my dad wasn’t a better father to me. In the end, I 

understood that he is just a man and that he is “battling his own demons” and whatever 

he did or did not do for me was not personal. He’s just going through his own thing.  It’s 

not about me. But it still hurts.  

David said that his experience with his father made him want to be the best father possible if he 

ever had the opportunity to raise children.    

School life.  David was most proud of the fact that he was able to stay on track while he 

earned a high G.P.A.  David worked diligently to stay ahead with his coursework.  That meant 

that David sought after school tutoring to ensure he got the help he needed.  David encountered 

many challenges during this recent school year.  The transition to virtual learning due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic caused some of the challenges.  David lamented the slow pace of email 

correspondence during the districts transition to virtual learning.  He wanted more rapid and 

frequent communication from his teachers as he worked virtually during the state mandated 

school closure.  David enrolled in many challenging classes but none more challenging to him 

than AP Physics and Engineering.  He affirmed that he was good in math but the courses were 

still the most difficult.  He was able to seek extra help and take advantage of summer classes to 

persevere, but he noted that he had to filter out many distractions along the way.  One piece of 

advice he offered to other students was to avoid apathetic classmates.  In his words, David 

learned to stand on his own beliefs and focus on speaking his truth despite negative 
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consequences.  He explained that his mother and aunt instilled in him the value of an education.  

They told him how difficult it was to survive without one.  They both emphasized the point that 

education is important, and that a degree is a must.   

Mrs. A.  The teacher that has had the most significant impact on David was his English 

teacher, Mrs. A.  When asked about David, she said she was most proud of his work ethic.  She 

was honored to be selected by David.  She explained the reason that the nomination resonated 

with her in her interview.  She said if given the chance to nominate a student that has had a 

tremendous impact on her life this year, she would have nominated David.  Early in her career, 

Mrs. A worked at one of the nation’s largest children’s museums.  She enjoyed her time there but 

thought about working in counseling or psychology.  Eventually she chose a career in teaching 

instead.  Mrs. A originally wanted to work with middle school students.  However, she 

eventually grew to love working in high school and said that the students in this high school 

were more accepting of others than the students from her smaller, more rural hometown.  Mrs. 

A’s instructional approach focused on doing rather than being a passive learner.  She primarily 

utilized a workshop model where learners were actively engaged in activities.  David adapted 

well to Mrs. A’s class.  Ms. Griffin and Mrs. A’s both utilized an honest and transparent style to 

communicate and teach David.  They shared a coherent approach in the way they supported 

David.  In the case of Mrs. A, she encouraged her students to openly disagree with any of her 

statements.  She wanted her students to be critical of the world they inhabited, and challenge 

long held notions and think critically about their existence.  Ms. Griffin pushed David to always 

be honest despite the potential costs.   

Mrs. A introduced her students to literature that investigated social life and challenged 

long held notions about the way the world works.  In the same way, Ms. Griffin made the 
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decision to speak openly and freely to David about life, even when it was inconvenient.  In Mrs. 

A’s classroom, she was intentional about building supportive structures with students before 

having challenging classrooms discussions.  She A worked to facilitate dialogue in her classroom 

that would honor individual participation and encourage dissent, but also be a safe place with 

respectful behavioral norms.  Because Mrs. A built trusting relationship with students throughout 

the year, she felt that her students were more likely to open up and take risks in class.  This 

meant that her students had enough support to talk about some of the more challenging aspects of 

race and equity at large.  David was interested in and contributed often to diversity, equity and 

inclusion discussions.  Like the other students in this study, David shared his thoughts on the 

idea of “acting white”.  He considered those who would accuse him of “acting white” as ignorant 

of critical information.  Mrs. A attempted to give her students as much agency in their own 

learning as possible.  In David’s case, she felt that her efforts eventually paid off.  David and 

Mrs. A described having a strong student-teacher bond.  Research supported the notion that 

strong student teacher relationships positively affected student performance (Muller, 2001; 

Muller, Katz & Dance, 1999).  In our interview, she shared that David would sit as close to her 

as he could during class, as if he used their physical proximity as a support system.  He would 

routinely ask her questions during and after class.  She labeled him a hard worker, a very helpful 

student, a perfection seeker, playful and a feedback seeker.  Mrs. A noticed that David was 

looking for an adult to mentor him.  She thought that David valued the wisdom of people he 

could learn from and sought to find those people who could help him improve.   

Jason Jones   

Background. Jason was an exceptional student and he ranked in the top 5% of his class 

at his high school.  Jason felt connected to his teachers and that connection motivated him to 
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work harder.  By his own account, he felt like an academic success with his high G.P.A and 

earning almost all A’s during most of his high school tenure.  Earning even more honors like 

valedictorian or salutatorian would have been nice, but Jason explained that he just wanted to 

focus on doing his personal best.  During the past year, he found solace in creating culinary 

dishes for himself and his family and also in producing and listening to music.   

Identity.  Jason identified as queer.  He reported that his queerness largely shaped his 

identify and idea of self.  In our conversation, he talked introspectively about his identity and 

desired to learn more about himself.  He confided in a close friend and their conversations led 

him to the realization that he was not gender fluid.  Jason grappled with the reality that his queer 

identity was at the center of much of the ridicule and harassment he faced as a student.  He was 

an African American male, in a large urban high school, excelling in class and ranked in the 

upper tiers of academic performance.  Yet, he had an admittedly small peer group and he longed 

for more close friends both inside and outside of school.  What came across in the interview was 

just how much pride Jason had in his racial identity.  He proclaimed his love of African 

American culture and how he wanted more African American friends.  In his words, he was pro-

black and believed in the value and beauty of African American people.  However, he shared that 

being queer and being African American male made his life more difficult.  He was careful not 

to cast all of his African American male classmates as homophobic, but he expressed his 

frustration with what he observed as a fundamental misunderstanding by some of his peers as to 

what it meant to an ally and what it meant to be homophobic.  In Jason’s words,   

When students were accused of being homophobic, they would react negatively.  They 

would say things like “I am not homophobic, I am not like that.” Then when they were 

confronted on what they meant, they would say, “I’m not scared of queer people”.   
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For Jason, the cost of his classmates not understanding the actual definition of 

homophobia meant that the chances of mutual understanding and eventual reconciliation was 

unlikely.  These experiences influenced Jason’s identity and as a result, he struggled with trying 

to conform to hetero normative standards in an attempt to avoid the harassment.  Ultimately, he 

decided to lean on his mother’s advice and become comfortable with being uncomfortable.  His 

mother extolled the value of letting children be themselves, and this led to Jason’s decision to 

stop trying to conform and he focus more on being himself.   

 School Life.  Jason nominated Mrs. B, as the teacher that had a significant impact on his 

life.  Mrs. B said Jason was timid initially and did not speak up for himself.  Despite his reticence 

in class, he still displayed a passion for learning, was inquisitive, looked for a deeper meaning in 

the content and was committed to performing well in honors classes.  According to Jason, his 

teachers constantly messaged to him and his peers the importance of going to college.  For Jason, 

this was both instructive and problematic.  According to Jason, constantly hearing teachers talk 

about college created a type of awareness of college that turned into an anxiety inducing 

expectation.  During our interview, he talked about the pressures of performing as a high 

achieving student.  The incessant workload, the challenging classes, and demanding schedule all 

played a part in what he described as a very stressful situation.  For all of the stress Jason 

endured, he could count of the support of his mother.  Ms. Jones’ approach to parenting started 

with allowing her son to make his own decisions.  She believed in the process of learning by 

doing.  She believed that if he made a mistake, it was best to let him make the mistake then 

process with him after to improve his decision-making skills.  She wanted Jason to be an 

upstanding citizen, earn a quality education, be comfortable with being uncomfortable, but more 

than anything else, she wanted him to be happy.  In her view, happiness was about focusing on 
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the positive.  She explained to me “life isn’t only about what happens to you, but it is about what 

you choose to pay attention to”.   

If he was in a situation where he felt he needed extra support, therapy was an option.  Ms. 

Jones believed in utilizing mental health supports if needed.  Jason expressed in the interview 

how difficult the past year had been.  He endured most of social challenges while attending in 

person at school.  Jason described how he felt being called names, being ostracized by other 

students, and being the subject of pernicious rumors that spread around school affecting his 

ability to socialize.  The situation reached such a level that eventually Jason was provided with 

an "early pass” that allowed him the freedom to go to his next class five minutes early to avoid 

any teasing in the hallway from the other students.  Jason did not say how long his use of an 

early pass lasted, but he did say that the whole ordeal was very hurtful.  Jason did access other 

school supports to help him during this difficult time, but he did not elaborate on the type or kind 

in the interview.   

Mrs. B.   Mrs. B served as the mathematics department chair at the high school and was 

Jason’s most fervent advocate.  Before becoming a teacher, she gained corporate experience in 

accounting.  She eventually found her calling with high school students.  Mrs. B sought social 

interaction and enjoyed helping young people with their development.  While teaching she 

enjoyed building relationships with students and connecting her learning objectives to her 

students’ worlds.  Her approach to teaching was centered on thinking critically about challenging 

questions and solving problems using mathematical tools.  During our interview, she told me that 

she wished she could change the name of the courses she taught to problem solving using 

mathematics instead of the usual naming system.  Her reason was that she wanted students to 
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know from the moment they walked into her classroom that they were learning how to become 

problem solvers and they could use those skills every day.   

In Mrs. B’s classroom, many traditional classroom norms were not observed.  For one, 

she did not t support assigning a grade of zero to student work.  She believed that when teachers 

assigned a grade of zero, they decreased student accountability and allowed students to perform 

at subpar levels.  Another change in her room involved questioning.  Instead of asking students if 

they had questions, she would say, “ask me a question”.  This new approach to learning worked 

well for Jason, he naturally tried to understand the why behind things and worked to understand 

how things were connected.  For Mrs. B, one of the most important changes in her classroom 

involved her efforts to increase equity and inclusion for Black, Indigenous, People of Color 

(BIPOC) and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Queer students (LGBTQ).  In Mrs. B’s 

classroom, she made sure to make social and conversational space for students to share their 

experiences and their opinions.  She encouraged her students to push the boundaries and take 

risks.  This is one reason Jason found refuge in her class.  He connected her push for 

empowerment and respect for identify with his own internal struggles.  Mrs. B made her students 

feel safe in her classroom and she was clear about normalizing mistakes.  Research conducted by 

Liebenberg, Theron, Sanders, Munford, Van Rensburg, Rothmann, and Unger (2016) supported 

the notion that Mrs. B’s approach helped bolster Jason’s sense of emotional safety.  Their 

analysis affirmed the relationship that teachers play in helping mitigate risk factors for students.  

It was ok to fail in Mrs. B’s class, as long as you learned from your mistakes.  Mrs. B made it 

clear that she cared about her students and the relationship she developed with her students.  She 

understood that in the end, she could influence her students more by focusing on the relationship.  

She underscored this point in the interview by saying, “When students think about their former 
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teachers, they don’t care about how well you were organized as a teacher; they care about how 

you made them feel”. 

She prioritized relationships over deadlines, wagering that if you focused on the former, 

you would improve the latter.  She emphasized the need for teachers to have compassion for 

their students and not to confuse this with low expectations.  Specifically, she pushed back 

against those that would say the tough love approach is the only way teach under-resourced 

students.  She also would push back against those that proclaim giving students too many 

chances is not how things worked in the real world.  In fact, she talked about the importance of 

having extremely high expectations for students’ academic performance.  According to Mrs. B, 

she supported all of her students, but she intentionally worked to bolster Jason’s positive school 

experiences.  She focused on increasing his self-confidence and encouraged him to be proud and 

to avoid trying to hide who he was.  One of the lessons she tried to impart was that it is cool to be 

smart.  She told him that he should be proud of himself and use his awesome gift without shame.  

Mrs. B was an ally for Jason, and she talked with him about identity, he shared with her what it 

meant to identify as African American queer male. It was through these candid and open 

conversations that Jason was able to use his teacher’s supportive approach, combined with his 

family support to find the courage to accept himself.  Ms. Jones stated that Jason has already 

exceeded her expectations.   

Eric Marks    

Background.  Eric is described by his father as having wisdom that belies his age.  Mr. 

Marks also said that Eric is a diligent worker, has thick skin, and does not get rattled easily.  Eric 

has a younger brother who is enrolled in a gifted elementary class in the same school district.  
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Eric divided his time living between both his father and mother’s homes.  Eric was a student 

athlete who enrolled in challenging courses but also worked a part time job.  Eric reported that he 

does not fit into any specific peer groupings at school, yet he got along with everyone.  He 

shared that he did not have any enemies, partly because he talks to everyone and is really 

outgoing.  Eric believed that schools should be more intentional about teaching with real life 

examples.  His favorite classes were the ones that showed how state standards were applied in 

the real world.  After earning all A’s during a recent reporting term, he talked about how much 

fun it was to be at school and he never wanted to miss class. 

Eric considered himself a good role model, specifically for his younger sibling.   

According to Eric, he took pride in mentoring and coaching his little brother.  Eric stated in the 

interview that his little brother had no choice but to excel because that is what is expected at 

home.  During the year, he had to overcome a season ending leg injury suffered during basketball 

practice.  Mr. Marks believed that his injury revealed his son’s true character.  After his injury, 

Eric did not give up or feel sorry for himself.  Instead, he continued to work hard and accomplish 

his intended goals.  Mr. Marks talked about the importance of not only hearing and 

understanding life lessons but also applying them.  He was pleased that Eric listened to his 

advice and he was proud that Eric applied the knowledge in his own life.  Eric learned how to 

work hard and be patient on the basketball court.  When he was injured and prohibited from 

competition, he relied on his perseverance to help him focus on physical rehabilitation and 

academics.  In our interview, he talked at length about the importance of mental preparation 

while being an athlete and how that mental preparation provided an edge in competition.  This 

focus on mental preparation also benefited him in the classroom.  For Eric, preparation and 

routine were critical components to his athletic and academic success.  He extolled the benefits 
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of staying ahead of his assignments and not falling behind. He believed in having a plan and 

following through on that plan.  Eric focused his energy and attention on the individual actions 

that created success.  He explained in the interview how lack of adequate sleep would negatively 

affect his performance and ultimately his academic outcomes.  He emphasized the importance of 

studying several days prior to an assessment and not relying on last minute “cram sessions”.   

Home Life.  Eric’s focus on preparation and attention to detail is directly linked to the 

lessons he learned from his father.  Mr. Marks served as an associate boys’ varsity basketball 

coach in one of the most populated school divisions in the state.  His father’s interview responses 

are similar to Eric’s in theme and consistency.  Their answers overlap in some important ways.  

Mr. Marks believed in the importance of planning and effort and focus to accomplish goals.  He 

told his basketball players and his son to “never park next to an accomplishment”.  He 

emphasized the importance of “planning for the worst and yet hoping for the best.”  Mr. Marks 

knew firsthand how the lessons of the basketball court could carry over into life.  Mr. Marks 

talked about how Eric’s routine shaped his character.  On many days, Eric rose early in the 

morning and went to the gym to work out.  Some days the work included physical conditioning 

and other times the work was mostly skill development and drill repetition.  Day after day, the 

same routine continued, and according to Mr. Marks, this routine honed Eric’s ability to maintain 

long-term focus.  Mr. Marks advised Eric that applying the lessons after learning them was the 

real victory.  In Eric’s interview, he echoed many of the teachings and approaches to life that his 

father said.   

Mr. Marks noted in his interview that hearing his son repeat something that he told him 

was a great source of pride for him.  Eric told me in the interview that “while the body breaks 

down, the mind can stay sharp if you train it”; this was almost a direct quote from his father.  
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Eric talked about having a sense of urgency and being aware of your surroundings while sticking 

closely to a schedule and executing.  Again, all advice that emanated from the guidance of Mr. 

Marks.  Eric wanted me to know that he does listen to his father.  This was clear after noting the 

overlap in father and son responses.  Eric made a point to say that many other students his age 

hear their parents, but they do not always apply the learning when the opportunity arises.  Eric 

affirmed to me that he does apply the lessons learned to his life and that is one indicator of his 

continued maturation.  Mr. Marks plainly states, “Wisdom is knowing what to do, but experience 

comes when you are living it, not just talking about it”.  Eric’s younger brother attended one of 

the district’s elementary schools.  Eric imparted the wisdom gained from his experiences to his 

younger brother.  In some ways, Eric extended the teaching that he received from his father to 

his younger brother.  Eric said in the interview that his younger brother “will have no excuses for 

not being great”.  This is yet another example of the coherence between the approaches of Eric 

and his father.  Mr. Marks talked about leading by example and being a guide and a mentor, Eric 

appeared to have followed the example set by his father.   

 School Life.  Eric nominated his English teacher, Mr. J, for this study.  According to 

Eric, Mr. J will always have a place in his heart because he was the first teacher to teach him 

about African American history and subsequently the first teacher to connect that history to his 

current reality.  Mr. J described Eric as an empathic student, one who was an eager listener, 

adaptable, determined, and good at establishing rapport with people and focused on success.  He 

also said that Eric is the kind of student that does not want to fail.  Knowing that helped Mr. J 

understand and support Eric’s drive and determination.  Eric was very helpful with his peers.  On 

many occasions, Mr. J observed Eric assisting others in the classroom.  Eric was eager to help 

others and he knew how to advocate for himself and seek help when needed.  He learned this 
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self-advocacy from Mr. Marks, who incessantly reviewed Eric’s grades and attendance status but 

also demanded that Eric be accountable for his own self-determination.   Mr. Marks talked about 

the balancing act of checking and monitoring Eric’s progress without impeding his son’s 

maturation.  Mr. Marks thought about how much intervention was needed to optimize Eric’s 

performance, while also being aware that too much oversight could restrict Eric’s ability to be 

self-sufficient.  Mr. J said Eric was a willing participant in class discussions and that he was not 

shy about asking questions.  Mr. J was able to engage and challenge Eric and, in the process, 

expand his own intellectual horizon.  In our interview, Mr. J revealed his hopes to become a 

university professor one day.  Despite those hopes, he still enjoyed his work at the high school.  

He enjoyed the variety and ever-changing nature of the content.  In addition, he loved the fact 

that he could use the news as springboard for learning and discussion.  He saw education as a 

building block for all other careers and that was a source of pride for him.  The approach in his 

classroom was focused on student choice and student voice.  He used the word “agency” in the 

interview to describe his approach to student learning and said that as a teacher he is not helping 

anybody if he is sitting at his desk.  He focused on big picture concepts and introduced 

instructional variety into his daily classes.  Mr. J explained how he addressed blending relevant 

content with ensuring content standards coverage,   

When I teach a dual credit class, I’ll have college level literature in it.  With that type of 

class, you have to get some old dead white guys in there, but they aren’t necessarily 

engaging.  What I’ll do is match the classic text with a more contemporary text and allow 

the students to make the connections between the paring of those texts.   

For example, he would have students read and analyze The Epic of Gilgamesh and isolate 

specific themes from this work, and then they would take a more modern story like Of Mice and 
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Men and continue the analysis while comparing the thematic elements of friendship, survival, 

difference, for example.  The students were able to read and write on a daily basis in his class.  

Mr. J believed that only way to become a better writer is to read quality writing and increase the 

amount of time spent on writing.  In the interview Mr. J said, “critical thinking is everything” 

and he talked about beginning his lesson planning sequence by answering the question that 

students inevitably ask, which is “why do I need to know this?”.  In addition to increasing the 

relevance for his students, he wanted to do more with his lessons.  He wanted to inspire students 

to try harder and think deeply about material.  Mr. J also wanted to understand their lived 

experience.   

 In order to really connect with his students, Mr. J thought he had to do more to embrace 

their culture.  He admitted to his classes that he did not know everything about their lives, and he 

did not understand their lived experience.  He told his classes that despite this reality, he wanted 

to do more to connect.  He talked about immersing himself into more pop music and pop culture 

and as he put it “whatever they are into” to better understand his students.  Mr. J used social 

justice issues to challenge students’ thinking.  He introduced more diversity, equity and inclusion 

conversation into his lessons, and he engaged and listened to students as they talked about the 

Black Lives Matter movement and the upcoming presidential election.  In many ways, he tried to 

inhabit the spaces he thought his students resided.  If they were talking about police action 

shootings, he would discuss it in class.  If they were reacting to a viral moment on Tik Tok, he 

wanted to discuss it in class.  In the end, Mr. J knew that he could not know or learn everything 

about his students, but he wanted them to see his effort and it was important to him that they 

knew he was trying.  Eric noticed his teacher’s efforts and was so moved that he declared Mr. J 

as the one teacher that had a significant impact on his life.  
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 Teachers   

The teacher group was represented by Mr. E, Mrs. B, Mrs. A. and Mr. J.  Their responses 

centered around achievement and instruction but also included responses about diversity and 

equity, relationships, and personal background.  All teachers shared examples of what they loved 

about teaching, classroom expectations, and each described how they viewed the student 

participant.  In each case, teachers had some sort of corporate experience before becoming a 

licensed teacher.  This pre-service background experience influenced how they approached 

teaching and learning in their classrooms.  For Mrs. B, her accounting experience shaped how 

she chose to teach math, relying on real world problems to spark interest and encourage student 

engagement.  For Mr. J, his background with journalism and broadcasting allowed him to change 

how he provided feedback to his students.  In all cases, teachers described the student 

participants in glowing and deferential language.  Most often, the students were described as 

highly motivated, hard working, thoughtful, and empathetic.  The students and teachers in this 

study faced challenges, however.  The teachers expressed how teaching during a global 

pandemic affected how they planned, prepared, and taught students.  One of the major challenges 

the students and teachers faced was the shift from in person learning to virtual learning.  The 

district where the study was conducted created a hybrid learning model and schedule for the high 

school to follow.  The teachers in the study remarked on how that schedule led to less time for 

student teacher interaction, less time for teachers to build relationships with students, Zoom 

platform difficulties, and loss of motivation for some students.  

 After conducting teacher interviews and analyzing the data, salient themes emerged. 

Figure 2 shows the major themes with sub-themes listed beneath.  The common themes that 
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emerged from the second round of coding were Instructional Approach, Supportive 

Relationships, Student Behavior, and Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI). Instructional 

Approach consists of contextualization, engagement strategies, and critical thinking. 

Relationships is comprised of fostering, student-to-student relationships, and peep to peer 

relationships. Student behavior is made up of actions, peers, learning. DEI consists of embracing 

the culture, creating a safe space, and student identity.  

Table 2. Teacher Interview Codes 

       

Instructional 

Approach 

 Supportive 

Relationships 

Student 

Behavior 

Creating 

Safe Space 

  

Contextualization   Student to 

Teacher  

Intellectual 

Humility 

Embracing 

Culture  

  

Engagement  Peer to Peer Positive 

Mindset 

Student 

Identity 

  

       

Critical Thinking   Motivation Diversity, 

Equity, & 

Inclusion 

  

       

       

       

       

 

Instructional Approach: Contextualization  

The teachers in this study used context to introduce and reinforce learning and to capture 

student attention.  Teemant (2014) described the act of contextualizing as connecting teaching 

and curriculum to the experiences and lives of students.  Mrs. B, Mr. E and Mr. J used phrases 

like real world learning and hands on learning during the interviews to explain how they added 
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context to a lesson and boosted engagement.  In one example, Mrs. B talked about the 

importance of using case studies that involve real companies and historical events to help 

students understand a concept.  Mrs. B also worked to change the way student assessments were 

administered.  The typical semester at this high school would involve some sort of high stakes 

final exam administered to students in the final week of the semester.  This exam would be a 

combination of multiple choice and open response questions.  Mrs. B successfully persuaded her 

department to break with tradition and use an assessment that would allow students to solve real-

world problems with the application of information learned in class.  Mrs. A and Mrs. B used 

context to situate students within the learning as opposed to being merely and observer of it.  Mr. 

J and Mrs. A linked her students to a broader context by helping them understand where they fit 

within the world, specifically with regards to literature.  Mr. J utilized more contemporary texts, 

texts that students would know and be more relatable, as a companion text to the less 

approachable, yet required reading of the traditional western canon.  Mr. J said that it was 

important to teach the works of “old dead white guys” but teach in a way that resonates with an 

ethnically diverse student population. He referenced the importance of using current events to 

elucidate a concept.  Mr. J argued that current events are within students’ point of reference and 

can be used to effectively teach state standards.  

Instructional Approach: Engagement 

Teachers in this study reported using various student engagement techniques during the 

course of a lesson.  In most cases, the teachers used engagement techniques that were student 

centered.  One of the more prominent techniques that emerged from the interviews was 

classroom discussion.  Mrs. A, Mr. J, and Mrs. B all revealed using some form of discussion in 

their classrooms.  To be sure, classroom discussion as a pedagogical tool is not novel; however, 
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the widespread use of it by the teacher participants, coupled with the responses from the student 

interviews, highlighted the efficacy of the technique.  Along with the quantity of classroom 

discussion, the quality of discussion is of note.  Mrs. A routinely demonstrated vulnerability with 

the students in her classes.  She opened the discussion to her students and encouraged them to 

critique the content.  Mrs. A even chided students to challenge her position on issues if needed.  

Mr. J and Mrs. B invited their students to be a part of the conversation.  They provided space in 

the classroom and during dialogue for students to a) represent themselves b) speak their relative 

truths c) make mistakes and not feel belittled or devalued.  In other words, the teachers in this 

study were able to create a common practice and belief in their classrooms that amounted to a 

high level of psychological safety.  Psychological safety, in this context, refers to a shared 

understanding by members of a team that it is essential safe to take intellectual risks (Edmonson, 

1999).   

 While classroom discussion was a prominent tool used to boost engagement, teachers 

also used feedback to drive students to connect with the content in a more consistent and 

meaningful way.  Mr. B framed his approach to feedback as a “halftime” period.  Referencing 

his affiliation with American Football, he messaged to his students that at some point during a 

writing assignment, they would enter the “halftime period”.  In American football, the halftime 

period is commonly used by teams to adjust their game plan.  Often times, this is where coaches 

provide players with specific feedback about their performance on the field.  For Mr. J, this 

period served as a checkpoint to assess the quality of student work, provide corrective feedback 

to the students that needed it, and to provide affirmations for the students.  According to him, 

using the halftime approach made it easier for students to receive feedback on their assignments 
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and it also made them more likely to make corrections based on that feedback, ultimately 

increasing the levels of student engagement.  

 In other classrooms, teachers approached the topic of engagement in a more indirect way. 

Mrs. B viewed student punishment for incomplete assignments as a sure way to decrease 

engagement.  She challenged the notion that assigning a zero to a missing assignment in the 

gradebook was helpful for the student.  Mrs. B took the position that students should not receive 

a zero for incomplete work or missing assignments.  I her view, assigning a zero meant that 

student was no longer being held responsible for their work.  Mrs. B argued that the student 

should be required to complete the assignment and until they did, the grade would be marked 

incomplete.  The expectation is that they will complete the assignment eventually.  

 Other engagement techniques were cited in the teacher interviews as well.  Mr. E used 

competition between students as motivation to engage.  In these cases, students were able to 

assess their performance relative to the other students in the class and have a chance to 

outperform their peers in a specific task.  Other teachers committed to less “sit and get”. 

Referring to the tendency of some classrooms to be places where students sit for long periods of 

time while receiving instruction primarily through lecture.  Teacher cited other engagement 

techniques like small group assignments, flexible seating and student choice for example.  Mr. J 

cited instructional variety as another engagement technique.  Teachers understood that designing 

and assigning varying types of educational content and activities would appeal to a broader range 

of students and potentially more engaging.  
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Instructional Approach: Critical Thinking.   

The teachers in this study were in consensus about the need to teach students how to be 

critical thinkers in their classrooms.  They reasoned that the ability to think critically would be 

disproportionately important to students during their post-secondary training and beyond.  Mr. J 

referred to critical thinking as everything.  His approach to ensuring students were taught how to 

think critically was to embed chances to practice in almost all tasks.  Critical thinking was seen 

by some teachers as the sum of many different processes.  Student expression and student dissent 

were hallmarks of some classrooms, pushing students to challenge answers and responses, asking 

students to see beyond the task on the assignment page and look to more creative solutions were 

used by teachers to help students think more critically.  Mrs. B spoke in the interview about how 

she wished she could change the name of the course she taught.  Her idea was to call her course 

problem solving using mathematics.  She supported the idea that students needed to learn how to 

problem solve, but she observed in her experiences that students had a negative attitude toward 

the subject of math.  Mrs. B’s estimation was that students viewed math negatively because they 

lacked exposure and understanding of what math is fundamentally about, which to her was 

critical thinking and problem solving.  The former relating to deliberate analysis, application and 

evaluation of data for example.  The latter relating to steps in solving linear equations for 

example.  After she taught them how to solve problems and demonstrated how to assess and 

solve real world problems using math, she noticed how excited they were and how much they 

enjoyed thinking critically.  Most of the teachers in the study talked specifically about the 

importance and value of fostering strong relationships with the students in their classes.  When 

asked, they referenced the feeling of trust and the idea of safety and why students need to feel 

heard by their teachers in a class setting.  Without effectively fostering relationships, teachers 
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noted how effective teaching and learning was impaired.  On the other hand, when they had been 

effective in fostering feelings of trust and acceptance within the context of a relationship, 

students were able to orient themselves to learning more quickly and with more lasting effects.   

Supportive Relationships: Student to teacher  

Interaction was found to be a major catalyst for supportive relationships between students 

and teachers.  There were many ways interaction occurred in the classroom.  Classroom 

discussions, question and answer sessions, response journals, joint productive activities and 

projects, conferring, and online meetings were used to boost interactions with students.  Teachers 

also focused on understanding and responding to student feelings.  Mrs. A remarked how one of 

the student participants would choose to sit as close to her desk as possible and ask for advice on 

his assignments.  She listed his decision to maintain close physical proximity to her as a 

supportive technique for their relationship.  She knew that he liked her, and he sought her 

opinion.  She also knew that he enjoyed being able to converse with her during independent 

work time.  Mrs. A went on to talk about how this student would visit her classroom during her 

classroom prep time to converse.  She described the two of them as having a strong bond.  

Societal expectations played a role in the development of supportive relationships in this study as 

well.  Traditional teacher student power dynamics were subverted in some of the classrooms.  In 

particular, Mrs. A insisted that her students have the ability to challenge her assertions and not 

fear any reprisals on her behalf.  She recalled the tremendous amount of time she invested 

building trust with her students.   Mrs. A noted how building that trust made her classroom 

discussions richer and made it more likely that her students would feel comfortable challenging 

her assertions.   
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Supportive Relationships: Peer to peer  

One of the more noteworthy findings from the interviews was the support that students 

provided each other.  Students routinely supported the intellectual work of one another, and they 

thought of each other as allies in the classroom.  Eric Marks commented on how much support 

he received from another student at his school.  He mentioned her high scores on assessments 

and exemplary grades, then he talked about not only how that motivated him to do better but how 

supportive she was in helping him achieve higher grades for himself.  Mrs. A reinforced this 

observation by stating that students in her classes were more supportive and connected to each 

other than the students in her hometown school system.  Mrs. A made a direct comparison to the 

behavior of her classroom students and even the adults in her community, remarking on how her 

students were much more accepting of each other.  This finding was pervasive but not universal, 

however.  In one case, Jason noted on several occasions that not only were most of his 

classmates not supportive of him as a student, but some were increasingly verbally hostile 

towards him. 

Student Behavior: Intellectual Humility   

During the interviews, teachers responded to interview questions about the students with 

effusive praise.  The student description that was evoked most frequently was related to 

knowledge seeking.  Not only were the students eager to learn, but they also took advantage of 

many of the available opportunities at the school and in the community that were afforded to 

them.  Chris, seeking to improve his ability and optimize his playing skills, took advantage of 

extra practice sessions.  David was characterized by his Mrs. A as the students that was always 

willing to ask questions despite what other people might think.  The consensus among the 

teacher participants was that the students frequently asked questions but also, they sought to 
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understand the “why”.  Students were characterized as “deep thinkers” and “big picture thinkers” 

by teachers.  Mr. J recalled Eric pondering the overall direction of his life from time to time.  

David, Eric, and Chris actively sought mentors for their personal and academic journey.   

Student Behavior: Positive Thinking  

Almost every teacher participant used the word optimism to describe the students in this 

study.  Optimism with regard to the students’ academic abilities, grades, social life, and future 

prospects.  Each student in this study displayed some sort of characteristic that indicated a high 

level of “glass half full” thinking.  One of the skills that led to students being able to positively 

frame their experiences was their adaptability.  The teachers described the students as students 

that were able to adapt to new challenges and adjust to difficult situations at school at home.  

Another characteristic the teachers used to label the students was empathic.  Teachers 

unanimously witnessed the students going above and beyond to help their classmates.  During a 

band concert, Mr. E recalled being ready to start the performance but noticing that Chris was not 

in his chair.  Upon locating the Chris, Mr. E noticed that he was busy helping students get their 

instruments and sheet music ready.   

Student Behavior: Motivation   

Students in this study were described as having a great desire to succeed.  The word that 

came up in the interviews was driven.  Teachers talked about how much the students focused on 

working hard, persisting, wanting to resubmit assignments that were not up to a standard, staying 

after class for extra help or advice, and seeking perfection.  It was evident to teachers that these 

students did not want to fail any of the academic courses they enrolled in but also, they did not 
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want to fail at any other endeavors as well.  The young men involved here were open to 

feedback, in fact, most actively sought teacher feedback related to their academic progress.   

As a part of the interview protocol for this study, students were asked to identify a 

teacher at their school that had a tremendous impact on their lives.  Teacher participants 

expressed several emotions when asked about being selected.  Mrs. B said that she was excited; 

Mrs. B expressed pride while Mr. E remarked that he was honored to be chosen.  One of the 

most endearing responses from the interviews came when Mrs. A expressed that she was “proud 

to have been chosen by David” and that “she would have chosen to nominate him as a student 

that had the most impact on her life”.  The other teachers in the study also expressed a similar 

notion regarding what they were most proud of.  Mr. E remarked about how good it felt to be 

nominated while Mr. J explained that he relished seeing his current or former students in the 

community and how his students remember him from school and greet him.  That type of 

interaction was confirmation for Mr. J that he connected with his students.  He labeled those 

interactions some of the proudest moments of his teaching career.   

Parents 

The parents in the study were a mix of male and female, independent contractors and 

government employees.  They each had some unique elements to how they approached raising 

their sons, but many common themes emerged after reviewing the data from the interview 

transcripts.  For instance, Mr. Jones was a small business owner and commented on how his 

approach to parenting started with setting an example for his son to emulate  He wanted his son 

to him set a schedule and stick to it each and every day.  From rising early in the morning to 

begin work and remaining focused on the task at hand despite distractions.  Mr. Jones would tell 



PERSISTENCE AND RETENTION OF GIFTED STUDENTS 

  90 

his Chris “do not be a thermometer and reflect the state of the room, be a thermostat and be the 

person responsible for changing the state of the room.” 

Parenting Approach: Goals  

Without exception, each of the parents in this study had clearly defined goals for their children.  

Mr. Jones expressed his view of high school in the interviews, stating his belief that high school 

was a foundational piece for his son’s future.  

School is the first record that companies will have of your performance.  In many ways 

your transcript, grades, and extracurricular activities become like your first resume.  

How you perform in high school classes will tell people a lot about you.   

 Mr. Jones described the goals that he had for his son and he shared that wisdom right 

before he revealed that he never asked his son to be an “A student”.  He only demanded that he 

do the best he could.  Most parents shared this sentiment.  All of the parents had goals for their 

sons, but the goals had a familiar mandate.  For the parents in this study, they did not use the 

type of numerical qualifications you might use when creating a S.M.A.R.T. goal.  Instead, these 

parents wanted their kids to be the best versions of themselves.  During the interviews, I heard 

parents declare that they wanted their son’s to be respectful of others while also understanding 

that other people are not better than they are.  The parents wanted their son’s to never settle for 

mediocrity and never make excuses for poor performance or failure.  David’s mother extolled 

two goals in her household: get an education and stick to your beliefs.  She then placed her focus 

on the importance of having an independent mind and not being persuaded by negative people or 

negative events.  Her wisdom for her son was to “Be strong and say no, no matter the hurt you 

may cause”.  Ms. Griffin made the goal for her son about character.  For her, being an upstanding 
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citizen was the most important goal.  Within that, she wanted her son to get an education and “be 

comfortable with being uncomfortable”.   

Parenting Approach: Expectations  

The expectations parents had for their sons were set both implicitly and explicitly.  In one 

example, Mr. Barley woke early each day, created a daily schedule, modeled and organized his 

workload while he led a small business.  Another father more explicitly laid bare the morning 

expectations for his son, that is, rise early, work report to the gym to work on basketball skills all 

while maintaining a laser like focus on academics.  The parental expectations focused on an 

internal locust of control.  Each parent expressed the desire for their sons to meet expectations 

that would create habits that would improve their chances of success in life.  Mr. Marks coached 

his son to “hope for best, and plan for the worst”.  

Parenting Approach: Wisdom  

Each parent that was involved in this study had some sort of teaching they wanted to 

impart to their sons.  One of the more sobering teachings imparted to the students involved law 

enforcement.  Parents in the interview referenced the “talk”.  The “talk” is a conversation that 

some families have with the children that codifies how to behave during interactions with law 

enforcement.  For many African American families having the “talk” with their sons is not only 

necessary, but it could mean the difference between life and death.  Mr. Jones acknowledged that 

even though his son has white friends, has a high GPA and is in general a standout student and 

leader, he still needs him to understand how his race might precede his academic prowess in the 

event he is pulled over while driving and has to interact with a police officer.  Ms. Griffin talked 
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about teaching her son to “stick to his goals”.  While yet another parent extolls the value of 

perspective.  She teaches her son how to focus on internal controls.  

Life can be difficult, and life can throw curve balls at you.  But life is not just about the 

bad things that happen to you.  Life is about how you choose to respond to those things.  

Those negative events can make you or break you, but the choice is yours to make.   

Parenting Approach: Pride   

Mr. Barley explained during the interview that not only did he never have to punish his 

son for breaking house rules or for being disrespectful, he and his son were immediately 

connected and great “buddies”.  This father took great pride in the fact that his son has 

demonstrated many great attributes.   

He was very shy at first.  But he was always eager to go to school, in fact he was ready to 

attend school even at 4 years old.  He never makes excuses, and he excels at everything 

he does in part because of his tremendous work ethic. He does not let anything stop him 

from achieving what he wants, he has thick skin, and his faith is very important to him.  

 For David’s mother, she talked about how even at an early age she knew her son was 

different.  

Even when he was very young, I knew he was a different kind of child.  When all of the 

other boys were playing sports and being active, he was nowhere to be found.  We would 

eventually find him in the back yard, away from the other kids, fixing a barbecue grill.  

He was good at fixing things.  He like to take things apart.   
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 She was proud that he understood that he did not have to be like the other kids in his 

neighborhood.  Ms. Griffin said her son knew that life was bigger than what he could see around 

him.  She was proud that he was not a “product of his environment”.  To her, he is a one of kind 

young man and definitely not a follower, instead he is a leader.  He helped his mother with a 

range of tasks.  David advised her in purchasing a car, helped her understand and better utilize 

credit and in generally pushed her to accomplish more and set higher goals.  Additionally, her 

son helped her “organize her financials” and was a great role model for his younger sister.  He 

helped her with homework and with pro-social skills related to making friends.  In another 

example, Jason’s mom explained that her son is a “momma’s boy”.  Jason loves his mom and 

she described him as intelligent, charismatic, exceptional and compassionate.  Jason’s mom said 

that he has been a “great kid and has no complaints” with how he has comported himself.  In 

fact, she highlighted his artistic and musical talents.  As I interviewed Jason, his makeshift 

recording studio was visible in the background, signifying his commitment to creating a well-

designed sound chamber to work in.  Mr. Marks took pride in knowing his son used a phrase that 

he taught him.  During our interview, Eric repeated his father’s advice about keeping the mind 

sharp.  When I informed Mr. Marks that Eric said that in our interview, he paused, then shared 

his delight in hearing the news.  Mr. Marks explained the significance of that moment later 

saying that not only has Eric listened to him, but also he applied the information.  Mr. Marks was 

proud because his son has accomplished more than he expected and has raised the bar for 

achievement and excellence in the family.  He expanded on the idea of applying lessons learned 

by saying: 

He has learned many life lessons on the basketball court.  Having to wake up early and 

go to practice before school has taught him how to sacrifice, and the importance of hard 
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work.  Having to get up early to practice has taught him how to grind day in and day out.  

But I teach him never to park next to an accomplishment. There is always more work to 

do, and he can always improve. Also, applying the lessons that I teach him is as 

important as hearing them. 

In addition to displaying a steady work ethic, Eric’s father described him as being 

“tough” and having “thick skin”.  Being the son of a basketball coach has allowed Eric to benefit 

from the experience and expertise of his father.  The knowledge and strategy his father imparted 

to him has led to his understanding of not only the game of basketball but the preparation that 

precedes it.  This preparation has helped Eric carryover those lessons into the classroom.  As a 

bonus, he has modeled this academic excellence, dedication, and attention to detail for his 

younger sibling.   

Parenting Approach. What would I Change?   

The parent participants in this study were split evenly down gender lines regarding how 

they raised their sons.  They were also split down gender lines when asked what they would do 

differently if they were to raise their sons for a second time.  For the women in the study, they 

would focus on ridding their families of negative influences.  Overwhelmingly, the mothers in 

the study said that they would have either separated from the child’s father sooner or found a 

way to eliminate the fathers influence over their sons.  Mr. Griffin and Ms. Jones wished for a 

better father and better role model for their sons.  Ms. Griffin lamented her choice to allow the 

father to be around for as long as she did, and she wonders if she had removed the negative 

influence sooner from her son’s life, would David had been better off.  In hindsight, she thought 

maybe she put her son through unnecessary grief.  Ms. Jones regretted not being more involved 
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when Jason reported being bullying at school.  To be fair, Jason was against the idea of his 

mother intervening after he reported being bullied to the school officials.  However, his mother 

still felt like she could have done more to intervene in the case and support her son.  The fathers 

in the study took a different approach altogether.  Their focus was introspective, and both Mr. 

Barley and Mr. Marks questioned if they were right to raise their sons with such rigidity.   

Well, I think every parent learns more and knows more as they get older and have more 

experience.  You kind of wish you would have done something different.  I have more 

wisdom now, more experience.  It is a tough question but yeah, there are some things that 

I would do differently.  I was really tough on him when he was little.  I would have been 

more lenient. He is my firstborn and now I have a baby and I see things a little differently 

now.  

 Mr. Marks admitted to how difficult it was seeing Eric as a young man, when for so long, 

he saw him as his little boy.  This mindset shift meant that he would have to adapt his parenting 

style as well.  The parents in this study spoke about adapting parenting styles and how they 

would advise other parents who were raising high achieving African American males.  The 

parents gave advice that covered various aspects of parenting.  Mr. Barley talked about the 

importance of establishing goals within the family and a type of hierarchy.  God first and family 

second.  His point of emphasis was on the importance of early investment and modeling.  Start 

early with reading mathematics and setting schedules.  He went on to highlight from his 

experience that “kids learn by seeing and doing” therefore parents need to use the “show them as 

you go” model.  Ms. Griffin talked about encouragement as a key feature in raising high 

achieving African American males.  She emphasized the importance of uplifting the young men 

and allowing them to blossom, specifically at their own pace.   
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Do not discourage them from being different, allow them to embrace themselves and who 

they are.  Encourage them to keep at it and to never give up on what their dreams and 

hopes in life are.  

Ms. Griffin continued with the theme of acceptance and allowing students to be who they 

are, but she added the element of recognition and praise.  In her words, it is ok to use corrective 

feedback when addressing a failure to meet a goal or an academic setback.  Nevertheless, in her 

estimation the critical act for parents was to not withhold the praise.  She highlighted the point 

that parents need to be more complimentary and recognize the accomplishments of their young 

men especially the small and seemingly mundane accomplishments because those small 

advances begin to compound and eventually turn into the large accomplishments.  The parents 

talked about how the praise and recognition goes a long way toward boosting the confidence of 

the young men.  Mr. Marks talked about the connection between rewards and performance.  In 

his estimation, some students were not motivated to succeed because they lacked sufficient 

motivation and had misplaced values.  

You have to value what is important and students have to know what is important.  There 

have to be rewards for staying focused and there also has to be a consequence for not 

staying focused.  They have to understand that some kids have a false sense of reality.  

Some of these kids are walking around with Jordan’s on their feet and they are always in 

trouble at school.  They have name brand clothes, toys, and phones.  But it is false. If they 

keep performing like this as adults, they are not going to have any money and they will 

not be able to buy those things.  So, I think, if you like nice things and like to do nice 

things, it should be predicated on performance and that is about doing your personal 

best.  
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Students  

There were four high school students interviewed for this study.  The students were all 

male; all demonstrated the ability to achieve academically at high levels, however, two of the 

student participants made a conscious decision not to pursue the high achievement track.  Again, 

pursing the high achievement track meant being enrolled in two, more advanced placement, dual 

credit, honors, or equivalent courses while maintaining at least a 3.25 G.P.A. and attending 

classes on a regular basis.   After coding the data from the interview transcripts, several themes 

emerged between the four students, however, not all students shared the same experiences in 

some cases students did have divergent experiences.  Nevertheless, the students recalled that 

their teachers expressed a considerable amount of care and concern.  They each talked about the 

importance of friendship and what qualities were important to enact strong and supportive 

friendship bonds.  In addition to student social experience data from the interviews, students also 

shared personal and anecdotal information.   

Student Responses.  School experience  

For the student participants in this study, they enjoyed many aspects of their school 

experience.  Chris Barley talked about his affinity for having fun with friends.  He equated the 

ability to have fun, laugh, and tell jokes as essential criteria for starting a friendship.  Friendship 

and fun were common themes that emerged for the students in the study.  In fact, when analyzing 

the interview data, the words friend, fun, laughing surfaced on many occasions.  Students talked 

about enjoying their academic and elective classes as well.  Another part of the student 

experience was having engaging classes.  Chris enjoyed the challenge of learning an instrument 

and performing during band class while Jason and Eric were enthralled with aspect of 
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intersectionality theory and discussions of racial identity in the 21st century.  Elijah Marks 

described how he felt in his dual credit English class and why it was a departure from his 

previous experiences.  For context, this student nominated his dual credit English teacher for this 

study, and in this particular class, the student talked about being seen for the first time, as an 

African American citizen.  

This is the first year, the first semester where I am learning about me, which is ridiculous 

when you think about it.  It has opened my eyes to the world that we are living in.  He 

teaches us so much and I will forever be grateful for that. 

He talked about hearing social justice issues discussed in class and seeing history through an 

African American lens for the first time and how that instantly engaged him in the learning and 

helped him understand his place in the world a bit better.  Eric continued by espousing his belief 

that the purpose of school should be more closely aligned to the real world and students should 

learn more practical skills that really prepare them for life after school.   

The purpose of school is to learn, but school can still be a fun place.   Academic 

achievement is very important to me because I have goals to get good grades and earn 

my way into college.   

The students in this study attend a high school that is equipped with a video broadcasting 

studio and this broadcasting studio has been a boon for one the student participants.  He 

described the class as “an opportunity to sharpen my skills for what I want to do later in life”.  

This particular student is interested in studying broadcast journalism in college.   

Most of what was recorded during the interviews about the school experience and 

informally coded was positive in nature. However, there were some aspects of the school 
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experience the students reported that were more arduous and required persistence.  For example, 

each of the students encountered at least one class that was unusually challenging for them and 

they had to adapt in some way to overcome the challenge.  Interestingly enough, one class 

appeared to have challenged more than one of the students and that was the advanced placement 

(AP) physics class.  The consensus from the students was that AP Physics required more than 

great computational skills, it demanded more analytical skills and the answers to the questions 

were not always easy to find the way they were in classes that just focused singularly on math.  If 

given the chance to change any aspect of his previous school year, one student said that he would 

have enrolled in more career-oriented classes but otherwise he had no regrets.  

Student Responses.  Teacher Relationships   

Student and teacher relationships were discussed throughout the interviews and were 

represented as unanimously positive.  This could be attributed to the fact that the teachers 

represented in the study were all chosen as people that have had a significant impact on the 

student.  Teachers were lauded for taking extra time to work with students.  This meant staying 

after class to talk and answers questions or even staying after school to tutor a student participant 

with difficult subject matter.  As teachers worked with students to improve their academic 

outcomes, they also clearly and forcefully messaged the importance of exploring post-secondary 

options.  The expectations for students and conversations with student were typically framed 

around “when you get to college…” or “at college you will have to…”   The teachers in the 

study also used their influence on the students to motivate them to persist through difficult 

classes and rise above negative influences.  One of the student participants noted in the interview 

that high achieving students are “already under a lot of pressure to perform academically”.  

Realizing the affect that this accrued pressure brings and how it impacts high achieving students, 
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teachers used comedy and personal connection mitigate some the effects.  In one instance, a 

teacher participant demonstrated the willingness to support the student by arranging a job 

shadowing experience between the student and her husband, whose career training was a 

possible match for what the student was interested in pursuing.  Ultimately, the job shadowing 

experience never materialized, but this demonstrates the extent to which the teachers in this 

study were willing to go to support the students.   

Nevertheless, students described their selected teachers in many positive and inspiring 

ways.  Words and phrases the students used to describe their selected teachers in the interviews 

were supportive, there for me, connected, trustworthy, helpful, caring, loving, engaging, funny, 

creative for example.  At times, the students talked about other teachers in the building as less 

than enthusiastic about supporting and enriching their academic and social experiences.   One of 

the more disheartening examples of this was reported by a student and he talked about watching 

teacher interactions with other students.  

I have seen a lot of stuff that has never happened to me or any of my friends but for 

students that have behavior problems or anything like that, the teachers typically yell at 

the students, which does not help them.  It just makes me wonder why these teachers are 

employed and how they became entrusted with helping the next generation do great 

things.  

Student Responses.  Peer relationships   

The overwhelming theme that emerged when talking to the students about peer 

relationships was that friends needed to be supportive academically and socially.  All of the 

student participants see themselves as laid back but jocular.  Most of the students rated humor 
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highly when as asked what they wanted in a friend.  In the interviews, the students made several 

references to comedy, jokes, and having fun.  One student made it clear that not having a sense 

of humor, or at the very least, not being willing to see the humor in life was a deal breaker in 

terms of starting a friendship.  When asked how they think others would describe them they used 

the following words: mature, positive, equitable, accepting, unpretentious, no enemies, friend for 

all.  In one example, a student talked about why he required specific qualities in his close friends.  

“Bringing drama to the group” was viewed as unacceptable.  He talked about his friends needing 

to not only be supportive of him but be able to “watch his back”.  They needed to be aware of 

their surroundings and watch out for the group.   

I see the importance of my friends or anybody in my close friend group having both street 

smarts and book smarts.  You cannot be shy, and you cannot be naïve.   

This particular student used his experience growing up to bolster his awareness of potentially 

dangerous situations or at least situations that could end up with a less than favorable outcome 

for him or his friends.  He seemed to understand that those actions he associated himself with 

would directly affect him and his future goals, so he used strict friendship criteria to mitigate 

negative exposure and limit the chance of ending up in maladaptive group behavior.   

 The high achieving males in the study could in many ways create their social realities by 

choosing their friend groups and influence how they were viewed by those closest to them.  This 

did not protect them from being viewed unfavorably by others.  The students were asked about 

the phrase “acting white” and if they had ever heard of it or been accused of it and their 

responses varied but all of the students had been exposed to the idea in some way.  Jason had 

been accused of acting white many times over the years.  He viewed this verbal attack as an 
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abdication of personal responsibility by those using it, a way to make an excuse for why they 

have not performed as well as they could have.  He expressed being upset by it by but ultimately 

brushed the insults aside to focus on his goals and plan of action.   

I was accused of acting white in middle school a lot. I had mostly white friends at the 

time because those classes had mostly white students.  Now, I hear the phrase more 

sporadically because I think society has evolved. It is ridiculous to equate intelligence 

with whiteness.   

Student Responses.  Adversity and Advice  

Each of the students in this study experienced some form of adversity in their lives. This 

adversity appeared in various ways; some students experienced academic adversity, others with 

had to persist with social emotional adversity, and for another household and familial challenges 

were present and had to be overcome.  For two of the students, adversity presented in the form of 

overcoming difficult and challenging paternal relationships.  One of the students identifies as 

queer and this identity has shaped many of his social interactions during high school.  He 

explains how not being able to “fit in” shaped his outlook on life, which ultimately led to him 

ceasing his attempts to change himself for social acceptance.  Another student experienced a 

serious lower leg injury playing basketball and had to rethink his identify on some level.  

Because he invested a considerable amount of time honing his athletic skills, he had developed 

well-rehearsed routines and habits.  On some level, he recognized that when he could no longer 

partake in those routines, he lost some of his identity and was forced to confront who he was 

without the acclaim that was afforded to him by virtue of being a talented athlete.  Despite these 

challenges and periods of adversity, the students in the study were able to persist and in fact, 



PERSISTENCE AND RETENTION OF GIFTED STUDENTS 

  103 

become more adapted to school life and increase their personal growth and academic 

achievement.  From their many challenges came a knowledge of survival and persistence.  In the 

interviews, they each dispensed advice for other students facing adversity.   

You just have to keep your focus and filter out the distractions.  You will meet other 

students that do not care as much as you do.  Stay current on your schoolwork, balance is 

important. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this research study was to investigate what non-cognitive factors lead to 

African American males persisting and staying on the high achievement track during high 

school.  The research questions examined the role that social experiences, support systems, 

school, and negative events play in the persistence of African American males.  During the two 

rounds of coding, key themes emerged for the student, parent, and teacher groups.  For the 

students: the school experience, teacher relationships, peer relationships, adversity and advice.  

For the parents: goals, expectations, teachings, pride, and change. Finally, for the teachers: 

instructional approach, supportive relationships, student behavior and diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI).   
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Chapter Five 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to discover what non-cognitive factors lead to 

African American males persisting on the high achievement track in high school.  This chapter 

includes a discussion of the major findings from my study.  This chapter ends with a discussion 

of the limitations of the study as well as my recommendations to policy makers, school 

corporations, and site-based educators.   

This chapter contains discussion and future research possibilities to help answer the 

following research questions: 

1. What social experiences help shape or support the success of high achieving African 

Americans males on a high achievement track?  

2. What support do teachers offer high achieving African American male students to keep 

them on a high achievement track?  

3. How do negative events shape the attitudes and behaviors of African American males on 

the high achievement track?  

The term non-cognitive can be can be misleading for two reasons.  First, it can 

unintentionally signal to the reader that these factors are not within the domain of cognition, 

which is not the intent.  As Borghans, Duckworth, Heckan and Weel (2008) point out, few 

aspects of human behavior happen without cognition.  The non-cognitive factors that I highlight 

in my study are indeed a part of the cognitive process and are vital to student academic 

performance.  The June report from the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School 
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Research categorizes non-cognitive factors into five general areas: academic behaviors, 

perseverance, mindset, learning strategies, and social skills.  The second reason this term can be 

misleading has to do with the implied false dichotomy of hard skills versus soft skills, more 

important and more academic skills versus those skills that are only addressed after the “real” 

learning is accomplished.  However, as Bransford, Brown and Cocking (2010) assert, the 

interplay between cognitive and non-cognitive factors are complimentary, continuous and highly 

contextual. They go on to suggest that high levels of learning are unlikely without the interplay 

of both cognitive and non-cognitive factors.   

The non-cognitive factors that helped the African American males in this study persist 

and stay on the high achievement track were multifaceted and could be understood by their 

component parts: (a) relationships, (b) instructional approach, and (c) parental approach.  Some 

of the parts relate to how students and their teachers interact, while other parts relate to how 

students and their parents interact.  All of the components work together to create a support 

structure that helps African American males persist on the high achievement track in high 

school.  

Research Design 

This dissertation used a qualitative study approach.  Stake (2010) explains that a 

qualitative study is appropriate when the goal of research is to explain a phenomenon by relying 

on the perception of a person’s experience in a given situation.  Furthermore, the format of this 

study can best be described as an instrumental case study because it seeks to understand a 

particular phenomenon (Stake, 2005). The ways in which high achieving African American male 

students navigate academic and social life is an example of one type of phenomena.  Gerring 
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(2004) offers additional insight into the nature of study design.  He asserts that a case study is an 

intensive study of a single unit for understanding a larger class of (similar) units.  In this case, the 

intensive study (persistence of African American males on high achievement track) of a single 

unit (African American males in a single high school) for the purposes of understanding a larger 

class of units (African American males on high achievement track across the nation).  The choice 

is made here to draw from the work Yin (2003) and name this a single case study with embedded 

units.  In his research, Yin (2003) highlights one of the main advantages of using the embedded 

unit’s approach to case study design is the ability to look at multiple subunits within a larger 

single case.  Yin goes on to suggest that there is additional analytical value in using the single 

case study with embedded units’ design.  The benefit lies in the researcher’s ability to analyze 

data within subunits, across various subunits, and between two or more subunits.   

The students in the study all shared the distinction of being defined as high achievers, 

students with grade point averages above 3.2, enrolled in at one advanced placement, honors or 

dual credit course.  One of the aims of the study was to explore various aspects of their lives as 

high achieving African American male students.  The qualitative design of this study was used to 

uncover and investigate the experiences of these students that are difficult to capture with 

quantitative data alone.  A single case study with embedded units design was used as the primary 

method to understand high achieving African American male students more deeply.  Case study 

research helps the primary investigator explore a case over a specific period, through detailed 

and in-depth data collection that uses multiple data sources (Creswell, 2017).  This design draws 

from the disciplines of psychology, law, political science, and medicine for structure (Creswell, 

2017).  For example, case study design leverages observations, interviews, audiovisual material, 

and documents to develop an accurate description of an issue (Creswell, 2017).  This approach 
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utilizes multiple data points and allows the research to probe the participant’s mental, 

psychological and social landscape as well as those closest to them.   

This single case study with embedded units research design was conducted in a large 

urban high school located on the east side of Indianapolis.  This school serves a diverse 

population of learners from different socio-economic backgrounds and ethnic backgrounds. Four 

high school students were selected for the study along with one parent and one teacher for each 

student bringing the total participants to twelve.  Two students on the high achievement track and 

two students that would qualify as a student on the high achievement track but, for whatever 

reason did not choose to enroll in the necessary classes. The student, along with his parent of 

choice and teacher of choice compromised a single case. Each student was allowed to choose 

their favorite teacher to be included in the study.  Students in the study were able to define the 

criteria for “favorite”.  The teacher could be a current semester teacher or previous semester 

teacher.  The only stipulation was that the teacher had to be actively licensed and currently 

employed at the high school during the time of the study.  One parent was included and was 

selected by the student. In cases where there was a single adult in the home, the decision of 

which parent to choose was straightforward.  However, when students had two parents in the 

home, or were raised in a nontraditional setting, the students selected the parent or guardian that 

was more involved with the students’ academic life. 

Students were observed and interviewed during the course of the spring semester.  Each 

student was observed by the researcher at least two times during the semester and each student 

completed an interview with the researcher.  The observations length was 48 minutes, which 

corresponded to the length of an academic period. The observations were scheduled and 
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announced so that the teacher and student knew when and where the observation would take 

place.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

 While each embedded unit within this study had unique elements, the three major 

components – relationships, instructional approach, and parental approach were key themes 

within each unit.  The three components were not only present within each unit, but they also 

seemed to be foundational to the success of each African American male student participant.  

Each of the three themes will be discussed in the following sections.   

Relationships 

The importance of student teacher relationships has been validated throughout the recent 

decades (Allen, Mikami, Lun, Hamre & Pianta, 2013; Delpit, 1988; Lee & Burkham, 2003; 

Muller, 2001; Larrivee & Cook, 1979; Lewis, Lovell & Jessee, 1965).  For each student in this 

study, their selected teacher played an integral role in either shaping or supporting positive 

relationship models.  The teachers in this study displayed a supportive approach to relating the 

students.  When students and teachers were invested in the relationship, as demonstrated by all of 

our teacher and student participants, the relationship tended to facilitate learning (Muller, Katz, 

& Dance, 1999). 

Parent student relationships played a significant role in this study.  All of the participants 

reported having strong relationships with at least one of their parents.  Although two of the 

participants were raised in single mother environments and, consequently, spent limited time 

around their fathers, they were able to persist academically.  Research conducted by 

Zimmerman, Salem, and Maton (1995) supported this finding.  In their study of 5 African 
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American extended family groupings (parent, stepparent, grandparent, cousins and close family 

associates) and 254 African American males, they found that young men living in single-mother 

homes reported more parental support than other young men did.  This notion challenged the 

idea that single mothers are alone and without support while raising African American males.  In 

the case of David and Eric, both young men benefitted from an extended family structure.  Each 

were able to access additional temporal resources from aunts, cousins, and maternal 

grandmothers.  This research corroborates David’s experience growing up with a single mother 

and yet, benefitting from extended family resources such as aunt and grandmother support.  

 Peer relationships were found to be important to the social success of African American 

male students on the high achievement track.  One of the student participants experienced such 

teasing and ridicule from his peers that it led to being reported to school administration.  This 

was not an uncommon experience for high achieving African American male students; they often 

experienced peer rejection because of their exceptionality (Lindstrom & Van Sant, 1986).  

However, most of the students in this study indicated that they had healthy and rich social 

experiences with other students.   

 Cultural ecology theory first espoused by Ogbu (1986) posited that African American 

students might suffer poor academic performance due to “ambivalence” and “affective 

dissonance” by the school system.  However, recent research by Bergin and Cooks (2002) and 

Allen (2013) provides evidence against Ogbu’s theory.  Each of the students were asked about 

their experience with the term “acting white”.  Most of the students dismissed the notion that 

being white was equated with being intelligent.  Bergin and Cooks (2002) corroborated this 

notion.  In their study, they found that African American students with a mean grade point 

average of at least 3.3 rejected the idea that “acting white” had validity.  Some of the students in 
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the study revealed that they were offended by the idea that intelligence equals whiteness.  Rather 

than acing white and associating high achievement with only white students, they drew upon 

their parental and school support networks as a source of strength and demonstrated African 

American excellence on their own terms.   

Instructional Approach   

In many cases, teachers in this study made clear and intentional decisions with regard to 

how they would engage students in content.  Research conducted by Gershenson, Holt & 

Papageorge (2016) suggests that non-Black teachers who teach Black students have significantly 

lower expectations for them than Black teachers do.  However, the teachers in this study 

demonstrated high expectations for their students and actively looked for ways to push them 

academically.  The teachers in this study continuously adjusted their instructional approach to 

account for student background and interests. The teachers in this study also routinely challenged 

their students to think more critically about societal issues, generate critiques, and challenge long 

held societal norms.  Implied in the teachers approach to rigor, was the expectation that the 

students could perform quality work.  The teachers did not only profess 

Parental Approach  

Parent expectations are critical in developing well-adjusted adolescents. Davis-Keen 

(2005) examined the role that parents played in the developmental success of their children and 

found a link between parental expectations and outcomes.  Her research suggested that the 

amount of schooling the parents received directly influenced how they structured the home 

environment to the promote academic achievement.  Of the four parent participants, all achieved 

some level of postgraduate degree.  Chris’s and Eric’s parents both attended four-year 
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universities.  Additionally, Eric’s mother was the high school senior class president.  David and 

Jason’s mothers both earned post-secondary degrees and have even been able to obtain 

professional certifications in their respective fields.  She described parents as “co-teachers” and 

as a result may have been able to “find a better psychological balance of stimulation and demand 

for their children when they themselves were successful in academics”.  Brody, Dorsey, 

Forehand, and Armistead (2002) found that parental approach played a significant role in helping 

African American males perform in school.  Specifically, they found that when parents were 

involved, supportive and monitored student’s academic progress, it positively affected student 

ability to self-regulate and adjust to their environment.  Additional research conducted by 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) found that parents who held high expectations for their 

children created a more stimulating and emotionally supportive environment.  Those parents 

were also more likely to make adjustments in the home and environment to meet the changing 

needs of their children.  This creation and adaptation of the home environment was evident with 

Elijah’s family.  Mr. Marks talked about creating a home environment that was conducive to 

goal attainment.  High expectations coupled with exacting schedule requirements meant that 

Elijah was being shaped by his routines from an early age.  Mr. Marks also talked being 

intentional with who he allowed to visit his home.  His close associates and most frequent 

visitors to the home were also college educated. They were described as hard working and 

successful people.    

Findings Related to Theory 

Resilience Theory  

In general, resilience focuses on the process of overcoming the negative effects 

associated with risk exposure (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).  Consistent with Harper’s (2006) 
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Anti Deficit Achievement Framework, resilience theory is focused on primarily on strengths 

rather than deficits and it explores how healthy outcomes are created despite risk factors.  A 

critical component of resilience is the presence of both risk and promotive factors to mitigate the 

risk by either producing a positive outcome or reducing a negative one (Fergus & Zimmerman, 

2005).  The framework consists of three primary models.  The three models are compensatory, 

protective, and challenge.   

Compensatory Model.  In the compensatory model, promotive factors help to negate 

negative risks factors.  Promotive factors can compensate for risk exposure or help to mitigate 

risk in the first place.  Promotive factors present as either assets that reside within the student or 

resources that available to the participant (Beauvais & Oetting, 2002).  In this study, Jason and 

David were exposed to increased risk as the result of their biological fathers not being in the 

home.  This risk was counteracted by family resources.  For example, extended family support, 

community program support both played integral roles in helping to mitigate the risks involved 

with not having a father in the home. In addition to resources, the Jason and David’s internal 

assets helped mitigate exposure to risk.  In both student cases, they were each competent and 

self-directed, which may have increased their ability to persist despite the additional risk factors.  

All of the student participants were exposed to some level of risk during their lives; some 

participants faced varying degrees and types of risk.  All of the student participants experienced 

the effects of promotive factors in their lives.  In the case of Chris Barley, being African 

American male and being on the high achievement track presented increased risk to him relative 

to his school ages peers who were not students of color or on the high achievement track.  The 

promotive factors that influenced his trajectory presented as resources and assets that produced 

positive outcomes.  His family structure was intact and supportive.  Both of his parents were 
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college educated, employed full-time, practice a system of faith-based worship and invested 

heavily in Chris’s academic development.  As for asset based promotive factors, Chris was 

described by, family and school staff as the kind of person that never made excuses, was 

relentless and had a tremendous work ethic.   

Protective model.   Protective factors are defined as family, child, and neighborhood 

characteristics that reduce the negative effect of adversity on outcomes (Masten & Reed, 2002). 

The protective model focuses on how specific factors help to protect students from risk factors 

(Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).  Fergus and Zimmerman (2005) elaborated by stating that assets 

or resources reduce the effects of risk, then provided an example of two risk factors being 

reduced due to increased parental monitoring.  The distinguishing feature of the protective model 

is the relationship between the risk factors and how they influence the other.  Fergus and 

Zimmerman (2005) assert: 

A protective model exists if, for example, the relationship between poverty and violent 

behavior is reduced for youth with high levels of parental support. In this example, 

parental support operates as a protective factor because it moderates the effects of 

poverty on violent behavior.  

African American males are exposed to risk at higher rates than their White and Asian 

counterparts (Patton, Woolley & Hong, 2012).  Barton (2003) and Moore and Lewis (2012) both 

cite limited school resources and poor teacher quality as factors that hinder academic 

performance for African American males in high school.  Chris, Jason, David, and Eric were all 

exposed to some degree of risk factors at school.  During our interview, Chris lamented that he 

witnessed dysregulated teachers yelling and screaming at students during class.  He wondered 
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why those teachers accepted a job that that they seemed to be unhappy with.  For Chris, the worst 

part, was that these teachers were trusted with preparing young adults for life and some of them, 

he noticed, were not doing a good job.  Jason also remarked that he noticed some teachers 

befriending whom he called “the bad students”.  Jason felt that those teachers did not use their 

relationships with those students to push them to achieve more, instead the indictment here was 

that the teachers used their relationships to keep the students from disrupting the class to ease 

classroom management.  They all are African American males on the high achievement track 

attending a high school with over 80% students of color and over 60% students that are 

economically disadvantaged.  Each of the student participants benefitted from protective factors 

at some point during their lives.  In all cases, each participant benefitted from a strong family 

structure and at least one supportive adult at school.  

Challenge Model. The third model in the Resiliency Framework is known as the 

challenge model.  This model suggests that a student’s repeated exposure to moderate levels of 

risk may be beneficial to the student because it represents an opportunity for additional resource 

acquisition as well as skill practice (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). The authors of the study point 

out that too little risk and students may easily overcome the challenge without increasing their 

coping skills or having to marshal additional resources.  Conversely, when there is too much risk 

introduced, the situation is nearly impossible to overcome.  In the case of Eric Marks, he injured 

his leg and was unable to play basketball for his school.  His injury disconnected him from an 

afterschool activity, affected his self-image, and drastically altered his daily schedule and daily 

routine.  The injury also exposed him to afterschool idle time between 2pm and 6pm on 

weeknights, which according to Snyder, Sickmund, and Poe-Yamagata (1996) is the time of day 

that youth are exposed to the highest levels of risk from criminal activity. However, Eric was 
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able to persist and overcome this risk factor due to both internal assets and external resources.  

Eric possessed internal assets, was described as having preserved through adversity in past, he 

was described as being mentally tough and one that does not get rattled easily.  Eric also had 

access to resources, namely his college educated parents, their professional network, and the 

additional adult mentors that have coached Eric been family friends.  

Moderate levels of risk produced an optimal zone where students were able to learn new 

coping skills or access resources to overcome.  This is not to say that low levels of risk are 

without benefits to students.  Fergus and Zimmerman (2005) describe repeated exposure to low 

levels of a risk factor as inoculation because the process prepares them to overcome more 

significant risks in the future.  They authors go on to explain that to the extent that students are 

faced with risk factors, they are able to leverage appropriate assets and resources to persevere.  

Responding to the Research Questions 

(RQ1): What social experiences help shape or support the success of African Americans 

males on a high achievement track? 

African American male students on the high achievement track appeared to have different 

overall social experiences; however, they all shared a common perspective regarding peer 

relationships.  The students all had high expectations for the type of friendships they engaged in.  

They were also alike in that their immediate friend group supported their progress.   

The students in this study indicated specific behaviors required of potential friends.  For 

all four of the student participants, the need for humor and support was unanimously sought 

after.  Each of the student participants declared that their close friends had to be supportive and 

either needed to be funny or be able to find humor in most situations.  Garmezy (1991, 1993) 
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reported that African American males find emotional support in friendship groups and that those 

friendship groups help counteract the negative impact of risk exposure.  This was evident across 

cases.  For example, Chris talked about the importance of being able to share “inside jokes” with 

his friends.  Elijah made it clear that his friends needed to be able to have fun, but they also 

needed to “have his back”.  They needed to possess enough social awareness to keep themselves 

out of harm’s way and consequently, keep him out of unnecessary danger.  David echoed the 

same sentiment as Elijah.  David highlighted the importance of his friends having good judgment 

and he valued the idea of his friends not “putting him in a bad situation.”  Stringent friendship 

expectations alone did not prevent one of the students from experiencing negative social events, 

however.  Jason expressed that he was ostracized and teased for many years by classmates.  Faris 

and Fermlee (2011) remarked that high achieving students might face ridicule and some social 

isolation from school-aged peers.  Jason described his interactions with African American males 

in particular as “very frustrating.”  He saw himself as “pro-black” and said that he was often 

ridiculed by the same people he sought acceptance from.  His peer experiences were not 

completely negative, however.  The few he did call friends were supportive and created a safe 

space to talk about gender fluidity and other important topics.  Jason expressed the desire to have 

more African American friends.  Jason’s experience resonates with research by Masten and 

colleagues (1999) where they found that efficacy of peer support leading to positive outcomes 

despite chronic and severe stressors.   

When Chris was interviewed, he talked about his favorite parts of the school experience.  

Right at the top of the list was “being with friends in class”.  Chris offered that he would not 

change anything about his school experience.  This sentiment, not changing past events, came up 

again during Eric’s interview.  Eric underscored the importance of taking his negative 
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experiences and learning from them.  In some way, Eric appreciated his struggles because he 

believed that he could use them to shape his future.  His father, the basketball coach, mentioned 

how many lessons Eric learned from playing sports and, as a result, was able to apply in his 

personal life.  Eric’s father talked about how proud he was to see his son use one of his often-

repeated phrases.  It signaled to him that Eric was listening, but also that he was applying what 

he had been taught.  

The student participants in this study were exposed to increased social risk factors due to 

their ethnicity and being on the high achievement track.  However, their friendships served as 

protective factors by moderating and in some cases, reducing the effects of their risk exposure.  

According to Zimmerman, Valles, and Maton (1999), African American males who exercise 

sociopolitical control, in this case with friendship selection, may counteract effects of other 

negative life experiences.  Rutter (1993) defined sociopolitical control as one’s belief that inputs 

into social and political systems can lead to positive outcomes. Rutter (1993) also linked 

sociopolitical control in students to positive self-esteem, further positing that students with 

increased self-esteem would respond positively to other challenges in their lives.  For the 

participants in this study, exercising control over their social systems provided two advantages.  

First, screening potential friends based on specific criteria meant that the selected friends help to 

form a more cohesive friendship group.  Second, the act of choosing friends in itself, is argued 

by Williams, Lavisso Mourey and Warren (1994) to help students counteract feelings of 

helplessness due to growing up in a disadvantaged position.  

Each student talked about the importance of their group of friends having specific 

personality traits.  Support and humor were two of the most commonly sought-after personality 

traits.  These traits played a part in helping the participants navigate and persist as students.  
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Having positive peer support created a positive feedback loop for the participants.  As a result of 

having positive peer support, the amount of productive work time, encouraging conversations, 

and healthy relational behavior increased while simultaneously decreasing each of the 

participants exposure to negative peer talk, negative self-talk, and risky behavior.  

(RQ2): What support do teachers offer high achieving African American male students to 

keep them on a high achievement track? 

 The teachers in this study supported their African American male students in two 

foundational ways, with intentional instruction and relational capacity (Moore, Ford, & Milner, 

2005).  All four of the teachers in the study established an instructional framework that put the 

students at the center of their own learning.  For Eric and Mr. E, this meant centering African 

American history and African American agency to create an equitable and empowered learning 

space.  According to Eric, prior to enrolling in Mr. E’s class, he had not experienced an English 

course that elaborated so intently on African American history.  This was his first experience 

having African American history linked to his current life and specifically to current social 

justice movements.  In Mrs. C’s class, her students experienced a multicultural approach to 

learning.  She ensured that students heard many different world languages with audio books, 

learned about various cultures in their assigned reading and during their classroom discussions.  

For Jason, his teacher helped to normalize mistakes in and out of the classroom.  Mrs. B pushed 

Jason to take risks, push boundaries, and speak up for himself.  When Jason experienced some of 

his most challenging life moments, Mrs. B was supportive.  Mrs. B identified the need to 

improve the recruitment process (Ford, 1996, 1998, 2010) to attract more African American 

males into the high achievement track.  According to Jason, Mrs. B created a safe space for him 

to express himself and to talk about his challenges.  She also advocated for his social and 
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emotional heath and was instrumental in implementing new practices at the school to help Jason 

feel safe.  In David’s case, his teacher stated in the interview that her job was to support her 

students.  She was willing to talk about race, equity, and diversity with the class.  She expressed 

the need to increase awareness regarding issues faced by Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 

(BIPOC) (Ford, 2011; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995, 2006).  Mr. M supported his students 

by modifying the way he approached band practice.  He focused on providing choice boards to 

peak student’s interest and engagement.  He also focused more on motivating the students 

instead of adhering strictly to content standards.  To accomplish this, he used Chris’s competitive 

nature to design competitive band challenges coupled with immediate feedback.   

 The teachers in this study emphasized relationship building as a part of their classroom 

practice (Duncan-Andrade, 2007).  During the interviews, almost every teacher remarked on how 

important it was to build and nurture student teacher relationships.  The focus on building 

relationships with students was affirmed by Crosnoe, Johnson and Elder (2004) and Mitra 

(2003).  Mrs. B worked to ensure that her students could trust her. This trust building started with 

connecting her student’s learning in class to the real world.  Additionally, her students became 

more comfortable taking risks and were willing to fail without fear of peer reprisal.  The 

classroom culture of safety and risk taking helped her connect more with students.  Johnson, 

Crosnoe, and Elder (2001) support the notion that student teacher connection fosters a safer 

classroom culture.  The students were able to freely express themselves and in turn felt that their 

teacher understood them.  Jason expressed how much he enjoyed the connection he shared with 

Mrs. B.  According to Jason, she motivated him to do better in school and in life.  In our 

interview, he stated that he knew his teacher cared about him and his future.  Muller, Katz, and 

Dance (1999) and Harter (1996) reinforce the idea that student teacher relationships are bolstered 
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when students feel connected to the class and when they believe their teacher cares about them as 

an individual.   

(RQ3): How do negative events shape the attitudes and behaviors of African American 

males on the high achievement track?  

The African American males in this study all faced negative events and each responded 

in a way that best served their individual situation.  However, each seemed to benefit from 

employing a positive mindset to approach their challenges.  Mindset is related to resilience in 

that it can be seen as an internal asset possessed by the student.  Assets help moderate or even 

mitigate risk factors.  Research by Yeager and Dweck (2012) suggested that a student’s implicit 

theories about their intelligence or personality shape their academic performance and 

interpersonal interactions over time.  In Eric’s case, he endured a negative event during the year 

when he injured his leg effectively ending his basketball season.  This negative event 

simultaneously presented as a risk factor by dramatically altering the influence a supportive peer 

group (basketball teammates).  In that situation, Eric chose to marshal physical resources to 

prepare his body for recovery and rehabilitation.  Instead of letting the negative event shape his 

future, he used the incident to improve his physical condition.  In Yeager and Dweck’s (2012) 

research, they defined students that saw their intelligence as malleable and as something that can 

grow and change over time as having an incremental approach.  The incremental approach was 

also true with personality traits.  In other words, students saw socially relevant traits in other 

students as adaptable and amenable to change.  This realization of the adaptability and 

malleability of intelligence and personality traits shaped the behavior of the students in this 

study.   
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In terms of academic performance, Eric displayed what Dweck (2006) called a growth 

mindset.  Specifically, Eric talked about being in competition with one of his classmates and how 

seeing her achieve made him want to achieve as well. Eric made the connection in the interviews 

between increased study and focus with increased academic performance.  In fact, in the 

interview he shared, “the body breaks down, but the mind stays sharp if you keep working that 

muscle.”  He understood that his intellectual ability was not fixed, but indeed was malleable.  

When Eric enrolled in challenging courses, he talked about how he needed to study more and 

work harder, indicating that his approach to a challenge was to respond with more dedication.  

According to resilience theory, Eric’s repeated exposure to low risks allowed him to bolster his 

resource acquisition skills and skill practice (Zimmerman, Valles & Maton, 1999).  Eric faced a 

season ending leg injury and responded by increasing his dedication to recovery and 

rehabilitation, all while maintaining his focus on academic achievement.   

During our interview, Jason revealed that he faced moments of peer exclusion and 

frequent ridicule as a student.  Jason, not unlike the other student participants in the study, had to 

cope with the stress associated with being an adolescent in high school, as well as the chronic 

social demands of being a high achieving African American male.  As noted earlier, high 

achieving students have reported increased social stress and isolation (Faris & Felmlee, 2011; 

Lindstrom & Van Sant, 1986).  Despite the negative events, Jason maintained his desire to seek 

and develop friendships.  He was careful not to label all African American male classmates in a 

negative way, although he faced most of the ridicule and ostracizing from that specific group of 

students.  Promotive assets, such as a supportive teacher and involved and caring family structure 

appeared to mitigate some of the negative effects of peer victimization.   
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Implications for Theory 

This study used Resilience Theory as the primary conceptual framework.  Fergus and 

Zimmerman (2005) assert that resilience focuses on healthy student development in the face of 

risk exposure.  Resilience theory is predicated on strength not weakness.  This study focused on 

how African American male students persisted (healthy student development) despite facing 

challenges and hardships (risk exposure).  The compensatory, protective, and challenge models 

of resilience helped explain the ways in which the student participant’s resources and asset acted 

to mitigate, moderate, or even counteract the effects of prolonged risk exposure.  

 Harper’s (2016) anti-deficit achievement framework also influenced how this study was 

designed and conducted.  These two frameworks were complimentary, and they allowed me to 

gain insight and explain how African American male students were able to persist while on the 

high achievement track. Harper’s work was centered on changing the conversation from a 

deficit-based focus on African American male student pathology, to a strength-based focus on 

what African American male students are able to accomplish.  Harper argued that failing to use 

an anti-deficit approach regarding African American students created harm in three ways.  First, 

a repetitive and consistent failure narrative about African American students fostered a 

misconception about the students and the schools they attend, which can lead to material and 

social capital divestment.  Second, the failure narrative reinforces stereotypes about African 

American students that may ultimately shape and perpetuate chronic low expectations of these 

students.  Finally, Harper posited that schools who serve predominantly African American 

students miss an opportunity to learn about efficacious practices regarding African American 

students when failure narratives abound.   
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Resilience theory along with Harper’s (2016) anti-deficit achievement framework seemed 

to support my qualitative findings.  High achieving African American males in this study did 

benefit from having assets and resource to overcome risk exposure.   The African American 

males in this study appeared to demonstrate that repeated exposure to low-level risks acted as a 

catalyst for additional skill marshalling.  The teachers in this study appeared to focus more on the 

skills and attributes their students possessed rather than on the skills they were missing.   

Implications for Policy  

Despite national attention and coordinated efforts, recruitment and retention of African 

American students in high ability programs have not yielded equitable outcomes.  According to 

Ford (2011) many high ability programs across the country disproportionately serve White and 

Asian students.  The first recommendation for policy makers is to address the disparity relating 

to how African American students gain access to high ability programs.  Ford (2011) 

recommends a multifaceted approach to deal with a complex and comprehensive challenge.  

Policy makers should focus on the use of valid and reliable instruments, multiple measures of 

student ability, referral process, and teacher training for example (Ford, 2011; Ford, Harris, 

Tyson, & Trotman, 2001).   

The second recommendation for policy makers is to focus on bolstering teacher education 

programs.  Preservice teachers interested in teaching in urban schools should be trained in 

instructional practices that center the learner in the learning (Flowers, Milner, & Moore, 2003; 

Ford & Moore, 2013; Ford, Grantham, & Whiting, 2008).  Preservice teachers and returning 

teachers should receive quality professional development regarding contextualizing content and 

engaging students in critical thinking that extends beyond the school community.  These 
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pedagogical methods should address historical and socio-political factors, specifically those 

factors that relate to the students in their classrooms.   

The third recommendation for policy makers is to focus on creating opportunities for students to 

identify and obtain resources and acquire assets.  Resources for students are connections with 

community programs, school programs, STEM clubs, leadership development cadres for 

example (Ford, 2011).  Assets can be seen as internal skills that students use like coping skills, 

executive functioning and self-regulation for example.  Some policy efforts have focused on 

attempting to reduce risk exposure for African American students.  The goal of increasing 

resources and skill acquisition can be accommodated by schools, local agencies and community 

centers.  Moreover, this study seeks to influence policy makers to create conditions that make 

resource allocation easier. Doing so would increase the amount promotive factors for African 

American students in hopes of reducing or mitigating the effects of risk exposure.  Efforts that 

focus on the family support increase both assets and resources. Specifically, programs that 

enhance parenting skills through training and development, allow parents to then promote 

effective communication, monitoring and support practices at home, which serves both as a 

resource for the student but also develop their personal skills.  Policy makers should also focus 

on creating more opportunities for adult mentoring, social emotional support programs, student 

centered youth organizations, and other social-political activities. These programs all have the 

capacity to act as compensatory and protective models for risk exposure.  

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

There were several limitations to this study. Some of limitations were delimiting factors 

that were outside of my control while others were delimitations made me that set boundaries for 

the study.  First, the length and breadth of this study was specific to one school over the course 
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of several weeks.  Luthar and Zelazo (2003) recommend measuring the impact of resilience 

models across multiple domains over an extended period due to the findings that students who 

were resilient in one domain often were not resilient in all other domains.  The next limitation 

relates to the first research question.  This research question is focused on the social factors that 

influence high achieving African American males.  The scope of the research did not include 

observing students in their school environment or other social contexts that may have provided 

more data.  However, the decision to conduct web-based interviews was due to state mandated 

COVID-19 protocols.  Despite only being able to conduct web-based interviews with the 

students, the nature of the “one on one” interview yielded a depth of conversation that may 

otherwise been hard to reach had the interviews been conducted during the school day.  The 

second research question focused on teacher supports.  While teacher instructional approach and 

classroom support were key elements to my study, teacher participant actions alone did not fully 

explain why the African American male students in this study were able to persist in the face of 

risk exposure.  Future research may investigate the impact of additional staff on African 

American male student persistence.  For example, the role that the school administrators, 

counselors, and other school staff play in supporting African American males was not addressed 

in this research study and may need to be studied in the future.  The fact that this study focused 

solely on African American males limited its generalizability.  Future research may investigate 

African American females or students from other ethnic groups for example.  Future researchers 

may investigate African American males in other social contexts, gleaning additional data from 

observing their interactions in alternate ecological systems.   

Another limitation was in the ethnic diversity of the student participants.  This study was 

limited to African American male students; therefore, a significant group of potential participants 
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were excluded.  Furthermore, at least a few high school administrators see a benefit in 

researching middle school students to better understand how some choose and persist on the high 

achievement track and how that factors into their high school experience.  The school in this 

study was the only high school in the metropolitan school district and that represented a 

limitation that excluded the rural and ultra-urban geographic areas.  Milner (2012) lays the 

groundwork for understanding the difference between urban intensive versus urban emergent and 

urban characteristics when defining urban districts. According to Milner (2012), urban intensive 

refers to school districts in cities with populations greater the 1 million, urban emergent refers to 

school districts in cities with fewer than 1 million people. For example, students living in the 

inner cities and the experiences that come with living in a densely populated, ethnically and 

economically diverse area was excluded.  Ostensibly, living within a community of people 

accustomed to an agrarian lifestyle may produce experiences that differ markedly from those 

experiences had by teenagers living more urban spaces.  Additionally, the choice to make this a 

case study design, precluded the researcher from studying additional issues.  The choice to focus 

on the Anti-Deficit model for achievement as it relates to African American male students means 

that further exploration into African American male student failings would not be the purview of 

this study.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which non-cognitive factors helped 

African American male students persist on the high achievement track.  After interviewing 

students, teachers, and parents, the results of the data analysis suggested that African American 

males persisted due to strong social support systems, effective and relational instructional 

practices in the classroom, and high parental expectations.   
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 Social experiences seemed to play a role in helping African American males persist.  

Strong and supportive friendship networks shaped how the participants navigated both social and 

academic tasks.  Friends were valued for being jovial, supportive, and protective.  Teachers 

seemed to be able to influence student engagement to the extent that they made efforts to create 

an inclusive classroom experience.  The nominated teachers all displayed overt care and concern 

for their students, though how they demonstrated that care did differ depending on the teacher.  

They all seemed to be able to center the learner in their own learning experience.  Parents 

positively affected student mindsets by enacting high expectations at home, balanced with a 

flexible approach to outcomes.  All of the parents in the study found it beneficial to nurture the 

student’s sense of individuality while also encouraging them to achieve at higher and higher 

levels.  The students in the study all experienced risk exposure during their lives and in varying 

degrees, but each student was able to display various levels of persistence by marshalling 

additional skills, resources, and adopting a growth mindset.    
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Appendix 1 

Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework Harper (2016) 
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Appendix 2 

Interview Questions 

  

Teacher Interview Why did you decide to become an educator?  

What made you choose secondary education, specifically 

high school? 

Did you have any other careers that interested you?  

What do you like about the content you teach? 

Describe a typical day in your class. 

How do you feel about being selected as this student’s 

favorite teacher?  

What does it say about your teaching that you were 

selected by an African American male student?   

In what ways did you alter your approach to 

planning/teaching to accommodate this student? 

What drew you to teaching in this district? 

How does this student differ from the other students in 

your class?  

What skills and attitudes do you see reflected in his 

classroom behavior?  

What action have you taken in the classroom to support 

this student?  

Has this student been difficult or challenging to teach? If 

so, in what ways?  

How does the student’s background factor into the way 

you teach him?  

If you could teach this student again, what would you do 

differently?  

 

Student Interview 
 

Can you talk about some of your favorite parts of the 

school day? 

What do you like most about school? 

What would you change about your experience at school? 

 

Social experience 

How do you describe yourself…what group do you best 

fit into? 

Can you talk about how your peers treat you at school?  

How would you describe the interactions?  

Why do think they behave this way toward you?  

Do you feel that you are excluded from any friendship 

groups? Why or why not?  

Are you familiar with the term “acting white”? Have you 

ever been accused of “acting white”? 

What is one word that your friends would use to describe 
you? Why?   

What is one word that all of your teachers would use to 

describe you?  
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In your opinion, what is the purpose of school?  

Describe your best friend/friend group? What do you 

think is an important quality to have in a friend?  

 

Academic experience 

Do you think you are a success? What makes you 

successful?  

Do you think that you will succeed in school? 

What is your most difficult course this semester? Why? 

How has the difficulty of the class changed your approach 

to preparation for this class?  

What made you choose the difficult classes? Why or why 

not?  

Have you ever dropped a withdrawn from a class? Why or 

why not? 

Can you think of a time when you did not select a class? 

Why did you choose to not enroll in the class? 

How important is academic achievement to you?  

Tell me about an experience in school where you were 

really successful. 

Tell me about a typical day at school? 

Can you describe a recent stressful event at school? 

How did you cope? 

What has been your greatest academic failure? 

Do you think this has changed you as a person? 

What would you do differently next time? 

 

Home/Life experience 

Describe the relationship that you have with your parents 

or other close adults.  

What are your earliest memories of being read to/reading 

to another person at home?  

What type of academic support do you receive at home?  

What are the expectations you have in your household?  

What type of academic expectations? 

What type of social expectations?  

How were these expectations expressed or implied? 

What did your parents do to show you that? 

How would you describe your relationship with your 

siblings?  

If you are being raised as only child, describe your 

relationship with your closest family members 

Tell me about your parents, how would you say they 

raised you?  

Can you talk about the most challenging moments from 

your childhood? 

 

Parent Interview 
 

What are you most proud of regarding your son? Why? 

Did he accomplish what you expected him to accomplish? 

What hopes do you have for your son’s future? 

Tell me about your son. 

How do you define success for your son?  



PERSISTENCE AND RETENTION OF GIFTED STUDENTS 

  142 

Who are the people you plan to invite to his high school 

graduation?  

tell me a little bit about why you invited this person 

Why is it important that this person see you graduate?   

How have you shaped your son’s belief about school? 

What other supports has your son benefited from to help 

him achieve?  

What would you change about how you raised him if 

anything?  

How do you feel about the level of individual attention 

your son received from his teachers?  

 

 


