Black and Latino students in a low-performing
high school identify the school factors that
keep them from engaging in learning.

GailThompson

ach year, in countless K-12
.schools throughout the
United States, a comanon
phenomenon oceurs.

i Teachers start the school
year with high hopes, but many—espe-
cially those in low-income, predomi-
nantly minority schools—scon become
disillusioned and discouraged in the
face of widespread student apathy.

When they encounter apathetic
students, educators often blame either
the students or their parents. This atti-
tude of blame is especially strong in the
case of black and Latino students. Mahy
educators believe that when minority

~ students perfotm poorly on tests and
earn low grades, its because they are
lazy, they don't value education, and

—— —their parents don't care (Hale, 2001;
Thompson, 2004). : T

We should remember, however, that
almost all children are eager to learn
when they first start school. Contrary to

the stereotypes, numerous studies have

shown that most black and Latino
students value their education and want
to attend college, and most black and

T atino parents are concerned about

- their children’ schooling {Horn, Chen,

& Chapan, 2003).

Educators who place the onus for
student apathy solely on the shoulders
of students and families fail to recognize
the school factors that can lead to dis-
engagement, frustration, and low
achievement. Often, these educators’
perceptions about what goes on in
school differ greatly from those of their

‘students.

Student Pefceptions
in a Low-Achieving School
This message became clear to me when

‘1 conducted a study in a low-

performing, predominantly minority -
high scheol in southern California. The
school’s student popuiation of 3,200
was zbout 18 percent black, 40 pexcent
Latino, and 37 percent white, A group
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of 121 teachers and 268 students
completed questionnaires; in addition,
146 students participated in focus
groups. An analysis of the survey and
focus-group results revealed a number
of areas of school life about which
educators and students had vastly
different perceptions. Awareness of
these differences can guide educators in
improving the school experiences of
black and Latino students,

. Relationships

Starting in elementary school, the
quality of students’ relationships with
their teachers can strongly influence
their behavior and their perceptions of
school. Researchers have found that all
students need caring and competent
teachers (Gunn Morris & Morris, 2000;
Stipek, 2006) and that positive relation-
ships between teachers and students can
improve students’ achievement and the
likelihood that they will attend college
(Wimberly, 2002).




When they encounter apathetic

students, educators often blame

either the students or their parents.

Most teachers strive to have good
relationships with students, But even
when teachers believe they have

. achieved this goal, their students may

disagree. For example, almost all of the
teachers responding to the survey (o7
percent) agreed with the statement, “1
care about my students’ academic and -
personal welfare both inside and outside
of school.” But many students did not
perceive this caring. Only 61 percent
overall agreed that “Most of my teachers
care about me.” Black students (56
percent) and Latino students (57
percent) were less likely than white
students (70 percent) to say that most of
their teachers cared about them.

Expecidations
A culture of high expectations for
students, teachers, staff, administrators,

- and parents is a hallmark of high-

achieving schools. Unfortumately, low
expectations are common in high-
poverty, predominantly minority
schools {Thompson, 2004). In fact,

“even in high-achieving schools, black,

Latino, and low-income studenis may
be subjected to low expectations
through tracking, which disproportion-
arely places them in low-level classes
(Landsman, 2004; Oakes, 1959).

These problems surfaced in the study.
The majority of black and Latino
students {86 and 64 percent, respec-
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tively) said they wanted to attend
college. But miany of the responding

" teachers disagreed with the statements
. that most of their students would

attend college (49 percent); that most
students deserve a college-preparatory

* curriculum (39 percent); or that most of

their students could succeed at college
(22 pexcent}. Most alarming, 17 percent
of the responding teachers agreed with
the statement, “1 believe that students’

- race-ethmicity has some bearing on theix

aptitude.”

The behavior of school counselors
also conveyed low expectations: Many
of the student focus-group participants
said that they had received incorrect
advice from counselors, that they had
been placed in the wrong classes, or that
counselors had urged them to plan to
attend two-year rather than four-year
colleges and universities.

Instructional Practices .
Research has clearly shown that teacher
quality is one of the most important
factors affecting student engagerment
and achievement (Darling-Harmmond,
2000). Teachers in the study perceived -
their own level of efficacy positively. A
large majority (87 percent) ranked
themselves as outstanding; 86 percent
believed that their students viewed
them as outstanding; 96 percent said
that they were willing to answer ques-
tions; and 97 percent said they were
available to give exiia help to struggling
students. ]

Their students, however, had a
different perception: More than half of
the black and Latino students (58 and
54 percent, respectively) said they
wished that they had better teachers.
Fewer white students responded this
way (38 percent). Black and Latino
students were more likely than white
students to say that teachers were
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impatient with them when they didn't
undérstand an assignment and that their
teachers didn't make the coursework
comprehensible. They were less likely
(67 percent of each group, compared
with 86 percent of whites) to say that
their teachers were willing to give them
extra help and answer their questions.

Curriculunt
Research has documented that many
secondary school students view the
school curriculum as boring and irrele-
vant. Because textbooks and teachers
often ignore, minimize, and misrepre-
sent the history, culture, and contribu-
tions of blacks and Latinos (Delpit,
1995; Gay, 2000; Hale, 2001}, it5 little
wonder that so many students tune out.
Most of the teachers in the study
seemed unaware of this problem. A
large majority {91 percent) said that
they made the curriculum relevant to
their students’ lives. Stadents disagreed:
Most black students and Latino students
said that their classes were boring (66
and 57 percent, respectively); that they
wanted to learn more about their own
culture in their classes {75 and 57
percent, respectively); and that most of
their classes weren't preparing them for
the real world (60 and 61 percent,
respectively). One complaint from 2
black focus-group participant summa-
rized what many black students said:

You learn about negative black culture.
You learn about slavery You don't learn
ahout positive black peopte. '

Most focus-group participants also

‘agreed with the Latina who said,

I've ‘already learned a lot of American
history, because T've lived here my whofe
life. So it would be nice to learm some-
thing about my culture, too.

Testing

One of the strongest messages emezging
from the study is that current testing
practices contribute to student apathy.

" While teachers and administrators

struggle to improve test scores, some
students wage a passive-aggressive war
of resistance.

Tn the focus groups, students
comptained that they were required to

“tzke too many tests, that they didn't see

the benefits of some of the state-
mandated tests, that they didn't believe
their teachers had adequately prepared
them for the tests, and that the class-
room environment in which the tests
were given wasn't conducive to serious
test taking. On the survey, nearly half
of the black and Latino students

percent of Latino students did. Blacks i
and Latinos were also less likely than é
whites to say that they got along with ’
their teachers (78 percent of each

group, compared with 90 percent of

whites).

Racial Tension

As in U.S. society in general, race rela-
tions can be rocky in schools. The high
school in the study, in fact, appeared to

"be a powder keg waiting to erupt.

Student-to-student racism was corimon
among the different ethnic groups.
‘White students appeared to perceive

Improving the school experiences of black

and Latino students must begin with

effective professional development.

(compared with 34 percent of the
white students} admitted that in the
past, they hadn't done their best on the
state-mandated test because they
believed the test was a waste of time.
Additionally, nearly 60 percent of the
Latino students (along with 45 percent
of black students and 42 percent of
white students) said they hadn't been
taught ruost of the information on the
state test.

Discipline

Students’ perception of unfair discipline
practices and policies is another cause
of student apathy and frustration in
many schools. The study confirmed this
problem. Almost all of the teachers (96
percent) agreed with the statemnent, 1
treat my students in the same way that I
would want my own children’ teachers
to treat my children.” Although 86
percent of white students agreed that
their teachers treated them fairly, only
78 percent of black students and 81
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more racism among students than black
or Latino students did: 68 percent said
on the survey that they had experi-
enced racism from other students,
compared with 54 percent of black
students and 48 percent of Latino
students. But black and Latino students
were more likely to perceive racist atti-
tudes in their teachers: 45 percent of
blacks and 37 percent of Latinos said
they had been subjected to racism from
teachers, compared with only 24
percent of whites.

In the focus groups, students
complained that many teachers and
school security personnel engaged in

- overtly or covertly racist practices that

contributed to the vacial tenston on
campus. For example, a Latina student

‘commented,

I its 2 group of my Hispanic friends, and
we're sitting in the back tatking, and
there’ a group of white gitls in the front
talking, the teacher will yell at us and telt
us to shut up. But the two girls up in the
front don't get told anything.
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What Teachers Need

This study illustrates the culture of low
expectations and disrespect that prevails
in the schools that serve many black
and Latino families. The results under-
score the fact that improving the school
experiences of black and Latino
students must begin with effective
professional development that includes
the following components: mind-set
work, improving instructional practices
and the curriculum, ensuring effective
classroom management and fair disci-
pline praciices, and improving race rela-
tions in school.

The first component, mind-set work,
must be intensive, ongoing, thorough,
and done in a safe environment that
invites honesty and self-reflection. Its
urgent that we raise educators’ expecta-
tions for black and Latino students,
eradicate racist tracking practices, and
find ways to ensure that all students
receive encouragement and proper
counseling about college. We must
accept nothing less than educators who
understand that most black and Latino
students want to learn, that all students
deserve a high-quality education, and
that most black and Latino families care
about their childzen’ education.

Second, professional development
should be targeted at instructional prac-
tices. Teachers must understand the
importance of patiently answering gues-
tions and providing extra help to all
struggling students. They must ensure
that the curriculum is not only inter-
esting and comprehensible, but also
cubturally relevant. Educators must

understand why hearing about slavery

year after year offends, embarrasses, and
angers many black students, and why
hearing and reading little, if anything,

about their culture sends Latino

students a strong message that Fure-

_ pean culture and history are supetior.

Through professional development,
educators rust also learn innovative
ways to improve students’ test scores,

Despite the unfaimess of state-
mandated tests, the fact remains that
teachers, administrators, and students
can't escape from the high-stakes testing
climate that prevails in schools, Profes-
sional development should therefore
improve teachers’ abilities to provide
tutoring for low-achieving students,
explain the benefits of doing well, offer
adequate and relevant preparation for
tests, strengthen students’ math and
reading comprehension skills, and
reduce students’ test anxiety and stereo-
type threat.

Third, effective professional develop-
ment must give educators opportunities
to uncover and address any discipline
practices thar might stem from stereo-

“types and fears and to create better

alternatives. Through such activities as
role-playing and group problem’
solving, professional development
should help teachers strengthen their
cultural respongiveness and assertive-
ness skills and learn specific classroom-
management strategies—for example,
developing course contracts that
explain class rules, course objectives,

homework policies, and so on.

Finally, effective professional develop-
ment must give educators opportunities
to examine student-to-student and
educator-to-student race relations in their
school through such activities as research,
small-group and large-group discussions,
and writing and reflection. All students
deserve to-attend schools that are safe and
free of racism and racial tension. After
scrutinizing and discussing race refa-
tions scheolwide and within classrooms,
educators should develop action plans.
These plans could include establishing a
schoolwide zero tolerance policy for
racially offensive talk or behavior, adding
explicit instruction about racism to the
carricuhm, and finding creative ways to
help parents understand the vital role that
they can play in reducing racial tension
arnong youth, '

Clear Answers

_ The answers to the decades-old ques-

tion, What does it take to close black
and Latino achievement gaps? are
simple: We must change our rnind-sets
about black and Latino students and
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their parents, ensure that educators
who work with these students under-
stand and address their needs, and
insist on the same high-quality
schooling for all students. When these
changes take place, the detrimental
school factors that create student
apathy will no longer impede the
academic progress of black and Latino
students who—like their teachers—
start school with high hopes.

Relerences

Darling-Harmmmond, L. (2000). Teacher
quality and student achievement: A
review of state policy evidence. Fducation
Policy Analysis Archives, 8(1). Available:
hetp:/fepag.asu.edw/epaa/vBnl

Delpit, L. (1995). Other people’s children:
Cultural conflict in the classroom. New
York: New Press.

Gay, G. (2000). Culturally responsive teaching:
Theory, research, practice. New York:
Teachers College Press.

Almost all children
are eager to learn
when they first
start school.

Gunn Morris, V., & Moris, C. L. (2000),
Creating caring and nurturing educational
environments for African American children.
Westport, CT: Bergin and Gatvey.

Hale, J. (2001). Learning while black: Creating
educational exceflence for African American
children. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins.

Horn, 1. 3., Chen, X., & Chapman, C.
{2003). Getting ready to pay for college:
What students and their parents know about
the cost of college tuition and what they are
doing to find out. Washington, DC: Insti-
tute of Education Sciences,

Landsman, }. (2004). Confronting the
racisin of low expectations. Fducational
Leadership, 62(3), 28-32.

- Odkes, J. {1959). Limiting students’ school

success and lie chances: The impact of
tracking. In A. C. Omstein & L. S. Behar-
Horenstein (Eds.}, Contemporary issues in
curriculum (2nd ed., pp. 224-237).
Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Stipek, D. {2006). Relationships matter.
Educational Leadership, 64(1), 46-49.

Thompson, G. L. (2004). Through ebony eyes:”

What teachers need to know but are afraid to
ask about African American students. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Wimbetly, G. (2002). School relationships
foster success for African American students.
towa City, 1A: ACT. Available:
www.act.org/path/policy/pdffschoal _
relation. pdf

Gail Thompsaon is Assaciate Professor,
School of Educational Studies, Claremont
Graduate University, Claremont, Cali-
fornia; Gail. Thompson@cgu.edu. She is
the author of Up Where We Belong:
Helping African American and Latino
Students Rise in Schoof and in Life
{Jossey-Bass, 2007).




