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THE EFFECTIVE PRACTICES AND BELIEFS OF SCHOOL PRINCIPALS IN HIGH
ACHIEVING HISPANIC MAJORITY MID-LEVEL SCHOOLS
ABSTRACT
JOHNNY BRISENO
This qualitative phenomenological research study used narrative inquiry to

investigate the effective practices and beliefs of 10 Texas principals in high achieving
majority Hispanic mid-level schools. Participant interviews were analyzed using the
Creswell (2007) six step method for analyzing phenomenological studies. Findings from
this study affirm that passionate principals who are involved, engaged, and lead by
example are able to transcend the social and economic barriers that separate them from
their students and achieve success. Other findings from this study include the importance
of building relationships with the students and recognizing and then meeting their needs.
Findings also emphasized the importance of staying engaged and focused in educating all
students. The research presented in this study provides school principals and
administrators with proven instructional practices that have met the needs of Hispanic

students in effective Hispanic majority mid-level schools.
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Chapter |
Introduction to the Study

Regardless of whether immigration flows from Latin America increase, decrease,
or remains the same, a great change in the composition of the Hispanic population is
underway according to Suro and Passel (2003). Suro and Passel reported that the rise of
second generation Hispanics in the U.S. was the result of births and immigration that has
already taken place and can now be stated as a demographic fact. Further, these second
generation Latinos were U.S. citizens by birth and will be the products of U.S. schools,
which means that they will present a different character and have a different impact on
the nation than their immigrant parents. Suro and Passel also stated that the majority of
the second generation Latinos is overwhelmingly young—nearly two-thirds are under the
age of 18 years. According to Suro and Passel, much of what will happen with this
generation is yet to be determined. For example, the generation’s ultimate educational
profile, and therefore economic status, will be determined largely by the course of an
educational system that is facing demands for change at almost every level. These
authors make one prediction that appears to be safe: Given the number of Hispanic
students coming into the United States, the future of the next generation will be a matter
of national interest.
Background of the Problem

Hispanic student enrollment in the U.S. almost doubled between 1990 and 2006.

These students account for 60% of the total growth in public schools over that period of
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time (Fry & Gonzalez, 2008). As Hispanic student enrollment continues to increase in
our public schools (Fry & Gonzalez, 2008), state and federal accountability reforms
continue to apply pressure on schools to close the achievement gaps of historically low-
performing groups of students such as Hispanics (Kim, Zabel, Stiefel, & Schwartz,
2006). This pressure on schools to close the achievement gap is placed on the campus
principals, which research has shown to be the most critical position in a school’s success
and in student achievement (Cotton, 2003).

Even as we move further into the 21% century, the issue of race has continued to
be pervasive in American culture (Kuykendall, 2004). Kuykendall (2004) stated that
educators have to assess their own feelings about students who are racially and culturally
different from their own race and culture. Even though many educators feel that
educating African American and Hispanic children is a major challenge, it does not need
to be overwhelming. According to Kuykendall, to meet this challenge there needs to be
much more commitment, sensitivity, and understanding of the academic needs, learning
style preferences, and abilities of racially diverse students. This will allow a greater
number of teachers to adequately plan and implement appropriate strategies for improved
achievement in African American and Hispanic communities (Kuykendall, 2004).

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has increased the emphasis on schools to
improve test scores for minority students in grades three through eight, making middle
school a key setting for closing the academic achievement gap that exists between
minority students and their white counterparts (Wenglinsky, 2004). Instead of
encouraging teachers’ efforts, principals now must lead teachers to produce tangible

results on ambitious academic standards (Lashway, 2002). This requires principals not to
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just be innovative, but to have a different mindset regarding how they approach their role
as instructional leaders (Elmore, 1999; Jamemtz, 2002). Fullan (2001) further stated that
a school principal’s knowledge of effective practices in curriculum, instruction, and
assessment is necessary to provide guidance for teachers on the day-to-day task of
teaching and learning for all students.

Statement of the Problem

While there have been some improvements in Hispanic education over the past
decade, the data continue to show that Hispanic educational attainment does not match
that of non-Hispanics (Kohler & Lazarin, 2007). Kohler and Lazarin further reported that
participation in all levels of education continues to be low for Hispanic students while
dropout and retention rates are still high. These authors also stated that insufficient
financial aid and inadequate access to rigorous courses and educational resources are
among the challenges in improving the educational status of Hispanics. In addition, as
immigrant and English language learner students become a growing segment of the
Latino student population, educational gaps between Hispanics and other students have
become increasingly apparent.

Research and policy makers have identified various achievement gaps in the
academic progress of U.S. students based on race, class, and language (Levine & Marcus,
2007). With the Hispanic population being the fastest growing ethnic minority in the
United States, this group is rapidly changing the face of public schools as it presents a
unique set of challenges to public education (AFT, 2004). Regardless of the fact that
information on Hispanic students is collected and analyzed in combined form and

portrayed as one group, with English language learners as its only disaggregated group,
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the Hispanic population is actually quite diverse (AFT, 2004). In fact, the Hispanic
population is multiracial, multinational, and diverse in its educational and socioeconomic
background. According to the AFT Policy Brief, the lack of disaggregated achievement
data, such as race, nationality, immigrant status, socioeconomic status, previous formal
levels of education and other variables, does not do an accurate job in presenting a clear
picture of the Hispanic population in the United States.

Accommodating the needs of multicultural and multilingual learners is one of the
biggest challenges facing today’s teachers (Hodges, 2001). While the number of
culturally and linguistically diverse students has increased, most teachers report that they
have had little or no preparation for working with diverse students, especially English
language learners (Carrier, 2005). In addition to the lack of training received by the
teachers in dealing with diverse learners, the majority of teachers in diverse school
settings are Caucasian, which means that they are attempting to meet the needs of
students who do not share the same language, culture, or national origin (Crandall,
Jaramillo, Olsen, & Peyton, 2001).

The changing demands of an unpredictable world require an educational system
capable of delivering world-class learning to all students (Altshuler & Schmautz, 2006).
To meet this demand, No Child Left Behind was enacted in 2001 with the intention of
reforming public education and improving student achievement throughout the United
States (Simpson, Lacava, & Graner, 2004). Research by the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES), the National Research Council (NRC), and the Urban
Institute, identified challenges that jeopardize Hispanic students’ opportunities to excel

academically and later in life; These challenges included: (a) disproportionate attendance
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at resource poor schools; (b) lack of access to fully qualified teachers; (c) lack of
participation in rigorous, college-preparatory coursework; (d) parents with low-household
incomes and low levels of formal education; (e) English language learners and English
language learners with disabilities with unmet instructional needs; (f) high mobility of
students whose families are migrant farm workers; and (g) students who are
undocumented and cannot attend college or work legally after attaining a college degree
(AFT, 2006).
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the beliefs and effective
practices of Texas school principals in high achieving majority Hispanic mid-level
schools. For the purposes of this study, mid-level schools are defined as schools that
serve 7" and 8" grade students. In addition, Hispanic and Latino are used
interchangeably throughout this study. The research questions explored were:
1. In what ways do school principals of high achieving majority Hispanic
schools account for the socioeconomic status of their students?
2. In what ways do principals of schools with high achieving majority Hispanic
students involve parents in the educational process?
3. What principal’s actions have a direct impact on Hispanic academic
achievement?
4. What strategies do principals of high achieving majority Hispanic schools use
to establish a culture of success?
5. What beliefs do principals have that influence their practice with Hispanic

students?
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Rationale of the Research
The Hispanic population has dramatically increased over the last decade (Fry &
Gonzalez, 2008). This increase has led to more Hispanic students being enrolled in our
public schools. With many Hispanic students not succeeding in our public education
system, many school administrators are searching for effective practices that will help
them better serve their Hispanic population. Therefore, the rationale for this study was to
identify effective practices of school principals in majority Hispanic mid-level schools.
The findings of this research might provide school principals and other school leaders
with practices that have a direct impact on Hispanic student academic achievement.
Assumptions
The following assumptions were made in this study:
1. Information from the Just4kids website and TEA was accurate.
2. The participants answered questions completely and honestly.
3. The research questions were adequately developed to understand the occurrences
on these campuses that led to Hispanic students being academically successful.
Limitations
This study was limited in the following ways:
1. The study was limited to a purposeful sampling of principals.
2. The study was limited by the beliefs of the individuals interviewed and their
willingness to address those beliefs.
3. The study was limited by the principal’s knowledge of the programs and activities

implemented in the school.
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Delimitations
This study included the following delimitations.

1. The principal must have been employed in a public high achieving mid-level
school in the state of Texas.

2. The principal must have been employed as a principal at the school for a
minimum of three years.

3. The school population must have a Hispanic enrollment of at least 51%.

4. The campus must have achieved a rating of Recognized or Exemplary on the state
accountability system during the principal’s tenure.

5. The rating on the accountability system must have occurred during the previous
two years.

Definitions
Operational definitions for this study are listed below.

1. First generation student- Born outside of the United States, its territories or
possessions. Can be naturalized U.S. citizens, legal immigrants, or undocumented
immigrants. May also be referred to as “foreign born” and “immigrants” (Fry &
Gonzales, 2008).

2. Second generation student- Born in the United States with at least one foreign
born parent. U.S. citizen by birth. Included in “Native born” students (Fry &
Gonzales, 2008).

3. Third generation student- Born in the United States with both parents also born in
the United States. U.S. citizen by birth. Included in “Native born” students (Fry

& Gonzales, 2008).
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Summary

In Chapter I, the researcher introduced the study. In Chapter I, the literature
review includes three major sections. The first section, Hispanic students in U.S. schools,
details the characteristics of Hispanic students in public schools, the education of
Hispanics, and English language learners. The second section, effective practices of
public school principals, details school principal accountability, principals as
instructional leaders, closing the achievement gap, and climate and culture. The final
section, culturally proficient leadership, details the culturally proficient tool kit, and
culturally responsive teaching. In Chapter I, the researcher outlines the design of the
study. In Chapter IV an epoche is provided. In Chapters V through XIV, the findings of
the principal interviews are provided. In Chapter XV, the analysis of the findings is
presented. In Chapter XVI, the summary, conclusions, implications, and

recommendations for future studies are presented.
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Chapter 11
Review of the Literature

The purpose of this study was to investigate the beliefs and effective practices of
Texas school principals in high achieving majority Hispanic mid-level schools. To gain a
full understanding of the school principal’s impact on Hispanic student achievement,
Chapter Il is structured into three sections. The first section includes a review of
literature on Hispanic students in U.S. schools. This section also discusses characteristics
of Hispanic students in public schools as well as the factors related to the education of
Hispanic students. In the second section the researcher discusses the effective practices
of public school principals. In this section, school principal accountability, principals as
instructional leaders, closing the achievement gap, and culture and climate are also
discussed. Finally, in the third section the researcher reviews the literature on culturally
proficient leadership.
Hispanic Students in U.S. Schools

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2006), Hispanic youth are the fastest
growing population in American schools and currently make up one-fifth of public school
enrollment. Current research indicates that as the number of Hispanic students in
American schools increase, the educational struggles of this group become more apparent
in the school setting (Crosnoe, 2005). When compared to other groups, Hispanic students
fare far worse in academic achievement and standardized testing than their other minority

counterparts (Cheng & Starks, 2002; Stanton-Salazar, 2001).
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Characteristics of Hispanic students in public schools. Hispanic students are
the largest minority population with a documented 10 million represented in the 48
million public school students currently in the U.S. (Fry & Gonzales, 2008). According
to Fry and Gonzales (2008), 70% of the 10 million Hispanic students enrolled in public
schools spoke a language other than English at home. These researchers also noted that
poverty rates among Hispanic groups were significantly higher when compared to their
non-Hispanic peers. In addition, Fry and Gonzales found that Hispanic students born in
the U.S. are one and a half times more likely to live in poverty. Further, foreign born
Hispanics are twice as likely to live in poverty when compared to non-Hispanics.

Demographics. The majority (84%) of Hispanic public school students were born
in the United States (Fry & Gonzales, 2008). In Texas and California, where the
Hispanic populations are most heavily represented, 52% of the student population is
Hispanic. Fry and Gonzales reported that most Hispanic students are of Mexican origin
(69%) followed by Puerto Rican (9%), Dominican (3%), Salvadoran (3%) and Cuban
(2%). Fry and Gonzales (2008) also noted that 30% of non-Hispanic African American
students live in a household with both parents compared to 57% of Hispanic students and
69% of non-Hispanic white students. Further, the largest groups of Hispanic students
living with both parents were U.S. born students of immigrant parents at 71%. This
group was followed by foreign born students at 58% and U.S. born students with native
parents at 48% (Fry & Gonzales, 2008).

Language skills. In regards to language skills, Fry and Gonzales (2008) reported
that seven-in-ten Hispanic students speak a language other than English at home.

Additionally, 30% of Hispanic students speak only English at home with 52% having self



Brisefio 11

reported as having strong English speaking skills. The remaining 18% of students
reported speaking English with difficulty. Nearly half (44%) of first-generation students
spoke English with difficulty, compared with 20% of second-generation students and 5%
of the older generations. In addition, a majority (78%) of Hispanic students lived in
households where an older sibling or other member of the family over the age of 13
spoke English very well (Fry & Gonzales, 2008).

Socioeconomic status. Hispanic students report higher rates (28%) of poverty
than non-Hispanic students (16%) according to Fry and Gonzales (2008). In comparison,
35% of non-Hispanic black students live in poverty and only 11% of non-Hispanic white
students live in a poor household. Fry and Gonzales also reported that foreign-born
Hispanic students (35%) were more likely than their native-born counterparts (27%) to
live in poverty.

In addition, the household income of Hispanic students was $40,248 compared to
non-Hispanic students who reported a median household income of $60,372. While 59%
of non-Hispanic public school students lived in households where the income exceeded
$50,000, only 38% of Hispanics did. Fry and Gonzales (2008) also reported that
Hispanic families were more likely to earn an income over $50,000 the longer they lived
in the United States. Further, only 28% of first-generation students lived in a household
with an income of more than $50,000, but this share increased to more than a third (37%)
among second-generation students and nearly half (46%) among third and higher-
generation students (Fry & Gonzales, 2008).

Fry and Gonzales (2008) reported that educational attainment was directly tied to

the likelihood of living in a household with a median income of over $50,000. They also
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reported a direct correlation between the amount of money a Hispanic family earned and
their educational achievement. According to Fry and Gonzales, 50% of immigrant
Hispanic students lived with a parent who had not graduated from high school. This data
also reflected an increase among high school completion rates with second generation
(58%) and third generation (84%) families. When reviewing all Hispanic students, 34%
had a parent who had not earned a high school diploma. Conversely, fewer than 7% of
non-Hispanic students had a parent who had not completed high school.

The education of Hispanics. Lack of educational attainment is a major barrier to
economic success in the Hispanic community (Jasinski, 2000). Jasinski (2000)
emphasized that the concern regarding educational attainment is significant because it is
so highly associated with other socioeconomic factors including poverty. In order to
explain the low educational attainment of Hispanic students, Jasinski noted two broad
categories: (1) sociocultural explanations such as cultural reasoning for the high dropout
rates, and (2) socioeconomic explanations such as poverty.

Sociocultural explanations. There is much research indicating that the lack of
English language acquisition is a strong rationale when determining the causes of poor
performance in the school setting for many immigrant newcomers (August & Hakuta,
2005; August & Shanahan, 2006; Short & Fitzsimmons, 2007). In addition, researchers
have shown that students with a lack of the English language are often associated with
lower GPA’s, repeating grade levels, and low graduation rates (Ruiz de Velasco & Fix,
2000; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001). Further, students lacking adequate
English language skills were found to be consistent failures of standardized testing,

which is highly linked to high school graduation and college admission. These failures,
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in turn, are likely to discourage Hispanic students from continuing high school or
pursuing post secondary education (Abedi & Lord, 2001; August & Hakuta, 2005;
August & Shanahan, 2006; MacSwan & Rolstad, 2003). When considering all the
research regarding low levels of academic English, it becomes obvious that students with
low levels of English proficiency will face many obstacles in being successful in U.S.
public schools (Carhill, Suarez-Orozco, & Paez, 2008).

Another consideration for the lack of academic success by Hispanic immigrant
students may be the parents’ inability to assist their children with school-related activities
such as homework (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001). Cruz (2009) stated that
immigrant parents are sometimes unable to help their children due to their limited
education and also their inability to communicate in English. Further, the lack of
successful bilingual programs in our public schools means that there are even fewer
schools with strong bilingual support for parents, which ultimately can have a negative
impact on student success in schools (Jasinski, 2000).

Many researchers have considered generational status as an indicator for
immigrant student school success (Jasinski, 2000). For example, second generation
immigrant students do much better in educational attainment than their parents.
However, the gains that the second generation immigrant students make relative to their
parents are reversed by the third generation immigrant students (Perreira, Harris, & Lee,
2007). Researchers Portes and Rumbaut (2001) found that the longer second generation
students live in the United States, the lower their grade point average drops. The

correlation between the length of time lived in the United States and the lower grade
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point average is attributed to lowered academic motivation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001,
Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001).

Socioeconomic explanations. The socioeconomic status of the family has an
impact on the likelihood of high school graduation and post-secondary education (Stanley
& Plucker, 2008). According to the NCES (2002), students who come from families of
low income are three times more likely not to finish school than their middle income
family counterparts. Families with higher incomes are more likely to have children who
complete school because of their ability to provide a home that is educationally
supportive (Barton & Coley, 2007). In addition, Barton and Coley (2007) reported that
the family and home are crucial to a child’s education because the amount of time they
spend at home is significantly greater than the time they spend in school. Researchers
further stated that if educators are to make gains in closing the achievement gap, there
must be a partnership between schools and parents that will help improve a student’s
home environment (Barton & Coley, 2007; Druian & Butler, 2001).

Many families with limited resources do not plan for future expenses associated
with education (Jasinski, 2000). This lack of planning often leads students to believe that
college is not an option or not valued in their homes. Further, with the increased
demands of financial need in the home, some Hispanic children are forced to quit school
in order to work and contribute to the household income. Additionally, children living in
low socioeconomic neighborhoods have fewer experiences linking meaningful
employment to education, resulting in a view that education is not a valued or a

determining factor in post-secondary success (Jasinski, 2000).
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The highest level of education obtained by the parent is also an indicator of
socioeconomic status (Chapa & Valencia, 1993). Uneducated parents often struggle with
helping students with their homework and feel uncomfortable communicating with
school officials regarding their child’s education. Gandara (1995) demonstrated that a
child’s educational success has a direct correlation with their parents’ academic history.
This meant that the higher the level of education obtained by parents, the better the
chances that their children will be as successful in school (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-
Orozco, 1995).

English language learners. More than half of the immigrants residing in the
U.S. have limited use of the English language (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). However,
this information is not an accurate prediction of the English language learner student
population in grades K-12 (Zehler, Adger, Coburn, Arteagoitia, Williams, Jacobson, et
al., 2008). While many believe that English language learners are immigrants, the reality
is that approximately three-fourths of these students are actually second or third
generation Hispanics (Capps, Fix, Murray, Ost, Passel, & Herwantoro, 2005). According
to Zehler and colleagues, the American classroom is changing significantly as the English
language learner population increases, which will ultimately have an impact on the
methodology utilized to teach all students.

As the population of our schools changes, it is imperative that districts and
schools are prepared to educate these children effectively (Zehler et al., 2008.) Zehler
and colleagues suggested that preparing school staff and communities for these changes
ahead of time would be more beneficial than waiting for the change to slowly affect the

educational approach of the school.
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ELL school characteristics. A report published by the Urban Institute showed
that Limited English Proficient students are often concentrated in specific schools and
communities rather than affecting all districts equally (Ruiz-de-Velasco, Fix, & Clewell,
2001). According to the report, elementary LEP students are highly concentrated in
specific elementary schools with 70% of LEP students represented in only 10% of the
schools. Further, schools with high populations of LEP students are often found in urban
areas which compound the issues that these students face as many urban schools struggle
with serving low socioeconomic families with a multitude of needs (Cohen, Deterding, &
Clewell, 2005). Cohen and colleagues identified these needs or problems as including
large class sizes, significant student diversity, high rates of poverty, and unqualified
teachers. Additionally, Cohen and colleagues cited other issues such as higher rates of
tardiness and absenteeism and a lack of parent involvement. In response to the
significant level of needs facing these campuses, many schools with a high population of
LEP students offer remedial programs to assist students in achieving academic success.
Additionally, many of these schools specialize in teaching English language learners and
implement the most effective programs necessary such as foreign language immersion,
bilingual education, ESL, and native language instruction.

ELL teacher characteristics. Cohen and colleagues (2005) reported that teachers
in schools with high numbers of LEP students have less academic preparation than
teachers in schools that have few or no LEP students even though there is very little
difference among new teachers. These researchers also stated that high-performing
schools typically have fewer vacancies and the jobs are more coveted due to the ease of

the position. Because of these factors, the researchers stated that teachers obtaining
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certification through temporary, emergency, or provisional status are more likely to be
hired in high risk campuses.

Schools that have a high population of limited English proficient students have
more undereducated teachers; however, Cohen and colleagues (2005) found that those
schools provide their staff with more opportunities for professional development than
teachers at low-LEP schools. The research team also learned that campuses with high
populations of LEP students were training all of their staff, even those who were not
working directly with the ESL/bilingual population. In addition, the staff members in
high-LEP schools tend to reflect the diversity of the students as a more racially and
ethnically diverse group of teachers. The pay for working at high-LEP campuses is often
higher than other campuses with low ELL student populations due to the increased
challenges in securing appropriate staff (Cohen, Deterding, & Clewell, 2005).

ELL principal characteristics. According to Cohen and colleagues (2005),
principals in high-LEP schools have less education and training than those in other
schools. Although the amount of education and training is reported to be lower, the high-
LEP principals are more likely to have an advanced degree but have much less
experience than principals in low-LEP schools. Also, principals in high-LEP schools
tend to be Hispanic, Asian, or female and earn a higher salary for working at a high-LEP
school, but tend to be the same age as principals at low-LEP campuses.

Dual language programs. Interest in dual language programs has recently
increased; however, programs have been in existence for a long time in specific
geographical regions (Howard & Christian, 2002). According to Howard and Christian

(2002), the long term success of both the ELL and English speaking students who
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participate in the dual language program is an appealing attribute when compared to other
alternative programs. Howard and Christian stated that the most effective form of
developing true bilingual students, cross-cultural awareness, and the most promising
educational success is through the two-way immersion method. By the end of 2008, the
Texas Two-Way Consortium listed 285 dual language programs in Texas. Considering
there were only 10 programs identified ten years earlier, this is a dramatic increase in the
implementation of two-way dual language education programs (http://texastwoway.org).

Characteristics. Dual language programs vary widely in implementation but
have some core characteristics (Freeman, Freeman, & Mercuri, 2005). According to
Freeman and colleagues (2005), dual language classrooms should consist of students who
speak English integrated with non-English speakers and should be educated together
throughout the day while instruction is given in both languages. The goal of the program
is for students to become proficient in two languages. The research on these programs
reflects that students in dual language programs perform as well or better than students
educated in the popular English immersion programs (Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Thomas &
Collier, 2002).

Potential problems. Regardless of data that suggests the success of the dual
language programs, there are certain factors to consider (Gomez, 2006). In order for
effective dual language programs to take place, they must be well implemented with the
needed resources and have adequate support from administration and faculty. Gomez
(2006) stated that a slew of poorly administrated programs have given bilingual education
a bad name and opened the door for critics to oppose the implementation of programs in

their schools. Gomez also suggested that some schools have built the program around the



Brisefio 19

needs of the native English speaker. This is part of the reason that dual language
programs have become so popular. However, if such programs succeed in developing
these native English speakers into fully proficient bilinguals, the programs may serve to
take away the one advantage that English language learners have traditionally had--the
distinction of achieving a high level of bilingualism (Valdes, 1997). Further, Gomez
(2006) also identified the inability for the creation of the dual language programs due to
low numbers of native English speaking children available to place in the program.
According to Gomez, without the English speaking counterparts, English language
learners are unable to experience a dual language program that can effectively meet their
academic needs.

Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP). The Sheltered Instruction
Observation Protocol (SIOP) model was developed to provide teachers with a well
articulated, practical model of sheltered instruction (Short & Echevarria, 1999). The
SIOP model has become so popular that it is found in most of the United States and even
in some other countries. SIOP is strongly based on teacher preparation and utilizing
instructional techniques to increase the background knowledge of English language
learners in the classroom (Echevarria, Short, & Powers, 2006). In SIOP, instructional
methodology and differentiation of delivery are the focus with the overall goal of the
model being to provide an enriched experience in the core content classrooms for the
English language learner (Short & Echevarria, 1999). Although the SIOP model has
become very popular, it is merely a collection of strategies and other approaches to
teaching the English language learner, not a new concept. One way to understand the

foundation of the model is to consider it as an “umbrella” under which other programs
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can successfully operate rather than incorporating additional programs for English
language learners (Short & Echevarria, 1999).

Effective instruction through SIOP. According to Echevarria, Vogt, and Short
(2008), research shows teachers trained in the SIOP methodology provide a more
effective instructional model to English language learners. Students who participate in
classes with SIOP trained teachers outperform students in non-SIOP trained classrooms.
Hansen-Thomas (2008) believed that sheltered instruction was intended to be utilized in
classrooms with a mix of ELL and native English speakers or in a homogenous classroom
serving only ELL students. Further, these specialized classes could only be taught by an
ESL teacher or a content area teacher who has been trained in the sheltered instruction
delivery method. Hansen-Thomas also noted that the intention of sheltered instruction is
to provide high quality instruction to ELL students by utilizing effective teaching
strategies with a high focus on academic language development. Sheltered instruction
can be implemented in all content areas but is most commonly used in core subjects such
as English, math, science, and social studies as ELL students often need the most
assistance in these courses (Hansen-Thomas, 2008).

Ineffective use of the SIOP model. Sheltered Instruction provides useful
strategies and techniques for making instruction more understandable for ELLs but, like
all teaching strategies, it must be implemented with specific guidelines in place
(Echevarria, Short, & Powers, 2006). According to Echevarria and colleagues (2006),
high quality instruction is an integral part of implementing the SIOP model; without
rigorous training and attention to research-based material, it will not be successful.

Because over packed curriculum drives lesson plans for teachers operating under our
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high-stakes requirements, classrooms without sheltered instruction will result in ELL
learners who are constantly lost in an academic language they do not speak (Short, 2002).
Conversely, teachers who have a strong foundation in SIOP training and comprehend
research-based instructional strategies will have significant success in working with their
ELL students (Short & Echevarria, 1999). Like most effective instructional practices,
this model results in significant academic gains for ELL students; however, it shouldn’t
be used as the only factor in educating the ELL student (Echevarria, Short, & Powers,
2006).
Effective Practices of Public School Principals

In an effort to identify the traits of effective school principals, the Missouri
Professors of Educational Administration (MPEA) conducted an extensive research study
(Arnold, Perry, Watson, Minatra, & Swartz, 2006). The results of the study identified
effective communication as a core component of the successful principal. The study also
noted the importance and need for principals to have a strong public presence in the
classroom, the school, as well as the community. Further, the study found that the
principal is the key spokesperson for the campus and must consider that all
communication shall be positive, enthusiastic, and effective. Additionally, the MPEA
study noted that effective principals must set high expectations for the staff and that these
expectations should be attainable and supported by the administrative team. The study
ultimately found that the school principal must lead by example. Actions, language, and
character must reflect the epitome of the ideal employee (Arnold et al., 2006).

School principal accountability. Over the last few years, the accountability

system has changed its focus and attention to student test scores (Lemke, Hoerandner, &
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McMahon, 2006). Public schools across the United States are suddenly being evaluated
and held accountable for their test scores by parents, newspapers, ranking websites, and
other school stakeholders (Langner & Borris-Schacter 2003; Thomas, Grigsby, Miller, &
Scully, 2003). According to Lemke and colleagues (2006), utilizing test scores to hold
schools accountable for their areas of weakness is an effective measure for stakeholders
to judge whether or not schools are properly utilizing public funds to further their
students academically. For schools that are failing, Lemke and colleagues discovered
that corrective action plans may include implementing new programs, changing staff
assignments, removing staff completely or, in the extreme situation, taking control away
from the district and having state level interventions. Because the new accountability
measures have significant consequences for schools that fail to succeed, administrators
now work more diligently to address their schools’ and students’ areas of need (Lemke,
Hoerandner, & McMahon, 2006) .

The signing of NCLB in 2002 not only established a significant amount of
accountability to the local districts, teacher certification requirements, and rigorous
curriculum, but it also addressed the important role of the campus principal (Title 11,
Section 2113 (c¢)). Principals who once relied on the professionalism of teachers to
ensure classroom success no longer had that luxury (McGhee & Nelson, 2005). In order
for these principals to run the most efficient campuses, they are now being more
proactive in training teachers on the most effective strategies for instructional
methodology (McGhee & Nelson, 2005). The changes in principal accountability has led
districts to utilize data-driven decision making when evaluating principal performance,

which has put an even greater pressure on principals to perform (Jones & Egley, 2006).
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Principals as instructional leaders. Effective school principals share similar
approaches to influencing student success: developing strong teachers and implementing
effective organizational procedures (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson,
2005). Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2003) have reported that school leadership has a
significant impact on student performance. In a meta-analysis of 70 studies on education,
Waters et al. found that there were 21 traits of campus leaders that resulted in better
performance among the student body. This same study also noted that the correlation
between effective leadership and high student success was positive while schools with
weak administration exhibited lower rates of student academic achievement. Thus,
NCLB has severely impacted the role of the campus principal by increasing the pressure
on administration to demand increased rates of student achievement measured by
standardized tests (Kelly, Thornton, & Daugherty, 2005).

Closing the achievement gap. In addition to overall pressure for student
improvement, the focus on increasing achievement in historically low achieving groups
has gained much attention (Kim, Zabel, Stiefel, & Schwartz, 2006). Further, research has
revealed that these low achieving groups enter Kindergarten already significantly behind
their peers suggesting that there is more required of schools to close these gaps than the
standard K-12 educational practice (Evans, 2005). According to Evans, many students
enter school with such great academic inequalities that these students face significant
struggles from the beginning. Also, Evans noted that Kindergarten students who
demonstrate the greatest academic gap are African American and Hispanic students who
are reportedly beginning school a developmental year behind their peers. Achievement

gaps in the African American and Hispanic communities are not simply a result of poor
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development in pre-school stages. Evans found that these students also experience
significant regression during the summer months when they are more likely to spend
significant time in front of the television rather than participating in educationally based
activities. Evans also stated that African American and Hispanic students were more
likely to change schools, resulting in additional setbacks in their educational career.

The 2002 No Child Left Behind Act also required schools to track the academic
progress of every student from year to year (Tajelli & Opheim, 2004). Further, Tajelli
and Opheim (2004) concluded that the purpose of NCLB was to close the achievement
gap between all groups of students. This required schools to improve achievement in all
populations which resulted in administrators addressing failing campuses with more
intensive solutions (Wong, 2004; Kim et al., 2006). To further add pressure to principals,
Tajelli and Opheim (2004) found that student performance was significantly impacted by
socioeconomic status. This meant, as Okpala (2002) suggested, that while schools have
some impact on a student’s success, a key component is completely out of the control of
the district: a family’s economic condition.

Instructional strategies. Quality professional development is key in preparing
teachers to provide the most meaningful and substantial educational experience to high
risk students (Hirsch, 2005). Utilizing research-based approaches to education logically
leads teachers down an already tested path of prior success in lieu of creating new
methodology while immediate results are needed (Levine & Marcus, 2007). The rigor
and relevance of curriculum is another important aspect of educating high risk students
because it provides teachers with tools that allow them to teach rigorous content in a

meaningful way that will allow their students to better understand the material being
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taught (Barton, 2003; Chatterji, 2006). In addition, the classroom structure has also been
under great scrutiny as it is understood that a successful learning environment should
have a reasonable class size with teachers having the resources that would allow them to
acquire the adequate equipment needed for teaching. The relationship between school
and family has also been considered to be a key component in increasing student
attendance and parent participation in the education of the student (Barton & Coley,
2007; Chatterji, 2006; RAND Corporation, 2005).

School resources. Tajelli and Opheim (2004) reviewed the available resources
provided to economically disadvantaged schools. The researchers discovered that there
were three areas where funding could considerably improve student achievement on
standardized tests. First, teacher characteristics played an important role in student
achievement as well as in closing the achievement gap between student populations.
Next, teacher salaries and years of teaching experience also contributed to higher rates of
student success. Finally, Tajelli and Opheim (2004) found that economically
disadvantaged primary schools in Texas spent a great deal of funding on bilingual
programs that led to an increase in student achievement. Their study also concluded that
spending money on curriculum and instruction had a direct impact on student scores.

Small learning communities. Small learning communities are schools within a
school that downsize the effect of the massive number of students and teachers within
one school campus (Heath, 2005). Heath learned that schools utilizing the small learning
communities benefited in three distinct areas: school climate, school attitude, and

academic persistence. Effective implementation of small learning communities may
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increase standardized tests scores and affect other factors of educational success such as
drop-out rates, attendance, and overall academic success (Heath, 2005).

Because of its success, administrators should consider the implementation of
small learning communities in schools that have high counts of at-risk students (Azzam,
2007). Small learning communities benefit at-risk students most by providing closer
communication between staff and student which allows for more personal contact and
less opportunity for students to fall between the cracks (Zvoch, 2006). The support of the
smaller learning community is facilitated by the personalized approach allowed by
teachers working with a specific group of students in a sheltered environment (Heath,
2005).

Although there are no specific guidelines to define “small” groups, educators
consistently agree that students operating in large student bodies are not as successful as
those in smaller communities (School Renaissance Institute, 2000). This information is
useful to large campuses as it enables them to create their own small schools within a
larger campus. Limiting the exposure of students to massive complex organization builds
a natural relationship between students and their core group of peers and teachers (Owen,
Cooper, & Brown, 2002). The research also concluded that the smaller learning
communities provided long lasting relationships between staff and students that
personalized the educational experience resulting in students with a more significant
support system, unlike students who experience traditional high school in a large student
body with much anonymity. Increases in student achievement are consistently tracked in
schools that effectively implement smaller learning communities (Ayers, Klonsky, &

Lyons, 2000).
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Although there are no guarantees when implementing new strategies for student
success, the community relationship created by smaller learning communities is
important in establishing a sense of family within the school (School Renaissance
Institute (SRI), 2000). Further, the report documented that a personalized approach to
education leads to a decrease in discipline problems, an increase in student motivation,
and an overall increase in student achievement. In addition, building relationships
between students and school personnel often results in building increased trust and
support from the teachers. This trust leads to increased student performance as students
are more likely to take risks, take a more personal interest in their success, and listen to
the advice of their teachers. Staying in school is more appealing to a student who values
a relationship with school personnel. Additionally, parents are more likely to become
involved in schools that build relationships with their children (School Renaissance
Institute, 2000).

Parent involvement. Parent involvement is the single most important factor in
determining high school completion (Anderson & Minke, 2007). In fact, NCLB
documented its importance by stating the important role parents play in participating in
their children’s academic lives (DePlanty, Coulter-Kern, & Duchane, 2007). Because
increased parental involvement is key to the academic success of students, schools should
encourage participation at every given opportunity (VanVoorhis, 2003).

In a report, issued by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development (ASCD) on student drop-out rates, it was reported that only one-fifth of
parents are actively involved in their child’s education (Azzam, 2007). The author of the

report concluded that increasing the relationship between parents and schools should
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increase student success by keeping them enrolled in school. Also noted in the report
was that parents should communicate regularly with schools and track student progress as
much as possible.

Leuchovius (2006) agreed with the findings that involved parents resulted in
successful students. As Leuchovius further defined in her Parent Brief, involved parents
are aware of attendance history, grades, and their child’s behavior in school. Further,
students who experience a change in their academic success are more likely to be rescued
from dropping out when their parents are actively engaged in their school activities, noted
Sheldon and Epstein (2005). These authors also agreed that increased communication
between school personnel and parents will result in a community approach to solving
behavior problems and addressing academic concerns.

Currently, administrators are faced with the task of determining a fast and
effective way of building relationships between parents and schools (Deplanty et al.,
2007). While there are many reasons that parents stay away from school, the benefits are
significant, including increased GPA (Morrison Gutman & Midgley, 2000) and lower
dropout rates (Leuchovius, 2006). Unfortunately, ASCD found that over half of the
parents of recent student dropouts had never been contacted by the school (Azzam,
2007). Considering our understanding of the value of parent-school relationships, this
practice is not acceptable (Leuchovius, 2006). Deplanty et al. (2007) substantiated that
while parent participation is essential, it should be enhanced by building a student, parent,
and teacher team approach to educating the child.

Climate and culture. Administrators frequently do not recognize the differences

that exist between school climate and school culture (Gruenert, 2008). Although the two
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share similar characteristics, administrators who recognize the difference between the
two will benefit from addressing each separately within their building (Gruenert, 2008).
According to Gruenert, school climate is thought to represent the attitude of an
organization. Further, it is the collective mood or morale of a group of people. Climate
is the main leverage point for any culture, which means that if school leaders want to
shape a new culture they should start with an assessment of the climate. Gruenert
continued by stating that if the culture is ineffective, there are probably climate issues
that were missed before they became rooted in culture.

School climate defined. Perry’s systemic research on school climate and its
effect on the learning process developed from organizational research and studies on
school effectiveness (Anderson, 1982; Creemers & Reezigt, 1999; Miller & Fredericks,
1990; Purkey & Smith, 1983). While there is a widely accepted definition of school
climate, researchers have agreed that climate denotes a subjective experience in school
(Cohen, 2006). Cohen (2006) and Freiberg (1999) suggested that there are ten essential
dimensions that color and shape one’s subjective experiences in schools:

1. Environmental

2. Structural

3. Safety

4. Teaching and Learning

5. Relationships

6. Sense of School Community

7. Morale

8. Peer Norms
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9. School Home-Community Partnerships

10. Learning Community (Cohen, 2006; Freiberg 1999).

School culture defined. School culture is most often defined as the shared beliefs
and priorities that exist within a school, including personal and professional expectations,
patterns of behavior, and staff stability (Barth, 2004; Phillips & Wagner, 2003; Robins,
Lindsey, Lindsey, & Terrell, 2006; Wagner & Masden-Copas, 2002). Wagner (2000)
considers school culture to be a cumulative experience of traditions and celebrations that
exist within the school community that lead to a sense of family and team. Richardson
(2001) viewed school culture as the combination of individual values and practices that
together formed a group expectation. It is seen as the overall regular practice of a
campus. Further, school culture is the deeply embedded “personality” of a school and
setting. Peterson (2002) refers to school culture as the set of norms, values and beliefs,
rituals and ceremonies, symbols and stories that make up the “persona” of the school.

Summarizing school climate and culture. A growing body of research indicates
that positive school climate is a critical dimension linked to effective risk prevention and
health promotion efforts as well as teaching and learning (Cohen, 2001; Najaka,
Gottfredson, & Wilson, 2001; Rand Corporation, 2004). School climate and school
culture are two factors in a school environment that can impede or support learning
(Tableman, 2004). Further, if student behavior and academic achievement are to be
improved, this generally requires changing school climate and culture (Tableman, 2004).
In order for school leaders to improve school culture, the Center for Improving School
Culture suggests a four-step process: assess the current culture, analyze the findings,

select the areas for improvements, and continue to monitor and adjust as needed
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(Wagner, 2004). When a school culture supports the assumption that all students have
the capacity to learn and achieve, the staff and students have the freedom to modify
previously held philosophies about how students learn (Burke, Baca, Picus, & Jones,
2002). Once a school holds the belief that all students can achieve, a school’s principal
and teachers can explore alternative strategies to help underachieving students become
more successful (Burke, Baca, Picus, & Jones, 2002).
Culturally Proficient Leadership

Multicultural education has been defined by Nieto and Bode (2008) as a process
of comprehensive school reform and basic education for all students. Multicultural
education challenges and rejects racism and other forms of discrimination in schools and
society and accepts and affirms pluralism that students, their communities, and teachers
reflect. Multicultural education permeates schools’ curriculum and instructional
strategies as well as the interactions among teachers, students, and families and the very
way that schools conceptualize the nature of teaching and learning. Further, multicultural
education uses “critical pedagogy as the underlying philosophy and focuses on
knowledge, reflection, and action (praxis) as the basis for social change, multicultural
education promotes democratic principles of social justices” (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 44).

Leaders who accept a commitment to multicultural education today are often
referred to as culturally proficient leaders. A culturally proficient leader influences
others to make changes in their values, beliefs, and attitudes (Lindsey, Roberts, &
CampbellJones, 2005). Culturally proficient educational leaders are effective in cross-
cultural situations that affect their students, the communities they serve, and the educators

and members in their schools (Terrell & Lindsey, 2009). Further, Terrell and Lindsey
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stated that culturally proficient leaders are committed to educating all students at high
levels through knowing and using the students’ cultural backgrounds, languages, and
learning styles within the selected curricular and instructional context (Terrell & Lindsey,
2009).

Leadership and diversity. The change in student population is a considerable
challenge for educators not traditionally prepared for educating a diverse student body
with a variety of educational needs (Madsen & Mabokela, 2005). All schools must face
the challenges of every student population to effectively address the needs of the student
and provide them with a consistently high standard of instruction. Madsen and Mabokela
(2005) further noted that the responsibility for ensuring that quality experience exists for
every student is the responsibility of the campus principal. Principals must change their
approach to leadership in response to the changing demands of their campus, addressing
the need for research-based instructional practice and providing teachers with the
necessary training to educate all students.

Culturally proficient strategies. Terrell and Lindsey (2009) created a cultural
proficient tool kit that allows an educational leader to lead a personal life and perform
professional responsibilities in a culturally proficient manner. The four tools are listed
as: (1) guiding principles, (2) a continuum, (3) essential elements, and (4) barriers.
Another strategy, culturally responsive teaching, is used to address the variety of learning
styles that each student brings to the classroom from their own cultural background
(Carrier, 2005).

Guiding principles. According to Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005), guiding

principles provide a moral philosophical framework for an educational leader to examine



Brisefio 33

and understand their own beliefs about education of students from cultural groups
different from theirs. Terrell and Lindsey (2009) argued that once educational leaders
examine and understand their own beliefs, the guiding principles will help them examine
the core values of their school. By examining the core values of their school, school
leaders will be able to develop a coherent approach to educating all students in ways that
build on who they are as people and as members of a complex society.

The cultural proficiency continuum. Terrell and Lindsey (2009) listed six points
of the cultural proficiency continuum with a brief description of each as the second
cultural proficiency tool. The first three points of the continuum focus on the students
and their culture as being problematic while the last three points focus on the educational
leader’s practice as transformational leadership. The six points of the continuum
(cultural destructiveness, cultural incapacity, cultural blindness, cultural precompetence,
cultural competence, and cultural proficiency) take the educational leader from a position
of viewing students as underperforming to the realization that they (as leaders) are under
serving their students and communities.

The five elements of cultural competence. Terrell and Lindsey (2009) listed the
third cultural proficiency tool as the five essential elements of cultural competence.
Terrell and Lindsey posited that the essential elements are the standards for culturally
competent values, behaviors, policies, and practices. Further, the essential elements exist
at the cultural competence point of the continuum and are used to guide intentional
leadership practice. The authors listed the five essential elements as assessing cultural
knowledge, valuing diversity, managing the dynamics of difference, adapting to diversity,

and institutionalizing cultural knowledge.
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Overcoming barriers to cultural proficiency. Overcoming barriers to cultural
proficiency is Terrell and Lindsey’s (2009) fourth tool from the cultural proficiency tool
kit. Terrell and Lindsey (2009) identified three common barriers and descriptions of
behaviors associated with each barrier. According to Terrell and Lindsey (2009), the
barriers, when presented in their behaviors or the practices in their schools, existed
together in combination, not as isolated events. The three barriers are the following: (a)
resistance to change, (b) embedded systems of oppression, and (c) a sense of privilege
and entitlement.

Culturally responsive teaching. The learning styles of different student
populations are shown to be affected by their cultural background (Snowman & Biehler,
2003). In addition, specific approaches to instructional delivery can effectively impact
the results of student achievement for these student groups (Curtin, 2006; Lessow-
Hurley, 2003). Several strategies have been specifically successful with minority
populations, such as hands-on learning activities, the use of visual aids, and cooperative
learning experiences (Allison & Rehm, 2007; Carrier, 2005). Utilizing these strategies in
the classroom allows for a more meaningful educational experience that benefits all
students and encompasses multiple methods of delivery to ensure that students with
different educational needs are able to absorb the lesson completely (Carrier, 2005;
Curtin, 2006).

Summary

In Chapter I, the researcher reviewed the literature on Hispanic students in U.S.

schools, effective practices of public school principals, and culturally proficient

leadership. In Chapter I, the researcher outlined the design of the study. In Chapter IV
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an epoche is provided. In Chapters V through XIV, the principal interviews are provided.
In Chapter XV the analysis of the findings are presented. In Chapter XVI the summary,

conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future studies are presented.
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Chapter 111
Design of the Study

Closing the achievement gap is seen as being important not just for the education
system but for our economy, our social stability, and our moral health as a nation (Evans,
2005). As the Hispanic school-age population in the United States continues to grow, it
is expected to reach 28 million in the year 2050 (Fry & Gonzales, 2008). According to
Fry and Gonzales (2008), this growth will be a 166% increase from the 2006 Hispanic
school-age population of 11 million. With the Hispanic population increasing at a
substantial rate, state and federal accountability reforms are putting pressure on schools
to close the achievement gap of such historically low performing groups of students
(Kim, Zabel, Stiefel, & Schwartz, 2006). Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study
was to investigate the beliefs and effective practices of Texas school principals in high
achieving majority Hispanic mid-level schools.
Research Design

The research design of this study was qualitative with a phenomenological
narrative approach. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative researchers
study happenings in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of, or interpret,
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. Creswell (2007) stated that
qualitative research begins with assumptions, a worldview, the possible use of a
theoretical lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into the meaning

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. Creswell also indicated that
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to study this problem, qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to
inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under
study, and data analysis that is inductive and establishes patterns or themes. Creswell
further wrote in his qualitative definition that the final written report or presentation
includes voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, and the complex
description and interpretation of the problem as it extends the literature or signals a call
for action.

The participants. The participants in this study were 10 highly effective Texas
mid-level school principals. Two of those ten principals chose to be anonymous. The
selection of the participants was purposive in order to include the stories of principals
who met certain criteria for effectiveness. These criteria for selection included the
following: (a) the principals had to be principals on the same campus for a minimum of
two full years; (b) the campus where these principals served had to have a majority
Hispanic student population, which was defined as having 51% or more Hispanic
students enrolled on their campus; and (c) the schools in which these principals served
had achieved a state rating of Exemplary or Recognized in the previous two years. The
Just4Kids website was utilized for identifying schools with high achieving mid-level
schools with a majority 51% Hispanic student enrollment. Once the list of schools was
created through the Just4Kids website, the TEA website was then used to provide the
schools’ ratings for the previous two years.

The role of researcher. Creswell (2007) stated that the role of a qualitative
researcher is that of being the key instrument. Following Creswell’s suggestion, the

researcher collected data through examining school documents, observing behavior, and
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interviewing participants. Creswell also noted that through the entire qualitative research
process, the researcher should keep the focus on learning the meaning that the
participants held about the problem or issue. This was the primary role of the researcher.

Data collection. For a narrative study, Czarniawska (2004) mentioned three
ways to collect data for stories: (a) recording spontaneous incidents of storytelling, (b)
eliciting stories through interviews, and (c) asking for stories through such mediums as
the internet. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggested collecting field texts through a
wide array of sources: autobiographies, journals, research field notes, letters,
conversations, interviews, stories of families, documents, photographs, and personal-
family social artifacts.

Following suggestions by Clandinin and Connelly (2000), the researcher collected
data by audio recording the interview as well as scripting the answers given by the
participants. Each participant was initially contacted by e-mail and phone and later
interviewed in person. Each participant was given the research questions that were asked
in the face-to-face interview in advance. The e-mails and phone calls were informal and
were also the first step in contacting the participants. The phone conversations lasted no
more than 15 minutes. The face-to-face interview lasted approximately 45 minutes with
an additional 15 minutes where participants were asked for clarification on certain
responses given by the participant. The audiotape was later transcribed into field texts.
The researcher also wrote notes on the body language of the participant as each answered
the interview questions.

Researcher positionality. Researcher positionality in this study is based on the

work of Banks (1998) and Tilman (2002). Banks developed a theoretical orientation for
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understanding research that emphasized a group’s race, ethnicity and culture when
discussing typology of cross-cultural researchers. According to Banks, this perspective
addressed the discussions “about whose knowledge is authentic, who can know what, and
who speaks for whom” when considering the “types of knowers within a pluralistic
society” (p. 7). Banks noted that when individuals are socialized within “ethnic, racial,
and cultural communities they internalize localized values, perspectives, ways of
knowing, behaviors, beliefs, and knowledge that can differ in significant ways from those
of individuals socialized within other microcultures” (p. 7).

Banks referred to four types of knowers (researchers): (a) the indigenous-insider,
(b) the indigenous-outsider, (c) the external-insider and (d) the external-outsider.
Generally, these lines may not be completely distinctive of one another and researchers
may be both insiders and outsiders at varying times. Banks noted that insiders and
outsiders might refer to race, ethnicity, gender, class and/or religion. Considering this,
based on Banks’ work, | acknowledge my position in this dissertation research as an
indigenous-insider. Indigenous-insiders endorse the unique values, perspectives,
behaviors, beliefs and knowledge of the “primordial community or culture” (p. 8). This
individual is perceived by others and leaders within the community as a legitimate
member of the community. Banks noted that this person has a lens and an understanding
that promotes the wellbeing of the community (in this case Hispanic community) and
enables it to maintain cultural integrity.

Tilman (2002) extended this notion of positionality to develop a culturally
sensitive research approach which may often be utilized to gain the cultural standpoints

of both the researcher and the research participants to provide a framework for research
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design, data collection, and data interpretation. Tillman further stated that there is much
value in a culturally sensitive research approach because it not only recognizes race and
ethnicity, but positions culture as central to the research process. In addition, Tillman
wrote that it is important to note whether or not the researcher has the cultural knowledge
to accurately interpret and validate the experiences of the participants being studied under
the context of the phenomenon under study. Tillman specifically referred to African
Americans in her development of a culturally sensitive research approach, but based on
her definition regarding the cultural knowledge needed to accurately interpret and
validate experiences and Banks (1998) work on positionality, | have extended this to
include Hispanics. To provide my own cultural knowledge of Hispanic students and how
they can be academically successful in school, | have included my epoche as Chapter IV.
My epoche serves as the lens of indigenous-insider through which | view the many issues
and problems that Hispanic students bring with them to school on a daily basis (See
Chapter 1V).

Treatment of data. Creswell (2007) provided a simplified version of the Steven-
Colaizzi-Keen method for analyzing phenomenological studies. Creswell (2007) took the
Steven-Colaizzi-Keen method discussed by Moustakas (1994) and simplified it into the
following six steps. According to Creswell (2007), the first step in analyzing data is to
create an epoche (See Chapter 1V). This process allows for the readers to better
understand the researcher’s personal experiences and how they might affect the study.
The epoche included in this study included the researcher’s personal experiences as a

Hispanic student, teacher, and administrator.
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Creswell (2007) stated the second step in phenomenological data analysis was
developing a list of significant statements. In this study, the list included statements
about how the participants felt about the topic. Further, every significant statement in
this study was listed and given equal worth. The statements were then analyzed for
common themes. Once all themes were identified, repetitive and overlapping statements
were deleted. The third step described by Creswell (2007) is to take the significant
statements and group them into larger units of information called “meaning units” or
themes.

Creswell (2007) included in the fourth and fifth step of phenomenological data
analysis a written description of “what” the participants in the study experienced with the
phenomenon and “how” the experience happened. In the description of “what,” also
referred to as “textural description,” verbatim examples of what happened were given. In
the description of “how,” also referred to as “structural description,” the researcher
reflected on the setting and context in which the phenomenon took place.

Finally, Creswell (2007) concluded the six step phenomenological data analysis
with a composite description that incorporated both textural and structural descriptions.
This is the “essence” of the phenomenological study experience.

Provisions for trustworthiness. Creswell (2007) considered “validation” to be a
process in which the researcher has made an attempt to accurately assess the findings of a
qualitative report. Of the eight validations strategies that Creswell and Miller (2000)
discussed, the following were utilized:

1. Peer review or debriefing was utilized to provide an external check of the

research process. To keep the researcher honest, several peers were utilized.
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Their role was to listen to the audio recordings of the interview and to read my
interpretation of the interviews. They provided feedback on the accuracy of
the researcher’s interpretation of the interview.

2. Clarifying researcher bias was done from the outset of the study. For readers
to understand my position and biases, an epoche was created and included in
the research project as Chapter IV.

3. Member checks were utilized as participants were solicited to provide their
views on the credibility of the findings and interpretations. Once they
reviewed the rough drafts, alternative language was used to accommodate the
participant’s views.

Summary

In Chapter I11, the researcher outlined the design of the study. In Chapter IV, an
epoche is provided. In Chapters V through X1V, the findings of the principal interviews
are provided. In Chapter XV, the analysis of the findings is presented. In Chapter XVI,
the summary, conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future studies are

presented.



Brisefio 43

Chapter 1V
Epoche

Looking back I think about things that I can and cannot remember in my time as a
young kid in such a big family and in such a small town. As | reflect on the things that |
recall, one thing that I do know now that I didn’t back then is the fact that we were poor.
It is amazing to me to think that so many relatives lived with my family throughout my
early years with such a limited amount of money and space, but it happened. | will tell
my story in the coming paragraphs which will allow the reader of my study to better
understand my perspectives and views on Hispanic students’ education. I understand that
some of my views are limited to my own experiences growing up, but | have had other
experiences through working in a big school district with a high population of Hispanic
students. Many of the Hispanic students that | have worked with have similar stories as
my own with the only difference being that | grew up in a rural town rather than in the
inner city.

Before | begin, | want to assure my readers that my parents were very well
intended in all their dealings when it came to their children. They loved us and to the
best of their ability, gave us all they had. My siblings and I to this day remain very close
knit because of the strong family values instilled on us by our parents. We look out for
each other and even though the cycle of struggles that my parents went through still runs
in my family, we as “one” generation are better understanding of what it will take to

ensure that our kids’ generation will see better days.
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My father is one of nine siblings. Of the nine siblings, only one graduated from
high school and it was not my father. He dropped out of high school in the tenth grade
and started work in the oil fields during the South Texas oil boom in the 1980°s. At the
age of 23, he was diagnosed with the most severe type of Diabetes, Type I. He was
declared unfit to work and from that day forward he received a check from the
government that barely covered his home expenses, much less food.

My mother is also one of nine siblings. Of her nine siblings, five graduated from
high school and my mother was not one of them. My mother dropped out of school in
the 8" grade at the age of 15. She left her family to marry my father. A year after they
were married, they started their own family which would eventually be three boys and
three girls. | am the oldest of my brothers and sisters.

Though my parents were married for 25 years, they eventually separated while
my two younger sisters still lived with them. The separation of my parents was so much
for my sisters to handle that they eventually dropped out of school. Of the six siblings in
my family, only two of us graduated from high school. Three of my siblings received
their GED though one of them acquired it while in prison. My brother, who is still in
prison, is currently serving a 15-year sentence for aggravated assault with a deadly
weapon. He was sentenced at the age of 19 and is currently 31 years of age. The day he
was sentenced to 15 years, his son had just turned one year old.

There are a total of 48 “first” and 40 “second” cousins in my family. The oldest
of the cousins is 44 years old with the youngest being a newborn. Of the 28 cousins

eligible for graduation, only 13 have done so with 15 having dropped out of school. Only
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one cousin has received a college degree of any sort. Five cousins have taken college
courses and only one of those five cousins is close to acquiring a college degree.

The previous paragraphs gave an overview of my immediate family. From this
point forward | will share my experiences as a child all the way up to the present. The
experiences that | am about to share are perceptions of what I recall.

Pearsall, Texas has a population of about 7000 people and is located about 50
miles south of San Antonio. It was the place that I called home for 18 years. Though I
lived in the same town for all of my pre-college years, my family lived in many houses
and apartments for short periods of time. It was not until | was 13 years of age that we
finally had a permanent home to call our own. Of course, having our own home meant
that our aunts, uncles, and cousins also had a place to stay in their time of need which
ended up being quite often. The small home that belonged to my parents was a three
bedroom, one bath home. Its square footage was about 800 square feet. For the majority
of the time that I lived in that house before moving on to college, there were a total of 16
people living in the house. My aunt and uncle and their three kids, along with another
aunt’s three kids, moved in with us almost at the same time my parents made the home
purchase. With only three bedrooms and so many people, our small rooms were
overcrowded and often we had to wait in line to use the restroom.

My dad received social security checks from the government because of his
severe type | diabetic condition. My mom stayed at home to take care of my dad.
Though my dad was not allowed to work, our family did seasonal work out in the fields
to make ends meet. | remember working the potato, peanut, cucumber, onion,

cantaloupe, and watermelon fields. I also remember the day | started working in the farm
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fields, which was around the age of 11. It was then that | realized the importance of work
and of contributing to my families’ needs. Because most of our work in the fields took
place during the summer months, my parents were often unable to find work during long
stretches of time which meant that there were days with very limited or no food at all.

Looking back, I cannot remember any one person in my family, other than my
aunt, putting much emphasis on my schooling and education. Though | was never a
problem child in school, | was never really motivated to excel. |did what | had to do to
get through to the next grade level. In fact, school was second on my mind behind my
family’s major focus - food and money. There were times when my siblings and I went
without food at home and | remember us being anxious to go to school to eat breakfast
and lunch. There were also times when my family did not have running water or
electricity in the house. This meant that we were borrowing both from one of our
neighbors. | recall having to connect several extension cords together to make one long
one. This was then used to transfer electricity from our neighbor’s house to our own.
The same was done with several water hoses. These were connected to our neighbor’s
outside faucet and used to fill our bath tub with water and also to flush our toilet. In
retrospect, school was not about learning, but rather a place for my siblings and me to get
away from the insecurities that existed in our home.

A big event that my siblings and | often talk about even to this day has to do with
what took place during the middle of the month, every month. The middle of the month
was when my mother received her food stamps. This was probably the happiest time that
my siblings and | remember. We knew that whenever my mom received the food stamps

we were going to have a lot of food waiting for us at home. This was without fail. By
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the time school was out for the day, mother had sandwiches, cereal, sodas, chips, and all
kinds of goodies waiting for us at home. It was during those few days, maybe a week,
while the food stamps lasted, that we “kids” had absolutely no worry in the world. Of
course our food stamps were short lived many times because the day that they came was
also the day all of my cousins and aunts would show up. This meant that they got to eat
with us and it also meant that my mom was going to the store with them to purchase
some groceries for them. This was like clock work in my family and it still stands true
with my sisters today. When one of them gets their food stamps, everyone gets their
share even if it means that their own family will be without groceries towards the end of
the month.

Before entering 6™ grade, I can remember my cousins and uncles who were
always looking to fight---they were everything that | wanted to be. My uncles and
cousins had taught me about having great pride in my family name and that family blood
was the most important thing in the world. This meant that if someone spoke of Brisefio
in a negative way, that person had to be dealt with or taken care of in a bad way---no
exceptions. My uncles and cousins were always entertained by fights, so much so that |
remember my cousin telling me he wanted to see me fight my friend. I recall my cousin
taking my friend and me to a wooded area near my apartment at the time. Once there my
cousin pressured me to walk up to my friend and punch him in the nose. My friend had
no idea what we were doing there, but I did as my cousin told me to do and did not think
twice. After punching my friend right in the nose, | remember him bleeding all over
himself. | remember feeling horrible about the incident and even feeling sorry for doing

so. But I could not turn back what I had done or apologize for doing what I did because
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that would have made me look weak in front of my cousin. Thereafter, | can still see my
cousin being amused by the entertainment that | had provided him. | recall him telling
every one of his friends and his own brothers about how well | could fight and this made
me feel good, though | knew I had done wrong.

In reflecting on my older cousins and uncles, | remember them always having
alcohol or talking about purchasing alcohol. They were into smoking marijuana and I did
not realize that the familiar fragrance | knew all my life was illegal until I was in high
school. Several of my cousins and uncles, even to this day, have been in and out of
prison. In fact, my cousin who first taught me how to fight died of a drug overdose a few
years ago, and another one of my cousins died in an alcohol-related car accident while |
was still in high school. | remember my uncles and cousins being the happiest when
under the influence yet violent and unpleasant when they were not. Some of their
children, who are my younger cousins, have followed in their fathers’ footsteps, and as I
try to talk to them today about better ways to spend their money, they laugh while
acknowledging the truth in what I tell them.

It was not until my 6™ grade reading class that | came to enjoy school a bit more. |
had a teacher, Ms. Stumberg, who took the time to work with me and also get to know
me. She took me to San Antonio as a reward for reading the most books in her class.
Around this time, my ability to play baseball in the local little league became more
widely known by the community. As my name and picture started appearing in the local
paper’s sports section, I started receiving more attention at school from various teachers.

By the time | was entering high school, I was mainly known in the small town as a very
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talented baseball player. Because of all the attention that | had been getting with
baseball, my focus was not school. My focus was baseball.

Around this time | recall more and more of the things that were taking place in my
home. | can remember my parents arguing on a daily basis about money, lack of work,
and also of issues that my brothers were starting to have as they entered 6" or 7" grade.
Though our economic status had not changed, many things were getting more complex.
My two brothers were getting involved in all the wrong things which included alcohol,
drugs, and gangs. My parents’ focus was so much on paying bills and providing us with
food that they never realized how much trouble my two brothers were creating in school.
At one point, | remember my mom being at school on a regular basis to defend my
brothers against false accusations made by various teachers. Of course, my mom was SO
blinded by all the issues taking place at home that she did not realize how far gone her
two sons had become. | do remember telling my mother that my two brothers were deep
into gangs and that she needed to intervene and keep them away from their friends. She
expressed no concern and told me that everything would be all right. A few weeks after
our conversation, | remember my brothers and cousins being involved in a huge gang
fight that ended with one of my brothers being stabbed in the back and a cousin with a
punctured lung.

During this big ordeal with my brothers, | was a sophomore in high school
enjoying my time as a basketball player and baseball star. I didn’t give much attention to
my brothers though | knew that they were up to no good most of the time. As I think
about this time period in my life, | cannot remember any teachers or administrator telling

me about the importance of being in school. | remember being a good athlete who
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attracted a lot of attention from teachers and coaches. | also remember perceiving that
teachers were taking care of me a little extra because | was a star baseball player. |
remember high school more as being an athlete than being a student. To this day, | can
name all of my high school coaches, but not many teachers, only those who took the time
to care.

Teachers that cared would often engage me in conversation about things
happening in my life. | remember them asking me about baseball and our next baseball
game. | would often see them at baseball games lending their support to our team though
| felt that they were there for me. By the way, the teachers that | remember between
grades 6 and 12 are Mrs. Stumberg, whom I mentioned earlier, Mrs. Urban, who would
always expect homework to be done and completed the next day even if we had a
baseball game the night before, and Mr. Pugh, our senior class sponsor who gave me a
senior shirt because | could not afford to buy my own. Other than those three teachers, |
do not recall many others, though I am sure | am forgetting a few good ones. On the
other hand, I can tell you about each of my coaches and the things they did for me over
my four years in high school. Though coaches had an added incentive in taking care of
their athletes, they were always there to talk to, provide advice, and offer assistance when
needed. For the most part, | remember my high school coaches as being approachable
with any problem that I may have had, even personal ones.

During my junior year in high school | started to receive letters from universities
that wanted me to play baseball for them. I “vividly” remember the day Coach Miller
came to my high school campus and handed me a letter stating his interest for me to

come play at Texas Lutheran University (TLU). Though I had known since being a
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freshman that | was going to go off to play baseball at the college level, it was not until
that day that | started thinking about what going to college meant. In looking back, | do
not recall anyone, including administrators, taking the time to talk to me about going to
college. | remember having a conversation with Coach Miller, and he guided me through
the process, but other than that, | was on my own. At least, I was on my own until |
arrived at TLU. Arriving late to Texas Lutheran, | remember Coach Miller anxiously
waiting for me to help me unload my stuff from the car that my cousin had given me. |
remember Coach Miller taking the time to show me around the campus so that | knew
exactly where | needed to be and when. | recall walking through the college campus and
only thinking about the baseball field. | remember feeling that my purpose at TLU was
to play baseball and not to earn a degree.

Through my relationship with Coach Miller | soon realized the importance of
attaining a college degree. The majority of my life up to that point had been to focus on
baseball. In all my thoughts and dreams, | felt that I would be a professional baseball
player. As my college baseball career at TLU began, issues with my family continued
back home. It was during my sophomore year at Texas Lutheran that a specific event
shifted my whole focus on life.

My brothers had both been expelled from school and never completed the ninth
grade. Both were creating all kinds of problems not only for my parents, but for the local
community as well. Deep into dealing and doing drugs, both of my brothers were lost.
There were many efforts by family and friends to talk sense to my brothers, but they were
so caught up in their world that they would not listen. Dealing drugs was bringing them

good money and that is all that they really cared about. Further, my younger brother,



Brisefio 52

who was the ring leader of all his friends, had already been in and out of the jail system
and did not fear the law. He gave the impression of being invincible. This feeling of his
would soon bring his world and our families crashing down.

It was a Friday night and my brothers had gotten a hotel room on the outskirts of
town. In the previous months, my brothers had made more and more enemies. On this
night, one of those enemies came looking for my brothers at the hotel where they were
staying. As this person was walking up he encountered one of my brothers about to walk
up to the hotel room. One thing led to another and my younger brother walked out of the
hotel room to find the ensuing argument downstairs. My younger brother then grabbed
his rifle and shot the guy two times. The guy he shot was approaching my other brother
with his knife, and this was his justification for the shooting. My brother’s trial came and
went, and when it was all said and done he received 15 years in prison. My other brother
served a few days’ jail time but ultimately did not get charged with any crime.

At this time, | began to assume more responsibility as the oldest sibling. | now
felt that | had to literally take care of my family. I started to make more of an effort to
communicate with my brothers and sisters. This was also a period of time where much of
the attention that would have been given to my three younger sisters was lost. While the
oldest of my three sisters graduated from high school, not much attention was given to
her. What got her through high school was her ability to play basketball and tennis. For
my other two sisters, who were not involved in much and were the only ones left at home
shortly after my brother was sentenced to prison, times got hard. My mother and father
became more and more aggravated with one another as my mom hit a major period of

depression in her life. Finances and the stresses of living a tough life finally gave way
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and my family as | had known it soon fell apart as my parents separated after 25 years of
marriage.

After graduating from Texas Lutheran, | moved to Houston to be closer to my
brother who was imprisoned in Livingston and to coach baseball. Baseball was what
everyone who knew me thought | would be involved in for the rest of my life and quite
frankly, so did I. | moved to Houston and lived with the family of a friend with whom |
had played baseball at TLU. After six months of living with my friend’s family, I was
able to move into my own apartment. It was not long after I moved into my apartment
that my brother, along with two of my sisters, decided to move in with me. With my
parents now separated, | took it upon myself to do whatever I could to provide for my
siblings. This included taking out personal loans for my youngest sister to earn her high
school diploma from home, which she never received. Because | had only received a
Kinesiology degree without a teacher certification, my first job in the education world
was that of substitute teaching.

After a year and a half of substituting in the Pasadena Independent School
District, | was accepted into their Alternative Certification Program. | was then hired as
an ESL teacher for grades 6-8. It was then that | started to hear the importance and
significance of my ethnicity and the lack of Hispanic teachers in public education. After
two years of teaching at the mid-level school, my transfer was accepted to South Houston
High School and | became a full time high school teacher while also coaching football
and baseball. Towards the end of the first semester, | was asked by our school principal
to sit on an interview committee that would be hiring an assistant principal. After the

interview process was over, the principal told me that she would like for me to come in
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and work in the office as a substitute assistant principal. Not to disappoint her, I did so
thinking that | would be bored out of my mind. As it turned out, | absolutely loved the
experience of working in the front office. | enjoyed it so much that before long I was on
my way to completing my Master’s degree in educational mid-management. Just as |
was finishing my mid-management degree, an assistant principal position became
available to which | applied and was fortunate enough to get. It was during this position
as an assistant principal that the word “Hispanic” became more relevant to me than ever
before.

| would have never thought when coming out of high school or even graduating
from college, how much “race” would impact my life. In the last several years, as | have
progressed in my education career, my perception is that race is the first thing that people
think of when they see me. Let me explain. As an assistant principal at South Houston
High, 1 was told time and time again about how great it was to have me at the school to
serve as a good role model for the young Hispanic youth on campus. A direct quote from
teachers that [ would frequently hear was “It is great to have a Hispanic leader on
campus that can help us reach these students.” Looking back, I don’t know that I was
ever asked to reach Hispanic students. In a weird kind of way, | was asked many times to
deal with Hispanic issues rather than to help others understand the issue. Many times |
was sent as the messenger/translator to help parents see the school’s vantage point on
certain academic or discipline policies. Never was | called on from my superiors to
discuss the vantage point from a Hispanic point of view. When | would bring up my
thoughts on Hispanic perceptions on certain policies, it was disregarded as not a major

concern.
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While at South Houston, many of my conversations with Hispanic students dealt
with them being able to rise above the ignorance of a limited few teachers. | would
assure them that | would fight their battles. By validating their concerns, they did not see
me as an administrator who cared about them, but rather as a fellow Hispanic person
looking out for our people. It is quite interesting to be able to stand back and see both
sides of an issue. Furthermore, it is an odd feeling to see how the school system and
Hispanic families both try to utilize my position for their personal gains. On one side |
have the school using me as a role model of how they feel Hispanics should be; on the
other side, I have Hispanic families utilizing my position to try and gain favor. This is
where it has been very important for me to be well informed on school issues that come
my way. By being well informed, I do not short change anyone; instead | make decisions
that I believe are right based on information that | have.

In my six years as a school administrator, | have been very surprised at how many
Hispanic students and parents have similar stories to mine. In some fashion, I could
always relate to Hispanic families and the issues that were taking place in their lives. In
thinking about ways that | could better help Hispanic students be more successful, |
started reflecting on my own family. | thought of ways that some of my experiences
could have been changed or altered in some way to avoid what ultimately happened. |
have come to realize that there is not much that could have been done differently in my
past because my family lived the life that they had, one day at a time, never looking past
the next utility bill or meal. Our focus as a family was simple, so simple that education
was known to be important but never explicitly discussed. | believe that there are

principals out there who can make a difference in the lives of Hispanic students whose
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story is similar to mine. In this study, by identifying schools where Hispanic students are
successful, I hope to identify the effective practices and beliefs of those school principals
that could have made a difference in my family’s life and will make a difference in the

lives of families of the future.
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Chapter V
Teach the Kids, Teach the Kids, Teach the Kids
| began my conversation with Mr. Carrier by asking him how he came to be in
education and how he became a school principal. He gladly shared his story:

| was the first person in my family to graduate from college. When I was in
college, I thought that I would be doing something with agriculture. As it turned
out, I actually got into education because of my high school agriculture teacher
and my mother. | was a agriculture major at SFA, and my mom stayed after me
for my teacher certification telling me that | had to have something to fall back
on. My agriculture teacher also wanted me in education. His word meant a lot to
me as he was my mentor, and to this day is still the most influential male in my
life. Between my mother and my agriculture teacher, they got me a teaching
position in the district from where | graduated.

After teaching for a year, my mentor started calling me and telling me that
I needed to go back to school and get my master’s degree in educational
leadership. I told him I didn’t want to go back to school many times before he
finally told me that | had no choice and that | was going back to school!

| said “yes sir.” I never thought that I would be going back to school for
education. | went to SFA and made connections. Doors started to open. The
superintendent at that time was very supportive. People around me were all very

supportive as they went over my resume. They were pushing me when I didn’t
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know what | wanted. Through some other connections and acquaintances and
even a few people with whom | went to graduate school, | ended up having a lot
of interview opportunities. My first assistant principal position was at Nimitz
High School, and that was an experience. Coming from the country, | mean a
rural area to a suburban area with inner city issues. That was an educational
experience.

So to summarize, | taught for four years at Hardin Jefferson, came over
here and was an assistant principal at Nimitz for eight years. This is my third year
here at Plummer. It has been a lot of fun. | feel like I have been in my own piece
of heaven...the last few years at Nimitz were whew!

Economically Disadvantaged Students

The next part of our conversation focused on Mr. Carrier’s approach to working

with economically disadvantaged students. He began by describing his students:
We have a lot of apartment complex kids. We also have some neighborhood kids;
I wouldn’t say they were rough neighborhoods, but not the best neighborhoods. It
is not the first choice where most families want to live. We have a lot of kids who
Jump from apartment complex to apartment complex depending on the month’s
special. We did have a lot of that. Since I have been here though, we have not
seen a whole lot of that. | think the kids enjoy going to school here; the parents
appreciate how we are working with their kids. We do have kids that walk home
because we have a neighborhood right behind our school. We currently have 80

percent of our students classified as low socioeconomically disadvantaged and 56
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percent of our student population is Hispanic. Our Hispanic population is the
majority by far.
Mr. Carrier discussed relationships and how he deals personally with some of
these struggling learners:
Honestly, I see the greatest need educators have is being accepting of whom they
(students) are regardless of what their circumstances are. That has been a lesson
for me coming from where | came. Even though we were rural, it was pretty
affluent. Coming here, everybody is poor. Everybody has struggles, and you
know that in the past and over the years, kids would be identified as low
socioeconomic students and they receive some benefits; and you help them deal
with that as best you can. You focus on the structure; you focus on teaching the
kid, forming relationships with kids, and being sincere with them as well.

One thing that | have learned over the years is this: Kids will do anything
for you; they will knock down walls for you if you show them that you care. If
they truly believe you care about them, they will do anything for you. That is
what we have been able to do here. Kids know what is fair, and when structure is
provided to them on a consistent basis, they respond in a more positive manner.
As Mr. Carrier spoke about working with struggling students he noted:

There are quite a few kids that I talk to on a regular basis. | don't fuss at them but
| do check up on them. They also know that I will be checking on them. What |
do is ask them for their progress report, and they know that | am going to ask. |
also tell them that I will be pulling up their grades, and if things aren't up to par, |

will ask them about it. So with struggling kids, there is no specific program, but
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there is effort being made to establish a relationship with those kids so that they
know that someone cares. This relationship with many of those kids makes a
difference because they know that | will be asking them about their grades. So
these kids are now thinking--if I don't get this done, Mr. Carrier will ask me about
it. So with that, it gives them the incentive to turn things in and on time.
Extra-curricular Activities
As Mr. Carrier finished describing some of the characteristics of his school’s
student population, he then spoke of the extra-curricular activities and their importance
on his campus. He commented:
We have a lot of different clubs and activities including athletics which is the
biggest part of the draw. When you are successful with all those things, it makes
those programs grow even more. We have been fortunate to have great athletic
kids and great coaches, and I think that has been a great deterrent from some of
those kids getting into trouble. We have other clubs and activities; for example,
we have a school-wide good behavior group (GBG) that in a six weeks if you
haven’t been in trouble, we have a half day party. Kids just go with it; they
untuck their shirt and get out there and dance or do whatever is planned for that
afternoon. The stipulations for being a part of the GBG are that you have to stay
out of trouble, you have to come to school, and you have to pass all of your
classes. For us, those three things are what we are here for; so we get it done.
When I first came here, | was not a big fan of that; they had to convert me.
| am not a believer in rewarding kids for what they should do. 1am a

believer in that I’1l reward them when they go above and beyond. So they had to
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convert me a little bit from that high school mentality of “This is the real world,
and we are trying to prepare you for when you walk across that stage.” And we
still are. We are just trying to do it at an earlier age.

We have a lot of different clubs, organizations and activities in which
students can take part. In the GBG group, for example, we average around 400
kids. The kids who earn their participation just have a good time, and we leave
the doors open so that the kids who did not participate and are sitting in class see
what fun they are missing. We hope that this might serve as a deterrent from the
decisions that kept them from being invited to participate. In Aldine, there are no
reasons for students not to participate. You don’t have to pay for uniforms. You
don’t have to pay for transportation. If you live in our attendance zones, and if
you can ride a school bus to school, there is a bus that will take you home after
practice. It is an expensive deal. With the economy being the way that it is, it
could be on the chopping block at some point, but at this point, there are no
reasons why a child should not be able to participate other than not making the
grades in the classroom.

Another example of a club is our Upstart Club - we started something just
for the guys and they are called Trend Setters. There are some strict stipulations
for them to join, but even though we impose those strict stipulations, we still help
them. 1 told the sponsors that | would like to see them dressed in shirts and ties or
a coat and tie at least once a week. To accommodate those who did not have the
dress clothes we went out and worked out a deal with Suit Mart and K & G so that

we could get them what they needed.
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Parent Involvement
I asked Mr. Carrier to discuss how he gets his students’ parents involved in his

school. He spoke about this at length:
Our parents are always invited to our campus activities. We have an automated
phone dialer which calls every kid’s parent with information that they need. Also
when we had open house, we had folks sign in, and on the sign-in sheet there is a
specific place for their e-mail. This is new for us, and | decided on adding this
because in our student management system, there's a place for it. Many parents
prefer e-mail; for example, in my own situation in my daughter’s school, I try to
get her teachers to e-mail me. | tell them that this is the best way to let me know
what is going on. | think there may be things that we can do through e-mail, but if
it's something that we need to discuss, then we will discuss it. E-mail is good for
just disseminating information. So if it is a parent night or whatever, a quick e-
mail works and serves as a reminder.

We do get a lot of parent support if we explain to them what we need from
them. If we ask them, it is amazing the kind of support that we get, but if we just
put it out there as an activity that will be taking place, we usually don't get much
turnout. If we make an appeal to them, they will come. Last spring we had a
parent involvement day. One of the clubs did it and provided a light brunch with
a short presentation, and then they went to classrooms. We had so many parents
and guardians, somewhere between 400 and 500, show up and we never had that
before. The parents just felt so comfortable here. So with that, we accomplished

our goal.
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We don't want parents to shy away; we need them to be here. Our job is
to find ways that we can help them with their children. That is what we are here
to do. We always have a tremendous parental influence; all | have to do is ask for
it. Hey, can you come and serve on this committee? Can you come and help us
with this activity? Can you go to this meeting for me? The majority of the time
those parents will do it.

Mr. Carrier continued to discuss how he strives to make parents feel

welcomed:
Making parents feel welcome is the key; for example, last week we had a parent
and a grandparent come to have lunch with their son and grandson, and they were
standing in the cafeteria. With 450 kids there, they were looking to find their
child, so I went up to them and asked them if they would like to go out and sit in
the back at one of the teacher tables that we have set up for parents. One of the
grandparents quickly asked if there was a problem with them standing there. 1
said, “No ma'am, there is no problem with you standing here, but there are 450
kids here and you're here to see one, and if | can provide you an opportunity to go
eat in peace with him, that is what [ want to do.” That kind of broke the ice. So
they went back there where he was eating while the parents and grandparents
were watching, and they were just sitting there. So I went over there and asked
them if they would like lunch. 1 told them that I know that it is cafeteria food, but
nonetheless it is food. They just thought it was the biggest kind gesture, so | went
over and grabbed a couple of lunches for them. The parents and grandparents

thought that was the nicest thing, and to me it was just four dollars. In the grand
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scheme of things, now | have some support. Now | have those parents thinking
that they know a little bit about me, and if nothing else, they are saying, contrary
to what you hear, he is a nice guy.
Mr. Carrier commented that in regards to engaging those parents of struggling
kids, his school did not have anything in place. He noted:
The parents that are usually engaged in school are normally the ones that have
kids who are being successful in school. It is difficult to engage the parents of the
struggling kids because those other kids have behavior problems. What we have
found is that those parents of the struggling kids are having an equal amount of
trouble with the same problems that we see here at school. We try to work with
the parents personally.

Our school district is divided into vertical strands. In each vertical strand,
they have different parent programs that are geared to that strand’s needs. Our
strand has a parent literacy program, and it has grown since I've come here.
These classes are taught by two teachers during Saturdays. The parents enrolled
in these classes are among the biggest supporters of what we do at Plummer. Not
only do we provide classes for parents, but we also provide babysitting. If you
don't have anyone to take care of your kids at home, that is fine. Bring them here
and we will take care of them.

Building Student-Teacher Relationships
Mr. Carrier went on to talk about the importance of teachers building strong

caring relationships with their students. He emphasized that strong student-teacher
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relationships are the foundation of school success as he talked about his perspective on

the topic:
One thing that I do try to do is tell my teachers, especially my new ones, that kids
know when you're not being real with them. They know when you care and they
know when you are acting like you care. You can't act like you care because kids
know when you're not being real. If kids know that you really and truly care for
them, they will do wonders for you. Students who know that you really care
about them will do anything for you. These kids can be the worst kids in one
teacher's class, but in the class where they are cared about, those same students
can be the most successful kids in the classroom.

When students are being held accountable, those students most of the time
will not make the same choices they might make in the classroom where they are
not held accountable. Some teachers make a big difference by holding their
students accountable beyond their own classroom walls. It makes all the
difference in the world.

Instructional Staff
After talking about strong student-teacher relationships, | asked Mr. Carrier to
talk about his instructional staff and how he manages them. Mr. Carrier commented that
he communicates with his staff by doing the following:
| am blessed to have one of the best instructional staffs in the district. A lot of
them I inherited and, of course, after my first year, | had to issue a pass for many
of them. We have a collaborative planning period everyday. Teachers meet once

a week during that planning time to discuss instructional issues going on in their



Brisefio 66

classroom. The extra planning period was one of the things that the district
wanted to cut. Most of us principals fought hard to keep that planning period
because we feel it makes a big difference. It gets teachers together in a controlled
time where not only do newer teachers learn from the more experienced teachers,
but also teachers who are having problems in certain areas have a place where
they can find some resources from within their teams. Ultimately, it ensures that
everyone is on the same page.

| communicate with my staff through my department chairs, AP's,
e-mail, and I also have an open door policy. | also send out an e-mail every
Monday morning, and this morning message is my weekly message. It's basically
my Sunday sermon. Teachers have become accustomed to that message, and if |
don't send it out by the end of the day, someone will come in and ask where the
message is. Teachers have really enjoyed reading that weekly message. If
nothing else, they know what to expect in the coming week.
As Mr. Carrier continued to elaborate on communication, he expressed the

importance of visibility. He stated:

| do make a point to visit every teacher's classroom at least once a week.
There are days where 1 do visit every classroom during advisory, and | just put my
head in and say hello and keep moving. This is a lot on me to get it done, but
teachers really do appreciate it and so do the students. Any chance I get to visit
the classroom, | take advantage of it because there are days where we have
meetings on top of meetings, and it may be two or three days before they ever see

me again. | do try to listen to teachers as much as possible. One of the things that
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came up over the last couple of years from the teachers was that they were not
seeing me enough. With that | made it a priority to make sure that | was more
visible. By responding to their constructive criticism, they appreciate me more.
This is my third year as principal, and I'm hoping that some of those meetings that
| had to go to in the beginning will go away. As | get more experience in being a
principal, I have more say in being able to send an assistant principal.

In addition to what | have stated, | meet with the leadership team once
every Wednesday morning. The curriculum team meets once every Thursday so
that is all four core plus the AP over that curriculum. That is where we do our
cross curricular planning. This communication system has been very effective for
us.

As Mr. Carrier discussed instructional programs, he commented that they had
many programs available to their school. He said:
The district is always buying things for us, especially with programs for our
special education department. We have Core Destination math. For regular Ed
kids, we have Plato, Read 180 and all those things which are great. Those things
are great, don't get me wrong, but I have always stressed to anyone who will listen
to me that we can have the best programs, the latest and the greatest technologies,
but nothing in my mind will ever replace an effective teacher. If you don't have
an effective teacher, nothing else is going to matter.

For example, | had one teacher who came in just the other day to tell me

that the light bulb in her projector had gone out. She was panicking and she didn't

know what to do. She really thought that she could not teach without that
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projector. When we get to this point, you have to just smile and tell them that it is
going to be okay. Teachers sometimes don’t realize just how gifted they are
because they have come to rely too much on programs when in fact, it is they who
make all the difference.
Monetary Resources
| asked Mr. Carrier about his budget and where he preferred to spend
discretionary funds. He commented:
The majority of our money is spent on additional personnel. We are fortunate to
have a relatively new school, so technology is basically replacing light bulbs and
that sort of thing. Most new programs that we are implementing are provided by
our district. So | do not have a lot of overhead when it comes to stuff like that.

| invest my money in people. | have five specially funded teachers and
two specially funded paraprofessionals. | am bringing in four tutors this year so
that they can help with math and science. These tutors will teach the kids who are
performing where we want them to perform, and then the regular teachers will do
the pullouts of kids who are struggling. This allows teachers to work with those
students who need an additional one-on-one intervention and/or focused
instruction. That ends up being about five to six students in every class.

The goal for teachers is 90 percent success rate on TAKS. It will always
be 90 percent or better as a goal for school and our teachers. This summer we had
to have a real conversation, a frank and open discussion on what we thought was
working and what wasn't working. One of the things that came out was why we

were spending money ($15,000) on extended day. First, we don’t have it, and
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secondly it wasn't getting the results that we wanted. So this made us come up
with our mantra for this school year which is “Commit to Plummer Excellence.”
We don't do things for the money; we do things because kids need it. So | asked
my teachers, “Where is your commitment?” So that is where we have been, and
that's where we are today.

| am not saying that there is no tutoring going on, but I am telling you that
it is not mandated. What | am saying to our teachers is that | can't pay you for
tutoring your kids. The thing that surprised me that should not have surprised me
is that teachers are still doing the tutoring instead of doing what they were being
paid to do. The good teachers who care about the kids are spending their own
time working with kids to ensure that they are successful. This was what | was
hoping for when we scratched extended day simply because | did not have any
other choice. | could have freed up $60,000 for extended day by cutting some
personnel, but I've never done that before and | don't want to do that.

Challenges
Mr. Carrier discussed briefly some of the challenges that his campus faces on a
regular basis.

There are many challenges that we have to go through even with ESL students in
language arts. They struggle and we need to find ways to accommodate their
needs, and if it means that you embarrass yourself for the sake of a kid,
you do that as long as you communicate to parents what you are doing. Parents
will wait for their child a few more minutes until you find their child as long as

the child is on campus right.
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The struggles that we have in special education are just crazy. To expect
those kids to take the test when they have no chance doesn't make any sense. The
pitfalls with TAKS are unbelievable. There can be kids taking the wrong test not
getting the right accommodations. We constantly have to deal with special
education issues. We have to constantly make sure that every “I” is dotted and
every “T” is crossed. We do things for kids but some of the stuff that we have to
do take so much time away from just working with the kids and helping them to
be academically successful. There's way too much paperwork, and it all comes
down on our special education teachers. The ones that | have here are the best
teachers, and they make things happen through their hard work, commitment, and
dedication to students. We are a dysfunctional family at times, but we work with
each other.

Culture of Success
| asked Mr. Carrier to elaborate on what school culture meant to him and what his
school’s culture was all about. Mr. Carrier talked about the importance of his teachers
and what they mean to student success:
School culture is one of the most important things that we have here at Plummer
Middle School. The principal before me was beloved; | loved the man. When he
sat down with me after I got this job, his message was clear about the culture of
success that existed here at Plummer. | remember thinking about what my first
step would be.
So when I first came in | didn't know what | was going to say, but I knew

they were expecting me to say something. So instead of coming in and
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implementing change, | decided to do nothing. 1 told the staff that they were very
good at educating kids and that they were good for a reason. | told them that |
needed to find for myself what those reasons were and that | would not be
implementing change until | better understood the reasons for their success. | told
the teachers, “Don’t expect a lot of change, but I do expect you to keep doing
what you've all been doing. | am going to give us a year to observe and learn from
each other. | want to see you do what you've been doing which has brought this
school to be where it is today. | don't expect anyone to do anything less than they
have been doing, but we can do more. Please don’t do anything less than you've
done in the two years that the school has been in existence. | am going to give
myself a year to look at processes and procedures, personnel and everything. | am
not going to say a lot, so I am telling you ahead of time, don't expect much.”

So that first year was very difficult for me because | did see a lot of things
that needed to be changed. Many of those things were things that just did not
work for me. It was very hard to keep my word, but I did keep my word, and |
think it was hard for some of the staff as well because a lot of things were not
going well. 1 guess they felt like they weren’t getting the direction that they
needed. So it was difficult, but I knew I had to stay the course, and | did. Asa
result, after the first year | did make the changes that needed to be made. As a
result, it made my transition much smoother than it would have been. | have
never felt like a maverick having to come in and prove to everyone that | was the

principal. 1 don't have to prove to anyone that I run this school.
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Teacher-Principal Relationship
According to Mr. Carrier, many of the things that he has been able to accomplish
have been through the trusting teacher-principal relationships that he has with his
teachers. He emphasized that teachers should be able to “know you well enough to speak
their mind when appropriate.” Here are his words on this topic:
| really enjoy working with my teachers, and the reality of it all is that they are
running the school and | am just leading it. We as a staff are very close. We are
accountable to each other, and we do not let each other fail. This mentality
applies within each department, and then from each department it is applied as a
school-wide function. By adopting this school-wide mentality that we will not let
each other fail, we have achieved success. We are in this together. The staff
makes all the difference in the world, and | have the greatest teachers ever. 1 also
have the greatest parents. Like I said before, we are sometimes much like a
dysfunctional family. They all know me very well, and they can read me like a
book. They know when I'm going to say something and when I'm not.
My first year here at Plummer, | was fortunate to be able to bring with me
a few teachers who knew me. More than that, | had teachers who were able to tell
me straight up what they felt on what they saw was taking place in most
situations. These teachers were able to pull me aside and say, “hey you're off
base on this” or “you're right on track,” and that was good to have people that can
be honest with you. And that was one of the reasons | brought them with me

besides the fact that they were great teachers.
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Kids in general have gone by the wayside of teachers, and my leadership
team understands that if we keep teachers motivated, they will keep kids
motivated. We do a lot of things to try to do that. | bought a popcorn machine,
and some Fridays on the way out, we will hand teachers bags of popcorn.
Another example a couple of weeks ago, we had an ice cream social where we
bought everyone ice cream. You don't have to spend all kinds of money to get a
point across, and I'll tell you this, actions are louder than what your thoughts and
words are.

I tell my teachers all the time, “I think you’re great; I think you all are
doing a great job.” Most of the time, it’s in one ear and out the other, but
sometimes it is just the smallest things that teachers appreciate the most. The year
before last for the teacher appreciation dinner, I was out back behind the patio
area cooking for teachers. They thought that was the biggest thing. It was
something different, and it showed them that | am a real person. I am not bigger
than the person | am.

Principal’s Responsibility
The responsibility of a principal is one that Mr. Carrier takes seriously. He
understands his role in the position that he has as a school principal. Here is what he had
to say about his position in the school:
Being a principal is a big responsibility. It is not a throne. It is a responsibility,
and the day that it ever becomes a throne, then I need to go. | am not here to
claim a throne. I am here to touch kids’ lives, and that is a big reason that I aspire

to be a superintendent. Obviously, the further away from campus you get, the
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more indirect it becomes, but through the opportunity of abilities that you have by
being in that position, you will affect more lives. That is the reason | have that
goal. If anyone looks at it (principalship) as a status symbol, please... I have the
least amount of direct impact than anybody here. | am not in the classroom
teaching the students; the teachers are.
My job is to keep everyone in the building safe and to support them. I am
to provide leadership and make sure that we are all going in the same direction
which is towards our campus goal of 90 percent or higher in all subjects. This
may be an oversimplified analysis of the principal because we both know that
there are a lot of things and issues that come our way. There is a lot of business
that needs to be taken care of. So I am instructional leader, but I understand it
holistically. Teachers are the ones that do the job. I could not go in and teach
math. At best | could probably teach science because of my agricultural
background, but that is it. 1 am not a subject specific expert; teachers are. 1 think
the problem that many principals have is they try to make something holistic
specific, and you can't do that. I getit. I also understand that | don't know
everything. | have some individuals that are department chairs, and they are
pretty sharp. We work together as a team--not me as a dictator.
Hispanic Students

| asked Mr. Carrier if he had any special programs for Hispanic students. This
was his answer:

We don't cater to any one race, but what we do is bring in individuals from

various backgrounds in various careers to talk to kids about what they do. This
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usually takes place on career day. We bring them in from every cultural
background and as many professions as possible. Our students end up seeing
individuals who are White, Black, Hispanic, or any other race that are engaged in
successful careers.
When | asked Mr. Carrier if Hispanic students should be treated differently than
their peers, he commented:
Students of all races should be treated the same absolutely. | am an American. |
was born in Beaumont and until | was 20 years old, | had never been outside the
state of Texas. People call me an African-American, and I'm proud of who I am.
But let’s put things in perspective. First, I don't know anything about Africa.
Everything that | do know about Africa I learned from a book or from people who
taught me outside of formal education. | do know that there are parts of Africa
that if I were to visit because of the way | look, I would not be accepted. So you
call me an African-American; I consider myself to be an American. Anyone else
who is here, I look at them the same way that I look at myself.
Student Example
| asked Mr. Carrier to share a story of a Hispanic student that he had known and
to discuss how he impacted that student’s life. After considering several names, Mr.
Carrier offered this story:
A student that comes to mind was a freshman when | first met him. He wasn't a
bad kid, not necessarily from the low socioeconomic level, but certainly from a
broken home. The mom raised this kid by herself. The situation was a lot like

my own where my mom raised my brother and me by herself. That is not to say a
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thing about my dad; I miss him. I loved him. My mom would not let us say a bad
word about him. But the fact is that my dad was not in my life the way | try to be
in my daughter's life.

This particular kid took a liking to me for whatever reason. And the way
it turned out, I took a liking to him as well. He kind of became my kid; he would
come and do stuff for me. | had a landscaping business, and he would come to
work with me before | was married and had my own kids. Every time he got
himself into trouble, he would come find me and see if | could help him get out of
trouble. And this kid, even if | tried to get rid of him, I would not have been able
to.

He graduated from high school and made the decision to join the service.
When I got the invitation to his graduation party, | felt like | needed to make it a
point to be there. | had a meeting that night, so I called him and told him that I
had another meeting but that | would be there late. When | got there, the mom
was in tears when she saw me. The mother hugged me, and that had not
happened to me before. | had been with this kid to many different places, so this
was different in that | had never gotten that reaction from her. He had always
been around my environment, but | had never been around his environment or his
family and friends. | would always pick him up, and I always make sure that he
was dropped off safely.

So his mom went into his room and brought out a bulletin board. On this
bulletin board were all these pictures. These pictures were from “little bitty” to

high school. In the middle of this bulletin board was a picture that | don't
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remember taking. It was a picture of him and me. At that moment | quickly
realized that you just don't know the kind of effect that you have on kids. It was a
very special moment because it reminded me of the relationship that | have with
my mentor to this day. It was a very special day. | have other similar situations
that have happened to me where | have built strong relationships with students,
but that one in particular has stuck with me. That student is now in the military,
and he keeps in touch by sending his status and what he's doing. When he comes
to town, he always comes by and visits. It is pretty special.
Generalization from Personal Experience
After Mr. Carrier finished telling his story about the student he had impacted,
unknowingly, | asked him to generalize that relationship into something from which other
educators might learn. He said:
The thing to generalize from this relationship is that relationships take time to
build. It takes sincerity. If you are not sincere with kids they will know it and
you're wasting your time. You have to hire the right teachers.

There are two things that | need to know when | hire somebody. Do you
see yourself as a parent to kids that don't belong to you for eight hours a day, five
days a week, and 178 instructional days a year? | don't care how smart you are or
how much experience you have, | want to know that you are teachable and are
willing to come and learn with us, not from us. We are all still learning together.
But if you think that you are going to come in here as a know-it-all, you will not
be very successful. You can either be a vital part of our growing or you can be a

cancer that is going to take a lot of time for me to cut. All I have to do is sign my
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name and recommend you for hire. But | have to have a mountain of
documentation to get rid of you. | do want to know that you know the subject and
all that. But does it matter if they have 20 years experience? No.
| will take the first-year teacher over a 20-year teacher any day because
the probability of my having to deprogram and reprogram a 20-year teacher is not
likely. A first-year teacher | can mold into what I think they need to be. And
hopefully, 20 years from now, they will be able to look back and name every kid
in the classroom as | can. If teachers don't find themselves studying more than
they did when they were in school, they are not progressing like they should. Are
teachers willing to do what it takes to start forming relationships with kids? Are
teachers going to allow me to help them? If they are not going to listen to me,
and if they are not going to allow me to help, then what can | do?
Close the Achievement Gap
In closing my conversation with Mr. Carrier, | asked him to give other
administrators some advice on closing the achievement gap. Mr. Carrier believes it can
be done as he stated in the following:
To close the achievement gap is to teach kids. Teach kids; teach kids; teach kids.
At the beginning of each year, we look at the data from the year before. And one
of the goals for this campus is to close the achievement gap. Specifically, we
strive to close the gap within three percentage points of each subgroup.
This past year we did not meet our 90 percent goal, but I noticed an
important aspect in our scores. We accomplished being within three percent in

scoring in every subgroup on every test. So we asked ourselves how we did it.
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We are teaching the kids. That is what we are doing. We don't target specific
groups, but rather individual students. Teach the kids; forget about their
circumstances, acknowledge deficiencies on whether or not they can learn this
way or that way, acknowledge those things and address those things, but at the
end of the day, teach the kids. Teach them; if you teach them they will be fine.
Teach the Kkids the subject, and they will take care of the test later. On any day,
kids can come in and have a bad night and not do well on tests. If you teach the
kids right, it won't matter if they have those bad nights because they will know the
material well. As long as you teach the concept, teach the objective, and teach the
strategies, they will be fine.

Teach the kids; teach the kids; teach the kids. That is the biggest thing.
Everyone wants to come up with the big idea on closing this gap or in addressing
this group. Treat kids like kids, have clear expectations and articulate those
expectations. Enforce those expectations consistently and they will perform, but
they must know that you care about them.

The big difference that | see between old school and new school is that the
expectations for students have changed somewhat. We used to have to know the
multiplication facts; now they have a calculator. Now we're more concerned
about their knowing how to operate calculators than actually knowing their facts.
There are many things from the past that some consider to be wrong, but when
you compare the old generation to the new generation, they are not as smart as we
were. We were able to understand the objective and concepts much more than

today's students. Can we get to the point where we ask kids to get the basics
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down before we ask them to be abstract? | understand that we need to get to the
higher levels of Bloom's, but they have to get to the basics first. You have to

climb. You start to climb from a sound foundation--that is the bottom line.
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Chapter VI
Get the Right Match

The name in this chapter is fictional as the principal chose to be anonymous. |
began my conversation with Mr. Lewis by asking him how he came to be in education
and how he became a school principal. He gladly shared his story:

| started in fourth grade. | went to a two-room school house in rural Wisconsin.

We had four grades in one room. The teacher made me her assistant, and from

that time on, | knew that | wanted to teach. When | graduated from high school, |

went to a teaching college in Wisconsin, moved down here, and | have been in

education for a total of 31 years.

In February of 2001, | received a call, and the caller asked if | were
interested in the principal position that was open. | said | was interested, but at
that time, I did not know that the offer was at Utopia. During my first week on
the job, I had 52 parents out in the front office; | had helicopters flying around,
and the news media was out in front of the building. All this was going on, and |
had “NO HELP FROM ANYONE!” Nobody told me the real reason why the
other principal had to leave. Obviously it was news worthy.

So I started building my little empire, but not alone by any means.
Though I started in 2001, my first official year as principal was in the 2001-2002

school year
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Economically Disadvantaged Students
| then asked Mr. Lewis to provide some insight into his students and their
background. He offered the following:
If you drive down Heights Boulevard, you will see apartments that range in cost
from one to five million dollars. That is not where my students come from. That
is where a lot of my Anglo students come from who are in the gifted and talented
program.

My neighborhood students who consist of my LEP students typically live
in apartments with two to three families. The majority of my students are
Hispanic. I don’t speak Spanish, but it is not an issue because most of my
Hispanic students are third and fourth generation Hispanic. This means that most
of my parents speak English. It is not a bad situation. In regard to my LEP
students, most of them come from Mexico. Ireally don’t have a South or Central
American population. Most of my students come to the United States around
fourth grade. This is good because most students will have at least a couple of
years in our elementary feeder schools before they come to middle school. This
year is an exception. | have eight students who are new to the United States and
who are in seventh grade, so it is a little different.

Mr. Lewis spoke of a couple of programs that they started at his school to better
engage their students and parents.

We have started a new program here with special education. We allow our

students to check out lap tops. At the end of the year, they bring them back, and

we make sure they are clean before they are checked out to other students. Some
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parents check out a second set of text books; I’m not really supposed to do that
because, if they don’t bring them back, I have to pay for them. But I believe the
program is worth the $50.00.

We have a major initiative in which we go to the sixth grade students’
homes. We call it a Walk for Success, which is a part of Project Graduation. We
started this a few weeks ago, and our goal is to visit every sixth grader’s home.
When we get there, we talk about the value of school and its significance in the
student’s future. We do our visits on consecutive Fridays and Saturdays. When
we miss parents at their home, we have them come to the school for a conference
with their child’s dean or myself. Our goal in our home visits is to involve
parents in the education of their child as much as possible because not everything
can be learned at school.

Mr. Lewis discussed the support that his school offers for their struggling
learners:
We provide our students who are new to our country with an additional support
class. Because we are required to have only four semesters of physical education
as opposed the six semesters that were required in the past, we bring our
struggling students from there to provide them with an additional support class.
My mindset is this: I realize they don’t have to take the TAKS test while they are
in seventh grade or eighth grade. This means that their scores do not count
against our school. Knowing that, I look for the best way that | can prepare them
for high school. This benefits the students because they are already over age as

well.
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Mr. Lewis took a few moments to discuss how they better serve their

English language learners:
| have an excellent ESL teacher. This really does provide us with some latitude in
putting students in her class because she gets results. After communicating with
parents on what is best for their students, they frequently ask me to get their
children in an extra ESL class. The ESL class is designed to be all English--a
total immersion. | tell parents that this goes against the philosophy behind how to
learn a second language, but that’s what these parents want. So with four
students, that is what we are doing.

Our other struggling English learners who have been in the United States
for a couple of years, they are getting science twice. They get it once in English
and once in Spanish. We have the teachers work together to ensure that the
planning is clear and concise. | want teachers to know that the kids are hearing
the same thing twice and in two different languages.

We also have the dual language program. There are books describing our
program and how we go about transitioning students. We are a part of the ISA
(International Spanish Academy) and have partnered with Spain and the embassy.
Students from our program go from our campus to Reagan High School. After
they graduate, they can get up to four years of college free in Spain. | assign our
dual language teachers to help with some of the extra classes. We currently have
24 students in sixth grade, 23 students in seventh grade, and 21 students in eighth

grade.
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It is also important to note that many of our dual language students are
also in the gifted and talented program. This makes building a master schedule
very tedious as we try to make sure the students can have both dual language and
GT classes. Currently, 75.4 percent of our students are economically
disadvantaged.

Extra-curricular Activities
| asked Mr. Lewis to discuss his views on extra-curricular activities as well as to
give an overview of clubs and organizations that he has in place for his students:
In general, schools pound away at the core subjects all day long and then beat
students to death (not literally) with the content after which they have them take
something home. My question is, “When and at what time do you get to be a
child, and at what time can you just go out and do intramural sports after school?”

We started an after school program which typically would have been
considered tutorial; however, we call it the Enrichment Zone because not only do
we want students to learn new math principles, we also want to sharpen their
existing math skills. Students participate in this program one day a week. On
Tuesdays, students get to play, but on Mondays they go to math tutorial. Then on
Wednesday, they attend the language arts tutorial. That is our students’ weekly
schedule. Monday and Wednesday are our work days, but on Tuesday we get to
do fun things such as kickball. Our focus is on what strategies are best for
students and also what practices will get the most out of every student.

Enrichment Zone has really helped with our economically disadvantaged

students. That is our greatest problem along with students being over age. It
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seems as though economically disadvantaged, over aged, and being of minority
descent are correlated. To help with over-aged students, we have created a math
class specifically for them. This has been successful because kids in there have
the same mind set and are not embarrassed about being older than the rest of the
kids in the classroom. In addition to the Enrichment Zone, we have a guitar class,
origami, karate, band, book clubs, etc.
Mr. Lewis spoke of the importance that teachers play in making extra-curricular activities
effective for engaging students:
In order for extra-curricular activities and programs to work, you must have
teachers who buy into it. | meet with teachers and tell them what | am looking
for, and they tell me what they need in order to make that happen. For their work
after school, they get paid $25.00 an hour. Teachers will also tell me that they
have too many students to complete a project during the day time. This is great
for me because | want them to teach the lessons in a completely different way
than they teach during the day. So | monitor and make sure that teachers are
utilizing different techniques than they normally do.
Parent Involvement
After our conversation on extra-curricular activities, Mr. Lewis discussed his
relationship with parents and his approach toward getting them involved in the
educational process:
| am very approachable. It also helps that many parents have known me since the
first time | was here at Utopia. | have an open-door policy which translates to my

having two or three people in here at one time. It doesn’t bother me to have
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people in and out of my office. For office staff, I try to employ people who are
very patient and kind. I won’t let anyone walk all over us, but we are professional
and polite when working with our parents.

So far this year, my parents have raised about $600,000 to change the
front of the building. We were here on Saturday. We had a work crew made up
of parents who come from various backgrounds. This is a priority for me.
Parents have to find a way to give something back to the school. So that you
better understand, let me give you some history.

| have 1,382 students presently, and out of that, 523 are zoned to Utopia.
The rest are all on transfers. If parents want me to agree that this is where their
child should attend school because they think their child will get a better
education here than at their neighborhood school, or because they feel that their
child will be treated better here, then they have to give something back. I don’t
care if it is only one hour for the whole school year and you do it in the library, |
want to see their faces here in the building. Parents have really bought into it.

Communication is important when it concerns getting parents involved.
We recently started a web project called e-blast. Anybody can doit. 1send a
message from the web, and it immediately reaches them. This year, we are all
going to become Twitters so that they can get their messages on the phone.
Communication is of utmost importance. As long as | am communicating with
parents, and they know what is going on in their child’s education, things run very

smoothly for us.
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Mr. Lewis took a few minutes to discuss parent education classes and family
Here is what he had to say:

We have offered several types of parent education classes such as ESL, computer
training, etc. However, parents do not attend these as much as we would like
primarily because they have more options at the elementary schools. There are
numerous opportunities offered to them at the elementary and feeder campuses
and they do attend those more often because those schools are within walking
distance of their homes. When they come here, besides being further away, the
students don’t always want their parents to be here at the same time.

We do, however offer family nights. We set up a big screen behind the
school and enjoy a movie. One of our parents knew a senior at the University of
Houston who needed to do a project, and he developed a plan to offer the family
nights. | provide the popcorn. Families bring their blankets, lay them on our little
hill out there, and we just sit there and watch movies. We do this as a way of
involving our families.

Something we are doing this week is another example of how we are
engaging parents. This week we will have Math and Science Night. Math will be
in the cafeteria, and Science will be in the gymnasium. We set up experiments
behind the school where students blow up different things, but they have to come
with a parent or guardian. These family activities are heavily attended. It will be
packed.

In the spring, we will offer them separately, and those are by invitation

only. They will be offered for students who are on the bubble. At that point, |
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will want parents to get involved a little more. A few years ago, the math
department started conducting home visits for targeted students once a month for
the purpose of giving parents math tips so that they can help their students. Our
target students are ones that we know will get over the hump with additional help.
This has been so successful with our math department that the science and other
departments are seeing the value of this project. Now, they are also making home
Visits.
| asked Mr. Lewis if he included parents in the creation of their campus
improvement plan. He stated the following:
We do our best to include parents in the campus improvement plan. Our process
in developing a campus plan starts with our faculty. We start with a basic campus
improvement plan. After it is completed, the faculty members vote on it. Ifitis
what we want, we take it to the Site Based Decision Making Committee which
has a parent representative. We do keep our parents informed whether or not they
are on the SBDMC. We put our Campus Improvement Plan proposal on our
portal and we e-blast it to promote parent input.

When I first came here, students were required to wear blue jeans and a
navy blue or white Utopia shirt. Some of the parents came to me and requested
that they at least have gray, and so we added gray. During one of our school
improvement meetings, we talked about things of that nature (dress code).

Parents suggested that we would get a higher attendance rate if we changed the
rules prohibiting students from wearing jackets at school. It gets cool in the

building, and kids enjoy wearing hooded sweatshirts. So we changed the rule,



Brisefio 90

and students get to wear hooded sweatshirts. If parents have suggestions that
make sense, we are willing to take those suggestions and implement them.
Instructional Staff
After our conversation on parental involvement, | asked Mr. Lewis to elaborate on
instructional strategies as well as his instructional staff. He began with the following:
Instructional strategies have to come from me first. | always meet at the
beginning of the year with the entire faculty and explain the goals for the year.
We develop our goals during the summer.
During the summer, | send an e-mail to all my staff and tell them which
week we are going to plan what we will be doing in the coming school year.
Many teachers will e-mail me and say they will not be able to come to the
meeting, but many of the teachers do attend. When we meet, we are able to
complete the plan within one week.
When our campus goals have been identified, | inform the administrative
staff because | do not want them to be the last ones to hear what we are planning.
Also, while reporting to the deans, we review the goals together to better fine tune
them. After the administrative staff is satisfied with the plan, I report it to the
faculty. Faculty members hear it from me, but they know that the plan came from
a group of their peers.
Mr. Lewis offered an example of decisions that are made during the summer meeting
which identify the campus goals:
We decided during the summer to increase the number of teachers who observe

other teachers. There are many best practices going on in this building that need
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to be viewed by other teachers. Teachers should be able to see one another teach
so that they can learn from each other. We decided that once each month,
teachers will be able to observe other teachers sometime during the day. They
will visit and spend the day with other teachers in the building whether it is in
their discipline or not.

They will observe other techniques being used in the building outside of
their room. In addition to instructional advantages, teachers will see their students
in other settings. For example, if | am a science teacher on a team, and | am
having trouble with Johnny, but he is not having any trouble in other classes, |
want to see what other teachers are doing to keep him engaged so that | don't
continue having the same problem in my class. The practice of visiting other
classrooms is designed to help with student discipline as well as morale.

Our conversation then turned to Mr. Lewis’s expectations for his staff as well as
how he monitors their effectiveness in the classroom. He offered the following:
I monitor the effectiveness through the value added money and the reports that we
get with value added. Through this, we can see whether or not teachers are
making a difference. Teachers automatically know whether or not they need to do
something to avoid being placed on a growth plan. If teachers are not adding
value to the students in the classrooms, we need to examine their strategies. The
first time we meet with teachers regarding the lack of value being added to
students is a conversation. If no improvement occurs, they are placed on a growth

plan.
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Regarding monitoring teachers, the deans do the classroom visitation. In
time, we expect to see growth. During these visits, we look at the level of
questioning. We know that the tests are progressively more rigorous, so teachers
cannot start with level one questioning. Of course, if they are introducing a
concept, that is understandable, but after that, they need to get to the abstract
level and to questions that reflect level 11 and level I1I.

Teachers have to mirror the TAKS test in their line of questioning. We
want to avoid having students open the test booklet and feel inferior because they
cannot answer the questions on the test. Throughout my life, | have had those
feelings many times. I don't like that feeling, and I don’t want our students to feel
that way. | want them to open up the test booklet and say “I know this.”

Staff Development
Mr. Lewis transitioned our conversation from instructional strategies to his
campus-wide staff development meetings that take place every Friday:
We have staff development every Friday. Because we have early dismissal, we
are able to take advantage of Friday afternoons to develop our staff concerning
the latest instructional strategies. | really think that our Friday staff development
sessions have improved our school over the last five years. We have had some
quality staff instruction development. Sometimes teachers develop their own
product, and they will share it with the rest of the staff. These Friday meetings
really put the spotlight on our students and on good teaching, or what you would

consider good student learning. My Dean of Instruction runs the Friday meetings.
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| am not involved in that because | am usually occupied with parents, meetings, or
other administration activities.
Monetary Resources
| asked Mr. Lewis about his budget and where he prefers to spend his
discretionary funds. This is how he answered:
| manage approximately three to eight million dollars a year. It includes stimulus
money, grants, and any other monies that we receive. First, we hire our core
teachers and make sure that every team has the five that they need. From there
we ensure that we have enough electives in place such as fine arts, because fine
arts are important. Those courses are what kept me in school--not sports. We
build our master schedule, and the master schedule will tell us if we will need
additional support this year.

For example, this year we had 120 more sixth-grade students than we
thought we would. After looking at the numbers, 1 went to the faculty and asked
their team to vote on where they believe we should spend any extra money that
we have. Each team received one vote. | cannot listen to everyone, but I do want
to hear from them. So, each team had one vote and they came back and said that
the money needed to be spent in sixth grade because that grade had the largest
number of students. Well, I already knew that; | had already put it down on the
portal, but I wanted to make sure that | heard it from them. That just reinforces
my decision. It helps me to know if I am on the right track.

Right now the leadership team drives everything here--not the SBDMC. |

run everything through the leadership team. They volunteer to come in at 7:30 on
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Tuesday morning, and we meet until 8:30. We go over everything that will be
happening in the coming week and anything else that we need to discuss. Right
now we are getting $324,000 that we didn’t expect.

After taking out the money that needs to be subtracted, I give the faculty
the final figure, and they tell me where they want the money spent. They voted
overwhelmingly that we needed to have the auditorium painted. We just installed
new seats and new lighting, and it needs to be painted. They wanted the rest of
the money to go towards the purchase of Promethean boards. Everyone wants
one of those instead of a smart board. | thought everyone wanted an EImo, so |
went to the committee and | directed my Dean of Instruction to do a needs
assessment to see how many Elmos we needed. As a result, they said they didn’t
want EImos; they wanted the Promethean Boards. That is fine with me; they get
what they want. However, | am holding them accountable to students being
successful on TAKS.

If I don’t get the scores that I want, I can be very direct. [ seem mild
mannered right now, but | can be very direct. At the end of the year, if a teacher
IS not performing at expectation, we have a conversation. In that conversation, we
talk about whether or not this school is 