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ABSTRACT 

One of the most unyielding challenges of the American Educational System to 

date has been determining the unique factors that African American families have on the 

academic achievement of urban high school students.  The purpose of this qualitative 

study was to determine: (1) what effect does the African American Family’s influence 

have on urban secondary students achievement; (2) what impact does academic 

achievement have on the life of an urban African-American student; and (3) what 

contributing factors stimulate academic achievement in urban secondary students.  The 

African-American family and its influence on student achievement included the 

following themes: family and familial membership beliefs on the importance of 

education, parental roles and parenting styles.  Themes that encompassed the factors 

leading to positive student achievement included: academic journey from elementary 

school to the current placement in the secondary level; students recognizing the 

importance of education; and teacher’s impact on student achievement.  Themes 

concerning student resiliency factors were also discussed.  Factors contributing to student 

internal locus of control themes included: influential persons relating to student 

achievement, student motivation towards academic achievement, student perception of 

success, stereotypes of urban students, and African American history of educational 

inequality and segregation. Finally, themes related to the influence of urban community 

on student academic achievement included: the urban neighborhood, overcoming 

negative experience impact of participating in extracurricular activities, and influence of 

religion or spirituality practices.  The findings from this study suggests that despite being 

exposed to insurmountable risk from urban living, students are able to achieve 
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academically with the assistance, support, and guidance of their families.  In addition, 

students having experienced teachers who are caring, and who have high expectations 

promote high academic achievement.  Moreover, student thoughts and beliefs regarding 

their ability to achieve also play a role in their academic success.  Student who are 

resilient and/or have an internal locus of control are able to cope with stressful situations. 

This ability to deal with stressful situations as a result of an internal locus of control 

manifests itself in learning experiences and/or motivation to achieve. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



FAMILY INFLUENCE ON URBAN ACADEMIC ACHIEVMENT v 
 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………..…………..ii 
Abstract………………………………………………………………………………......iii 
Table of Contents………………………………………...………………………………v 
Chapter 1 

Introduction…………………………………………..…………………………..1 
Statement of the Problem……………………………………………...…….……6 

Purpose of the Study……………………………………………………...7 
Chapter 2 

Literature 
Review……………………………………………………………….……………9 

 Introduction……………………………………………………………………….9 
  Family…………………………………………………………………....10 
  Family Well-Being/Stressor………………………………………….…..11 
   Grandparent’s Protective Factor…………………………………13 
   Church Protective Factor………………………………………...14 
  Parent Involvement………………………………………………………16 
  Parent Roles…………………………………………………………….. 16 
   Parenting Styles………………………………………………….19 
   Parent Education…………………………………………………22 
    Parent Influence on Peer Interactions……………………24 
  Community Impact on Student Well-Being……………………………..25 
  Healthcare in Urban Communities………………….……………………27 
   Socioeconomic Impact of Urban Communities………………….28 
   Impact of Teacher and School in Urban Communities…………..30 
  Urban Education…………………………………………………………33 
              Impact of Governmental Influence in Urban Communities……..33 
        Laws Shaping African American Education…………………….33 
                   Identification and Delivery of Services for Minorities………......36 
   Special Education among Minorities…………………………….37 
                         Impact of Limited Resources in Urban Communities……..…….39 
   The Effects of No Child Left Behind in Urban Communities…...42 
  Urban Student Achievement…………………………………………….44 
             Student Resilience Protective Factor………………………….….44 
        Urban High School Student and Public Education………………46 
  Need for Study…………………………………………………………...49 
Chapter 3 
 Methods………………………………………………………………………….52 
 Overview of Research Design………………………………………………...…52 
  Participants……………………………………………………………….53 

     Research Methods…………………………………………………….55 
            Informed Consent……………………………………………..…..56 
       Measures………………………………………………………57  

Procedure……………………………………….………..57 
            Plan of Analysis…………………………………….59 



FAMILY INFLUENCE ON URBAN ACADEMIC ACHIEVMENT vi 
 

        Validity Process ……………………………….60 
Chapter 4 
 Results………………………………………………………………………..….61 
  Jacob…………………………………………………………………..…62 
   African American Family and their Influence on students……...62 
        Student Academic History…………………………………....63  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence…………………....64 
         Student Resilience…………………………………….65 
     Recommendations to Educators………………….65 
  Sierra……………………………………………………………………..66 
   African American Family and their Influence on students……....66 
        Student Academic History……………………………………67  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence……………………69 
         Student Resilience……………………………………70 
     Recommendations to Educators…………………71 
  CAM……………………………………………………………………..71 
   African American Family and their Influence on students………71 
        Student Academic History……………………………………73  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence…………………....74 
         Student Resilience……………………………………76 
     Recommendations to Educators…………………77 
  Dorothy…………………………………………………………………..78 
   African American Family and their Influence on students………78 
        Student Academic History……………………………………79  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence……………………80 
         Student Resilience……………………………………81 
     Recommendations to Educators…………………82 
  Xavier…………………………………………………………………….83 
   African American Family and their Influence on students………83 
        Student Academic History……………………………………84  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence……………………86 
         Student Resilience……………………………………87 
     Recommendations to Educators…………………88 
  Gabrielle……………………………………………………………….…88 
   African American Family and their Influence on students………89 
        Student Academic History……………………………………92  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence……………………93 
         Student Resilience……………………………………94 
     Recommendations to Educators…………………96 
   Emmanuel……………………………………………………………….96 
   African American Family and their Influence on students………96 
        Student Academic History……………………………………97  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence……………………98 
         Student Resilience……………………………………99 
     Recommendations to Educators………………..100 
  Stacey…………………………………………………………………...101 



FAMILY INFLUENCE ON URBAN ACADEMIC ACHIEVMENT vii 
 

   African American Family and their Influence on students……..101 
        Student Academic History…………………………………..102  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence…………………..103 
         Student Resilience…………………………………...105 
     Recommendations to Educators………………...106 
  Nehemiah……………………………………………………………….106 
   African American Family and their Influence on students……..106 
        Student Academic History…………………………………..108  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence…………………..110 
         Student Resilience…………………………………...110 
     Recommendations to Educators………………...112 
  Nicole…………………………………………………………………...112 
   African American Family and their Influence on students……..113 
        Student Academic History…………………………………..114  
    Community/Neighborhood Influence…………………..116 
         Student Resilience…………………………………...117 
     Recommendations to Educators………………..119 
Chapter 5 
     
Discussion………………………………………………………………………………119 
 Themes………………………………………………………………………….120 
      The African American Family and their Influence on Student Achievement120 
  Theme 1: Family………………………………………………………..121 
  Theme 2: Parental Role…………………………………………………123 
   Theme 3: Parenting Styles……………………………………...125 
      Factors Leading to Positive Student Achievement………………………….126 
  Theme 1:  Academic Journey from Elementary School to High School.127 
  Theme 2:  Students Recognizing the Importance of Education…….......128 
  Theme 3: Teacher’s Impact on Student Achievement………………….129 
      Student Resiliency Factors…………………………………………………..130 
  Theme 1:  Influential Persons Relating to Student Achievement………131 
  Theme 2:  Student Motivation towards Academic Achievement……....132 
      Influences of the Urban Community on Student Academic Achievement….135 
  Theme 1:  The Urban Neighborhood…………………………………...136 
  Theme 2: Overcoming Negative Experiences………………………….137 
  Theme 3: Impact of Participating in Extracurricular Activities………..138 
  Theme 4:  Influence of Religion or Spiritual Practices…………………139 
     Summary…………………………………………………………………………….140 
          Implications and Recommendations for Educators……………………………...143 
 Limitations……………………………………………………………………...146 
      Recommendations for Future Research…………………………………..…148 
  Conclusion……………………………………………………………...149 
References………………………………………………………………………………154 
Appendices 
     Appendix A:  Letter to Solicit Participation………………………………………..177 
     Appendix B:  Flyer to Solicit Participation…………………………………………179 



FAMILY INFLUENCE ON URBAN ACADEMIC ACHIEVMENT viii 
 

     Appendix C:  Screening Script…………………………………………………...…180 
     Appendix D:  Demographic Questionnaire…………………………………………183 
     Appendix E:  Interview Protocol……………………………………………………185 
     Appendix F:   Student Consent Form……………………………………………….189 
     Appendix G:   Informed Consent Form……………………………………………..191 
Tables 
     Tables 1:   Birth Rates of Single Women……………………………………………10 
     Tables 2:  Urban vs. Suburban Spending…………………………………………….41 
     Tables 3:  Characteristics of Participants……………………………………………153 
 
 
 
  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



FAMILY INFLUENCE ON URBAN ACADEMIC ACHIEVMENT  
       

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

It appears as though one of the most unyielding challenges of the American 

Educational System to date has been determining the unique factors that African-

American families bring to the academic achievement of urban high school students.  The 

solution to the problem continues to remain elusive for many researchers, due in part to 

academically successful, urban, African-American children, despite risk factors such as:  

lack of resources, living in poverty, negative peer pressure, living in non-traditional 

single parent homes, and being subjected to educational inequality (Gutman & McLoyde, 

2000).   However, the question remains of how some urban African-American 

adolescents rise above seemingly insurmountable odds experienced on a day-to-day basis 

and achieve academic excellence while peers with similar experiences do not. 

Literature surrounding this topic mentions a host of protective factors, whereby 

family influence appears to be one of the major contributors to student achievement. 

However, the term family can be defined in many ways depending on individual 

circumstances and perspectives such as two parents, single parent, and extended family. 

The traditional Western model of the term family is defined as two married parents and 

their children (Merriam Webster Dictionary, 2010).  However, Baca, Zinn, and Eitzen 

(1999) argue that only 10 percent of the families in the United States adequately mirror 

the western model of family demographics.  Kammerman & Kahn (1988) indicates more 

than 25 percent of all American families are composed either of a single mother or a 

single father.  Regardless of family constellation, child births to single women comprise 
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The national graduation rate for students is at 68 percent; approximately one-third 

of all public high school students fail to graduate (Swanson, 2003).   Students who are 

from historically disadvantaged minority groups such as African-Americans, Hispanics, 

and American Indians are said to have a fifty-fifty chance of finishing high school with a 

diploma (Swanson & Chaplin, 2003).  However, the graduation rates for other groups are 

significantly higher; Caucasian Americans are at 75 percent and Asian Americans are at 

77 percent nationally (Swanson & Chaplin, 2003). 

Due to the importance that education plays in the future endeavors of student 

achievement, it is absolutely imperative that researchers understand the current problems 

surrounding academic achievement within the African-American community.   However, 

researchers must first begin to examine the history of American Education Systems as it 

relates to the African-American culture.  According to Ladson-Billings (2006), 

educational inequalities of the past were not merely imposed by ignorant masses that 

were prejudiced and racist.   She argued that the major leaders of the nation endorsed 

ideas about the inferiority of Black, Latino, and Native people.   

Donovan & Cross (2002) pointed out that African-Americans constitute only 17 

percent of the student population in schools nationally.  Yet African-American students 

constitute 41 percent of all special education placements in schools nationally (Grant, 

1992).  Many researchers, therefore, (Davis, 2005; Noguera, 2005; Patton, 1998) have 

noted that demographic variables are contributing factors to the overrepresentation of 

African-American student in special education programs outside the general classroom 

setting.   
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resources, lower social economic status, exposure to daily trauma, negative peer 

pressures, and high levels of family stressors. This point is best argued when stated: 

 No nation can enslave a race of people for hundreds and 

hundreds of years, set them free bedraggled and penniless, 

pit them, without assistance in a hostile environment, 

against privileged victimizers, and then reasonably expect 

the gap between the heirs of the two groups to narrow.  

Lines, begun parallel and left alone, can never touch. 

(Randall & Robinson, 2000, p.74) 

Purpose of the Study 

This study is aimed at adding to the literature of family influence on academic 

achievement among secondary students in an urban setting. It is the goal of the 

investigator to determine the meaning of “family” from the student’s perspective, as well 

as to gain a greater understanding of the relationship between a family’s involvement in 

education and the actualized results that have evolved in student’s education over the 

years leading up to  the secondary level. Moreover, the goal of this study is to gather 

unique nuances of information regarding specific practices and strategies used by both 

families and students to achieve academically, despite insurmountable risk factors.  

Through qualitative inquiries, the goal of this study seeks to illustrate contextually the 

interworking of African-American urban students and their families’ journeys from early 

childhood to the pivotal moments in and/or during their high school years.   
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There are many factors that are inherently impacting the achievement of minority 

students such as socioeconomic status, limited resources, policy makers, teachers and 

schools, and student self-efficacy.  However, Nygreen (2006) argues the point that 

problems of urban school failure and minority underachievement are rooted in misguided 

or ineffective policies, and if researchers continue to focus on identifying and treating 

these problems locally such as in districts, schools, and classrooms, minority students 

will remain segregated, inequitably educated, and impoverished.   On the other hand, 

when parents begin to get involved and challenge economic practices and federal policies 

that maintain segregated and concentrated urban poverty, their children will begin to 

receive equitable education, equal resources, and thus succeed academically in school.  
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

For years, researchers (Mau, 1997) have attempted to measure the influence of 

family involvement on the educational outcomes of secondary school children.  Families 

have been recognized as a key component of national educational policies and early 

childhood programs.  As such, schools are urged to promote partnerships between 

educators and parents by the National Education Goal Panel (1997) to increase parental 

involvement and participation in supporting the social, emotional, and academic 

development of students. Parent involvement in student education is especially important 

when considering substantial risk factors that children face daily while living in poverty 

(NRC, 2001).   

Moreover, it has been suggested (Bronfenbrenner, 1992) that the closest and most 

influential system in a child’s beginning stages of learning are connected to the family 

system.  Hara (1998) substantiates this frame of thought by noting parental involvement 

as the primary driving force to raise student academic achievement.   It is also said by 

Christenson and Sheridan (2001) and colleagues that the connection between home and 

school are of great importance to emerging student skills necessary for positive 

educational outcomes.  Bauch and Goldring (1995) argue that in urban areas, in 

particular, parental involvement is particularly important due to increasing family 

dissolution rates, environmental pressures, declining educational outcomes for students, 

and limited economic resources.  
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Family 

The term “family” in the traditional Western model describes two parents and 

their children.  However, Baca, Zinn, and Eitzen (1999) found that in the United States, 

only 10 percent of the population fit the ideal two-parent family. Anderson (2002) points 

out that in the African-American community, 50 percent of children are born outside of 

marriage and/or have lived without both parents during their childhood.  The U.S. Bureau 

of Census (1991) notes that births to single women constitute 28 percent of all births.  

Moreover, of these single parent child births, 11 percent were Asian American; 20 

percent were Caucasian; 37 percent were of the Hispanic descent, and African-American 

single mothers were the highest, with a staggering 67 percent.  Kammerman & Kahn 

(1988), determined that upward of 25 percent of all American families are headed by a 

single-parent: mother or a father.   

Table 1. Birth Rates of Single Women 
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Although the traditional American family is seldom depicted by a two-parent 

structure in the African-American communities, there are growing concerns surrounding 

the effects of single minority parents rearing their children, as it relates to student 

achievement.  Ensminger (1990) proposes that African-American children being raised in 

a single parent family does not inherently predict negative outcomes.   Rather, economic 

hardships and limited educational levels which are common among single family systems 

are suggestive of less favorable outcomes (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997).  Rowley & 

Bowman (2009), points out that those African-American families that experience a 

disruption among their members systematically place their children at-risk for a 

distinctive pattern of psychosocial stressors and school related difficulties such as (Walsh 

& Betz, 1990) fighting, lying, depression, temper tantrums, academic problems, cheating, 

gang-related activities, and adolescent pregnancy. Furthermore, family disruptions 

inherently impact student well-being, but they also play a major role in the level of stress 

single parents are exposed to.  

Family well-being/stressor 

 Stressful events are considered factors that have the potential for causing a 

disparity between environmental demands and an individual’s access to resources for 

dealing with them (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Cronkite and Moos (1984) indicated that 

minority groups are heavily exposed both to discrete and to chronic stressors. Moreover, 

Durlak (1997) suggested that specific socio-demographic environments have an increase 

predisposition to stress which is likely to cause maladjustment in children and families.  

Interestingly, Attare et al. (1994) found that the presence of one type of stressor alone is 

unlike to cause significant maladjustment; however, exposure to a combination of 
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stressors can have a serious impact on the development of emotional and behavioral 

problems in both children, and parents.  

Many African-American families in today’s society are exposed to a variety of 

significant stressors (Garmezy, 1981).  Single-mother families typically encounter 

economic hardships and stress due to various factors such as family disruption and 

limited education. High levels of family disruption in the African-American family have 

been linked with low self-esteem among mothers in single-parent and in two-parent 

families (Taylor et al., 1997). Economic stress has been found to create additional 

difficulties that negatively impact the family processes even further (Brody & Flor, 

1997).  Studies investigating risk and resilience have attempted to document the effects of 

stress, as well as the protective factors that shape outcomes as the family relates to stress 

(Cicchetti & Garmezy, 1993).  Sterling et al. (1985) found that chronic and multiple 

exposure to stressful life events and circumstances increased the likelihood of negative 

life effects such as depression, anxiety, family disruption, school drop-out, violence, and 

decreased academic achievement.  

Cowen et al. (1996) investigated the most widely studied attributes of resilient 

children and found that a child’s own personal traits and his or her family environment 

are the two greatest influential aspects when combating stress. According to Holmes et al. 

(1999), the family environment is the best and earliest social environment that children 

experience.  Holmes and colleagues also pointed out that the quality of family 

environment and the relationships within it can have direct and indirect effects on 

children’s behaviors and abilities (Holmes, Frentz, and & Yu, 1999).  Positive parent-

child relationships with warm, knowledgeable parents who are involved in their 
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children’s lives and who provide guidance to their children also play an important role in 

controlling the effects of stress for children by providing protection and reducing 

negative  outcomes under conditions of high stress (Gribble et al., 1993).  Conversely, a 

negative family environment that is high in conflict and/or neglect can cause stress for 

children, which is likely to exacerbate family stress (Wyman et al., 1992).  Therefore, it 

can be said that the family environment can serve either as a protective factor in children, 

or it can increase the likelihood of negative outcomes if stressors are not controlled.  

Grandparent’s Protective Factor 

 Historically, African-American families have relied on extended family networks 

such as relatives, neighbors, fictitious relatives, and churches to assist in parenting their 

children from generation to generation (Franklin & Boyd, 1985). Wilson (1986) defines 

this type of childrearing as a “collective task” that is shared by the community.  Hill 

(1995) suggests that because the African-American family system is considered 

multidimensional, African-American family membership encompasses a more complex 

definition because it is not limited to the Western family model, a single household, or 

biological relatives.   

Hunter (1997) postulates that African-American family heritage dictates that 

single parent mothers receive parenting support from their mother as a means to sustain 

family cohesiveness.  The purpose of grandmothers within the family system is to 

provide another available adult to lessen the burden of the single parent, increase 

availability for parental interaction with the child, and to consult for assistance in 

resolving child rearing problems (Stevens, 1988).  Wilson’s (1986) investigation of the 

African-American extended family added to the literature by providing a contextual 
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understanding of how single African-American mothers perceive social support from 

their families.  In this study, Wilson (1986) found that single mothers who were living 

with the maternal grandmothers often viewed them as supportive and actively engaged in 

co-parenting, but also as demanding and controlling.  

Gordon and colleagues (1997) studied the perceptions held by single African-

American mothers while living in an environment with limited family resources, 

economically challenged neighborhood environments, and childrearing expectations.   

Gordon et al. (1997) found that single mothers with fewer personal and neighborhood 

resources were more likely to live with their own mothers.  However, single African-

American mothers living independently were associated with grandmothers who 

provided increased positive support and advice during the early stages of their 

grandchildren’s lives.  

Church Protective Factor 

 The Black Church has also played a significant role in the provision of social 

support and resources for African-American communities (Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 

1990).   Moreover, religiosity and spirituality have always been prominent elements of 

the African-American culture (Gonnerman, Lutz, Yehieli &Meisinger, 2008).  

Historically, African-American involvement in religious practices provided support and 

hope during times of great adversities such as slavery, Jim Crow, discrimination, racism, 

and even periods of economic hardships (Newlin et al., 2002).  Hale-Benson (1987) 

described the spirituality of African-Americans as a key factor in coping with stressful 

events.  
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Although spirituality is a part of the African-American culture, it is also 

prominent in the lives of other ethnicities as well.  Werner (1990) investigated children 

from a variety of socioeconomic levels and ethnicities to determine if their religious 

beliefs helped them cope with stressful situations and if it gave meaning to their lives. 

Werner’s (1990) study found that children from various backgrounds, ethnicities, or 

community affiliations who maintain spiritual belief in times of hardship exhibited 

common characteristics of resilience.  

For African-American families, the Black church was and continues to be a 

source of inspiration, information, and resource (Holt, Kyles, Wiehagen, & Casey, 2003).  

From generation to generation, African-American family systems have passed down rich 

religious traditions of community and belief in God’s mighty power; thus they were able 

to use these values and beliefs as sources of guidance and peace when stress became 

unbearable and their hearts heavy with burdens.   

Cooper-Lewter and Mitchell (1986) proposed that the elders in the Black church followed 

a set of core religious beliefs that aided them to survive and adapt through slavery, 

oppression, and hardship.   

Today, impoverished urban African-American families continue to follow the 

same core religious beliefs: God is all seeing and knowing,  God is forgiving and 

merciful, God has a plan for all his children, God is just and fair,  and  God will not 

burden his children with more than they can bear.  It is these spiritual beliefs that allow 

African-American families to continue to trudge through an uphill battle for equality in 

education, resources, and economic relief.  
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Parent Involvement 

Parent Roles 

Parental involvement in student education is believed to be a major component of 

primary and secondary school reforms (Comer, 1996), and also in early childhood 

programs (Zigler & Muenchow, 1992). The term "parent involvement”, operationally 

defined, includes several different forms of participation in education within the home 

and in schools. Parent involvement includes attending school functions, responding to 

school obligations such as parent-teacher conferences, monitoring homework, providing 

encouragement, ensuring that their student utilizes appropriate study time and space, 

modeling desired educationally based behavior (i.e., reading for pleasure), tutoring their 

children and advocating for the student in school (Stevenson and Baker, 1987).  

According to the U.S. Department of Education (1994), all schools are expected 

to promote partnerships with families, increasing parental involvement and participation 

as a means of promoting positive social, emotional, and academic growth in children. 

Several studies of families with diverse demographic characteristics have linked parental 

involvement in student education with a variety of positive academic outcomes for 

children and adolescents (Tienda and Kao, 1994).  Moreover, studies have shown that 

parental involvement increasingly varies by ethnicity and income and therefore may help 

explain differential achievement levels (Reynolds, 1989).  Hickman et al., (1995) 

suggests that family socioeconomic status (SES) is likely associated with the academic 

success of children in school. As a disproportionate number of minorities live in 

impoverished conditions, minorities are often assumed to have lower SES, placing them 
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at an educational disadvantage when compared with other families (Miedel & Reynolds, 

2000).  

Moreover, Marcon (1998) argues that the amount of parent involvement is often 

linked to a family’s socioeconomic status.  Low income families are perceived as being 

uninvolved in their children’s education, whereas high income families from advantaged 

backgrounds are assumed to be immensely involved (Miedel & Reynolds, 2000). 

Conversely, Scott-Jones (1984) argues that impoverished urban parents are in fact very 

much involved in their children’s education in many positive ways.  Tienda and Kao 

(1994) found that high-achieving, impoverished, African-American adolescents have 

parents who are very much involved in their education both within the home and at 

school. However, there are various risk factors that inherently bar low income families 

from participating in their children’s schooling, including limited child care resources, 

demanding work schedules and limited availability during school hours (Mannan & 

Blackwell, 1992).  

In impoverished urban communities, these risk factors are present even during the 

beginning stages of a student’s education.   Subsequently, Early Intervention Programs 

attempt to reduce the impact of these barriers and at the same time increase parent 

involvement within schools by providing services for families that encourage active 

school participation, such as innovative methods for  parent teacher communication, 

providing flexible parent conference time periods, and creating home and school resource 

personnel (Reynolds, Mavrogenes, Bezruczko, & Hagemann, 1996).  Clark (1993) noted 

that when parents initiate contact with their children’s teachers and school, Parents’ 

actions, aid in strengthening student identification with teachers. 
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Klimes-Dougan et al., (1992) found that a parent’s participation as early as 

Kindergarten is likely to promote positive school adjustment through their educational 

careers.  Moreover, Marcon (1998) found that parents who are more involved in their 

children’s kindergarten experiences have led to fewer special education placements and 

grade retentions for students in sixth and seventh grade. Parents who are able to monitor 

their students’ academic performances and are available to talk with teachers are more 

likely to know if their children are having difficulty in school (Miedel & Reynolds, 

2000). As such, involved parents may intervene before a problem metastasizes into 

special education placement or grade retention. Moreover, when parents monitor their 

children’s school attendance, academic achievement is likely to increase as a result 

(Miedel & Reynolds, 2000).    

Clark (1993), pointed out that the parents not only reinforce the importance of 

schooling, but can also encourage adolescents to do their best in school.  Bronfenbrenner 

(1974) suggests that the absence of parent involvement will likely result in a student’s, 

long term lack of achievement in school.  Therefore, parents are critical ingredients in 

effective education. Trivette (1995) argued that parents provide a unique frame of 

thought for their children; from them, the student learns how to succeed. Thus, students 

often perceive their worth, ability, and future accomplishments based on parent teachings 

and perceptions (Felson, 1989).  Students gain parental acceptance and approval of their 

actions in their earlier years. However, as a student matures and moves into the 

adolescent stage, less parental support is required and more autonomy is desired.  
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Parenting Styles 

Research on parenting behaviors in African-American families emphasizes 

considerable differences in their style and/or approach to various situations and topics.  

According to Baumrind (1973), there are three general parenting styles: authoritative, 

permissive and authoritarian.  The authoritarian parents are characterized by high 

demands, control and low verbal interactions with their children (Dornbusch, Ritter, 

Leiderman, Roberts, &Fraleigh, 1987).  In contrast,  Baumrind (1973) defined permissive 

parenting as being tolerant of a child’s impulses, providing little punishment and few 

demands for mature behavior in the child.  The laissez-faire style of permissive parenting 

promotes self-regulation by the child.  Both authoritarian and permissive parenting styles 

have been found to produce children with lower academic achievement and lower 

cognitive competencies. However, the authoritative parenting style has been associated 

with children that have high cognitive competences and achievement (Baumrind, 1973).  

Authoritative parents tend to expect mature behavior from the child, firmly enforce their 

rules and standards and encourage independence and communication with their child.  

Authoritative parents recognize their rights to voice opinions and dislikes as well as the 

rights of the child (Dornbusch et al., 1987).   

According to a study by Dornbusch et al., (1987), students whose parents adopted 

an authoritative parenting style performed better in school than students whose parents 

assumed other parenting styles.  Recent studies regarding the effects of authoritative 

parenting styles have been compared across ethnic groups.  The findings suggest that 

authoritative parenting is most strongly associated with academic achievement among 

Caucasian American students (Dornbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts, &Fraleigh, 1987; 
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Steinberg, Mounts, Lamborn, &Dornbusch, 1991).  In Asian cultures, the authoritative 

and permissive parenting styles are not linked with achievement and the impact of 

authoritarian styles seems to be less negative (Dornbusch et al., 1987).  In Hispanic 

cultures, the authoritarian parenting style was not related to male child achievement, but 

had a significant negative association with female child achievement (Dornbusch& 

Ritter, 1993).   

Studies have shown that among African-American children whose parents 

implement firm control within an affectively positive parent child relationship is likely to 

predict positive outcomes such as self-regulation, social competence, good mental health, 

and school success, (Taylor, 2000).  Clark’s (1983) study of school performance among 

impoverished African-American students revealed distinct parenting patterns among 

families of high achievers.  Parents in this study made continuous attempts to build 

emotionally supportive home environments, in addition to providing reassurance when 

the children encountered failure (Clark, 1983).  Moreover, student education was seen by 

the parents as being an important activity and, more importantly, reminded the children 

that academic achievement can be accomplished through regular practice and work.  

Clark (1983) concluded that parents in these homes were able to accept various learning 

strategies as well as provide their own wealth of knowledge gained throughout life.  

In some studies, African-American parenting behavior mirrors an authoritative 

style (Abell & Clawson, 1996), whereas others suggests that African-American parents 

adapt child rearing practices which reflect the situations as a means to lower their 

children’s likelihood of involvement in high risk behaviors (Mason et al., 1996).  Brody 

et al., (1999) termed this practice, “no nonsense parenting,” which is a style that Young 
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(1974) identified during his study on parenting practices among economically stressed 

African-American mothers in the rural South.  No nonsense parenting is indicative of 

higher levels of warmth than are typically associated with authoritarian parenting, and 

higher levels of monitoring, control, and attentiveness than are typically representative of 

the authoritative style. Allen (1981) and colleagues found that  African-American 

mothers raising children in urban, impoverished environments believe that such parenting 

practices protect their children from involvement in antisocial behaviors and at the same 

time promote the children’s  development of self-regulatory competence (Lamborn, 

Dornbusch, & Steinberg, 1996).  

Mason et al., (1996) also concludes that African-American parents who are aware 

of the challenges of raising children in situations in which disobedience to rules can have 

grave consequences, they adapt their parenting practices to fit the context, especially in 

dangerous neighborhoods.  African-American parents, therefore, may achieve their goals 

by using stringent child management techniques such as restriction of privileges and 

spankings (Kelley et al, 1992).  It is for this reason that many researchers misinterpreted 

African-American parenting behaviors. Taylor et al., (1993) found that authoritative 

parenting predicted higher levels of self-reliance, resulting in lower levels of problem 

behaviors among adolescents in urban single-parent families. The influence that 

parenting and neighborhood peer behaviors have on adolescents has shown that varying 

levels of maternal control impact adolescent problem behaviors, as well as academic 

achievement outcomes (Taylor et al., 1993).  

Researchers  have found that African-American parents react to stressors 

associated with urban life by restricting their children’s behavior, thereby limiting their 
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exposure to negative peer associations, “street hustlers,” and homicides (McLoyd, 1990; 

Sampson &Laub, 1994); Steinberg, Brown, & Dornsbusch, 1991).  Baldwin and Cole 

(1990) concluded that in African-American cultures, parents implement their 

socialization goals as well as enforce rules and standards on their children using a mix 

between Authoritarian and Authoritative styles as a method to ensure that their children  

are safe while living in urban settings that are infested with drugs and crime. It has been 

found that achievement gains have been the greatest when parents are involved at all 

levels of school life including general support of schools’ academic and social goals and 

active participation in daily activities in and out of school, as well as in school planning 

and management (Comer & Haynes, 1991).    

Parent Education 

The literature suggests that parent educational levels can directly (Jimerson, 

Egeland, &Teo, 1999) and indirectly influence student achievement because parent’s 

beliefs and behaviors regarding the importance of education are modeled through their 

actions (Eccles, 1993).  Studies of home environments have concluded that environments 

with high levels of encouragement, verbal guidance, complex language use, participation 

in meal-time conversation, and verbal interactions are often times associated with 

academic achievements and high verbal skills (Snow, 1983).  Jones (1972) noted that 

children with high verbal ability have parents who make conscious efforts to provide 

language opportunities for them. When parents model reading in the home, children 

demonstrate higher levels of reading achievement in school and show greater interest in 

literature (Hess et al., 1982). Halle et al., (1997) investigated the influence of parent 

expectation and belief, using a sample of low-income minority families.  The study 
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concluded that mothers with higher education presented higher expectations for their 

children’s academic achievement, which subsequently related to greater performance by 

the students in math and reading (Halle et al., 1997).  Halle and colleagues (1997) also 

found that the positive beliefs and expectations of the parent created a ripple effect 

regarding academically based behaviors in the home for for the parents and for the 

students.  

According to the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication 

Disorders (2010), the most important period of speech and language development in 

children is within the first three years of life. It is during this time that exposure to adults 

and to a variety of sounds and sights makes a big difference in future language and verbal 

development (NIDCD, 2010). According to Furstenberg (1976) and Marecek (1979), 

language delays are often seen as a result of the limited or the lack of reciprocal 

communication between children and their parenting mothers.   Verbal interactions 

between parent and students within the home are crucial to academic achievement (Jones, 

1972).  Walberg, Bole, and Waxman (1980) conducted a study with parents and teachers 

of inner-city students on providing a home environment that is conducive to studying, 

discussing school work daily, recognizing the student’s progress, and emphasizing 

reading in the home.  The authors found that inner-city children can make increased 

progress if educators work cooperatively with families in pursuit of common academic 

goals. 
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Parent Influence on Peer Interactions 

As students enter into their adolescent stages, peer influence is a major factor that 

can affect achievement-related goals.  Just as preadolescents mimic persons of interest 

within their surroundings, adolescent students will often do the same; however, it is 

usually a peer with whom they have made a connection that will determine how the 

individual students will view the importance of education (Brown & Dornsbusch, 1991).   

Students are faced with the pressures of peer influence throughout their 

developmental stages. However, as children move from their preadolescent stage to the 

adolescent stage, peer influence becomes a major factor; this is the time when the power 

of parental influence decreases and peer influence increase (Sampson &Laub, 1994). 

Steinberg et al. (1991), point out that even when African-American students have parents 

who are supportive of academic success, these youngsters find it difficult to join a peer 

group that encourages the same goal.  Often in urban settings, students that excel become 

ostracized by their peers because they appear different and they choose to learn in class.   

Steinberg et al., (1991) argue that peer support for academic success is sometimes 

so limited that many successful African-American students avoid contact with other 

African-American students and affiliate primarily with students from other ethnic groups.  

When this happens, these student are considered “sell outs” and are called “uncle-tom’s” 

by their lower achieving African-American peers.  The African-American students that 

are living in urban, poor settings receive continued backlash by their peers, often having 

to choose between performing well in school and being popular among their peers 

(Steinberg et al., 1991).  Randall (1998) concludes that African-American students who 

do experience this form of peer rejection often begin to withdraw socially, become 
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depressed, develop low self-esteem, purposefully avoid school, underachieve in 

education, and exhibit negative behaviors towards other peers and teachers.    It is during 

this time that African-American youngsters seek the refuge of their authoritative parent to 

offer support and encouragement in order to offset the lack of peer support for their 

enjoyment of academic excellence (Steinberg et al., 1991).  

Another form of peer influence can be found in gangs. Those students who lack 

guidance from loving, yet firm parents and family support systems rely on the “streets” 

for the support not given in the home.  Vigil and Long (1990) points out children 

typically look to join gangs when they feel unsupported and alone.  The gang provides 

family-like relationships for adolescents who feel isolated and alienated (Vigil and Long, 

1990). The futures of children who become parts of gangs are considered bleak. Violence 

is rarely planned within these groups; however, it generally occurs spontaneous and 

frequent in response to a wide variety of situation (Decker and Van Winkle, 1996).    

Community Impact on Student well-being 

As African-American students explore and grow, environmental conditions often 

influence approaches to their learning.  Noguera (2003) argues that families and schools 

have integral influences in a student’s life; however, neighborhoods are also a macro-

structural force crucial to the academic achievement in African-American students.  A 

significant public health problem among minority youth has been the disproportionality 

of violence in urban, impoverished comminutes; nevertheless, no effective prevention 

method has been found either by governmental policy makers or by law enforcement 

officials (Koop & Lundberg, 1992).    
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Impoverishment in urban poverty communities is a multidimensional 

phenomenon. Urban poor families live with many deprivations. Baharoglu and Kessides 

(2004) pointed out that impoverished people experience daily challenges such as limited 

access to employment opportunities and income, inadequate and insecure housing and 

services, violent and unhealthy environments, little or no social protection mechanisms, 

and limited access to adequate health and education opportunities. Urban poverty is not 

merely a collection of characteristics, but rather a unique condition of vulnerability or 

susceptibility to risks.  Impoverished conditions are often the cause of or contributor to 

other dimensions of poverty (Baharoglu and Kessides, 2004). Consequently, urban 

poverty is a monster with many heads that limits the possibilities available to many other 

urban communities. 

Therefore, the epidemic of deaths by race is suggestive of social factors 

associated with poverty and unemployment (Whitaker & Bastian, 1991).  The lack of 

opportunity within these communities have produced  neighborhoods that resemble 

“urban war zones” where persons young and old are carrying guns, selling and using 

drugs, and committing high levels of violence against one another ( Garbarino et al., 

1992; Garbarino, 1995). In these communities, homicide is the foremost cause of death 

among young African-American men, 15-19 years of age; homicide occurs at a rate nine 

times that of young suburban men the same age (Prothrow-Stith & Weissman, 1991). 

Young African-American women living in urban, impoverished communities are being 

killed at a rate 3.5 times higher than same age female suburban adolescents (Guyer, 

1992).  
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Research has shown that many children and adolescents are continuously exposed 

to high levels of violence throughout their lives in urban environments, resulting in 

significant socialization effects that increase violent behavior (Sutherland & Cressey, 

1978).  Continued exposure to violent urban communities has been shown to have 

negative effects on student achievement and consequently, their school outcomes 

(Freeman et al., 1993). Bowen and Bowen investigated the effects of community violence 

exposure on middle and high school students living in urban settings.  The findings of the 

study suggested that witnessing or experiencing a robbery or being threatened with a 

weapon was associated with a decrease in school attendance and school grades (Bowen & 

Bowen, 1999). Chronic exposure to violence or threatening acts can create stress and 

anxiety among children, which is likely to affect a student’s ability to concentrate and 

focus on learning. 

Healthcare in Urban Communities 

  The health and welfare of urban minority families and their children are 

considerably compromised with increased exposure to impoverished environmental 

conditions.  In addition to continued exposure to acts of violence, families in urban 

communities are receiving inadequate nutrition and substandard prenatal care.  Escalona 

(1984) and colleagues investigated the relationship between birth status and SES-poverty 

and found that economically disadvantaged children are provided fewer social, 

educational, and material resources that safeguard negative effects of perinatal 

complications (Sameroff,1986; Werner & Smith, 1982). Moreover, deficient physical 

health at birth and limited access to resources due to low socioeconomic status pose 

major complication to a child’s cognitive development during their younger years. 
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Bradely et al. (1994) argue that low socioeconomic conditions contribute to an 

overrepresentation of premature gestation and cognitive deficits in young children; 

however, family influence and expectation surrounding achievement serve as protective 

factor that promote well-developed cognition in children.  

Lead poisoning is another significant component that is frequently seen in 

impoverished, urban communities.    Disadvantaged children who are living in inner-city 

areas are at a higher risk of being exposed to lead due to living in older homes that 

contain lead paint and lead soldered pipes.   Crooks (1995) points out that lead poisoning 

is more prevalent among African-American children as a result of the long-standing 

housing discrimination that has charged a disproportionate number of impoverished 

African-Americans to live in urban neighborhoods where inadequate housing is in 

abundance. Moreover, researchers have found that elevated levels of lead in the blood are 

linked with cognitive deficits, lower school achievement, and long-term impairment of 

neurological function (Needleman, Schell, Bellinger, Leviton, & Allred, 1990).   

Socioeconomic Impact in Urban Communities 

Poverty for children in specific ethnic and racial minority groups is epidemic in 

America. According the U.S. Bureau of Census (1996), income below the poverty line 

was at 22 percent for African-American families.  For some time, poverty appears to have 

become more geographically centered in urban neighborhoods.  Student who are 

impoverished tend to live in areas where they are plagued by joblessness, crime, violence, 

teen pregnancy, and drugs (Wilson, 1990).  A disproportionate number of children living 

in poverty are from minority groups with three times as many African-American and 

Hispanic families living below the U.S. poverty line when compared with Caucasian 
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American families (Brook-Gunn et al., 1996).  These family groups have to contend with 

various stressors because of limited resources, as well as the social pressure that often 

accompanies minority status, such as racism and discrimination.  

Social scientists, since the mid 1960s, have recognized the importance of family 

socioeconomic status (SES) and how it has impacted the academic achievement of 

children (Coleman et al., 1966). Different from poverty statues, SES denotes a ranking on 

a hierarchical system that denies or allows specific groups of people access to or control 

over a combination of valued commodities such as wealth, power, and social status 

(Muller & Parcel, 1981).  Colman and Wolfe (1995), therefore, point out that 

impoverished individuals and/or children in the category of lower SES typically perform 

with significantly less success on measures of academic achievement such as 

achievement test scores and high school graduation rates, due to a lack of access to and 

control of resources. However, impoverished and lower SES students are more prominent 

in the areas of grade retentions, course failures, placement in special education, and high 

school dropouts, when compared with well to do, higher SES students (Conman & 

Wolfe, 1995).  Zill et al., (1995) found that for every year a child lives in impoverished 

conditions, there will be a likely increase of 2-3 percent chance that the student will be 

retained in grades or placed in special education each school year.   

Ducan et al., (1998) suggests that children who experience poverty during the first 

five years of life are less likely to complete school than those students who experience 

poverty during later developmental years into adolescence.  Many researchers argue that 

the likelihood of students who attend urban schools are more susceptible to earning lower 

levels of academic achievement during their adolescent school years, thereby  limiting 
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their chances of  achieving higher education and being gainfully employed adults 

(Markowitz, Garcia, &Eichelberger, 1997; J. M. Patton, 1998).   Quanes and Rankin 

(1998) found that the length of time during which children live in an economically 

stressed area predicted affiliation with antisocial peers who held negative attitudes toward 

school and deemphasized academic success.  

Shernoff and Schidmt (2008), noted that students from higher socioeconomic 

status attain higher achievements than the students from lower socioeconomic status. 

Orfeild et al., 2009), pointed out that 70.2 percent of the nation’s African-American 

students attend schools where minority enrollment is over 50 percent.  More than a third 

of the nation’s African-American students (36.5 percent) attend schools with a minority 

enrollment of 90-100 percent (Orfeild et al., 2009).  Caucasians, however, most often 

attend schools where approximately 80 percent of the students are of a similar race and 

ethnicity, and less than 20 percent of the students are from other racial and ethnic groups.  

The disparity in education based on social economic level and/or social class has had a 

ripple effect on African-American students and their families for generations (Brook-

Gunn et al., 1996).   

Impact of Teacher and School in Urban Communities 

Districts that serve minority, impoverished, urban students that fail to provide a 

supportive school climate is categorized as a major risk factor for children, thereby 

creating and maintaining low academic expectations. The delivery of inadequate 

educational resources, coupled with the academic risks associated with like-thinking 

individuals may be suggestive of a potential disjointedness between the culture of low 

income, minority families and that of mainstream school environments expectations 
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(Taylor, 1991).  Wang et al., (1995) and other colleagues point out that limited resources 

in communities and schools may prevent students from achieving positive outcomes 

(Masten, 1994).  Moreover, Wang et al., (1995) found that students who attend schools 

with high concentrations of underachieving, impoverished minority peers will inherently 

be exposed to an increasingly higher risk of academic failure due to environmental 

exposures.   

Although teachers have no control over out-of-school conditions, they can 

nevertheless provide classroom environments that offer situational engagement, nurture 

student interest, and promote the development of internal motivational resources (Deci, 

1995; Hidi& Harackiewicz, 2000; Reeve, 1996; Sansome& Morgan, 1992).  Studies have 

shown that when teachers support their student interests, children are more likely to view 

education as being important and are less likely to dropout (Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 

1989; Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992; Vallerand, Frortier, &Guay, 1997).  Additionally, 

studies focusing on the achievement of poor, minority children have also highlighted the 

importance of creating supportive teacher-student relationships as well as school 

environments that promote a sense of belonging (Steele, 1992).  In addition,  studies have 

emphasized the importance of having concerned, caring teachers who give students 

special attention and take time to work with them (Comer, 1980).  Cauce et al. (1992) 

found that the effects of school support used as defense of life stress were most 

noticeable for those adolescents with an internal locus of control for success. This is the 

reason why, for decades, parents have sought to get their children in good schools with 

great teachers. Perry (2011) points out that teaching is an art, a God given talent.  Good 

teachers live for the adrenaline rush that comes when a student having behavioral and/or 
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academic difficulties looks up from the back of a classroom, yelling out of turn, “I get it.”  

According to Perry (2011), good teacher chase those fleeting moments.  Perry (2011) also 

points out, that in addition to increased levels of instructional time that a student receives 

in the home and school, it is the teachers who are an integral part of improved student 

performance.  

Students are losing their fire for education because schools/teachers have made no 

fundamental changes to the ways in which districts have operated for generations (Perry, 

2011).  Through years of experience in the educational field, it is evident that when 

students are in the right academic setting, studying what inspires them, it is an awesome 

thing to witness.  It is unfortunate that public education has devolved into classrooms 

where student learning is based on passing the state testing requirements. Although high 

stakes testing is an integral part of state mandated guidelines within the No Child Left 

Behind initiative (NCLB, 2002), schools and teachers should not disregard using 

imaginative methods of instructing that pique student interest in subjects areas.   Flores-

Gonzales (2002) concludes that all teachers, regardless of race, ethnicity or gender, who 

care about, mentor, and guide their students are  likely to have a big impact on student 

educational outcomes, despite tremendous barriers related to poverty, racism, and other 

social problems.  
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Urban Education 

Impact of Governmental Influence in Urban Communities 

Studies investigating urban education typically implicate the students, parents, 

communities, teachers, or under resourced schools as causes of school failure; however, 

in fact, there are many systematic influences that contribute to the underachievement of 

student within the African-American community (Verenne and McDermott, 1999). 

Kretovics and Nussel (1994) suggest that education is essentially rooted in and shaped by 

political processes; therefore, education change will continue to be a political struggle on 

the part of parents.    

For decades, urban education research has concentrated on the question of reasons 

why patterns of school success and failure persist year after year, generation after 

generation, despite implementation of various acts (Payne, 1984).  Subsequently, 

incomprehensible findings from various studies over the years have failed to note 

privileged and powerful groups or the economic practices, federal policies, and political 

structures that produce and maintain privilege also play a role in the producing and 

maintaining urban school failure.   Gregory (1998) argues that without a clear and 

historical examination of urban school failure, it can appear as though minority groups 

bring the problems of poverty on themselves.  

Laws Shaping African-American Education 

In order to understand current day problems surrounding academic achievement 

within the African-American student population, it is necessary initially to understand the 

history and/or the beginning stages of the American Education Systems for urban 

students.  Within the evolution of education there has been documented proof regarding 
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inherent educational inequalities of African-American students.  For African-Americans, 

education was initially forbidden during the period of slavery. It was not until after the 

Emancipation Proclamation, “the abolishment of slavery,” that public education was 

provided to African-American students. The Freedmen’s Schools were the first 

segregated educational institutions that introduced and provided African-Americans with 

basic reading, writing, arithmetic, and geography instruction (Finkelman, 2006).   

According to Ladson-Billings (2006), educational inequalities of the past were not 

merely imposed by ignorant masses that were prejudiced and racist, but by major leaders 

of the nation who endorsed ideas about the inferiority of Black, Latino, and Native 

people.  Ladson-Billings pointed out that Thomas Jefferson in 1816 advocated for the 

education of the American citizen; however, in the same breath, he criticized the notion 

that Blacks were capable of being educated.  Ladson-Billing (2006) also pointed out that 

George Washington, although supposedly against slavery, owned numbers of slaves and 

gave no thought to educating the enslaved children.  One of the many ironies noted 

within the archives of African-American Education is that African-Americans were 

enslaved and prohibited from schooling; however, the product of their labor, which was 

“cotton,” was used to profit Northern industrialists who already had the benefits of 

education (Farrow, Lang, & Frank, 2005).   

The blood, sweat, and tears of many African-Americans continued to make a way 

for the majority population while their dreams of educational equality were ignored, until 

the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, in which African-Americans challenged the notion of 

segregation. The Plessy v. Ferguson decision made people of color believe that it was 

right to have separate restaurants, theaters, restrooms, and public schools, as long as the 
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separate facilities were equal. Plessy argued that government officials violated his 

Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments when he was found guilty for not subjecting 

himself to conditions that were not similar to the majority population.  According to 

Davis (2012) Plessy’s political stance against the judicial system stimulated society to 

acknowledge the constitutional rights guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment, which 

states that all persons born in the United States are citizens of the United States and that 

no state can deny citizens of the United States equal protection of the laws. This case was 

the spring board from which many cases thereafter followed suit such as Brown v. Board 

of Education. 

The Brown v. Board of Education case significantly shaped the educational 

advancement of all African-American students.  This case challenge the notion of 

separate but equal for students with disabilities and/or those of ethnic, poor, and minority 

(Blanchett et al., 2005).  The Brown v. Board of Education case gave rise to parents, 

guardians, and persons of interest having the ability to legally defend the educational 

disparities that student of the minority group experienced throughout history.  From the 

Brown case came many other court cases regarding the unequal treatment of student such 

as PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and Mills v. the District of Columbia.  

These new laws regulated the unification of schools for students who are identified with a 

disability with students who are non-disabled (Blanchett et al., 2005).  It was also the 

PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and Mills v. the District of Columbia cases 

that afforded students with disabilities specific rights and privileges regarding their 

education and instruction.  These rights and privileges were enacted into a law called 
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Education for All Handicapped Children Act.  Today this law is called, Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).     

Identification and Delivery of Services for Minorities 

As researchers continue to examine academic achievement, generational 

prosperity, employability, and higher learning so do policy makers and people of power 

continue to learn more sophisticated methods of controlling, separating, and miseducating 

minorities.   Educational inequality has grown into a system that not only separates 

students that are different from the majority population, but now, under the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) these students are also classified as having a 

disability. If students are not given the opportunity and exposure to specific academic 

instruction, is it fair to consider them “different” or having a “disability?”  No; however, 

African-American students have been placed in this category for years. Blanchett (2009) 

points out that students identified as having disabilities, the poor, minorities, and those of 

an ethnic heritages attending urban schools are not afforded free, appropriate public 

education, as promised by the American Education system.   

 Blanchett & Shealey (2005) argues that special education originally was never 

intended to be a placement or special classroom, but rather a service delivery structure.  

Furthermore, they argued that students receiving specialized instruction under the IDEA 

should not receive services during their entire educational careers.  Ultimately, the 

services of special education were intended to provide appropriate strategies and 

modifications to students that would allow them the opportunity to progress 

academically, and then return to the general education setting (Blanchett & Shealey, 

2005).   However, in prior years and still today, the actual implementation of the theory 
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of special education has gone awry.  Moreover, classified students continue to remain 

identified, requiring specialized instruction throughout their academic careers after being 

initially classified disabled (Blanchett &Shealey, 2005). 

 To remediate the problems of segregated or separate learning programs in 

schools, (IDEA), as amended in 2004, introduced the inclusion program. According to 

the U. S. Department of Education (2005), the term inclusion is defined as children with 

disabilities are educated in the least restrictive environment that meets their unique 

needs.” The theory behind inclusion was intended to reform special education back to its 

initial theory of it’s being a service structure, rather than a placement or location (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2005).   

Despite IDEA’s attempt to educate students with disabilities in the general 

education classroom setting through the inclusion model, African-American students 

continue to be more likely than any other group of students to be segregated and/or 

placed in self-contained classrooms, when compared with other races and  nationalities 

identified as having a disability (U.S. Department of Education, 2005).   There have been 

significant changes in special education service delivery throughout its history due to the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act; however, these changes to special education 

have not been equally beneficial to all students (Losen & Orfield, 2002).  

Special Education among Minorities 

Studies have shown that African-American students are being provided less 

exposure to general education curricula, as compared to their Caucasian counterparts.   

Dunn (1968) argues that prior to the implementation of special education services under 

the original Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975; students of color were 
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overrepresented within the cognitively-impaired classroom placements.  Harry & Klinger 

(2006) found that the constellations of students classified as requiring special education 

are black, male, and poor.     According to Donovan & Cross (2002), African-Americans 

constitute only 17 percent of the student population in schools nationally.  However, 

African-American students constitute 41 percent of all special education placements in 

school nationally (Grant, 1992).   

The U.S. Department of Education (2005) noted that African-American students 

with disabilities were more likely to be educated in a self-contained classroom for most 

of the school day, which constituted 38.6 percent of instructional time.  However, their 

Caucasian counterparts with disabilities were more likely to be educated in the regular 

education classroom for most of the school day, which constituted 54.7 percent of 

instructional time.  Dunn (1968) and Mercer (1973) examined poor, inner city students in 

New York and California in relation to the identification and/or classification of African-

American students.   Their research concurred to some degree with that of Donovan and 

Cross (2002), who found that African-American students’ representation in special 

education programs across the boroughs of New York exceeded rates that would be 

expected, when compared with the number of African-American students in the general 

population of school-aged children.  Dunn and Mercer’s research also revealed that 

African-American children were labeled as mildly mentally retarded and their Caucasian 

peers were not labeled at all, despite the fact that the Caucasian students displayed more 

outward signs of disabilities than did the African-American students.   

 Therefore, it can be argued that special education is not the end result of a student 

having a disability and requiring intervention, but rather an end result of a student’s 

http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/peterzfn.html
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racial, gender and socioeconomic classifications (Cooper, 1996; Cooper & Jordan, 2003; 

Noguera, 2005).  Therefore many researchers (Davis, 2005; Noguera, 2005; Patton, 1998) 

have noted that demographic variables are contributing factors to the overrepresentation 

of African-American students in special education programs outside the general 

classroom setting.  Patton (1998) suggested that overrepresentation of African-American 

students in special education programs should be considered a form of educational 

malpractice due to overt signs of racial discrimination and violations of these students’ 

civil rights.  

Impact of Limited Resources in Urban Communities 

Public education embodies one of the largest and most influential institutions in 

America.  Public schools are among the most important institutions in the nation, where 

people from different backgrounds are able to work together towards the common goal of 

being educated (Erwin et al., 2010). However, many studies of urban education fail to 

consider how the production and maintenance of segregated urban poverty is highly 

connected to continued under-resourced urban schools (Anyon, 1997).  Ford (2005) 

found that basic material resource such as desks, chalk boards, literature, and textbooks, 

are severely lacking in urban settings.  School buildings are dilapidated and the quality of 

available classroom equipment is subpar.   

Ford (2005) goes on to note that classrooms are overcrowded, thereby, affecting 

teacher instruction and individual time from teachers for students, as well as the levels of 

student concentration in class.   Ford (2005) further argued the point that schools with the 

highest percentages of minority and low income students are more likely to hire new 

teachers that are not certified or teachers who have emergency certificates rather than 
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veteran teachers or certified teachers.  More often than not, teachers who are hired to 

work in urban settings are not highly qualified instructors.  Ford (2005) found that urban 

teachers are less likely to be prepared in their content areas and tend to score lower on the 

literacy skills portion of the national teacher examination. Consequently, urban African-

American students are likely to receive suboptimal education that is likely to affect future 

goals and aspiration of higher education and employability.  

According to De Leon et al, (2010), not all public schools or school districts are 

as challenged or as problematic as many urban schools. Household wealth is often 

reflected in the unequal resources and quality of education provided by public schools. 

De Leon et al., (2010), found that in affluent communities, schools receives resources 

from the communities’ higher school tax, supplemented by donations that provide 

programs and amenities rarely available in less affluent school districts.  Nonetheless, 

students in these urban schools are held accountable, compared with their rural and 

suburban peers (Losen & Orfeild, 2002; Kozol, 1992).   

This point is best stated (Rendall and Robin, 2000): 

 No nation can enslave a race of people for hundreds and 

hundreds of years, set them free bedraggled and penniless, 

pit them, without assistance in a hostile environment, 

against privileged victimizers, and then reasonably expect 

the gap between the heirs of the two groups to narrow.  

Lines, begun parallel and left alone, can never touch. 

(Randall & Robinson, 2000, p.74) 
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According to a study by Kozol (2005), comparing school spending between 

various urban and suburban school across the country, he determined that Chicago public 

schools spent about $8, 482 annually per student, but the nearby Highland Park spent $ 

17, 291 per student. Within the Chicago public schools, 87 percent of the students are of 

African-American and Hispanic heritage; Highland Park has a 90 percent Caucasian 

population.  In Pennsylvania, the Philadelphia public school districts spend 

approximately $9,299 per student for the city’s 79 percent African-American  and 

Hispanic population, whereas, across City Line Avenue in Lower Merion (Montgomery 

County), the per student expenditure is $17,214 for a 91 percent Caucasian population.  

In New York City, the public schools districts spend $11,627 per student for a student 

population that is 72 percent African-American and Hispanic, yet suburban Manhasset 

spends $22,311 for a student population that is 91 percent Caucasian.   

Table 2. Urban and Suburban Spending 

 

 

 

 

 


