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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative case study described the characteristics of science teachers in a high 

poverty urban middle school whose 2010 scores on South Carolinaôs Palmetto 

Assessment of State Standards (PASS) ranked second in the state.  Data was obtained 

through classroom observations, open-ended interviews, school documents, and 

photographs taken inside the school from ten participants, who were seven science 

teachers, a science coach, and two administrators.  Findings revealed a school culture that 

pursued warm and caring relationships with students while communicating high 

expectations for achievement, strong central leadership who communicated their vision 

and continuously checked for its implementation through informal conversations, 

frequent classroom observations, and test score analysis.  A link between participantsô 

current actions and their perception of prior personal and professional experiences was 

found.  Participants related their classroom actions to the lives of the students outside of 

school, and evidenced affection for their students. 

 

 

Descriptors: science education, poverty education, high-poverty high-performing schools, 

effective teachers, turnaround schools, cognitive-perceptual theory  
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CHAPTER ONE: I NTRODUCTION  

The primary purpose of this qualitative case study was to explain the success of 

science teachers in a low performing, high poverty urban middle school in South 

Carolina.  Using data from interviews, observations, school documents, and photographs, 

the researcher inspected the data for descriptive themes related to the philosophies, prior 

experiences, and classroom practices of science teachers.  This chapter presented the 

problem statement, the purpose, and the significance of the study, listed its guiding 

questions, and summarized the limitations.  It discussed the background and the context 

for the study, including the stateôs poverty levels, the academic achievement for students 

living in poverty, and state and federal initiatives towards reducing the achievement gap.  

Definitions for terms used in this study closed the chapter.  

BACKGROUND  

The background for the study included poverty levels in South Carolina (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2008), the achievement gap (Auguste, Hancock, & 

Laboissiere, 2009; Madigan, 2009; South Carolina Statistical Abstracts, 2010; Wong, 

2010), state and federal efforts to overcome the impact of low levels of family income on 

student achievement (Sanders, Askins, Kaur, & Pawloski, 2009; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2002), and annual testing in all grades to measure academic achievement for 

all students (South Carolina Department of Education, 2010).   

Poverty Levels 

  In 2009 17.2% or 129,000 children 5 ï 17 years old in South Carolina lived in 

families whose incomes were less than the federally defined poverty level (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2009).  The Census Bureau used income thresholds that 
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varied by family size and composition to classify individuals at poverty status, based on 

the United States Office of Management and Budget Directive 14; in 2008 the poverty 

level for a family of four was $21,500 (2008 HHS Poverty Guidelines, 2008).  When 

family incomes were less than 130% of the federally-defined poverty level (US 

Department of Agriculture, 2009), their children were eligible for free or reduced-price 

lunches (FRLs); as a result, the number of students eligible for federally subsidized 

school meals (FRLs) approximated the schoolôs poverty level (Caldas & Bankston, 1995; 

Kerachsky, 2010).  The eligibility of over 82% of the students at the site school for FRLs 

was one and a half times the average in South Carolina (NCES, 2008; State and County 

Quick Facts, 2010). 

 The Achievement Gap 

 When family income levels were used as criteria for analysis, significant 

differences in student achievement were found (McKinsey & Company, 2009; Sanders et 

al, 2009).  Although the economic achievement gap has been reported since the late 

1960s (Marzano, 2003; Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001), little progress has been 

made in reducing its size (Auguste et al, 2009; Bainbridge & Lastley, 2002; Haycock, 

2009; Madigan, 2009; Nationsô Report Card, 2001; South Carolina Statistical Abstracts, 

2010; Wong, 2010).  Doug Harris, in an analysis of more than 60,000 schools prepared 

for the Harvard Achievement Gap Initiative, concluded that students in low poverty 

schools were 22 times more likely to have consistently high achievement than students in 

high poverty schools (Harris, 2007).   

The scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, a criterion-

referenced test considered to be the nationôs report card, confirmed the gap for 2005, 

when the most recent data were collected.  National Assessment of Educational Progress 
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scores indicated that in South Carolina, where slightly more than half of the students are 

eligible for FRL, only 14% of eligible forth grade students were proficient in reading 

compared to 39% of students from low poverty families.  National Assessment of 

Educational Progress science test score results indicated that only 37% of eligible eighth 

grade students in South Carolina scored basic or higher in science, while almost twice 

that number of non-eligible students scored (71%) in the same range, according to Elena 

Rocha and Amanda Sharkey of the Center for American Progress (2005).  South Carolina 

scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress science test were similar to 

national averages for eighth graders, which were 36% and 70% respectively, indicating a 

national achievement gap as well as a state achievement gap (Rocha & Sharkey, 2005). 

State Efforts to Reduce the Achievement Gap.  University and business 

alliances, the State Department of Education standards, and federal government mandates 

were among the efforts to reduce the size of the achievement gap.  In South Carolina, 

efforts to overcome the negative impact of poverty on student achievement included 

university-level teacher preparation programs, such as the Center of Excellence at Francis 

Marion University preparing teachers for high poverty schools, and the Midlands 

Education and Business Alliance, which organized a seminar to increase teachersô 

understandings of poverty and its affect on achievement (Midlands Education & Business 

Alliance, 2007; Sanders et al, 2009).  The State Department of Education has assisted 

school districts in developing subject-specific and grade-specific standards for classroom 

instruction, standards-based assessment, and agendas for professional development on 

pedagogies that promote student achievement.  Although the State Departmentôs efforts 

were not specific to children in poverty, efforts to improve the achievement helped all 

students, including those whose achievement is impacted by poverty (Hochschild, 2003; 
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Barnett, 2006; Barnett, 2010; Sanders et al, 2009; South Carolina Department of 

Education, 2010). 

Federal Efforts to Reduce the Achievement Gap.  The federal government 

provided Title I funding to help increase student achievement in schools with 55% or 

more of their students eligible for FRL (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).  Initially 

authorized by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, reauthorized in 

2001 by No Child Left Behind (NCLB) to provide material and personnel resources for 

inner-city schools and rural poverty schools.  The site school, which qualified for Title I 

funding (Southwood Middle School, 2011), has used Title I funds to purchase computers 

and SMARTBoards for almost every classroom, to establish tutoring services, and to 

provide high quality professional development, according to Kathy Dobbins, the study 

siteôs assistant principal (May 2010).   

Although initially in the late 1960s the impact of Title I funds on the achievement 

gap was inconsistent, significant reductions in the gap were realized in the 1970s and 

1980s as Title Iôs complex regulations became better understood (Grissmer et al, 1998; 

Smith & OôDay, 1991).  Although an apparent stagnation of the achievement gap during 

the 1990s forced some to question the benefits of Title I, it was re-funded as part of the 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, which included additional mandates on 

school systems that directly impacted this study.   

Using the purse strings of the federal government in an effort to improve 

educational quality and reduce the achievement gap, NCLB required all schools to 

demonstrate AYP of all students towards grade-level proficiency in reading and math by 

2014 (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).  The inclusion of all subsets of students in 

the calculation for AYP, including those affected by poverty, limited proficiency in 
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English, learning disabilities, and other mental or physical difficulties created tough 

challenges for certain schools to demonstrate AYP, especially those with large numbers 

of one or more of those subsets of students.  The percentage of students required to 

demonstrate AYP increased as 2014 approached; thus increasing the difficult y of 

obtaining AYP.  The likelihood of continuing to be labeled as a failing school, such as the 

site school, increased with each passing year (Healy, 2008; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2002).   

According to Title II of NCLB, all schools that did not demonstrate AYP faced 

increasingly stronger consequences, including loss of students and restructuring of the 

school by the judicial system (Failure to meet AYP goals, 2010; Barnett, 2006; Barnett, 

2010; Johnson & Fargo, 2010; Mapping South Carolinaôs Educational Progress, 2008; 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002).  When a Title I school failed to meet AYP for 

two years, the government mandated the development of an improvement plan that 

focused on the needs of students from low income families, including free tutoring and 

other forms of academic assistance (Failure to meet AYP goals, 2010).   

Title II required local school districts to assist the failing school in planôs 

implementation by providing transportation for students who chose to attend other more 

successful schools.  After failing to meet AYP for three years, Title II required school 

districts to hire a state-approved agency to supplement the schoolôs educational services 

with tutoring and other remedial services (Failure to meet AYP goals, 2010).  After four 

years, Title II required staff replacements and curriculum changes (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2002).   

After five years, the local district under Title II had to choose among several 

actions regarding the failing school; those were school closure and conversion to a 
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charter or magnet school, replacement of the entire faculty and staff, or the hiring of a 

state-approved entity to assume control of the school (Failure to meet AYP goals, 2010).  

The study site was closed in June 2011; it reopened in August 2011 as a magnet school 

for the arts for grades 6ï8 (Bagley, 2010).  In a personal conversation in May 2010, 

district superintendent Bagley explained that the magnet school included students from 

more affluent areas, thus decreasing the poverty level of the students, as defined by their 

eligibility for FRL. 

State Achievement Testing 

The study site was one of nine failing schools in a school district that included 

fifteen schools, no successful middle schools, and among 63% of South Carolina schools 

that failed to meet AYP in 2010 (Mapping South Carolinaôs educational progress, 2008; 

State Report Card, 2008;South Carolina State Department of Education, 2010).  Because 

NCLB allowed each state to define proficiency levels; comparisons among states had less 

meaning than within-state comparisons (Hull, 2008; Wong, 2010).  Among the reasons 

offered to explain South Carolinaôs on-going difficulty in making AYP was the stateôs 

decision to set its standards higher than 47 other states (Barnett, 2006; Barnett, 2010; 

Hull, 2008; Peterson & Hess, 2008).  The 2008-2009 national average was 48% schools 

meeting AYP and 50.2% in South Carolina (AYP, 2007; AYP Results for 2010-2011, 

2011; Duncan, 2011).  The implementation of a new test of student achievement, the 

Palmetto Assessment of State Standards (PASS), in 2009 with slightly lower 

requirements for proficiency than previous state tests, was expected to increase the 

number of schools meeting AYP.  Until 2009, no middle school in South Carolina was 

able to demonstrate AYP (South Carolina State Department of Education, 2010).  

Although not included in AYP calculations, science testing was a part of the PASS. 
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Background Summary 

In summary, the background for this study was the existence of poverty in South 

Carolina schools and its impact on achievement.  Indicators such as the NAEP provided 

evidence for an achievement gap between students eligible for FRL and those who were 

not eligible for assistance.  The NAEP data revealed significant differences in the scores 

of students whose families had low incomes and other students.  State initiatives for 

reducing the gap included university-based institutes and business alliances that provided 

information on teaching in high poverty environments.  Federal initiatives included Title 

I funding and graded consequences for failing to meet AYP.  NCLB mandates to 

demonstrate academic progress resulted in the lowering of standards for proficiency 

PROBLEM STATEMENT  

This case study investigated high achievement among middle school science 

students, whose scores on the 2010 Palmetto Assessment of State Standards (PASS) 

science test ranked higher than the scores of all other reporting middle schools except for 

one in South Carolina.  The success occurred despite the fact that over 85% of the site 

schoolôs students lived in families whose incomes were less than 130% of the federal 

poverty level.  Bainbridge and Lasley (2002), Biddle (2001), Heck (2007), Ingersoll 

(2001), Salas (2011), Vanderhaar, Muñoz, and Rodosky (2003), observed that students 

living in poverty were more likely to receive failing grades, lower test scores, and to lag 

behind students from more affluent homes.  Ellinwood (2011), Jensen (2005), and 

Ingersoll (2001) reported that they were twice as likely to have teachers with little or no 

experience.  Contrary to those reports, the students at the site school exhibited high 

science achievement (Headlines, 2010).  Incomplete understandings of the classroom 

actions and descriptive information of their teachers motivated this study. 
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 The need to understand the success of the science teachers was more compelling 

in view of the overall struggle of the school.  Although Title I funds supported the 

purchase of equipment and supplies, and financed on-going professional development, 

the site school never met AYP requirements since the inception of the NCLB Act of 2001 

(South Carolina State Department of Education, 2010).  It was classified as a failing 

school under federal guidelines, closed in June 2010, and then reopened in August 2011 

as a Magnet School for the Arts (Bagley, 2010).  The number of students from families 

living in poverty was expected to decrease due to an influx of students from more 

affluent neighborhoods, according to the district superintendent (2010).   

Although most of the schoolôs teachers demonstrated only mediocre success in 

overcoming the challenges of educating large numbers of students living in poverty, the 

science department evidenced remarkable success.  Its success was more notable in view 

of the general lack of related background knowledge that is important for learning 

science concepts; according to Conger (2005) and Marzano (2010), students living in 

poverty generally do not have opportunities to acquire that prerequisite information.  In 

summary, this study extended research understandings of effective science teachers in a 

high poverty middle school in South Carolina.  While much research has linked poverty 

to low achievement, not enough has described high achievement among those living in 

poverty, particularly in an urban middle school in South Carolina. 

PURPOSE STATEMENT 

The purpose of this case study was to provide a rich description of the 

philosophies, classroom actions, and instructional strategies of effective science teachers 

in a high poverty middle school; a secondary purpose was to describe the site schoolôs 

leadership and environment.  The researcher collected data through classroom 
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observations, interviews, school observations, and photographs until data saturation was 

realized (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), with the intent of extending current research 

understandings of effective teachers to the environment of a high poverty middle school 

facing restructuring under NCLB.   

The researcher purposed to compare descriptive data to commonalities of other 

effective teachers in high poverty schools.  McDermott and Rothenberg (2000), OôDay 

(2002), Reeves (2009), and Tableman (2004) noted their flexibility, ambitious outlook 

toward achievement, a goal orientation, professionalism, communications of high 

expectations, an emphasis on literacy, and assessment-based instruction, while Gorski 

(2007), Haberman (1995), Halverson, Lee, and Andrade (2009), and Spivey ( 2006) 

reported teachersô efforts to build personal relationships with students, their explicit 

teaching methods, efforts to connect student experiences to instruction, awareness of 

student needs, provisions for classroom experiences to extend basic general knowledge, 

confidence in their teaching ability, and certainty of studentsô learning ability.  In 

addition to noting those characteristics in the data, the researcher also described 

connections between professional development opportunities and classroom success, 

because of reported on-going, high-quality professional development among successful 

high poverty schools (Blue Ribbon schools, 2006; Darling-Hammond & Haselkorn, 

2009; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991).   

The data for common classroom strategies or pedagogies was inspected (Koehler 

& Mishra, 2009).  Although researchers have noted a variety of effective instructional 

approaches (Carter, 2000; Johnson, 2007; Knapp, Shields, and Turnbull, 1995; Reeves, 

2003), constructivist teaching methods preceded by explicit teaching were found to be 

effective in allowing students that lack background information to develop deep 
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understandings.  Carter (2000), Reeves (2003), and Smith, Brooks-Gunn, Klebanov and 

McLanahan (as cited in Marzano, 2003) concluded that constructivist methods were 

relevant for teaching students living in poverty, who generally do not possess prerequisite 

knowledge critical for science learning.  The data related to classroom instructional 

strategies in this study included descriptions of teachersô efforts to remediate student 

deficiencies in background knowledge.  

The researcher also purposed to describe teachersô philosophies toward their 

students at the site school and their understandings of the influence of prior experiences 

on their thinking, due to Schmidtôs (1990) conclusions that teachersô ideologies and 

philosophies seemed to drive their classroom practices.  In summary, the purpose of this 

case study was to describe the philosophies, background relevant experiences, classroom 

actions, and instructional strategies of science teachers and then to compare them to 

current research understandings.  

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY  

The significance of the study was both practical and theoretical.  Its practical 

significance was the extension of current understandings of effective teaching to the 

successful teaching of middle school students living in poverty (Haberman, 1995; 

Halvorsen et al, 2009; McGee, 2004; Reeves, 2005, and Spivey, 2006).  It is the teachers 

and principals working with individual children and their families who ultimately make 

the difference (McGee, 2004).  Research conclusions related to effective teaching were 

needed for all types of learning communities; no single teaching model can possibly 

apply to all schools in every type of community, due to content variations and student 

differences (Willms, 1992).  The researcher provided data-based conclusions for a single 

type of learning community with this study.  Among the expectations were the possibility 
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of assisting less effective teachers through some form of professional development and 

enhancing the understandings of all teachers regarding the academic needs of students 

who are living in poverty.  Because students living in poverty was one of the sub-groups 

of students included in calculations of adequate yearly progress (AYP), the researcher 

view understanding their academic needs as a practical way to help the school (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2002).   

The identification of commonalities and specific characteristics of effective 

science teachers could assist school districts in making hiring decisions and improve the 

quality of teacher training programs at the stateôs universities.  Indirectly, the studyôs data 

supported the science achievement of students whose backgrounds rarely included 

enriching experiences to support their learning, such as scouting, trips to museums, 

summer camp, or community recreational activities (Conger, 2005).   

The theoretical significance of the study was the application of cognitive-

perceptual theory, which posits that oneôs actions and thought patterns are heavily 

influenced by understanding of events in the past (Bruhn, 1990), to a modern 

phenomenon.  Cognitive-perceptual theory posited a link between a sense of 

responsibility for othersô well-being and oneôs innate personal characteristics and prior 

experiences (Bruhn, 1990; Ferguson, 1998; Ferguson, 2003; Monroe & Epperson, 1994; 

Schacter & Thum, 2004).  This studyôs data was analyzed for links between teachersô 

philosophies and classroom actions to their perceptions of their personal experiences.     

GUIDING QUESTIONS  

The underlying question of this case study was, ñWho are these teachers?ò  That 

is, the researcher intended to describe their characteristics, their philosophies, their 

thought processes guiding their actions, and the environment of their school.  The 
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research questions loosely focused the case study, due to the emergent and evolving 

nature of qualitative research (Marshall, & Rossman, 2010; Yin, 2009).  According to 

Bogdan and Biklen (2007), case studies are uniquely capable of deep discovery; thus, the 

researcher listed guiding questions, rather than narrow and closed research questions.  

Chapter 2 discussed the guiding questions and related them to specific research 

observations.   

1. How, if at all, did the teachersô background experiences and professional training 

prepare them to teach in a high poverty science classroom?   

2. What ideologies and philosophies did the teachers have towards their students?  

3. What, if any, classroom actions depicted teachersô philosophies towards the 

students?   

4. How, if at all, did the school environment and culture affect science achievement?  

DELIMITATIONS  

 While the studyôs limitations were the subjectivity of the data and geographical 

and social factors, the delimitations were its fallible single human researcher (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007) and one group of teachers at one school.  The study focused on science 

teachers at only one public middle school, because of the seventh grade studentsô ranked 

in second place on the stateôs annual test of state standards, the Palmetto Assessment of 

State Standards (PASS).  The stateôs top ranked middle school was not selected because 

it was a small magnet school (South Carolina Department of Education, 2010); its 

selected group of students was unrepresentative of the stateôs typical students, according 

to Greg MacDougall, the past regional president of the National Science Teachersô 

Association.  The top ranked school had only 21 seventh graders, while the site school 

had 155; the third and fourth ranked schools had 61 and 97 seventh graders, respectively 
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(South Carolina Department of Education, 2010).  Although the third and fourth ranked 

schools were public, non-magnet schools, their sizes, and rural locations limited the 

transferability of this studyôs results.  Low scoring schools were not selected, because the 

focus of this study was the characteristics of successful teachers, rather than a comparison 

of successful and mediocre teachers.  The primary reason for choosing the school was the 

opportunity to study its science teachers who are effective in spite of high-poverty levels; 

the math and reading scores were not remarkable (South Carolina Department of 

Education, 2010).  It was not the only high poverty middle school, for all of the top five 

ranked schools had significant poverty levels over 70% (South Carolina State Department 

of Education, 2010).  This selection of a mid-size non-magnet school allowed the 

possibility of greater generalization from its conclusions; most schools do not have a 

carefully selected student body.  Please see Table 4 for details on the top-ranking schools.  

The focus was middle school science primarily because the researcher, who 

taught science in the same school district, understood science and had access to the 

school.  The study focus was science, rather than all subjects, because science scores on 

the PASS distinguished this school above all schools (South Carolina State Department 

of Education, 2010).   

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY  

 This study was a descriptive case study of the characteristics and philosophies of 

effective science teachers in a high poverty middle school in South Carolina.  The urban 

school had failed to demonstrate AYP under No Child Left Behind (NCLB) for any 

single year since the 2002 implementation of the NCLB law; it was destined for re-

structuring at the end of the 2010-2011 school year (NCLB, 2001).  In conjunction with 

continuing failure to meet AYP, however, the schoolôs science scores on the PASS 



 

14 

ranked second in the state (South Carolina Department of Education, 2010), a possibly 

intriguing event in view of the traditionally lower performance of students from families 

living in poverty, compared to other students (Achievement Gap, 2010; Grissmer, 

Flanagan,  & Williamson, 1998; Jensen, 2005).   

Methodology 

 The studyôs methodology included interviews with teachers and school 

administrators, inspection of school documents, observations of science classrooms and 

their teachers, and inspection of photographs made by the researcher at the site school.  

Test score data was used to describe the site school and the participants; see Chapter 3 for 

discussion of test scores.    

 The selection criteria for the participants resembled the criteria used by L. J. 

Santamaria (2009) in a qualitative case study of the pedagogical practices of teachers in 

high-poverty elementary schools.  The present study, like Santamariaôs 2009 study, 

involved science teachers whose students had high levels of science achievement and 

lived in families with incomes near the poverty level (Santamaria, 2009; Headlines, 

2010;; State and County Quick Facts, 2010).  The effectiveness of teachers in both 

Santamariaôs study and the present study was contrary to expectations of low 

achievement among students living in high levels of poverty (Reeves, 2005).  Data 

analysis revealed common characteristics, practices, and philosophies of the science 

teachers and suggested an explanation for their effectiveness.  The goal of the study was 

to extend research understandings related to effective teaching to the middle school 

science teachers in a high poverty school.    
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Research Plan 

Following the receipt of the universityôs Institutional Review Board (IRB)ôs 

approval for the study (Appendix A) and the school districtôs permission (Appendix B), 

the researcher began data collection.  The site schoolôs assistant principal mapped out an 

observation schedule and introduced the researcher to the teachers; subsequently, the 

researcher met with the teachers, invited them to participate, gave them a copy of the 

studyôs purpose and goals, and requested their signature on the consent form (Bennett, 

2008; Freedman & Appleman, 2009; Udesky, 2010).  Their responsibilities during the 

study were delineated on the consent form, including allowing the researcher to enter 

their classrooms, commitment to interviews with the researcher, review the dataôs 

accuracy, and respond to e-mail communication.  Information regarding their 

compensation was provided; specifically, each teacher was offered $25.00 per hour for up 

to four hours of participation (Appendix C). 

During the first week, in a meeting room at the school, some exploratory 

interviewing of the teachers occurred, using the first interview protocol as a guide 

(Appendix D).  Classroom observations occurred during the next three weeks, using the 

observation protocol as a guide (Appendix E).  During the following weeks, the 

researcher interviewed individual science teachers and school administrators, using the 

interview protocols as guides.  The interview transcriptions were compared to written 

notes recorded during and immediately following each interview.  All data were stored on 

the researcherôs personal laptop, backed up on a dedicated Sony memory stick, stored in 

binders, and housed in a private cabinet.  During the data collection, the researcher 

photographed relevant parts of the school, maintained an audit trail, wrote reflections, 

accumulated memos of the site, and communicated via e-mail with participants.  Finally, 
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participants reviewed and approved all transcriptions and had an opportunity to inspect 

the set of codes. 

The initial phases of data analysis began during data collection, with an inspection 

of the data for major themes that appeared in it.  In subsequent analysis, a two-tiered 

coding system sorted related data around several preliminary themes.  Continued coding 

found connections among the initial themes, resulting in a reduction in the overall 

number.  A descriptive data chart further organized the components of all the themes and 

connected them to the guiding questions of this study.  Quasi-statistics revealed the 

relative strengths of each theme.  As conclusions were formed, colleagues were consulted 

regarding the logic of the data analysis, with a complete discussion in Chapter 4.   

DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMS  

The following terms were used in this case study.  

¶ Adequate yearly progress (AYP): a state-determined criterion of proficiency, 

based on math and reading scores on annual standardized tests.  The NCLB 

allows individual states to define performance levels that define proficiency and 

assist in the determination of AYP (Barnett, 2006; Barnett, 2010; No Child Left 

Behind Act of 2001, 2002; Peterson & Hess, 2006). 

¶ Free or reduced lunch: (FRL): this term refers to school meals that are provided to 

students in the schoolôs cafeteria during school hours at a government-determined 

cost.  The researcher used eligibility for FRL to define students living in poverty.   

Eligibility was based on household income being less than 130% of the poverty 

level, which was defined in 2010 at $22,050 for a family of four (Income 

eligibility guidelines, 2009). 
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¶ High-poverty high-performing schools (HP/HP): Schools in which over 70% of 

the students live below the poverty level, which was $22,050 for a family of four 

(Income eligibility guidelines, 2009) and over 70% of the students score in the top 

third on annual state standardized tests (Reeves, 2005).  The site school was a 

high poverty school. 

¶ High-poverty low-performing schools (HP/LP): these schools resembled HP/HP 

schools with respect to the percentages of students living below the poverty level; 

however, less than 70% of the students score in the top third on annual state 

standardized tests (Reeves, 2005). 

¶ No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB): The federal law intended to close the 

achievement gap based on studentsô family income levels.  NCLB reauthorized 

Title I, which originally was enacted in the ESEA of 1965 to improve the 

academic achievement of disadvantaged students.  The site school was a Title I 

middle school.   

¶ Successful: this term refers to a score of Proficient or higher on the PASS, the 

annual South Carolina standardized test administered to middle school students.  

A successful science teacher had a majority of students scoring at the level of 

Proficient on the science sub-test of the PASS. 

CHAPTER SUMMARY  

This chapter presented the problem and the purpose of this study, discussed its 

significance, and described the background and context for the study.  Although the site 

school was undergoing restructuring under NCLB, science students defied expectations 

for low achievement in a Title I school.  The seventh grade students scored second 

highest in the state on the 2010 test of state science standards, the PASS.  
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 The problem that this case study addressed was an incomplete description of the 

teachers who enabled student achievement, including their philosophies, their ideologies, 

their related personal experiences that shaped their thinking, and their classroom actions 

that evidenced their philosophies towards their students.  Thus, the purpose of this case 

study was to describe the characteristics of those science teachers and the school 

environment that were apparently related to student achievement.  

The studyôs significance was the extension of research understandings concerning 

effective middle school teaching in an urban Title I middle school.  The methodology 

consisted of acquiring data through interviews, classroom observations, test scores, 

school documents, and photographs in a search for commonalities among the teachers 

(Trochim, 2006; Yin, 2009).  Limitations of the study included the human qualities of the 

researcher and participants, while the delimitations were the inspection of only one 

content area at one school in one state, with no analysis of peer interactions among the 

participants.   

High unemployment, high levels of poverty, under-achievement by students 

living in poverty, and an on-going achievement gap formed the background for this 

study.  Federal and state mandates recognized the achievement gap, requiring 

increasingly higher annual levels of student achievement and structuring graded levels of 

consequences for failing to demonstrate improved student achievement.  The review of 

the literature in Chapter 2 found gaps among research conclusions regarding full 

understanding and complete descriptions of effective teachersô classroom actions and 

their philosophies towards students living in poverty (Rothman, 2009).  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

The purpose of this case study was to describe the philosophies and actions of 

science teachers in a high poverty middle school in South Carolina and to examine the 

characteristics of its environment and leadership.  The schoolôs high scores on the 2010 

PASS science test compelled the investigation, due to the siteôs high level of poverty.  

Contrary to research conclusions linking low achievement directly to economic levels of 

studentsô families, the scores of seventh grade students at the site school ranked second in 

the state. 

INTRODUCTION  

The literature review began by investigating Cognitive-Perceptual Theory, which 

formed the studyôs theoretical basis.  Subsequent sections in this chapter focused on 

povertyôs effect on student achievement and the qualities of teachers and leaders in high 

poverty schools.  Because the site school was a national demonstration site for 

Achievement via Individual Determination (AVID), the review of the literature explored 

links between that curriculum and achievement among students living in poverty.  A 

review of South Carolinaôs assessments of middle school student learning concluded the 

chapter.   

COGNITIVE -PERCEPTUAL THEORY  

Cognitive-perceptual theory suggests a relationship between autobiographical 

memory, personality, and present events.  According to Bruhn (1990), autobiographical 

memories generally have the form, ñI remember one time...ò  Personality heavily 

influences the perception of past events.  An individualôs memories reveal the kinds of 

events that are important and can explain interaction with other people.  Additionally, 

memories reveal expectations that influence perceptions of similar events that occur in 
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the present.  Although an objective reality exists, personal perception of reality is 

impacted by oneôs past experiences of the objective reality.  A teacherôs perception of 

both the past and the present influences the expectations, which in turn influence 

behavior during the event (Ferguson, 1998; Ferguson, 2003; Fromberg, 1977; Sweet, 

Guthrie, & Ng, 1998).  

Links Perception to Behavior 

 Cognitive-perceptual theory explains behavior as the interaction of an 

understanding of the context, a system of values, a priority structure, and the intellectual 

capacity to understand the needs in the situation (Post, Greenwood, Schloss, & Hurlbut, 

2002).  Cognitive-perceptual theory is a part of contemporary emotion theory, which 

relates the intentions of oneôs feelings to oneôs perceived beliefs and judgments 

(Campbell, 1997).   

An empirical test of cognitive-perceptual theory accurately predicted behaviors in 

prisonersô dilemma games, in which participants demonstrated greater concern for othersô 

needs than their self-interests (Moore, 1996).  A second empirical test of the theory 

explained the cooperative behavior between French and German soldiers in foxholes 

during World War I, in which they purposefully fired over each othersô heads (Moore, 

1996).  Post et al (2002) applied cognitive-perceptual theory to discussions of altruistic 

behavior in general; while Monroe and Epperson (1994) and Moore (1996) used it in 

discussions of altruistic political behaviors in dangerous situations, such as the behaviors 

of the Dutch towards European Jews in Nazi Europe.  

 The range of applications for cognitive-perceptual theory has included attempts 

to explain hostility among people groups, humor, and artificial intelligence, in addition to 

connecting the theory to altruistic behaviors.  Cognitive-perceptual theory was used in 
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explanations of perceived hostility between groups, an óus vs. themô mentality, and its 

promotion by national leaders (Derouen, 2001).  Cognitive-perceptual theory related the 

perception of funniness to mental perceptions of incongruities (Lowis, 2003); 

additionally, it was important in the development of machine learning and artificial 

intelligence, in which perception was part of a cycle between memory and action 

(Cutsuridis & Hussain, 2011).  

 Links Perception to Classroom Practices 

 Cognitive-perceptual theory has been linked to teacher behaviors, as well.  Cox 

and Hopkins (2006) included the theory in their discussion of early reading instruction 

and McWhinnie (1970) used it in promoting art education.  Both Ferguson (1998; 2003) 

and Sweet et al (1998) used the theory to relate teachersô perceptions of student ability to 

student achievement.  Ferguson (2003) concluded that that perceptions and expectations 

interact to perpetuate the Black-White test score gap, while Stipek (2002) observed that 

teachersô optimistic expectations for studentsô futures motivated them to demonstrate 

care, concern, and interest in their students.  Implying the same link between perception 

and behavior, Ladson-Billings (2001) noted that the value systems of effective teachers 

motivates them to become personally involved with their work and their students  

Chapter 4 discusses a connection between this studyôs data and cognitive-perceptual 

theory.  

POVERTY AND STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT  

The effect of living in poverty, according to Ruby Payne (1996) significantly 

impacts school learning.  Large expenditures of energy involved in meeting basic needs 

have depleted the reserves needed for fulfilling intellectual needs of the child living in 

poverty.  Although school systems used eligibility for FRL to define poverty, Payne 
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(1996) noted that poverty described oneôs location in a complex continuum of financial 

independence, emotional resources, support systems, relationships/ role models, and 

knowledge of the hidden rules of society.  Teachers successful in increasing the level of 

the childôs emotional resources can energize the learning process and assist the child in 

working towards self-actualization, according to Payne (1996).   

Test Score Data 

Hochschild (2003) linked poverty to low achievement, as well, noting that 

studentsô income levels directly impacted test scores.  Increases poverty levels resulted in 

lower test scores.  State and national assessments consistently reported lower scores for 

students living in poverty than for other students (South Carolina PASS scores, 2010).  In 

2008 only 15% of South Carolinaôs eighth grade students from low-income families 

scored proficient in math and only 20% had reading proficiency.  In contrast, over half of 

the stateôs eighth graders were proficient in math, and 35% were proficient in reading 

(Mapping South Carolinaôs Educational Progress, 2008).   

Coinciding with South Carolinaôs reports of low test scores for students living in 

poverty, a middle school in Texas received national recognition for its studentsô 

achievement.  In awarding the 2009 Broad Prize for Urban Education to the Aldine Texas 

school district for significantly narrowing the achievement gap, spokesperson Erica 

Lepping stated, ñthere is no statistical correlation between family income level and 

student achievement in Aldine, Texasò (Pascopella, 2009).  The same apparent absence 

of a correlation between family income and science achievement prompted this case 

study of achievement at a high poverty middle school in South Carolina.   

 

Test Taking Behaviors 
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Although Lynch et al (1996) called poverty status the most powerful factor 

affecting school performance and learning motivation, the conclusions of Lee, Fradd, and 

Sutman (1995) revealed that factors associated with poverty, not poverty itself, were 

responsible for low test scores.  Following observations of significantly higher levels of 

distraction during testing (Howse, Lange, Farran, & Boyles, 2003; Lee, Fradd, & Sutman, 

1995) and reduced abilities to focus attention on an assigned task (Howse et al, 2003), 

Jongyeun (1999) suggested a link between low levels of awareness of educational options 

and lack of achievement motivation.  Jongyeun (1999) concluded that distractibility 

during test-taking and poor attitudes towards school could be improved with targeted 

information.  Howse et al (2003) noted that teachers must continually search for better 

instructional strategies that focus children on learning, while providing extensive on-

going remediation.   

Impact on Science Learning 

  Noble, Norman, and Farah (2005) extended the discussion linking poverty factors 

to school achievement, by observing the limited background experiences and lower 

language skills of children living in poverty.  Those factors impacted science learning, 

with its associated vocabulary requirements and demands for abstract understandings.  

The studentsô lack of experiences related to science and delayed language skills 

apparently limited their science achievement, according to Noble et al (2005), and helped 

to inspire this case study to pursue its exploration of high science achievement by 

students living in poverty.   

 

 

INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES IN HIGH POVERTY SCHOOLS  
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The conclusions of Howse et al (2003), Jongyeun (1999), and Lee et al (1995) 

suggested the need for specific instructional skills that improve the achievement of 

students living in poverty, who tend to have higher rates of distractibility, lower 

achievement motivation, and decreased ability to focus.  Haberman (1991) recommended 

that teachers discontinue their strategies that consist of forcing students to complete 

worksheets and follow school rules, which he called the ópedagogy of povertyô and 

challenge students to higher levels of critical thinking and achievement with rigorous 

instruction. 

John Steinbrink and Robert Jones (1993) found a relationship between the 

effectiveness of instructional strategies and studentsô economic backgrounds.  In a 

quantitative study on students living in poverty, the researchers concluded that student 

achievement was significantly higher using cooperative test reviews and study guides, 

rather than teacher-facilitated whole class reviews.  Secondly, teacher modeling of study 

groups improved studentsô performance, whose deficient study skills were suggested to 

be due to lack of parental support, students after-school jobs, requirements to care for 

young siblings, and crowded housing conditions (Steinbrink & Jones, 1993).   

AVID  

 A curriculum providing both rigorous and challenging instruction as well as 

important information for children living in poverty, according to Sapp (2006), was 

named Achieving via Individual Determination (AVID).  Research conclusions related to 

AVID informed this study, because the site school was named a national demonstration 

site for AVID in 2009, according to the school districtôs web site (http://anderson5.net).  

AVIDôs requirements for critical thinking, provisions of career information, and 

investigation of college options have addressed the knowledge deficiencies that 
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characterize students who live in poverty (Black, Little, McCoach, Purcell, & Siegle, 

2008).  

  Begun in 1980, AVIDôs primary mission was to serve the typically and 

historically under-served students in the academic middle range, especially children from 

low-income families, rural, or minority families, according to the organizationôs web site 

(www.avidonline.org).  This school-based academic elective class for grades 5 through 

12 uses the formula rigor plus support equals success, terms not generally linked to 

students living in poverty, to promote academic achievement (Achievement Gap, 2010; 

Sapp, 2006).    

AVIDôs rigorous strategies and construction of student-teacher relationships have 

guided students to become more accountable for their achievement.  An integral part of 

the AVID program was twice-weekly tutoring in all core subjects, by both the AVID 

instructor and independently-funded college students, for all students in AVID classes.  

AVIDôs writing, inquiry, collaboration, and reading strategies have improved studentsô 

language skills, developed critical thinking skills, and sharpened inquiry skills according 

to the school district web site (http://andersonson5.net, 2010) and the National 

Committee on Science Education Standards and Assessment (1996).  The implementation 

of AVID strategies, and other instructional strategies that involved students in critical 

thinking activities, was noted in Chapter Fourôs discussion of this studyôs findings.   

INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES IN SCIENCE  

  Apart from the reports of classroom implementations of AVID, the literature 

regarding the effectiveness of science instructional strategies that advanced the 

achievement of students living in poverty was inconclusive.  Although research has not 

identified instructional strategies that work with every student in every class, the 
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strategies that have high probabilities of success are known.  The following discussion 

elaborates on those strategies. 

 ñWeôre not doing all that well in science.  Weôre short-changing our children 

[with ineffective science teaching],ò says Alan Friedman, a member of the National 

Assessment Governing Board that oversees the NAEP.  One of the critical elements of 

the NAEP test is problem-solving, inquiry, and applied science, emphasizing what ñyou 

can actually do with your knowledge, and not just how many equations you have stored 

in your brainò (Robelen, 2011).  A review of the literature found opposing views on what 

could be called effective science instruction (Banilower, Cohen, Pasley, & Weiss, 2008).  

The traditional view consists of lectures, practice problems, and laboratory activities, 

while the reform view is characterized by students working in groups, completing hands-

on activities, and structuring information with degrees of assistance from the teacher 

(Alic, 2011; Banilower et al, 2008; Dunkhase, 2003).   

In 2010, the National Science Teachersô Association recommended the 

implementation of inquiry-based learning, which essentially allowed students to directly 

participate in their own learning, with various levels of teacher guidance and facilitation 

(Izumi, 2003; National Science Education Standards, 1996).  In apparent support for the 

National Science Teachersô Association recommendations, Gorski (2007), Haberman 

(1991), Klussman (2004), and Spivey (2006) concluded that student-centered inquiry, 

combined with constructivist strategies and peer tutoring, promoted high achievement 

among students at risk for failure due to poverty.  Although multiple means of delivering 

effective science instruction exist, the goal of science instruction is to advance conceptual 

knowledge and impart conceptual learning to young people (Banilower et al, 2008). 
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Learning science is ultimately about the learning of concepts.  While one specific 

pedagogy is not necessarily better than another, science lessons that actively engage 

students in inquiry can be structured by the teacher, instructional materials, or 

unstructured student pursuits of information.  Any instructional strategy that encourages 

students to think about standards-based learning goals and relate them to the real world 

can be effective (Banilower et al, 2008). 

Conceptual Change 

Conceptual learning is a cycle of identifying prior knowledge, discovering 

misconceptions, and acquiring new understandings.  Authentic science understandings 

should replace misconceptions and facts can be built onto prior knowledge.  Learning 

science involves understanding the relationship among facts and concepts, as well as the 

implications and applications of those facts and concepts.  For conceptual change to 

occur, according to Posner (1982), students must become aware of discrepancies between 

their observations and their concept; they must understand the new idea; they must be 

able to reconcile the new idea with their own ideas, and they must find the new idea 

useful and amenable to further testing.   

Identifying Prior Knowledge.  Learning theory (Bransford, Brown, Cocking, 

1999; Donovan & Bransford, 2005) views students as active processors of information.  

The concepts and skills that students bring into the science classroom, acquired from 

books, television, movies, and experiences, can either facilitate or impede new learning 

(National Research Council, 2003).  Instruction can be more effective when students are 

allowed to view their prior knowledge, develop new ideas based on evidence, and reflect 

on their learning.  The last step provides opportunities to grasp the significance of the 
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new content and decreases the likelihood that students will revert to their previous 

misconceptions (National Research Council, 2003). 

By first assessing prior knowledge, the teacher can build on it, addressing 

misconceptions and misunderstandings along the way.  Connections between new 

knowledge and pre-existing knowledge increase studentsô understandings.  Instruction 

that bridges new ideas to existing ideas makes long-term learning more likely to happen.  

One common method is charting strategies (Banilower et al, 2008; Hershberger, Zembal-

Saul, and Starr, 2006).  Two charting strategies have been effective in not only 

identifying prior knowledge but also preparing students for conceptual learning.  The 

Know-Want-Learn (K-W-L) chart helps students visualize what they already know and 

what they want to learn, while the Know-Learning-Evidence-Wonder (KLEW) chart 

emphasizes observation, evidence, and further investigations (Hershberger, Zembal-Saul, 

and Starr, 2006).  When students are asked to explain and to raise questions of their own, 

teachers can further access studentsô existing ideas (Banilower et al, 2008). 

Identifying M isconceptions.  As the teacher informally assesses studentsô prior 

knowledge, the teacher identifies misconceptions and designs learning activities that 

allow students to create accurate scientific concepts.  Having students work through 

problems with different explanations and compare the results leads students to recognize 

the shortcomings of their explanations and strengthen the scientific concept (Edvantia, 

2005).  Reasoning skills can be developed through the teacherôs skilled questioning 

(Scruggs, Mastropieri, & Okolo, 2008) and thus assist the conceptual learning.  

Intellectual Engagement 

Effective science teaching involves students in meaningful experiences with 

important intellectual content.  The actual mode of learning may be whole-class 
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discussions, debates, small group learning, or dynamic teacher-directed lecture (Alic, 

2011); as long as the student actively thoughtfully considers new information against the 

background of prior knowledge.  Activities whose goal is to extend intellectual 

understanding of an idea motivate student learning; without an explicit connection to a 

learning goal, science activities only temporarily arouse student interest.  Children learn 

science by doing science, but they are motivated when the doing has meaning (Alic, 

2011; White & Gunstone, 1992).   

Inquiry -based Instruction 

Science teachers should provide students with the view of science as a process of 

constructing knowledge; science is an enterprise, not the mere acquisition of content 

(Dunkhase, 2003; National Research Council, 2003).  Science classrooms provide many 

platforms for students to collect, interpret, and test data to determine whether it supports 

claims.  Platforms may be formal debates, written essays, class discussions, or journal 

entries (Edvantia, 2005).  The evidence sources can be studentsô own work or 

information obtained from research.   

Inquiry-based instruction, a constructivist approach, is an appropriate strategy that 

allows students to see science as a process in which knowledge is constructed.  It begins 

with students observing, describing, and reflecting on information, orally or in writing 

(Barrera, Shyyan, Liu, & Thurlow, 2008).  After students formulate questions and 

identify their assumptions about data, they use books and other sources to acquire more 

knowledge and construct tentative explanations.  After testing their explanations with 

scientific investigations, students complete their explanations, make predictions based on 

them, and communicate their ideas, results, and conclusions to others (Alic, 2011). 

 



 

30 

Cooperative Learning 

Cooperative learning involves students working with one partner or several 

students on a specific task.  Through discussion with the teacher and peers as well as 

reflecting on experiments and other activities, students learn to reason about specific 

science content (Alic, 2011).  Learning science is a process in which knowledge is 

constructed within communities of like-minded people, thus it is a process that requires 

critical thinking, the evaluation of information, the synthesis of ideas, the testing of those 

ideas and data by comparing them with existing models, and then developing new models 

as needed (Pelaez & Gonzalez, 2002).  It provides opportunities for all students to be 

actively involved in learning new content and communicating their learning (Vaughn, 

Gersten, & Chard, 2000).  During cooperative learning, teachers group students 

heterogeneously to eliminate competition among groups (Edvantia, 2005).   

Discovery Argumentation 

Discovery argumentation, another way to promote conceptual change, uses cycles 

of model-based reasoning called bridging analogies.  The strategy introduces a target 

situation in which studentsô initial intuition conflicts with a scientific principle.  The 

target situation is followed by an anchoring situation in which studentsô intuition agrees 

with scientific principle.  Then a series of bridging analogies or intermediate analogies 

are presented with cycles of reasoning to allow students to develop a new testable model 

(Nuthall, 1999).  Effectively talking science can include practice using scientific terms in 

sentences, discussing intuitive theories, reading different types of scientific writing, and 

translating between scientific and colloquial questions and statements is an effective tool 

for teaching science (Alic, 2011). 
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Hands-on or Exploratory L earning 

According to the recommendations of NSTA, teachers should nurture the 

curiosity about the natural world and include ñhands-on, minds-onò inquiry-based science 

instruction.  They should incorporate independent and cooperative group learning 

experiences and encourage informal learning experiences to support the curriculum 

(National Science Teachers Association, 2003).  Hands-on or exploratory instruction 

stresses the importance of scientific experiences for developing skills.  The middle level 

skills build on the understandings gained in elementary grades related to observing, 

measuring, and classifying.  Middle level students focus on inferring relationships, 

formulating hypotheses, and predicting outcomes.  They learn to identify and control 

variables, to gather, organize, and record data, and to draw conclusions (Alic, 2011).  In a 

survey of science teaching strategies in successful middle schools, the most highly 

recommended strategies involved forms of hands-on exploratory learning (Barrera, 

Shyyan, Liu, & Thurlow, 2008).  The recommended exploratory learning strategies 

included graphic organizers, student-made models, designing science experiments, use of 

science laboratory activities, and demonstrating science knowledge in practice.  

Designing and conducting experiments and investigations help students understand 

concepts (Hershberger, Zembal-Saul, and Starr, 2006).  

Learning Cycle Approaches 

The learning cycle approach engages students in collaborative inquiry. The 

Launch, Explore, Summarize (LES) model alternates hands-on exploration and 

applications and ñminds-on activities through interactions with teacher, other students, 

and texts.  It is especially effective when exploration precedes the introduction of 
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concepts and terminology (Alic, 2011).  The 5-E Learning Cycle: engage, explore, 

explain, elaborate, and evaluate is another version.  

Direct and Explicit I nstructional Strategies 

The Pacific Research Institute reported the predominance of direct instruction, 

rather than inquiry-based strategies, in successful elementary schools that served students 

from poverty homes (Izumi, 2003).  One of the largest benefits of direct instruction was 

its provision for extended instructional time (Minnett, 2003), assisting in the remediation 

of studentsô lack of experiences (Noble, Norman, & Farah, 2005) and increasing 

studentsô content knowledge (Repetto, Webb, Neubert, & Curran, 2006).  Because Payne 

(1996) linked lack of information regarding the hidden curriculum to poverty conditions, 

such remediation by explicit instructional strategies especially helped those students.   

In addition to providing experiences and background knowledge, Barnes (2002), 

Engelmann (2001), and Izumi (2003) noted that direct instruction allowed adequate time 

for presenting the scope, sequence, and content standards, collectively known as the 

explicit curriculum.  South Carolina accessed the stateôs explicit curriculum via the 

stateôs Science Support Document on the State Department of Educationôs website 

(www.myscteacher.com, 2011).   

Dif ferentiated Instruction for Science 

Differentiated instruction is the process through which science teachers enhance 

learning by matching student characteristics to instruction and assessment (Hauser, 

2008).  Rather than a single strategy, differentiation incorporates a variety of strategies 

that are implemented differently for each student and assignment.  Prior to instruction, 

teachers should determine student readiness and student interests.  Pre-tests, questions 

concerning their background knowledge, KWL charts, and surveys provide information 
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on student readiness, while interest inventories reveal student interests.  Learning style 

inventories are also relevant in the teacherôs preparations for differentiation.   

Science instruction can be differentiated to allow students to explore topics of 

interest, expand their research skills, and to obtain instruction on inquiry skills.  The 

strategies that can be used to differentiate instruction are tiered assignments, with varying 

levels of complexity, compacting, which adjusts instruction based on studentsô prior 

knowledge, interest groups that allow students to choose a research topic, flexible 

grouping that assigns individual students specific responsibilities as part of a team (such 

as a lab group), learning contracts which provide students the freedom to learn 

independently, and choice boards, from which students choose activities to enhance 

specific skills (Hauser, 2008). 

Making Sense of Content 

Effective science strategies allow students to make sense of the content with 

which they have been engaged (National Research Council, 2003).  The teacherôs skillful 

questioning, facilitation of class discussion, detailed explanations ensure that students 

draw appropriate conclusions.  Effective teachers must ensure that  students understand 

the purpose of the science activities, connect new content with previous learning, and 

gain a perspective on changes in their conceptual thinking.   

Summary of Science Strategies  

  Teaching science effectively is a complex undertaking for several reasons.  

Students enter the classroom with large amounts of prior knowledge, experiences, 

reasoning, and interests of students.  Teachers must integrate the core science content and 

inquiry processes while involving students actively in conceptual learning (Staver, 2011).  

Effective teaching requires the teacher to be aware of studentsô struggles to learn, the 
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obstacles caused by studentsô misconceptions about science, and continual adjustment of 

teaching strategies to help students learn.  Teachers must understand how students 

actively construct new knowledge, the importance of studentsô interests, and studentsô 

possible anxieties and conflicts with science concepts (Staver, 2011). 

CHARACTER ISTICS OF EFFECTIVE SCIENCE TEACHERS  

According to the National Science Teachersô Association (2003), if educators 

donôt capture studentsô interest and enthusiasm by grade 7, students may never find their 

way back to science.  The NSTA has recommended that teachers be fully qualified, have 

a strong knowledge of science content, and be able to implement best practices, and 

effective instructional strategies in the classroom.  The most prominent best practices, 

found in a review of the literature, were the use of pedagogical content knowledge 

(PCK), the establishment of a positive and safe learning environment, use test data to 

guide instruction, and display understanding and compassion towards students.    

Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) is a non-linear approach to teaching 

science content.  Required to meet the challenges of science teaching, PCK is an 

understanding of how to teach the content.  It allows for deep conceptual understanding 

(Enfield, 2011).  It bridges the gap between content knowledge and pedagogy.  The 

NSTA standards define pedagogy in terms of teaching strategies, classroom organization, 

provisions for diverse learners, evaluation of studentsô prior knowledge, and 

transformation of ideas into understanding (National Science Teachers Association, 

2003).  Pedagogical tasks include addressing all studentsô needs, planning activities that 

encourage learning, reasoning, and a desire to learn more science.  
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The Classroom Environment 

Teachers create a safe environment in which students can engage in inquiry-based 

science instruction in the classroom, in the laboratory, and in field settings (National 

Science Teachers Association, 2003).  The curriculum should offer links to the real world 

by applying content and skills learned in class to studentsô own experiences, connect the 

classroom to the community through field trips and speakers, and provide real-life 

experiences, such as mentoring and apprenticeships, to increase awareness of science-

based careers and the relevance of science to their lives (National Science Teachers 

Association, 2003). 

Data-based Instruction 

Assessments should be frequent, to allow for remediation, and used to guide 

instructional decisions and practices.  Administrators should allow time for teachers to 

plan and strategize with colleagues in their own school.  A dedicated team of teachers 

should be trained and placed in middle schools to develop the teachers (National Science 

Teachers Association, 2003).  

Understanding and Sense-making Skills 

 Teacher should connect the science content with student background experiences 

as well as make connections among disciplines, with the community, society, and current 

events for the middle school student (Banilower, Cohen, Pasley, & Weiss, 2008).  

Students have ideas and beliefs obtained from books, television, movies, and real-life 

experiences that can facilitate or impede their learning (National Research Council, 

2003).  Through understanding those factors, teachers can connect science content to 

them and advance studentsô learning. 
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 An effective science lesson requires students to make sense of the ideas presented 

by the teacher (National Research Council, 2003).  Thorough understanding of studentsô 

backgrounds and interests assists the teacher in clarifying scientific concepts, using 

questioning procedures and facilitating class discussions.  The teacher may also help 

students connect ideas to previous learning, thus situating the information into a larger 

scientific framework and organizing their knowledge (Staver, 2005). 

SUMMARY  OF SCIENCE STRATEGIES AND TEACHER CHARAC TERISTICS 

The NSTA recommends a strong emphasis on middle level science education.  

Highly qualified teachers who are dedicated to working with these students can present 

concepts in age-appropriate and engaging ways.  The students can build on prior 

knowledge and attain the necessary background to participate successfully and 

responsibly in our highly scientific and technological society (National Science Teachers 

Association, 2003). 

Conceptual change is at the heart of science learning.  It is promoted through 

opportunities for students to become actively involved in learning.  Hands-on, minds-on 

activities, constructivist methodologies, and learning cycles enhance student learning.  

The teacherôs ability to implement these strategies appropriately for maximum student 

learning depends on pedagogical content knowledge (National Science Teachers 

Association, 2011), the use of test score data to guide instruction, understanding, and 

skills in helping students make sense of science ideas. 

POVERTY AND HIGHLY -QUALIFIED TEACHERS  

In a study of the factors driving school achievement, the New Leaders for New 

Schools organization (2009) reported teacher effectiveness was responsible for 33% of 

student achievement, while a principalôs impact was responsible for 25% of student 
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achievement.  Thus the New Leaders for New Schools study concluded that teachers 

were the single most influential component of an effective school (Balfanz, 2009; 

Balfanz & Byrnes, 2002; Nye, Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 2004; Sanders & Rivers, 

1996).  The academic growth of students taught by effective teachers can surpass those of 

other students by over a year, and four consecutive years of effective teachers could 

practically close the achievement gap between children from low income families and 

others (Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009).   

While the literature consistently reported lower test scores and poorer test-taking 

behaviors among children living in poverty, many school districts seemed oblivious to 

the high poverty schoolsô need for high quality teachers in their tendency to assign less 

competent teachers to those schools (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Haycock, 2009).  

Haycock (2009) questioned such assignments, due to the research citing the existence of 

a direct relationship between significant achievement gains and teacher pedagogical 

competence and content knowledge.  Although the National Center for Education 

Statistics reported a similar pattern in South Carolina, where over 12% of high-poverty 

high school classes did not have a highly qualified teacher, all of the studyôs participants 

were highly-qualified to teach their respective classes (Mapping South Carolinaôs 

Educational Progress, 2008).   

Characteristics of Effective Teachers in High Poverty Schools 

 A review of the literature noted consistency among the conclusions related to the 

characteristics of effective teachers, especially the quality of the teacher (Chenoweth, 

2007; Leader & Stern, 2008; Reeves, 2005).  Ladson-Billings (2001), Marzano (2003), 

and Spivey (2006) observed that effective teachers connected academic content with 

studentsô backgrounds, formed relationships with them, created stable classroom 
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atmospheres, and apparently had a sense of mission.  In South Carolina, the poorer 

schools tend to have better teachers, according to Dr. Harry Gates, Lexington District 5ôs 

Science Coordinator.  ñBecause the teachers feel like they have to be everything for the 

students, they try harder,ò he told the researcher (personal conversation, July, 2011).   

Connections to Studentsô Experiences.  A commonality among successful 

teachers of culturally-diverse classrooms was found to be an understanding of studentsô 

backgrounds (Ladson-Billings, 2001).  According to Marzano (2003), effective teachersô 

understanding of their students supported the formation of connections between academic 

content and student background knowledge; additionally, that understanding informs 

their selection of instructional strategies that promoted student achievement.  Spivey 

(2006) noted that teachersô personal philosophies and experiences seem to drive their 

decisionmaking in implementing strategies that make connections with students.   

Understanding of middle school studentsô developmental needs, coupled with a 

commitment to provide equitable educational opportunities, were important components 

in the effective teaching of middle school students, such as those at the site school (Erb, 

2001; Jackson & Davis, 2000).  Effective teachers have applied their understanding of 

studentsô backgrounds and physiological development to their selection of strategies and 

classroom actions.  Because of the rapid changes in growth and a developing capacity for 

complex thinking, their instruction was carefully tailored to student needs (Lipsitz, 

Mizell, Jackson, & Austin, 1997; Repetto et al, 2006).  

Relationships with Students.  Effective teachers in high poverty schools have 

made efforts to build personal relationships with students, to use culturally-sensitive 

teaching methods, to connect student experiences to classroom instruction, and to 

construct a general base of knowledge among students.  Concurrent with those efforts, 
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teachers reported a sense of confidence both in their personal teaching ability and the 

academic potential of the studentsô abilities (Gorski, 2007; Haberman, 1991; Halverson et 

al, 2009; Spivey, 2006).  Effective teachers were able to establish rapport and form caring 

relationships with students (Gorski, 2007; Haberman, 1991; Klussman, 2004). 

Classroom Atmosphere.  The creation of a positive classroom environment 

depended heavily on the teacherôs personal characteristics (Bennett, 2008; Erb, 2001; 

McGee, 2004; Sanders & Rivers, 1996; Tobin, 2006).  The components of a positive 

classroom atmosphere included the communication of sensitivity towards individual 

differences (Bennett, 2008; Erb, 2001; Haberman, 2005), the demonstration of respect 

and dignity towards all students, and the enforcement of order in the classroom (Minnett, 

2003; Spivey, 2006).  This case studyôs data included descriptions of classroom 

environments and observed actions of the teachers that contributed to the classroom 

atmosphere.    

A Sense of Mission.  Carmon (2009) noted that high-achieving schools with 

students living in poverty have succeeded in recruiting good teachers and maintaining 

low turnover rates.  Experienced and highly qualified teachers who continued to teach in 

high poverty schools for many years have described a sense of mission in their place 

(Freedman & Appleman, 2009), which they attributed to a combination of previous 

personal experiences and pre-service teacher training programs (Bennett, 2008).  

Crossing over to Canaan, a case study by Ladson-Billings (2001), related the impact of 

ñeye-openingò experiences on teachersô philosophies towards students and classroom 

effectiveness.  The review of the literature did not reveal consistent sources of a sense of 

mission nor the philosophy that it implied concerning students living in poverty.  The 

guiding questions of this case study intended to answer this perceived gap in research 



 

40 

understandings.  The present studyôs data described its participantsô philosophies towards 

their students and summarized the extent of their sense of mission in Chapter 4.  

Qualities of Formal Pre-service Training .  The literature review found 

inconsistent conclusions linking pre-service training to effective teaching in high-poverty 

schools.  Pre-service training could support the development of empathy, caring and 

commitment to culturally-diverse classrooms (Bennett, 2008); additionally, they can 

instill a sense of mission that undergirds effective teaching and increases a commitment 

to continue teaching in difficult environments (Freedman & Appleman, 2009).  However, 

a transforming moment that deeply affected the teacherôs outlook, increased their 

sensitivity towards students, and caused them to re-evaluate the way they taught has 

occurred among all levels of teaching experience (Ladson-Billings, 2001).  Thus, 

although pre-service training can increase the prospective teacherôs caring for students 

living in poverty, which is a characteristic of effective teachers in those schools 

(Chenoweth, 2007), other experiences can occur at any time with similar outcomes. 

HIGHLY QUALIFIED TEACHERS  

The passage of the NCLB Act of 2001 was a joint effort of the United States 

Department of Education, the U.S. Congress, and national teacher associations to 

improve the effectiveness of teachers through the implementation of research conclusions 

(Rothman, 2009).  Although the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act had 

provided federal Title I funding to high poverty schools, the NCLB Title II marked the 

governmentôs first attempt to apply research conclusions related to effective teaching to 

the improvement of teacher quality.  

According to Rothman (2009) and Hull (2008), in the 1980s researchers measured 

actual changes in individual student achievement within a teacherôs classroom, and 
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concluded the most effective teachers had subject-area certification, a major or minor in 

the subject, higher scores on licensure exams than less effective teachers, and higher SAT 

scores.  The writers of the Title II legislation applied the conclusions of the1980s 

research in its definition of highly-qualified-teacher status, required for all public school 

teachers.  According to NCLB Title II, a highly qualified teacher  must hold at least a 

bachelorôs degree, state certification in the content area, and demonstrate subject-matter 

proficiency in every subject they teach (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).  The 

results were inconsistent in the decade following the implementation of highly qualified 

teacher status (Rothman, 2009).   

The intent of the highly qualified teacher standard was to provide children of low-

income families with the same access to good teachers as other students, thus promoting 

equitable achievement opportunities.  States were held accountable under the law for 

making sure all teachers met the highly qualified teacher standards.  Although the 

correlations between each of the highly qualified teacher criteria and student achievement 

were weak, teachers were ineffective without them (Kannapel & Clements, 2005).  The 

law addressed the tendency of schools with high enrollments of low-income students to 

have fewer highly qualified teachers (Mapping South Carolinaôs Educational Progress, 

2008) and fewer effective teachers (National Center for Education Statistics, 2008; Peske 

& Haycock, 2006).  Specifically, NCLB required states to ensure that low-income 

students and minority students were not taught by inexperienced, out-of-field, or teachers 

not highly qualified at higher rates than other student groups (U. S. Department of 

Education, 2002).   
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HIGH -PERFORMING, HIGH -POVERTY SCHOOLS 

Expectations for low levels of student achievement in South Carolina would seem 

justified, following the 2009 Census report that one-fourth of South Carolinaôs students 

were below the poverty level (U. S. Census Report, 2010).  The reports of a persistent 

achievement gap nationwide among students with different levels of family incomes 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2010), together with the reportedly high levels 

of poverty in South Carolina, could logically support expectations for low achievement 

among students living in poverty.  The literature review, however, located several reports 

of high achievement among students living in poverty and thus contradicted the logic of 

other expectations.   

The states that reported high achievement included California, Texas, Illinois, 

Massachusetts, and Wisconsin.  In the years since the 1966 release of the Coleman report, 

studies such as the September 2002 Pacific Research Institute report (Izumi, 2003), the 

2002 investigation of Texas middle schools (Picucci, Brownson, Kahlert, & Sobel, 2002), 

and the 2004 report on Illinoisô Golden Spike schools documented high achievement 

among the students in high poverty schools (McGee, 2004).  Among these schools 

bridging the academic achievement gap between children from low-income families and 

others were the Boston public schools (Haycock, 2009), various elementary schools in 

Texas (Picucci et al, 2002), the Milwaukee Public School system (Reeves, 2005), and 

elementary schools in Kentucky (Kannapel & Clements, 2005).  The literature review 

determined that South Carolina was not among the states reporting high achievement 

among students living in poverty and this study intended to address that gap.    
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Commonalities among High-Performing, High-Poverty Schools 

Schools labeled as Blue Ribbon schools by the United States Department of 

Education (Blue Ribbon schools program, 2006), High Flying schools by the Education 

Trust (Harris, 2007), Highly Effective schools (Kirk & Jones, 2004; Levine & Lezotte, 

1995), and 90/90/90 schools by D. B. Reeves (2005), all had the commonalities of high 

percentages of students in poverty who also consistently scored in the top third on their 

state tests of academic achievement.  Although the site school was classified as a failing 

school under NCLB guidelines, its science department was high performing because of 

its 2010 Palmetto Assessment of State Standards (PASS) science scores.  The factors that 

enabled that science department, as well as entire schools, to demonstrate high 

achievement needed to be understood in order for education to be more equitable for all 

children (Harris, 2007; Haycock, 1998, 2009; Reeves, 2005; Izumi, 2003).   

The characteristics that distinguished high-achieving from low-achieving schools 

with comparable student populations were qualities of their leadership, clear 

communication of high expectations for students and staff, safety, orderliness, a primary 

focus on learning, and regular monitoring of student learning (Blue Ribbon schools, 

2006; Brookover, Beamer, Hathaway, & Miller, 1982; Cotton, 2003;  Darling-Hammond 

& Haselkorn, 2009; Edmonds, 1979; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991; Harris, 2007; 

Henderson, 1987; Kirk & Jones, 2004; Lezotte, 2010; McGee, 2004).      

Primary Focus on Achievement 

 The literature review determined that the most prominent educational practice of 

a successful, high poverty school was its focus on academic achievement (Gaziel, 1997; 

Peck, 2010; Reeves, 2005).  Following the NMSAôs guidelines in Turning Points 2000, 

middle schools that have implemented a strong academic curriculum and clearly 
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communicated high academic standards have realized significant improvements in 

student achievement (Jackson & Davis, 2000; Noguera, 2003; Trimble, 2002).  

Intervention strategies were one of the supports for the achievement of struggling 

students (Haycock, 2001; Peck, 2010; Stevens, 1993; Viadero & Johnston, 2000).  This 

studyôs data collection purposed to link characteristics of the participants and the site 

schoolôs environment to conclusions and observations found in the literature review, to 

provide a foundation to explain student achievement at the site. 

MIDDLE SCHOOL EDUCATION  

 The site school was a middle school, thus the review of the literature focused on 

middle school educators and the middle school environment, in addition to studying the 

characteristics of effective teachers of poverty students.  Typically, middle school science 

teachers have represented a mix of certification levels, including secondary science, 

middle grades, and elementary, according to Eugene Chiappetta and Thomas Koballa, 

editors of the sixth edition of Science Instruction in the Middle Schools (2006).  Because 

of their broad educational backgrounds, they are more knowledgeable in mixed content 

instruction rather than specific content.  Chapter 3 describes the education levels of the 

teachers in this case study.    

Middle level education must provide a developmentally appropriate curriculum in 

an environment that promotes critical thinking, industrious work, and progress towards 

becoming a productive member of society (Jackson & Davis, 2000).  The National 

Middle School Association (NMSA) characterized effective middle schools as those 

having flexible structures, positive affective environments, challenging curricula, and 

support for all students.  Equity of educational opportunity, according to the NMSA, 

should be available to all students, without regard to their family income levels.   
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Characteristics of the Middle School Intellect 

 Because science contains high levels of conceptual knowledge and middle school 

students typically have only the beginnings of abstract thinking abilities, science 

instruction may need special attention, with its (Erb, 2001).  

During middle school, changes in intellectual capacity are taking place that 

impact instruction (Powell, 2010, pages 9-10).  Those changes include: 

(a) Attention spans are shorter than either late elementary school or high school, 

which requires the teacher to divide the instruction into small time segments for greater 

effectiveness. 

(b) Vivid imaginations can be linked to concepts as abstract thinking develops.  

The teacher should encourage children to use their imaginations and creativity, rather 

than simply supplying information to them. 

(c) Intellectual development is variable among middle school students; the 

effective teacher must continuously monitor learning, scaffolding the instruction as 

needed. 

(d) Physical and intellectual development are concurrent; as a result, middle 

school students need to experience learning, through manipulations, touching, and other 

movements. 

(e) The shift in intellectual development allows students to experience 

metacognition; teachers should encourage them to reflect on their learning processes as a 

means of increasing their comprehension. 

(f) Middle school students are beginning to understand what is meaningful and 

applicable to their lives; lessons should be set in real world contexts.   
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LEADERSHIP IN SUCCESSFUL, HIGH -POVERTY SCHOOLS 

The literature review identified characteristics of leadership in successful high-

poverty schools, in which the achievement gap based on studentsô family incomes has 

been practically eliminated.  ñGood teachers, effective principals, and great schools have 

a far greater impact on the achievement gap than any out-of-school antipoverty 

initiative,ò according to New York Cityôs Department of Education chancellor Joel Klein 

(2009).  The principalôs involvement with the schoolôs instructional program was 

identified as distinguishing feature of effective schools (Carmon, 2009; Cotton, 2003; 

Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003).  School leaders 

clearly communicated high expectations for all students, implemented assessment-based 

instruction, and provided on-going professional development for its teachers (OôDay, 

2002; Reeves, 2005).  Strong leadership was integral in the turnaround of Cincinnatiôs 

Taft High School, with its 25% graduation rate in 2000 increasing to 95% in 2010; 

student proficiency ratings on standardized tests rose from 33% to 96%, the highest rating 

among Ohio public schools, within the same ten-year period (Pappano, 2010).   

Investigations into the nature of the relationship between school principals and 

student achievement found a significant, positive correlation between effective school 

leadership and student achievement (Seashore, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 

2010; Waters et al, 2003).  Carmon (200) stated that ñprincipals can have a profound 

effect on student achievementò through collective leadership, instructional leadership, 

and their consideration of student factors (p. 38) 

Collective Leadership 

  A feature of leaders in high-achieving schools was their collective leadership, 

which involved school and community stakeholders in making school-related decisions.  
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The inclusion of parent groups, community advisory groups, teachers, and student groups 

provided a basis of collective knowledge for decision-making without decreasing the 

authority of the principal.  Ultimately, the process of collective leadership was found to 

support student achievement (Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2001; Leithwood & 

Montgomery, 1982; Seashore et al, 2010).   

Principals that successfully used collective leadership have tended towards a 

ópromoterô style, according to Bulach, Boothe, and Michael (1999).  The principal was 

described as extroverted, friendly, imaginative, energetic, and successful in involving 

parents and community groups with the work of the school.  Through their ability to lead 

through others and their personality, principals were able to improve student achievement 

(Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982).   

Professional learning communities represented one form of collective leadership; 

within those groups, teachers had autonomy that allowed them to make classroom 

decisions.  Within those collaborative groups, content area teachers invested time during 

the school day to share best practices, to mentor, coach, and advise one another (Minnett, 

2003; Roberts & Pruitt, 2003).  The collaborative learning communities were directly 

linked to improved classroom instruction and higher student achievement (Smylie & 

Wenzel, 2003).  The necessary conditions for the success of learning communities were 

the principalôs providing professional times to meet and exchange ideas, placing teachers 

within close proximity to allow them to observe and interact with peers, and allowing 

teachers to have decision-making authorities in their classrooms (Roberts & Pruitt, 2003).    

Instructional Leadership 

In addition to collective leadership, principals in high-performing, high-poverty 

schools participated in their schoolôs instructional programs on many different levels 
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(Carmon, 2009; Cotton, 2003; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Waters et al, 2003).  

Principals interacted with teachers through observation and consultation, provided 

constructive feedback, and communicated high expectations for student achievement 

(Bartell, 1990).  In those actions, Cotton (2003) found an indirect but significant 

correlation between the principalôs instructional leadership and student achievement. 

The leadership beliefs of outstanding principals included a sense of responsibility 

to evaluate teachersô classroom performance, with the understanding that such 

interactions distributed the principalôs instructional leadership (Hallinger, Bickman, & 

Davis, 1996; Leitner, 1994; Waters et al, 2003).  As an instructional leader of the school, 

the principal must understand the components of quality instruction (Heck, Larsen, & 

Marcoulides, 1990; Seashore et al, 2010); principals who succeeded in turning around 

low-performing schools have described the necessity of setting ambitions and specific 

goals and consistently focusing on achievement, investing time in instruction-related 

activities, and providing constructive feedback that improved teaching (Bamberg & 

Andrews, 1991; Butler, 1997; Seashore et al, 2010).   

Exhibiting instructional and collective leadership, principals have navigated state 

and federal channels in order to obtain instructional content coaches for their sites (S. 

McCall, high school administrator, personal conversation, March 2011).  Because 

teaching practices and teacher quality increased student achievement (Sanders & Rivers, 

1996; Wenglinsky, 2000), school principals have applied for grant monies to support the 

addition of instructional coaches to their school staffs.  Adapting the athletic concept, 

instructional coaches have provided context-specific professional development through 

classroom observation, reflective discussions, and instructional revisions (Cornett & 

Knight, 2008).  In South Carolina the Math-Science Unit (MSU), an outreach of the 
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Department of Education, used both federal and state money to train and place 

instructional coaches in schools, with preferences for high poverty schools, according to 

Tom Peters, the MSU Executive Director (personal conversation, June 2011).  Although 

coaching has not been directly linked to student achievement, growth in math and writing 

scores have been recorded by coached teachers (Hull, Edwards, Rogers, & Swords, 1998) 

and positive qualitative data has been collected (Slinger, 2004).  The demonstrated ability 

of instructional coaches to improve classroom instruction directly linked them to higher 

student achievement (Neufield & Roper, 2003).  

Leadership and Student Factors 

A high correlation between student achievement in all school sizes and parent 

participation in school advisory groups was noted (r = .53); therefore, school principals 

that formed support systems advanced student achievement (Gaziel, 2007; Seashore et al, 

2010).  Principals in high poverty schools with less than 800 students have reported 

higher achievement gains; in larger schools the correlation between poverty and 

achievement was 10 times stronger (Bloom, Thompson, & Unterman, 2010; Eberts, 

Swartz, & Stone, 1990; Gaziel, 2007; Howley & Bickel, 2000; Seashore et al, 2010).   

Summary of the Principalôs Relationship to Student Achievement 

Through the indirect means of collective leadership and instructional leadership, 

school principals in high poverty schools have realized significant student achievement 

gains (Gullatt & Lofton, 1996).  In contrast to principals in low-performing schools who 

were absorbed in óadministrative triviaô (Cotton, 2003), effective principals lead through 

collective leadership and instructional leadership.  Principals obtained knowledge for 

decision-making from the communityôs collective wisdom, provided an orderly and 

supportive school environment, continuously evaluated teacher and student performance, 
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and communicated a vision of excellence (Bartell, 1990, Cotton, 2003).  Data collection 

purposed to collect data concerning the principalôs leadership and qualities of the siteôs 

environment in an effort to confirm research conclusions. 

SOUTH CAROLINA TESTING  

Statewide testing in South Carolina was mandated by the South Carolina 

Education Accountability Act of 1998 and the federal governmentôs No Child Left 

Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) as a means of determining its progress toward AYP status 

(Palmetto Achievement Challenge Tests, 2009); however, science scores have not been 

included in AYP calculations.  During the administration of the tests mandated by the 

federal government, South Carolina also assessed science achievement.  The motivation 

for the present study was the high rank of the site school on the PASS science test, South 

Carolinaôs test of science standards.   

Purpose and Goals 

The stateôs definition of AYP was based on expectations for substantial annual 

progress towards the goal of having all students proficient in reading/language arts and 

mathematics by spring, 2014 (South Carolina State Accountability Workbook, 2003).  A 

joint purpose of the testing program was to assess student mastery of state standards, to 

help determine student promotion to the next grade level, and to help identify strengths 

and areas in need of improvement (Testing in South Carolina, 2011).   

Although the NCLB intended to raise teaching effectiveness through its testing 

mandates and the resulting accountability, its use of reading and mathematics scores to 

determine AYP inadvertently decreased important emphases on other content areas, 

including science (Johnson, 2007; Ruby, 2006); nevertheless, South Carolina continued 
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to include a science test in its test battery as a means of assessing student science learning 

and to address the reported national deficiencies in science knowledge.     

In the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 2007 

study, the average U.S. science scores were lower than 12 other countries, including nine 

in Asia and Europe that are central to the economy of this country.  The TIMSS also 

reported the absence of any measurable improvement in the scores of U.S. students over 

1995 scores (National Center Education Statistics, 2008a).  The implementation of the 

science sub-test was an important first step by South Carolina in addressing the reported 

deficits in science knowledge, with its ability to identify the level of knowledge of 

specific science standards.  Such a diagnosis of weaknesses and strengths could support 

data-driven instruction (Great Schools, 2011).  The data of this study included measures 

undertaken by teachers to use test data in planning and pacing their instruction.   

PACT Testing 

The Palmetto Achievement Challenge Test (PACT) was South Carolinaôs testing 

program for grades 3 - 8; however, its proficiency levels were among the highest in the 

nation and no middle schools were able to meet AYP under the PACT (Dahlin & Cronin, 

2007).  In an analysis for the Northwest Regional Laboratory that compared South 

Carolinaôs requirements for proficiency to 27 other states, Dahlin and Cronin (2007) 

found that the difficulty level of South Carolina proficiency standards was exceeded by 

only three other states.   

PASS Testing 

In spring 2009 the PACT was replaced with the Palmetto Assessment of State 

Standards (PASS) test, with proficiency levels that are much lower (Dahlin & Cronin, 

2007; Palmetto Achievement Challenge Tests, 2009).  Aligned to state academic 
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standards, the PASS was a standards-based accountability measurement of student 

achievement in the core areas of English language arts, mathematics, science, and social 

studies (Palmetto Assessment of State Standards, 2010).  The PASS science tests all 

students in grades 4 and 7, while students in grades 3, 5, 6, and 8 randomly take either the 

science test or the social studies test (Palmetto Assessment of State Standards, 2010).   

Testing Supports 

Test items for the science test were based on the 2005 South Carolina Science 

Academic Standards, which were written by the science standards support group in the 

Department of Education.  The Science Standards writing team also has developed the 

Science Standards Support Guide in cooperation with South Carolina educators, which 

included means of observing student learning, guidelines for assessment, and resources 

that support classroom instruction in the science standards in (Palmetto Assessment of 

State Standards, 2010).   

All of South Carolinaôs public school teachers are able to access the standards for 

each content area on the stateôs website.  Indicators of each content standard provide 

additional content information and assessment guidelines to determine mastery (South 

Carolina Academic Standards Support Guide, 2010).  The testing programs have been the 

Palmetto Achievement Challenge Test (PACT) and the Palmetto Assessment of State 

Standards (PASS). 

In this study, the interview protocols discussed teachersô previous experiences, 

professional training, experiences in other schools, and experiences with other types of 

students.  The data may reveal a correspondence between teacher background 

experiences and their effectiveness in the classroom.   
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SUMMARY AND IDENTIFICATION OF GAPS IN RESEARCH  

 In a review of extensive literature on achievement of children from families with 

low incomes, Hochschild (2003) concluded the factors that promoted achievement were 

the same for all children, regardless of family income levels.  However, a review of the 

research on poverty indicated special considerations were required to effectively teach 

children with low levels of family income.  A need was indicated for the elimination of 

high rates of distractibility and the increase of student ability to focus on tests (Howse, 

2003; Jongyeun, 1999; Lee, Fradd, Sutman, 1995; Marzano, 2007).   

The literature review revealed that characteristics of teachers in high poverty 

schools included skills in forming relationships with students, creating stable classroom 

environments, a sense of mission, and the ability to connect content to studentsô 

background (Chenoweth, 2007; Rothman, 2009).  Although effective teachersô 

outstanding characteristics were revealed in the literature, their philosophies or ideologies 

that undergirded their outlook towards students were not found, with one exception.  

Ladson-Billingsô (2001) reported  ñeye-opening experiencesò that changed the way 

teachers viewed their students and inspired them to higher levels of caring; otherwise, the 

literature did not describe effective teachersô thoughts concerning their students living in 

poverty nor possible influences on their classroom actions; thus this researcher sought to 

locate that information among the participants.        

  Additionally, South Carolina was not found listed among the schools reporting 

high achievement among students living in poverty.  No studies reported high 

achievement among middle schools (grades 6ï8) with students living in poverty, 

although the literature did report characteristics of high achieving high schools (grades 9ï

12) and elementary schools (1ï5).  The researcher found no conclusions related to high 
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achievement in specific content areas, such as science, except for the NSTA 

recommendations.  

The next chapter discussed the studyôs methodology, identified its participants, 

the multiple data sources, strategies for data analysis, and the manner in which the 

studyôs trustworthiness was ensured.    
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CHAPTER THREE : METHODOLOGY  

The preceding chapterôs literature review indicated a gap in understanding all of 

the characteristics associated with teacher effectiveness, especially in teaching science to 

children living in poverty (Rothman, 2009).  In an attempt to better understand those 

characteristics, an open-ended descriptive case study was designed.  The participants 

were seven science teachers, a science coach, and two administrators at an urban middle 

school with 350 students in South Carolina.  The researcher collected data during 

classroom observations (N = 19) and interviews (N = 12) with participants and from the 

inspection of archived test scores, school documents, and school photographs.  Content 

analysis procedures allowed the discovery of themes and related components in the 

acquired data.  The credibility, dependability, and trustworthiness of the study were 

supported through memoing techniques, an audit trail, feedback from participants, and 

quasi-statistics; thus, triangulation of data sources and analysis techniques enhanced this 

studyôs credibility. 

INTRODUCTION  

A case study must have focus and parameters.  Although guiding questions can 

effectively focus a case study, they may define the study too narrowly and lead the 

researcher to little more than shallow findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  For that reason, 

the questions guided data collection without limiting it; unexpected and interesting 

information was accepted into the study as it progressed.  The following sections in this 

chapter connected individual guiding questions to specific data collection activities.  The 

guiding questions for this study were: 

1. How, if at all, did the teachersô background experiences and professional training 

prepare them to teach in a high poverty science classroom?  This question 



 

56 

determined to find a link, if any, between participantsô experiences and research 

that linked experiences and training to deep understandings, sympathy, and 

optimism for those living in poverty (Bennett, 2008).   

2. What ideologies and philosophies do the teachers have towards their students?  

This question intended to address a gap in the literature review, regarding the 

thoughts of teachers towards their students living in poverty.    

3. What, if any, classroom actions depict teachersô philosophies towards the 

students?  This question intended to add to the limited information in the 

literature review regarding a philosophical basis for teachersô classroom actions;   

Bainbridge and Lasley (2002) concluded that the way in which teachers view their 

students, particularly the explicit communication of a strong belief in student 

potential, is related to higher achievement. 

4. How, if at all, does the school environment and culture affect science 

achievement?  This question purposed to link characteristics of the site school and 

its leadership to research conclusions noting the sense of security, orderliness, and 

a focus on achievement among high-performing, high-poverty schools (Blue 

Ribbon Schools, 2006; Rumberger, 2007; Rumberger & Palardy, 2005). 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research design was a case study that included non-participant classroom 

observations, semi-structured interviews, document inspection, and photographs.  The 

case study was ideally suited for conducting an intense study of a contemporary 

phenomenon, which was the success of science teachers in a mid-size urban Title I 

middle school in South Carolina.  The guiding questions represented that phenomenon 

(Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorensen, 2006; Trochim, 2006; Yin, 2009).  The guiding 
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questions focused on more than what happens in science classrooms; otherwise, survey 

research may have been adequate.  The case study design was the only design able to 

adequately handle a range of evidence from multiple sources, while also allowing the 

flexibility of on-going revisions as the data is compiled (Yin, 2009).   

A case study is comparable to a single quantitative experiment, according to Yin 

(2009).  Although providing few opportunities for wide generalizations, both case studies 

and quantitative experiments typically generate testable hypotheses for future 

investigations (Yin, 2009).  The results of this study extended research understandings of 

effective teaching to the specific context of middle school science and allowed the 

application of cognitive perceptual theory.  Generalizations to contexts other than the site 

school were possible through an inspection of detailed descriptions of the site and the 

studyôs participants.  Chapter 5 discusses implications of the findings in the data and 

suggests multiple avenues for further research. 

Multiple data sources were used, because the acquisition of a depth of knowledge 

is the primary aim of descriptive case studies, including open-ended interviews, field 

notes of classroom observations, notes on school documents, the researcherôs 

photographs of the school, and memos recorded during the data collection.  The interview 

method was the most appropriate way to explore participantsô philosophies, ideologies, 

and their background experiences (Bennett, 2008; Freedman & Appleman, 2009; Ladson-

Billings, 2001).  The researcher used the semi-structured open-ended interview format, 

following the example of Crabtree (2006), beginning with general questions phrased prior 

to the interview, as recommended by Bogdan and Biklen (2007).  Those general 

questions were placed in protocols in Appendix E: Interview Protocols for Teacher 

Interviews, and in Appendix F: Interview Protocols for School Administrators.  The 
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flexibility of the semi-structured interview provided the researcher with the freedom to 

address topics arising during the interview, to probe for additional details, and to ask 

additional questions.  According to Udesky (2010), its structure helped avoid 

interviewersô tendency to ask leading questions.  Please see Appendix E for the interview 

protocols that the researcher used with teachers at the site school.   

Following Yinôs (2009) recommendations, the researcher compiled written 

memos throughout the study to increase the validity of the data analysis and related 

conclusions.  Analysis and interpretation began during data collection and continued 

following the researcherôs departure from the site.  Analytic strategies included open- 

coding, additional memoing, constant comparison, two-tiered coding, and the 

construction of a descriptive framework for the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Trochim, 

2006).  Open coding identified themes apparent in the data immediately following the 

data collection; subsequently, constant comparison noted connections among those initial 

themes and supported the formation of a two-tiered coding system.  Tentative themes 

appeared in the two-tiered coding system.  Finally, the descriptive framework organized 

the data along the lines of the two-tiered coding system; the themes found in the data 

were the major components of the descriptive framework, while second-tier data was 

organized around the individual themes.  Quasi-statistics were applied to define the 

relative strengths of the major themes found in the data through a tally process. 

Memoing, in the form of a reflective log and the researcherôs speculations, 

(Trochim, 2006) assisted in data collection and analysis.  Observations aroused the 

researcherôs curiosity, peers commented in general ways on the study, and school 

personnel informally provided their personal descriptions of the site school.  Those kinds 

of data were collected throughout the study as researcherôs memos.  The memoing notes 
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gained focus as themes in the data were explored and various directions for the study 

were considered as it progressed (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Trochim, 2006).  Throughout 

the research, information and tentative conclusions were shared with the committee, 

colleagues, and peers in education for confirmation and additional perspective on the 

direction of the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Following one committee memberôs 

recommendation, for example, to pursue the topic of caring among the teachers at the site 

school, the researcher found a large amount of previously unrecognized data. 

STUDY SITE AND LOCALITY  

The following sections describe the county and the school district in which the 

site was located and then enumerated characteristics of the school and the surrounding 

area.  Thus the discussion moved from a macroscopic towards the microscopic level to 

focus the reader on the participants which were the heart of this study.  

The County 

The site was located in South Carolina where the weather was mild, the seasons 

were varied, and the geography varied from flat to low hills.  Recent economic downturns 

had raised unemployment levels to 12 ï 18%; employed persons largely worked for small 

service industries (City Data, 2010).  The 2009 median household income was slightly 

more than $46,000, although 12% of the countyôs population existed below the poverty 

level (City Data, 2010).  Approximately one-fourth of the countyôs population was 

school-age children or 35,685 residents, and less than one-fifth of the countyôs population 

had a four-year college degree (Anderson County, 2010), implying almost a dearth of the 

important cultural capital for understanding and preparing for post-secondary education.  

Table 1 compares demographic factors and achievement levels of the county and the 
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state, indicating that the county was a fair representation of the state, with poverty levels 

approximately equal.   

Table 1 

Demographic and Achievement Levels: County vs. State 

Demographic characteristics by percent County South Carolina 

Population, 2009 estimate 184,901 4,561,242 

Persons under 18 years old 24.2% 23.7% 

Black persons, 2009 16.7% 28.2% 

Persons of Hispanic origin, 2009  2.3%  4.5% 

White persons not Hispanic, 2009 79.2% 64.9% 

Living in same house 1995ï2000, ages 5+ 58.8% 55.9% 

Language other than English spoken at home, 

2000 

 

 3.3%  5.2% 

High school graduates, age 25+, 2000 73.4% 76.3% 

Bachelorôs degree or higher, age 25+, 2000 15.9% 20.4% 

Mean travel time to work (mins.),  ages 16+  23.7% 24.3% 

Homeownership rate, 2000 76.3% 72.2% 

Housing units in multi-unit structures, 2000  9.9% 15.8% 

Median value owner-occupied homes, 2000 $88,200 $94,900 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2010) 

Table 2 displays the countyôs employment sectors, providing evidence that the 

majority of the residents were involved in manufacturing, retail, and health service 

occupations.  

 Table 2 
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Largest employment sectors county vs. state 

Employment Sector  30 minute drive 

(includes the county) 

South Carolina  

Construction                                                        4,518 111,730 

Manufacturing                                            16,072 275,573 

Retail Trade                                                        11,422 224,031 

Transportation and 

Warehousing                          

    

1,720 46,941 

Education and Health 

Services                                 

 

19,042 156,232 

Leisure and Hospitality                                            8,593 192,748 

Professional and Business 

Services                        

7,985 186,481 

Source:  2003 Covered Wages, SC Employment Securities Commission 

The School District  

The school district in which the site school was situated contained eight 

elementary schools, two middle schools, two high schools, and a career school that pulled 

students from the two high schools for portions of each school day according to the 

districtôs web page (http://anderson5.net).  The school district was one of five school 

districts in the county and included approximately 50,000 city residents.  An elected 10-

member school board governed the school district; charging district office personnel and 

school leaders with the responsibility to implement its policies.  Due to the economic 

difficulties which the state was experiencing for the third consecutive year, the district 

office staff had recently been down-sized through early retirement, reassignment of 

qualified staff to the classroom, and the elimination of many positions.  The 24-member 

staff at the time of this study included a district superintendent, an assistant 
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superintendent/data bank administrator, two other assistant administrators, and four 

curriculum coordinators.  The post-graduate degrees of district-level personnel sharply 

contrasted with the general population of South Carolina; according to census data, less 

than 16% of the county and  slightly more than 20% of the state population has a 

Bachelorôs degree, according to the districtôs web page (http://anderson5.net).  Table 3, 

South Carolina School District Population Characteristics, depicted a 44% poverty level 

in the county and almost 25% of eighth graders below grade level.  

 Table 3 

South Carolina School District Population Characteristics: 2003 (unless noted 

otherwise)  

 

Population characteristic County State 

Children eligible for free/reduced 

lunch 2005   

 

  44% 58% 

Mean family income  $50,941 $52,011 

Children in eighth grade 

performing below state standards 

in Reading 2009 

 

22.6%    32.3% 

Children in eighth grade 

performing below state standards 

in Math 2009  

 

24.5% 37% 

Persons 18-24 who have not 

completed high school (2000) 

 

18.1% 16% 

Source: First Steps (2006); SC Kids Count (2010) 

The Middle School 

The study site was a Title I urban middle school for grades 6ï8 in South Carolina, 

purposefully selected for the case study because of the second-place  ranking of its 2010 

PASS science scores in the state, an  accomplishment contrary to the observations of 
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generally low academic achievement among high poverty schools in this state.  Prior to 

the study, the assistant principal agreed to provide access to the school for this study and 

the school district superintendent wrote a letter to the school principal indicating district-

level support.  In a personal conversation, the school district superintendent emphasized 

the decreasing window of opportunity for data collection at the school, due to NCLB 

restructuring of the middle school in May 2011 (B. G. Bagley, personal communication, 

May 15, 2010).  The schoolôs conversion into a magnet school for the arts will ñdilute the 

poverty factor,ò Bagley said, with the influx of students from more affluent areas of the 

city.  In the restructured school, the interaction between poverty and the characteristics of 

effective teachers was not expected to be a dominant theme; thus, the opportunities for 

data collections would have ceased.    

Physical and Economic Descriptors.  The site school was built in 1967 and 

renovated in 1991.  Situated in a modest residential area of a medium-sized city, the 

surrounding residential area included frame homes, mobile homes, empty lots, littered 

streets, cracked sidewalks, and abandoned buildings.  In contrast to its needy 

surroundings, the 43-year old school was clean, free of litter and peeling paint, and 

demonstrated no obvious repair needs.  The school was one of seven middle schools in 

the county, according to the districtôs web page.  Designated as a Title I school since its 

inception in 1967, approximately 95% of the 543 students in grades 6-8 were eligible 

under federal guidelines for free or reduced price meals at the time of this study. 

Test Scores and Rankings.  The purposeful selection of the site school, a non-

charter public middle school, for this study was based on both its accessibility and the 

representative nature of its student body.  According to school district documents, the site 

schoolôs second place ranking on the 2010 Palmetto Assessment of State Standards 
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(PASS) science test was a pattern of achievement rather than a one-time anomaly.  

School district documents verifying this information, contained in Appendix G: Archived 

Test Score Data, were:   

¶ 2008 PACT score state ranks 

¶ 2008 PACT Percentage of Proficient and Advanced Scores  

¶ 2009 PASS score state ranks 

¶ 2009 PASS score ranks with similar schools 

¶ 2010 PASS scores 

The seventh grade z-scores on the 2010 science test of the PASS for the top six 

reporting schools in South Carolina with each schoolôs associated poverty level were 

organized in Table 4: The Top-Ranked schools on the Seventh Grade 2010 PASS.  Based 

on South Carolina Department of Education files, the information indicated the 2010 

science scores of students at the site school ranked second among 43 reporting schools on 

the stateôs Palmetto Assessment of State Standards (PASS).  Although the six top ranking 

schools on the 2010 PASS had significant levels of poverty, as indicated in Table 4, the 

site schoolôs rank was noteworthy due both to its size and the representative nature of its 

urban population (South Carolina Department of Education PASS scores, 2010).   

The site school was the largest school of the top four highest ranked schools on 

the seventh grade PASS in the year 2010.  Its student body was representative of the area 

due to the lack of selection criteria for school enrollment.  In contrast to the small school 

whose students received the highest PASS scores, the site school was a regular public 

school like 92% of the other schools in America (Aud et al, 2010); it was neither a 

magnet school nor charter school (South Carolina State Department of Education PASS 

scores, 2010; www.schooltree.org).   
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Table 4 

The Top-Ranked Schools on the Seventh Grade 2010 PASS Science Test (pseudonyms 

used) (N = number students taking the test) 

 

Rank School Z Score 
Percent meeting 

standards 

Percent of student 

body FRL eligible 

1 MST rural magnet school, 

grades 6ï8 (N = 21) 

 

3.2 95.2% 71 

2 Site school: urban middle 

school, grades 6ï8, (N = 155) 

 

2.4 83.3% 82 

3 SB rural school, grades 4ï7 

(N = 61) 

2.2 73.8% 97 

4 GSF rural school, grades 7ï12 

(N = 97) 

 

2.2 82.5% 78 

5 CO rural school, grades 6ï8 

(N = 152) 

2.1 75.0% 92 

6 SS rural school, grades 6ï8 

(N = 72) 

2.0 76.4% 89 

Source: South Carolina Department of Education (2010); www.schooltree.org 

Table 5: Test score ranks for the site school, compared the site schoolôs test score 

ranks to schools with similar poverty levels (within five percentage points of the site 

school 83% poverty level, defined by students eligible for free/reduced lunch), and across 

all schools in the state.  Inspection of the test score data revealed the site schoolôs seventh 

grade 2008 PASS science scores ranked 11
th
 in the state, out of 284 reporting school.  

The 2009 PASS science scores ranked second among 52 similar schools (+/- 5% poverty 

level), and 28
th
 in the state, among 293 reporting schools.  The 2010 PASS scores ranked 

second in the state, among 293 reporting schools.  Only the seventh grade scores were 

inspected because all seventh graders take the science test; sixth and eighth graders were 
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randomly assigned to take either the PASS science test or the social studies test, 

according to information posted on the school districtôs website, www.anderson5.net. 

Table 5 

Test Score Ranks for the Site School 

Testing year (spring 

test administration) 
Test 

Rank among similar 

schools 

Rank across all 

schools 

2008 PACT n/a 11
th 

 (N = 284) 

2009 PASS 2
nd

 (N = 52) 28
th
 (N = 293) 

2010 PASS 1
st
 (N = 52) 2

nd
 ( N = 293) 

 

PARTICIPANTS  

The participants in the case were seven general education science teachers at the 

site school, including two sixth grade teachers, two seventh grade teachers, a 

gifted/talented teacher for all grades, and two eighth grade teachers.  Other participants 

were the school principal, the assistant principal for instruction, and the instructional 

coach.  All of the people were designated as participants, rather than subjects, because 

they actually participated in the studyôs data validation.  Although the researcher offered 

$25 per hour for interviews, all of the participants declined the offer.  They received no 

other compensation for their voluntary participation.  Following a discussion among 

themselves, they suggested a set of pseudonyms that revealed only their position and 

grade level.  Table 6: Participantsô Pseudonyms, listed their selections.   
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Table 6 

Participantsô Pseudonyms 

Participant Pseudonym 

Sixth grade science teacher Teacher 61 

Sixth grade science teacher Teacher 62 

Seventh grade science teacher Teacher 71 

Seventh grade science teacher Teacher 72 

Eighth grade science teacher Teacher 81 

Eighth grade science teacher  Teacher 82 

Eighth grade science teacher Teacher 83 

School principal P1 

School assistant principal 

Science coach 

P2 

Coach 

 

Information regarding teachersô backgrounds was displayed by Table 7: 

Background of Participants, including their educational training, components of 

professional development related to teaching in a high poverty school, and the types of 

students they had taught.   
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Table 7 

Backgrounds of Participants  

Name Education 
Professional 

Development 

Years of 

experience 

Types of 

students taught 

Teacher 61 BS, M.Ed. 

elementary 

education, 

secondary science 

 

Questioning 

strategies, AVID, 

rigor and 

relevance 

29 High poverty 

Teacher 62 M. Ed., Ph.D., 

elementary 

education, 

administration 

 

Questioning 

strategies, AVID, 

rigor and 

relevance 

10 High poverty 

Teacher 71 B.S., M. Ed., science 

education, divergent 

learning 

 

AVID, rigor and 

relevance 

24 High poverty, 

and mid-level 

Teacher 72 B.S., M.Ed. science 

education, 

administration 

 

AVID, rigor and 

relevance 

10 High poverty and 

mid-level 

Teacher 81 BS, M.Ed., genetics, 

zoology, divergent 

learning, special 

education, Gifted & 

talented 

 

AVID,  rigor & 

relevance 

27 High poverty 

Teacher 82 BA, M.Ed., science 

education, 

administration 

 

AVID, rigor & 

relevance 

6 High poverty 

Teacher 83 B.S. secondary 

science 

AVID, rigor and 

relevance 

12 2 years low 

poverty, 10 years 

high poverty 

 

The Table 7: Backgrounds of Participants did not include ethnicities, genders, 

and other personal characteristics.  The identifying information was intentionally omitted 

in order to protect the anonymity of this studyôs small sample size.  The following 

sections elaborate on these components of the participantsô background experiences.  
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School Science Faculty 

The researcher initially considered focusing on the two seventh grade science 

teachers, because only the seventh grade scores were remarkable.  The scores of sixth and 

eighth grade students were not representative of the student population because those 

students took either the social studies or the science test, but not both tests; however, all 

of the seventh graders took the science test.  After further reflection on the contributions 

of other science teachers to student success, the researcher expanded the studyôs focus to 

include all science teachers at the site school.  Thus, the two sixth grade, three eighth 

grade teachers, and the two seventh grade teachers participated in this study.  In the 

researcherôs view, the sixth grade teachers helped to prepare the students for success in 

seventh grade and the eighth grade teachers extended the work of the seventh grade 

teachers.   

Administrators  

In addition to seven science teachers, the participants in this study included the 

principal of the middle school and one of its assistant principals; the latter worked closely 

with the researcher in the initial stages of this study in designing an observation schedule.  

The assistant principal prepared a grid that displayed all teachersô instructional times and 

planning times, reviewed it in a private office with the researcher, and then ordered the 

science department head to arrange a meeting between all of the teachers and this 

researcher.  The assistant principal led professional development for teachers at the site 

school, with a focus on AVID strategies, and presented monthly training in AVID at a 

local college that was open to all teachers in the school district.   Because of numerous 

administrative responsibilities, the assistant principal created time for a lengthy interview 

with the researcher an hour before the start of school at 6:30 am. 
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Both the principal and the assistant principal had been middle school and public 

school teachers for over 20 years, prior to assuming school administrative positions.  

Both of these people had graduate degrees in education, displayed high amounts of 

energy, and described the needs of their students for caring teachers with high 

expectations in great detail to the researcher.  In 2010 the assistant principal was integral 

in obtaining national recognition for the site schoolôs AVID program.  The school 

principal was an elementary teacher for 25 years prior to assuming the current position in 

2000. 

Science Coach 

At the principalôs insistence, the researcher pursued an interview with the science 

coach at the site school.  A former elementary reading teacher for over a decade, the 

science coachôs full-time position was funded through a mix of government and grant 

funds, according to the site schoolôs instructional coach.  The South Carolina State Center 

for Science and Math (MSU), located at the Clemson Technical Park, provided initial 

training for the position as well as regular seminars.  The researcher interviewed the 

coach in a small windowless office at the site school for almost 90 minutes; subsequently 

the coach reviewed the audio transcripts, approved them, and listed additional 

information that described the coachôs responsibilities and philosophy towards students 

living in poverty.  

District A ssistant Superintendent 

The researcher had several conversations with the school districtôs assistant 

superintendent in order to more fully understand the schoolôs state ranking and its 

leadership.  In May 2010, the assistant superintendent agreed to provide access to 

studentsô test scores on the PASS and the names of the science teachers associated with 
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each student at the appropriate time, with the qualification that this author would sign a 

form promising to maintain the confidentiality of the data.  As manager of the district 

data banks, the assistant superintendent analyzes data from multiple viewpoints, 

including relating student achievement to specific teachers and student achievement to 

demographic characteristics of FRL eligibility, age, race, and gender.   

DATA COLLECTION  

The collection of data began after the researcher successfully defended the 

proposal for this study and received Institutional Review Board approval in April 2011 

(Appendix A).  The school district formally approved the study in March 2011 (Appendix 

B).  Data collection began with a series of meetings between the researcher and school 

and district personnel, as explained in the Research Plan in Chapter One.  The researcher 

met with the assistant principal to discuss a preliminary schedule for the classroom 

observations, the logistics of interviewing the participants, and the means of acquiring 

data from documents and photographs.  Data sources consisted of classroom observations 

(Spivey, 2006), semi-structured interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Crabtree, 2006; 

Trochim, 2006), school documents (Trochim, 2006), the researcherôs memos, and 

photographs of the school environment that related to the guiding questions.  The 

resulting triangulation of data sources, according to Yin (2009), strengthened the case 

study through its provision for data corroboration.  The quantity of data approached 

saturation and thus provided further support for the studyôs conclusions.     

Classroom Observations 

Using the master list of teacher instructional times and planning periods provided 

by the assistant principal, the researcher e-mailed teachers a list of potential times for the 

observations of their classrooms.  After their response, the researcher obtained 
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professional leave and invested entire days at the site school in order to complete 

unhurried and detailed observations.  The researcher talked with each teacher individually 

prior to beginning the series of observations in order to help establish a rapport; 

subsequent interviews provided a time to discuss classroom events that occurred during 

the observation.  The researcher completed 19 classroom observations during April and 

May 2011; each observation extended for the entire 45-minute instructional time.   

Logistics.  Prior to each observation, which lasted for an entire 50-minute class 

period, the researcher arrived at the classroom door and requested the teacherôs 

permission to enter the room.  The researcher sat in a student desk or other chair in the 

back of the classroom for the purpose of a non-participatory observation.  Using the 

observation protocol as a guide (see Appendix E), the researcher used memoing 

techniques to write extensive field notes of classroom actions, words, and impressions of 

those events (Trochim, 2006).  Observations were not videotaped, due to the logistics of 

obtaining parental permission for every individual student that appeared in a video.     

Link between observations and guiding questions.  Observation data helped to 

answer the third guiding question of this study: What, if any, classroom actions depict 

teacher philosophies towards the students?  The researcherôs development of the 

observation protocol was a response to Habermanôs (1991) description of a ópedagogy of 

povertyô in which the predominance of worksheet drills among teachers in low-

performing, high-poverty schools reflects low expectations for academic achievement.  

The researcher looked specifically for instructional techniques and activities that 

illustrated high expectations for achievement and confidence in student abilities.  Those 

techniques included inquiry learning, activities that required higher-level critical 

thinking, expressions of confidence in student ability, and encouraging words.  The 
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researcher was also aware of the National Science Teachersô Associationôs (2010) 

recommendations for inquiry-based learning  (National Science Teachersô Association, 

2010), and Izumi, (2003), Rivera, and Smithôs (1997) observations on the effectiveness of 

direct instruction as well as relationship between strategy instruction (Lenz, Ellis, & 

Scanlon, 1996),  study skill instruction (Polloway, Patton, & Serna, 2001) and student 

achievement.  Because of those conclusions noted in the literature review, the researcher 

carefully observed and recorded notes on teachersô instructional strategies. 

Focus on Personal Qualities.  In addition to the types of instructional techniques, 

the researcher also recorded personal characteristics of the teachers and descriptions of 

their interactions with students.  Because Erb (2001) and the National Middle School 

Association (2003) advocated that teachers intentionally construct a positive emotional 

environment and, Lounsbury, Arth, McEwin, and Swain (1995) suggested a relationship 

between student achievement and the quality of rapport with the teacher, the researcher 

recorded details of teacher-student interactions.  The researcher recorded physical signs 

of teachersô attitudes toward students, including making eye contact, smiling, standing 

close to students, gestures, and tone-of-voice; these observations indicated teachersô 

rapport with students (Spivey, 2006; Trochim, 2006).  The researcher also noted any 

means that teachers used to connect science concepts with studentsô background 

knowledge or to create background knowledge (Noble, Norman, & Farah, 2005).   

Focus on Philosophy towards Students.  In addition to noting instructional 

strategies and teacher-student interactions, the researcher purposefully noted any 

indications of the teacherôs philosophy towards students, including an acceptance of  

responsibility for student learning rather than blaming low achievement on poverty 

(Edmonds, 1979; Haberman, 2005; Kannapel & Clements, 2008; Rumberger, 2005; 
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Weber, 1971).  The researcher also noted communications of a belief in studentsô 

learning potential (Bruhn, 2010, Haberman, 2005; Klussman, 2004; Schacter & Thum, 

2004) and the teacher responding to studentsô comments in a dignified manner, allowing 

adequate time for students to express their ideas, showing value for studentsô ideas by 

requesting their input, and providing positive reinforcement for their comments (Erb, 

2001).  The data analysis viewed notes on those classroom actions as representations of a 

philosophy toward students.   

Data Protection and Follow-up 

Within 48 hours of completing each observation, the researcher typed the 

handwritten field notes that contained the facts and impressions of observed events, 

noting the observation date and teacherôs pseudonym.  After printing the notes, the 

researcher personally gave each teacher a copy with the request to review it for 

inaccuracies, write corrections, make clarifications, or request deletions.  As stated 

previously, every observation was followed by an interview in which the researcher 

explored these changes, the teachersô interpretations of classroom events, and made 

corrections as needed in the data.  During subsequent interviews, the researcher presented 

the changes to each teacher for their approval and additional feedback.  Discussions of 

those specific changes were summarized in Chapter 4.   

Interviews 

National Middle School Association recommendations and research conclusions 

related to effective teaching in high-performing, high-poverty schools, the use of AVID, 

and the impact of poverty on student achievement served as a basis for interview 

protocols.  The semi-structured interviews had a focused conversational format that 

provided both basic information and opportunities to freely examine interesting topics 
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that arose during the interview (Davis-Case, 1988).  See Appendix E: Protocols for 

Teacher Interviews and Appendix F: Protocols for Administrator Interviews for the 

specific points of the interviews.  

Logistics.  The researcher recorded twelve of the seventeen total interviews with 

a Sony ICD-P620 audio recorder; additionally, the researcher made extensive written 

notes both during and immediately following every interview.  Each of the interviews 

extended from ten minutes to two hours; the average time was 45 minutes.  The 

interviews were always conducted away from students and other adults, taking place in 

classrooms, private offices, a school lunchroom, and a local bakery.   

The researcher recorded seven 45-minute interviews; logistics prevented the 

recording of five other lengthy interviews.  In one of those non-recorded interviews, the 

participant was bedridden following a serious accident and responded to the interview 

protocol via e-mail.  In a second one, the participant responded to the researcherôs request 

to record the interview with the statement, ñNo, a recorder isnôt necessary.ò  The 

background noise of a local bakery prevented the recording of a third interview 

conducted over lunch.  Two other participants permitted interviews so suddenly that the 

researcher did not have time to retrieve the recorder.  In every unrecorded interview, the 

researcher wrote brief notes and then, immediately following the interview, wrote several 

pages of notes from memory.  The later section on credibility of the study discusses the 

researcherôs handling of interview data that was not audio-recorded.  

Teacher Interviews.  During the first week of data collection, the researcher met 

with all of the science teachers in a classroom after school.  At this time, the researcher 

described this study to them, formally requested their participation, obtained their 

signatures on the consent forms, and scheduled the first interview (Appendix C).  Teacher 
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interviews extended from 35ï90 minutes and occurred in classrooms while students were 

not present; the researcher informed the participants that they could stop the interview at 

any time, with no obligation to provide a reason, and they could refuse to answer any 

question they wished (Appendix E).   

Link between First Protocol and Guiding Questions.  The researcher wrote 

three protocols, based on findings in the literature, to use in interviewing the science 

teachers.  The results of the first interview protocol helped to answer the first guiding 

question: How did the teachersô background experiences and professional training 

prepare them to teach in a high poverty science classroom?  The first interview requested 

background personal and professional information, including the schools they had 

attended, their number of years of teaching experience, and types of professional 

development opportunities they had; additionally, it explored the effects of previous 

experiences on classroom actions and philosophies towards students living in poverty.  

The interview also discussed the ways in which the teacher planned instruction for 

students with the limited background knowledge that is typical for students living in 

poverty, according to Jackson and Davis (2000).   

Multiple research conclusions formed the basis for the questions in the first 

interview protocol, including inconsistent conclusions regarding the relationship between 

pre-service training and effective teaching (Bennett, 2008; Freedman & Appleman, 2009) 

and Ladson-Billingsô (2001) observation that both experienced and novice teachers can 

be successful.  The conclusions of Bennett (2008), Freedman and Appleman (2009) and 

Ladson-Billings (2001) that teachersô pre-teaching experiences and training impacted 

their level of understanding, sympathy, and optimism for achievement by students in 

poverty also supported the interview protocol, as did the observations that oneôs 
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perceptions of past experiences have an effect on present actions and seem to drive 

classroom decision-making (Ferguson, 1998; Spivey, 2006).   

Link between Second Protocol and Guiding Questions.  The second interview, 

which followed the classroom observations, provided an opportunity to ask questions 

about the observation; the researcher asked the teacher to interpret classroom events and 

to reflect on the researcherôs notes.  The other items in the protocol addressed the second 

research question: What ideologies and philosophies do the teachers have towards their 

students?  The protocol explored teachersô philosophies toward students and possible 

background experiences that helped to shape that philosophy.  The research basis for the 

interview was Ladson-Billingsô accounts in Crossing over to Canaan of transforming life 

experiences that shaped the thought processes of beginning teachers in high poverty 

classrooms (Ladson-Billings, 2001).  Motivated by the conclusions of Hanushek, Kain, 

and Rivkin (2004) that high-poverty urban schools have the lowest teacher retention 

rates, the researcher also explored teachersô thoughts on teaching in a difficult 

environment, whether they had a sense of mission, and their intentions to continue 

teaching students living in poverty (Bennett, 2008, Freedman & Appleman, 2009).   

Link between Third Protocol and Guiding Questions.  The researcher intended 

the third interview protocol to answer the fourth research question: How, if at all, does 

the school environment and culture affect science achievement?  The basis for the third 

interview was the conclusions of Kannapel and Clements (2005) and Rumberger (2007) 

on the relationship between the school environment and student achievement   As part of 

the effective schools research movement, Kannapel and Clementsô (2005) case study of 

high performing, high-poverty elementary schools in Kentucky noted that  clearly 

communicated expectations for academic achievement, demonstrations of warm, 
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nurturing relationships, and a sharp  focus on academics characterized those schools.  

Extending the effective schools research, Rumberger (2007) concluded that, although 

studentsô individual attributes determine achievement levels, those attributes are shaped 

by institutional and classroom settings.  Thus, the researcher determined to use the third 

interview protocol to gather details of the classroom environment. 

Administrator I nterviews.  In a similar manner, the protocols for interviewing 

administrators focused on the fourth guiding question:  How, if at all, does the school 

environment and culture affect science achievement?  (Appendix F).  Interviews with 

school administrators and the district assistant superintendent provided their 

interpretation of the student scores on the 2010 PASS science test, the effect of the school 

environment on teacher effectiveness, the use of AVID strategies, and the philosophies of 

school administrators towards the students and their family backgrounds.  In addition to 

the conclusions in the preceding section (Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Rumberger, 2007) 

that related school environment to student achievement, the researcher also considered 

the recommendations of Erb (2001), the recommendations of the National Middle School 

Association (2003) for the establishment of a positive emotional environment, and the 

observations of Jackson and Davis ( 2000), Noguera (2003) and Trimble (2002) 

regarding a connection between school leadersô communications of high expectations and 

student achievement.  The researcher purposed to discuss the emotional qualities of the 

school environment as well as administratorsô explanations for the high rankings of the 

seventh gradersô science scores. 

Data Protection and Follow-up 

Within 72 hours after each interview, the audio recording of the interview was 

transcribed into a Microsoft Word document using Dragon naturally-speaking 
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transcription software, stored in a folder labeled Interview Transcriptions on the 

researcherôs personal laptop, and  backed-up onto a dedicated memory stick.  The notes 

on the non-recorded interviews were treated in a similar manner.  After carefully 

comparing the transcription and the written notes to ensure perfect alignment between 

both data sources, the researcher printed a copy of the transcription and gave it to each 

participant for their inspection and feedback.  The section on credibility and 

dependability includes a discussion of this technique for achieving data dependability.   

Document Inspection 

Because participants did not provide any school documents to be analyzed for this 

case study, the researcher applied observation and listening skills during classroom visits 

and interviews to identify relevant school documents.  The researcher inspected 

documents in multiple locations throughout the site school, including classroom bulletin 

boards, the principalôs letters to parents, displays in the faculty lounge, posters, signs, and 

student work attached on the walls.  The researcher inspected those documents for 

philosophies toward the students, attitudes towards AYP failure, admonitions concerning 

the school environment, lists of studentsô needs related to poverty factors, the effects of 

specific instructional strategies such as AVID, and references to student achievement.  

(Appendix H).  Chapter 4 discusses the findings from the document inspection.    

Photographic Data 

In the process of making general observations of the school and searching for 

relevant documents, the researcher noted extensive displays of student work and recorded 

them with a SONY Cyber Shot digital camera, following the example of Spiveyôs data 

collection for a 2006 dissertation.  Other photographs recorded classroom seating 

arrangements that allowed a temporary retreat for over-stressed students, a life-size teddy 
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bear in another classroom, and a large bulletin board that reminded students of overdue 

work.  The analysis of the photographic data revealed their support for other data in this 

study (Appendix I).  

Summary of Data Collection 

Throughout the study, the researcher remained flexible in collecting data, making 

observations of details throughout the school and listening carefully to participants and 

school personnel.  Classroom observations and interviews whose protocols were based on 

the findings of the literature review formed the bulk of the data; archived test scores, 

school documents, and photographs of the school provided variety and depth to the data.     

The following sections describe the researcherôs system for cataloging and 

analyzing the data.  In analyzing the data, the researcher used selective coding (Ary et al, 

2006), constant comparison (Glasser, 1965; Yin, 2009), two-tiered coding, participant 

feedback, a descriptive framework for the data (Glickman, 1980), and quasi-statistics 

(Varma, 2003).  Memoing with reflexivity, the compilation of an audit trail, member-

checking and inter-rater checking promoted the trustworthiness of the analysis (Ary et al, 

2006; Trochim, 2006). 

DATA ANALYSIS  

Data collection began in April 2011 and continued through July 2011.  During 

this time, the researcher shared data with committee members and other colleagues in a 

consultative manner through e-mail.  Although classroom observations ended prior to the 

2011 administration of the Palmetto Assessment of State Standards (PASS) test on May 

14, 2011, interview data collection continued until the first week in June.  An audit trail 

recorded the dates and times of data collection, making sense of the ways in which it was 

collected.  Initial inspection and readings resulted in a list of preliminary themes in the 
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data, which are listed in Appendix J.  In a search for relationships among the data, the 

researcher used constant comparison techniques that resulted in a tentative two-tiered 

coding system, which is presented in Appendix K: Two-tiered codes.  Finally, the 

researcher constructed a descriptive framework for the data, along the lines of the two-

tiered coding system, and applied quasi-statistics to determine their relative strengths (see 

Appendix L, Appendix M, Appendix N, Appendix O, and Appendix P: Components of 

the descriptive framework for the data).   

Preliminary Coding Procedures 

After transcribing data into Word documents, the researcher printed and stapled 

units of data together; for example, typed observation notes for Teacher 6A were one 

unit, notes for Teacher 7B were another unit, as were the transcribed interviews for each 

participant in the study.  Corrections, deletions, and additions to the data were hand-

written or typed on those pages, which were sorted by unit into a three-ring binder.  The 

researcherôs memos were attached to the units of data.  Then, following the 

recommendation of Willard-Holt (1994), the researcher read every page of data multiple 

times, noting ideas, references, actions, impressions, and comments that participants 

repeated and marking them with an asterisk for re-examination at a later time.   

The researcher continued inductively reading and rereading the data, searching for 

patterns and regularly-appearing topics, with primary attention given to the previously 

marked data.  As tentative categories and relationships became apparent in the data, they 

were marked with a unique color of highlighter (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Yin, 2009).  

Any data that described relationships were coded yellow, for example, and data 

describing teachersô personal experiences were coded pink; in a similar way other themes 

were color-coded.   
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Two-Tiered Coding 

After coding the initial themes, the researcher sorted the colored phrases and 

placed them into a Word document; each document displayed the data pieces related to 

one of the themes, following the recommendations to reduce, compress, and display the 

data (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Then the researcher organized the data in each theme 

into sub-groups (2
nd

 tier data) related to the theme; for example, two of the sub-groups 

connected to the school culture were high academic expectations and refusing to allow 

studentsô home lives to excuse low achievement.  A multiple of a hundred identified each 

theme (100, 200, 300, etc.) and related numbers identified the second tier data; for 

example, 101, 102, 103 items belonged to the 100 group.  The system of organization 

consisted of writing a three-digit code (101, 102, 103, etc.) on the printed Word 

documents in the space above each line of text.   

When it was apparent that large pieces of data were not colored at all because 

they did not fit into any of the data sub-groups (2
nd

 tier data), the researcher requested 

participants and committee members to use the researcherôs three-digit codes to sort a 

page of data (101, 102, 103, etc).  After reviewing their responses, the researcher added a 

code for teachers caring for students and re-coded the data for caring.  Eventually a 

dominant theme appeared related to that topic.    

Constant Comparison 

Following the establishment of a two-tiered coding system in which the 

researcher grouped related sub-groups of data into themes, each unit was inspected for its 

relationships to all other data and to the four guiding questions of this case study.  Glasser 

(1965) described the method of constant comparison as an inductive inspection of each 

single unit of data in relation to all other data for similarities and differences.  The result 



 

83 

of constant comparisonôs analytic induction were advanced definitions for data themes 

and a perspective on the relationship between 2
nd

 tier data and this studyôs research 

questions.  The theme of teachersô caring for students, for example, addressed the 

question, what classroom actions demonstrate teachersô philosophies toward students?  

The researcher completed the process of open coding, two-tiered coding, and constant 

comparison manually without the assistance of computer software.    

Quasi-Statistics 

According to Varma (2003), Becker coined the term ñquasi-statisticsò in 1958 in 

case study reports, suggesting the possibility of enumerating the distribution of events 

within categories of data that failed to meet requirements for statistical testing.  Although 

not quantifiable, the data could be analyzed with a system of enumeration.  The quasi-

statistics represented the level of confidence one could have in the findings within the 

data; confidence was increased when categories of data contained multiple forms of 

evidence.  

Yinôs (2009) description of descriptive frameworks for data indicated a practical 

way to implement Beckerôs quasi-statistics and to ñplay with the dataò (p. 129).  

Descriptive frameworks referred to data arrays and category matrices, into which data are 

placed.  The number of pieces of data in each category indicated the dominance of that 

category among the data.  Based on an understanding of Yinôs (2009) and Beckerôs 

discussions (Varma, 2003), the researcher constructed a three-column descriptive data 

framework that organized the preliminary themes revealed in the data.  The column 

headings were óWho said itô, óWhat they saidô, and óTallyô; thus each row on the 

descriptive framework recorded a person, a quote attributed to them, and a cumulative 

number of pieces of related data. 
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This technique revealed the prevalence of sub-groups of data, meaning that sub-

groups with a larger tally were stronger themes than those with a small tally, being 

referenced only a few times by one or two participants.  The researcher re-inspected 

themes with a very large tally to determine whether they actually represented more than 

one theme, as in the case of a preliminary theme called relationships, which had a large 

tally and variety of comments.  Further inspection caused the researcher to conclude that 

the preliminary theme actually included two separate types of relationships, those among 

teachers, as well as those between teachers and students.  The researcher sub-divided the 

theme into relationships among teachers and relationships with students.  

Case study data analysis included quasi-statistics regarding the number of years of 

teachersô post-secondary education, years of teaching experience, and number of types of 

professional development by averaging these individual categories.  Because of Bennett 

(2008), Freedman and Appleman ( 2009), and Ladson-Billingsô case studies ( 2001) that 

described the development of a sense of mission and informed perspective as a result of 

personal and professional experiences, the researcher collected demographic statistics 

from each participant.  The statistics helped to answer the research question, ñHow, if at 

all, did teachersô background and professional training prepare them to teach in a high 

poverty science classroom?ò  The demographic information included the continuous 

variables of age, number of years teaching high poverty students at the site school, 

number of years teaching high poverty students at other schools, and number of types of 

professional development courses related to teaching students whose families live in 

poverty.   

In addition to determining the relative strengths of themes revealed in the data, 

quasi-statistics also reported the comparative rankings of schools regarding scores on the 
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2010 PASS science test.  The display in Table 4: Top-ranked schools on the 2010 PASS 

test presented the South Carolina schools that ranked the highest in the year 2010 on the 

science sub-test, presenting the average number of students, the percent of students 

eligible for free or reduced lunches (FRL), and each schoolôs average z-score on the test.  

The statistics in Table 5: Comparisons of PACT/PASS scores among schools compared 

the site school to similar schools.  The quasi-statistics in both Table 4 and Table 5 

quantified student achievement and implied the effectiveness of the site schoolôs teachers, 

thus supporting the motivation for this case study.  Table 5 reveals that the 2010 ranking 

was not a one-time anomaly; instead the ranking was part of a pattern of academic 

achievement.  

Summary of Data Analysis Methods 

 Data analysis began during the data collection with the application of an open-

coding system involving sorting, organizing, and colored pens or highlighters.  Following 

further inspection, the researcher developed a two-tiered coding system involving three-

digit codes to indentify tentative categories and sub-categories (2
nd

-tied data) within the 

data.  Using constant comparison techniques, the researcher identified relationships and 

connections among the parts of the data, as well as connections between them and the 

guiding questions.  Finally, the construction of a descriptive framework organized the 

data, and quasi-statistics determined the relative strengths of the themes found in the data.  

The researcher also applied quasi-statistics to demographic information and test score 

data.   

CREDIBILITY AND DEPENDABILITY  

Planning for valid and consistent conclusions based on the data was an important 

component of this studyôs methodology.  Discussions of those efforts centered on plans 
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for the studyôs credibility and dependability, as suggested by Shenton (2003), who 

explained that credibility represents to the degree to which findings accurately and 

completely describe reality.  While credibility in a quantitative study depends on the 

construction of the measuring instrument, in a qualitative study the researcher is the 

instrument (Golafshani, 2003).  As result, the credibility of a case study depends on the 

researcherôs abilities.  A qualitative study is considered credible when its descriptions or 

interpretations of human experience are so accurate that they are instantly recognizable 

by others who have shared the same experience (Ary et al, 2006).  When the conclusions 

of a case study are believable from the perspective of the participants, then credibility is 

obtained (Trochim, 2006).   

Because the purpose of this qualitative study was to describe high achieving 

science teachers in a high poverty school, they were the ultimate judges of this studyôs 

credibility.  In order to corroborate the studyôs conclusions, the researcher pursued the 

participantsô interpretation of classroom events.  Participants confirmed the accuracy of 

the data by reviewing transcriptions of the data and made corrections as needed.  The face 

validity of the observation protocol and the interview questions was supported by 

referencing individual items to the review of the literature.    

Data collection and analysis used a system of triangulation for data collection and 

data analysis.  Multiple types of data supported the studyôs conclusions and successive 

strategies were applied to analyze the data, including open coding, two-tiered coding, 

constant comparison, and quasi-statistics, to obtain a depth of meaning.  Triangulation 

ensured the credibility, dependability, and trustworthiness of the data.   

The standard quantitative meaning of validity holds little meaning for qualitative 

studies.  The intricate connections among participants, their environment, and the specific 
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point in time in which data collection occurred prevent a discussion of validity.  A 

studyôs conclusions are relevant only to those participants at their time at that time.  

Rather than strive for validity, case studies construct the related qualities of credibility, 

dependability, and trustworthiness (Ary et al, 2006, pp. 509-512).  As described below, 

memoing, an audit trail, member checking, and inter-rater checking were used to ensure 

those important qualities of a qualitative study. 

Memoing 

The data analysis technique of memoing, a form of reflexivity, increased the 

credibility of the volume of data through its annotations of the data (Groenewald, 2008).  

Memoing was the recording of brief impressions during data collection, usually in a 

separate column beside the observation notes.  According to Hsiung (2010), memoing 

includes reflective notes or memos during data analysis as well as during the data 

collection and can list aspects of the context that need to be investigated, apparent 

patterns in the data, comments on qualities of relationships, and questions that arise 

regarding the data.  Thus, memoing provided a written record of the progressive 

understandings of the data, supported its analysis, and added confidence to its 

conclusions (Groenewald, 2008). 

The researcher wrote memos concerning impressions of the site school 

environment on every visit to the school.  Some memos, for example, recorded calmness 

and peace that the researcher sensed while moving between classrooms at the site school; 

subsequently, those memos were confirmed with corroborating observations and clarified 

with contrasting observations.  Other memos noted the friendliness of the participants 

towards the researcher, the emotional reactions of teachers towards apparent delay in 

students learning difficult concepts, and the street signs that named every hallway and 
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stairwell in the site school.  A memo that posed a question was whether teachers felt a 

sense of mission in the site school or was their focus on excellent teaching, regardless of 

the environment.  These samples of memos and many others were continuously made, 

compared to the other types of data and the coding systems that were developed, 

increasing the credibility of both by corroborating the data and helping to explain the 

source of the open codes and two-tiered codes  (Groenewald, 2008; Hsiung, 2010).  

Because of the honesty, informality, and continuous nature of the memoing, researcher 

bias can be controlled with the full accounting of thoughts, concerns, and problems that 

occur during the study (Ary et al, 2006).  Thus, the researcherôs memoing techniques 

supported the credibility and dependability of this study.   

Member Checking 

Member checking and inter-rater checking raised the credibility of the data 

analysis.  To further strengthen the credibility of the case study, in addition to memoing 

techniques, the researcher used member checking techniques, which consisted of 

delivering the data back to the participants for their verification of its accuracy and the 

plausibility of the researcherôs conclusions (Conrad & Serlin, 2006).  The researcher gave 

typed copies of observation notes and interview transcriptions personally to each 

participant, with adequate space provided on the documents for writing corrections, 

making deletions, and adding supplemental information.  The participants were asked to 

write notations of inaccuracies, insert relevant or clarifying comments, and to make 

deletions in the data; the researcher reviewed all of the changes during follow-up 

interviews and entered them into the studyôs permanent files stored on the researcherôs 

personal laptop.  The investment of time in reviewing data with participants helped to 

increase its accuracy and as a result, the studyôs credibility.  Credibility in qualitative 
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studies refers to truth of its data; the concept of dependability is also unique in qualitative 

studies and refers to degree to which a study accurately represented reality (Trochim, 

2006). 

Dependability 

Although reliability is important in quantitative studies and refers to the ability to 

replicate the study, the nature of a qualitative study makes replication impossible.  

According to Trochim (2006), its detailed investigation of real-world phenomena at a 

specific time implies that attempts at replication would actually measure a different 

phenomenon; as a result, qualitative studies have focused on achieving dependability, 

rather than reliability, with actions that account for the influence of the context on the 

participants and the direction of the study.  The dependability of this case study was 

supported by the rich details of the data, triangulation of data sources and analytical 

strategies, member checking, coding strategies, and examination of the data by 

colleagues. 

Rich Details.  Data collection obtained an extensive, detailed body of information 

related to the participants and the site school.  Events, emotions, the researcherôs 

impressions during classroom observations, notations during interviews of participantsô 

tone-of-voice, the look in their eyes, their body language, and other memos describing the 

evolution of the coding system and decisions about the course of the study provided 

richness to the data.  An audit trail recorded the dates and times of data collection (Ary et 

al, 2006), and audio recordings of most interviews increased the size of data, thus 

advancing the dependability of this study. 

Triangulation, Member Checking, and Coding Procedures.  According to Key 

(1997), triangulation of data sources, member checking, and coding and recoding 



 

90 

procedures support the dependability of a qualitative study.  In addition to the depth and 

richness of the data, the studyôs dependability was supported by the correspondence of 

data, which was obtained through multiple avenues, the confirmation of the data by the 

participants through member checking, and the degree of similarity between committee 

membersô coding of the data and the researcherôs coding.  Coding and recoding 

procedures involve the agreement between the researcher and other professionals on the 

application of specific codes to the data.  These procedures also include the researcherôs 

recoding of the data after the initial coding; this action helps to ensure the consistency of 

the researcherôs interpretation of the data (Yin, 2011).   

Examination by Colleagues.  The examination of the researcherôs findings in the 

data by others and the correspondence of their interpretation is another means of 

increasing dependability (Hughes & Hayhoe, 2009); the researcher regularly discussed 

findings with participants, other colleagues, and committee members.   

Transferability  

One of the criticisms of qualitative studies, other than those directed toward the 

apparent lack of validity and replication, is the difficulty in making generalizations from 

its conclusions (Hammersley, Foster, & Gomm, 2000).  The degree to which a qualitative 

studyôs findings are applicable to other contexts is known as transferability, rather than 

generalizability, according to Davis and Buskit (2008); transferability can support the 

generation of testable hypotheses for future investigations and the development of theory 

(Hammersley et al, 2000).  Although the depth of information from multiple sources does 

not equate to breadth, the completeness of the siteôs description, a full discussion of the 

participants, and the revelation of the basic assumptions of the study allows other 

researchers to make informed decisions on the transferability of the case study results 
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(Ary et al, 2006).  The responsibility of demonstrating transferability of case study results 

to other investigations belongs to the investigators in those other studies, rather than the 

original researcher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Davis & Buskit, 2008).   

Summary of Credibility and Dependability 

Because multiple data sources do not guarantee accurate information, the 

researcher strove to ensure that the data genuinely reflected reality.  Memoing and 

member checking advanced the credibility of this study by recording the development of 

its coding system and its conclusions, while member checking corroborated the 

researcherôs data and its coding.  The rich details of real world people and events 

advanced the dependability of the study, and its transferability to other contexts for 

investigation, theory building, and testing hypotheses depends on the similarity between 

contexts.  This researcher was responsible for providing deep details of site, participants, 

and assumptions of the study; it is the responsibility of other researchers to match those 

details with their contexts prior to transferring this studyôs conclusions.   

ETHICAL ISSUES  

A final consideration in all studies involving human beings, such as this case 

study, was the question of ethics; the researcher considered it more important than the 

efforts to increase credibility and dependability.  In an ethical study, the researcher must 

protect the interests of everyone involved, including developing strategies for obtaining 

informed consent, protecting privacy, maintaining anonymity, and being sensitive and 

respectful towards participants (Bickman & Rog, 2009).   

Informed Consent 

This studyôs purpose and the expectations for its participants were explained prior 

to asking them to sign the consent form (Appendix C).  Participants had an opportunity to 
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ask questions before consenting to participate in the study; additionally, the researcher 

informed them of their right to discontinue participation at any time.  Informed consent 

involved the consent of the institution, as well, to allow the researcher to enter the 

building, observe classrooms, and interview personnel (Glatthorn & Joyner, 2005).  In 

March 2010, the school district superintendent and the school principal provided 

permission for this study (see Appendix B School district approval).   

Maintaining Privacy 

The use of pseudonyms ensured participantsô privacy and anonymity; their self-

selected pseudonyms revealed only their grade level.  The confinement of the data files to 

one computer and its backup on an 8 GB memory stick provided additional privacy.  

Storage of transcribed interviews, typed field notes, researcherôs memos, e-mail 

correspondence, and the audit trail in a cabinet in the researcherôs study assisted in 

maintaining privacy, as did the obscuring of identifying information, including personal 

names and the schoolôs name, with a black marker.   

Honesty 

The degree of honesty and openness of the study was another ethical concern 

among qualitative studies, according to Glatthorn and Joyner (2005).  The use of 

memoing procedures and the maintenance of an audit trail in this study minimized any 

dishonesty in reporting actions and thoughts.  Additionally, the researcher, as research 

instrument, was conscious of personal biases that could influence participants towards 

desired responses and impact the studyôs integrity (Glatthorn & Joyner, 2005).  This 

researcher was cognizant of a strong bias toward anyone who works hard to better the 

lives of those young ones that society tends to overlook, especially committed teachers 

who were providing rigorous science education for children who were living in poverty.  
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Because of that self-awareness, the researcher conscientiously avoided the 

encouragement of insincere responses during interviews by keeping an even tone-of-

voice, a neutral facial expression, avoiding leading kinds of questions, and not making 

judgmental comments on the quality of participantsô words or actions.   

The Ultimate Ethical Authority  

This researcher was guided by the Holy Scriptures, which reported that a young 

man asked Jesus, ñWho is my neighbor?ò  The Lord answered the young man with a 

story of a man mercifully providing assistance to an injured stranger (Luke 10:29ï37, 

NIV).  The studyôs conclusions were intended to help increase the achievement of 

students who generally have low achievement.  The researcher considered a completely 

ethical study, with thorough honestly and careful data analysis, to be the means of most 

effectively reaching the goal of helping students.  The following chapter summarized and 

synthesized the data findings.      
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CHA PTER FOUR: RESULTS/FINDINGS 

The data revealed that the leaders in a high poverty middle school in South 

Carolina have carefully selected and developed highly-skilled teachers who have 

understanding and compassion for young people living in poverty conditions.  The 

literature review indicated school qualities and teacher skills were related to student 

achievement in high poverty schools (Chenoweth, 2007; Cotton, 2003; Edmonds, 1979; 

Gaziel, 1997; Leader, 2008; Lezotte, 2010; Reeves, 2003, 2004), but did not specifically 

connect those qualities and skills to science teaching in a middle school nor were 

conclusions found that related teachersô specific philosophies towards students living in 

poverty.  In order to address that perceived gap in research understandings, the 

methodology of this study was structured for collecting descriptive information related to 

the philosophies and related actions of science teachers whose studentsô scores ranked 

near the top on an annually-administered state exam of science standards.  Descriptive 

information was also gathered on school administrators and qualities of the environment 

of this high-poverty middle school in South Carolina.   

The collected data was intended to answer the following guiding research 

questions: 

1. How, if at all, did the teachersô background experiences and professional training 

prepare them to teach in a high poverty science classroom?   

2. What ideologies and philosophies do the teachers have towards their students?   

3. What, if any, classroom actions depict teachersô philosophies towards the 

students?  

4. How, if at all, does the school environment and culture affect science 

achievement?   
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INTRODUCTION  

This case study relied on multiple data sources, which were classroom 

observations, open-ended interviews with individual participants, the researcherôs 

personal memos, inspections of archived test score data and school documents, and 

photographs of the school environment.  The researcher located documents during 

classroom observations, visits to the teacherôs lounge, and during walks through the halls 

of the site school.  The researcher photographed school documents and classroom 

interiors, selecting them based on relationships to the guiding questions of this study. 

Because this case study was intended to be descriptive, the general analytic 

strategy was to code the data and then to construct a descriptive framework to organize it 

(Yin, 2009).  In a manner similar to the sociological study Middletown (Lynd & Lynd, 

1929) in which data was sorted into groups describing components of community life, the 

data in this study was classified into topics describing teachers at the middle school.   

The researcher initially read, re-read, rearranged, and sorted the data until 

tentative themes became apparent. Constant comparison techniques established a two-

tiered coding system that depicted relationships among data.  The two-tiered coding 

system was revised several times until parallels appeared between themes in the data and 

the guiding questions of this study (see Appendix J: Preliminary Codes and Appendix K: 

Two-tiered coding system).  Five themes eventually appeared in the data, all of those 

except for one, were anticipated by the guiding questions of this case study.   

¶ Participantsô philosophies towards students at the middle school 

¶ Participantsô demonstrations of their philosophies towards students at the 

middle school  

¶ The leadership and culture of the middle school 



 

96 

¶ Participantsô personal and professional backgrounds 

¶ Participantsô instructional skills  

Table 8 Descriptive framework for the data displays a connection between each 

theme and one of the guiding questions, except for the theme concerning participantsô 

instructional skills.  Continued coding of the data, using participantsô own words, 

identified related components of each theme (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990).  The researcher constructed a table for the themes and their related components.  

The headings of the tableôs three columns were: Who said it; what was said; and a tally.  

Finally, quasi-statistics inspected the tally and determined the relative strengths of each 

theme; the following sections provided details of the analytical procedures.  The result of 

the analytical strategy was a descriptive framework with four topics that responded to the 

guiding questions of this case study and an additional theme that was not anticipated by a 

research question.   

An overview of the descriptive data framework depicted in Appendices L, M, N, 

O, and P was presented in the three columns of Table 8: Descriptive Framework for Data 

on the next several pages; one or two themes were presented on each page.  The first 

column in Table 8 listed a guiding question for this study, if any, the second column 

presented a theme associated with the guiding question, and the third column grouped the 

components related to each theme.  Those related components consisted of participantsô 

words, thus they were direct quotes that represented a group of related data.  The themes 

were numbered one through five and the related components were numbered in a similar 

way; for example, the components related to the first theme had the numbers 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 

and 1.4.  In this way, Table 8 summarized the organization of the descriptive framework 
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for the data and previewed the discussion of the studyôs findings in the following sections 

of this chapter. 

 Following the construction of the descriptive framework, a second analytical 

strategy involved coding the data from a theoretical basis similar to the strategy 

implemented by Yinôs 1978 study Creeping Federalism: The Federal Impact on the 

Structure and Function of Local Government (Glickman, 1980).  From theoretical basis 

of cognitive-perceptual theory (Bruhn, 2010; Ferguson, 1998; Fromberg, 1977), the 

researcher in the current study used the theoretical supposition that participantsô 

perceptions of prior experiences influenced their actions towards children living in 

poverty.  This chapter discussed the theoretical analysis following the sections on the 

descriptive data framework. 

DESCRIPTIVE FRAMEWORK FOR THE DATA  

The descriptive framework presented five themes revealed by the data, which 

were participantsô philosophies towards students at the site school, demonstrations of 

their philosophies towards students at the site school, participantsô personal and 

professional backgrounds, the leadership and culture of the site school, and participantsô 

instructional skills.  The words of participants expressed the components of each theme. 
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Table 8 

Descriptive Framework for Data 

 Research question 
Descriptive topics in 

the data 

Second-tier descriptive 

data for each topic 

1. What ideologies and 

philosophies do the teachers 

have towards their students?   

Participantsô 

philosophies towards 

students at the site 

school 

1.1: Relationships are the 

key to success in teaching 

children living in poverty. 

 

1.2: You have to feel a 

sense of mission.  You are 

accountable. 

 

1.3: It is essential to have 

compassion, 

understanding, and 

common sense. 

 

2. What actions depict teachersô 

philosophies towards their 

students? 

Demonstrations of 

participantsô 

philosophies towards 

students at the site 

school 

2.1: Iôll get it for you. 

 

2.2: You have to repeat 

everything you do.  

 

2.3: I wonôt accept excuses 

for low achievement.  

 

2.4: I like you guys. 

 

3. How did the teachersô 

background experiences and 

professional training prepare 

them to teach in a high poverty 

classroom?   

 

Participantsô personal 

and professional 

backgrounds 

3.1: I had teachers that 

were especially good. 

 

3.2: Christian schools 

modeled kindness for me. 

 

3.3: I guess I just relate to 

these kids.   

 

3.4: I have experience.   

 

4. How does the school 

environment and culture affect 

science teachers and science 

achievement? 

 

 

 

The leadership and 

culture at the site 

school  

 

 

 

 

4.1: The atmosphere that 

you see here results from 

relationships. 

 

4.2: They have data-driven 

instruction and the state 

science standards. 



 

99 

 

 

 

No guiding question 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participantsô 

instructional skills 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3: The principal gets it 

done.  

 

5.1: We work closely 

together.  

 

5.2: In planning lessons, I 

have to look at what they 

have experienced. 

 

5.3:  Iôve got it under 

control. 

 

5.4:  Teachers teach on a 

high level.   

 

5.5: The only way I know 

to teach is good.   

 

5.6: Explicit direct 

instruction 

 

Participantsô Philosophies towards Students at the Site School 

The researcherôs interview protocols were instrumental in exploring participantsô 

philosophies and ideologies towards their students.  Every participant described their 

philosophies, which were a way of thinking about their students and a description of their 

feelings towards teaching middle school students living in poverty.  The data included 

their convictions that relationships are the key to success in teaching children living in 

poverty, the importance of a sense of mission, the need for compassion and 

understanding, and a sense of accountability for student achievement.   

Relationships are the key to success in teaching children living in poverty.  

All of the participants declared that relationships must be developed prior to initiating 

instruction.  The school principalôs statement summarized the importance of forming 

relationships. 



 

100 

Relationships are the primary thing for effective instruction with students 

living in poverty homes.  When a child doesnôt do well on a test, parents 

say, óWhatôs wrong?  Doesnôt the teacher like you?  But parents of 

middle-class children are more likely to say, óWhatôs wrong?  Didnôt you 

study (P1)? 

A seventh grade teacher, teacher 7A, acknowledged that the relationship is vital, 

saying, ñIf a student knows that I care about them as a person, they will be more 

receptive to my guidance;ò teacher 6A confirmed this perspective, saying, ñI have to 

know them.  I have to get to know my kids, period.  You know their backgrounds are not 

broad in any way.  If I know them, I can pull in things to get their attention.ò  Echoing 

these sentiments was teacher 7Bôs view, ñRelationships are the key to success in teaching 

children living in poverty.  Thatôs 100% of it.  If they like you, they will work for you.  

And if they respect you, they will work for you.ò  The data indicated that the view of 

relationships as a prerequisite for learning was accompanied by sense of teaching in a 

high poverty school as a kind of mission or fulfillment of oneôs civic duty.   

You have a sense of mission.  I am accountable.  Comments from interview 

data referred to ódoing the right thing (teacher 8B)ô and óhelping other less fortunate 

people (teacher 7B).  The researcher viewed teacherôs acknowledgements of their 

accountability for student learning as part of a sense of mission.  Teachers discussed their 

responsibility for student achievement, from the perspective of a mission, a type of civic 

duty, and a goal for which they were accountable. 

One of the sixth grade teachers, teacher 6B, explained a view of teaching as oneôs 

civic duty:  
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 I consider some of this to be my civic duty and obligation, and me giving 

back.  When people come to the door at home asking for donations, I tell 

them I have given it all this week.  You need some moral calling to be a 

better teacher.  If you donôt have it, then I donôt see how you make it 

(Teacher 6B).  

An eighth grade teacher, teacher 8C, explained a sense of mission by describing 

the Christmas presents that are personally delivered to selected students at the school.  

ñTo explain my feeling towards students who are living in poverty, we have the Angel 

Tree collection every year at Christmas,ò related Teacher 8C.  Another teacher felt 

compelled to mentor students, saying ñthe way you treat students is the same, because 

everyone is equal, but how you go about it is a little bit different.  I feel called to do a lot 

of mentoring.  I can call parents and say, óIôm coming to get your child on Saturday.  

Weôre going to the school to study.  Weôre going to walk around the mall and learn what 

it means to have manners (Teacher 7B).ò  Teacher 8A explained that God provides the 

direction in teaching, while Teacher 8B denied a sense of mission, in contrast to all of the 

other participants, saying, ñI donôt do anything special.  I just come in and do my job 

every day.  My philosophy is to do your job well.  Itôs what youôre getting paid to do.  If 

youôre going to do it, then you need to put everything into it.ò 

Other comments in the data indicated a commitment without specifically 

referencing a sense of mission.  The seventh and eighth grade teachers were adamant that 

the social class of a parent should not decide the future of a child.  The educational 

experiences for children should be equivalent for children at all economic levels.  Two of 

the representative comments were, ñMy philosophy is that every kid counts (Teacher 

7B),ò and ñPeople are still people, no matter what color their skin is or their economic 
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background happens to be (Teacher 8B).ò  In the same manner, an administrator reflected 

that ñpoor doesnôt mean stupid.  Poverty is not an excuse for low achievement (P2);ò and 

Teacher 7A said, ñPoverty is not an acceptable excuse in my classroom.ò   

The participants unanimously expressed a sense of being ultimately accountable 

for their studentsô achievement.  The science coach stated, ñPoverty is a cycle of 

indifference, lack of resources and experiences, and lack of self-confidence.  We as 

educators can be that one element in their lives that turns the tide for these childrenéand 

helps them to become successful contributors to societyðhome, school, community, and 

the world (Coach).ò  Echoing the same sentiment, teacher 7A said, ñAll students have the 

right and responsibility to become successful citizens.  I must make the most of the time I 

am given.ò  The other seventh grade teacher described a business-like approach to student 

achievement stating, ñI tell students óYouôre my bottom line.  By the end of the year, 

youôre going to be at the top, or Iôm holding myself accountable for it (Teacher 7B).ò  

The same teacher was heard telling students, ñIf I have to make you study, I will,ò further 

revealing the teacherôs sense of responsibility for student achievement.  Interview and 

observation data included similar comments from four other teachers, including an eighth 

grade teacher referring to ñthis is the only time that some of these kids will ever hear this 

stuff.  If they are going to learn anything, this might be the only place they get it (Teacher 

8B)ò, and sixth grade teacher saying, ñI have them do book work in the class, because 

80% wonôt do it at home.  If they donôt get it here, then they wonôt get it (Teacher 6B),ò 

and likewise, teacher 7A said, ñI tell you that this class gets it here.  They donôt get it at 

home; at least 85% to 90% of them do not get it at home.ò 

It is essential to have common sense, understanding, and compassion towards 

these students.  Every teacher, except one, referred to the need for understanding and 
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implied the need for compassion in relating to their students.  Understanding was needed 

when parents couldnôt be reached on the phone, ñbecause they are working several jobs 

(7B),ò when a child doesnôt have his homework, because ñhe had to sleep on the porch 

while his mother entertained all night (7B), when a female student canôt hold her head up 

in class, you tell her ñto stand up and do whatever you need to do, but you canôt lay there 

(7A),ò and when a bright child is failing multiple subjects, ñyou know there are reasons at 

home (8B).ò  Understanding that childrenôs home lives may include ña party going on all 

night,ò Teacher 8A constructed lessons that involved repeated presentations of content, 

because ñif they are going to learn anything, this might be the only place they get it; 

therefore I have to repeat it several times (8A).ò   

Understanding for students was seen in the data related to dealing with homework 

assignments.  The two sixth grade teachers provided multiple opportunities for homework 

completion.  ñAbout homework, even though they know I expect it to be turned in on 

time, I will listen to their excuses to an extent.  I know that things happen (6A).ò  With 

the same understanding of home conditions, Teacher 6B arranged time for students to do 

homework during class, ñrather than assigning homework.  If they donôt get it done here, 

then they wonôt get it (6B);ò Teacher 7A made a similar comment, estimating that ñ85% 

to 90% do not get it at home,ò referring to support for learning.  These understandings 

correlated with homework assignments remaining on the board for over a week, 

provisions for after-school homework help, and classroom time dedicated to its 

completion.  ñWhen considering effective instruction of these students, I tell you that 

common sense is the best answer,ò summarized Teacher 7B.     
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  ñYou have to really like kids to work with kids such as these here.  It takes a lot of 

adjusting,ò Teacher 7B said.  The assistant principal explained the administrationôs view 

towards compassion.   

In interviewing prospective teachers, we ask about it.  Understanding, 

common sense, and compassion are essential.  Our questions include, 

óWhat type of person do you dislike?  What type do you like?  What 

movie or book has made you cry?ô  When a prospective teacher said, óOh, 

I never cry during a movieô, we knew she was not the one for us (P2). 

The data associated with compassion included participantsô awareness of the need for 

sensitivity for childrenôs difficulties outside of school.  Teacher 8B explained, ñYou 

never know what kind of issues and problems are coming through your classroom door.  

You have to be parent, teacher, and coach.ò  Teacher 6A also referred to this sensitivity, 

saying ñjust being there for them.  They may have a mama at home.  They may have a 

daddy, or they may have nothing but an aunt.  I know one of our students is being raised 

by a cousin.  You never know how long itôs going to last.ò  The data revealed that not 

only did participants philosophies towards children living in poverty involve a sense of 

mission, a view of the importance of compassion, but also feelings of being ultimately 

accountable for studentsô learning, including a determination to find a means of realizing 

high achievement.  

Thus, participantsô philosophies towards students included views towards 

relationships with students, their mission or civic duty, and the importance of 

compassion.  Their convictions were that the building of relationships with students must 

precede instruction and they were ultimately responsible for student achievement, as a 

kind of mission or civic duty.  Teaching in a high poverty school was viewed with a sense 
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of mission and as an opportunity to fulfill oneôs civic duty.  Compassion, understanding, 

and common sense were absolutely necessary for effectively teaching their students.  

They did not blame poverty for low achievement.   

Participantsô Demonstrations of their Philosophies towards Students 

In addition to the topic Participantsô philosophies towards children, the 

descriptive data analysis found a second major theme: Participantsô demonstrations of 

their philosophies towards students.  The related components of the theme, expressed in 

the participantsô words, were: ñIôll get it for youò, ñYou have to repeat everything you 

doò, ñI wonôt accept excuses for low achievementò, and ñI like you guysò.  Those five 

components were viewed as demonstrations of participantsô philosophies towards 

children living in poverty. 

Iôll get it for you.  The words ñIôll give you someò were spoken or implied in 

every classroom and were linked to provisions of school materials, textbooks, and more 

comfortable seating.  When one student complained that ñmy chair isnôt level,ò Teacher 

8B said, ñIôll get it for you,ò and immediately picked up a chair from the back of the 

room and carried it to the student; when students needed colored pencils for a lab report, 

the same teacher held out a box, saying, ñHere, help yourself.ò  On another occasion a 

student reported that his pencil was out of lead and Teacher 8C said, ñIôll give you some 

pencil lead, as long as you keep making good grades for me.ò  When a student 

complained that he couldnôt finish a project because his family didnôt have any scissors, 

Teacher 6A said, ñHere, give it to me and I will cut it for you.ò  

 In addition to providing comfortable seating, scissors, and pencil lead, and 

colored pencils, school funds were used to purchase items to help students organize their 

assignments.  Observation and interview data noted that a large binder, purchased by the 
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school administrators biannually, was in every studentôs possession, replete with divider 

tabs, spiral bound notebooks, and several reams of paper (P2, Teacher 8B, and Teacher 

6B).  Observation data also noted that textbooks were already placed on studentsô tables 

prior to class, available for use on every table in every classroom (Teacher 8A, Teacher 

6B); none of the data indicated that students lacked school materials.   

The sixth grade teachers purchased gifts for students, in addition to school 

materials; Teacher 6A distributed candy and peanuts to students after using them for in 

lab activities and Teacher 6B said, ñI bought my entire class ice cream one day at lunch, 

just because é.ò  The data included a large collection of gifts given to students annually, 

referenced by Teacher 8C saying, ñTo explain my feelings towards students living in 

poverty, we have the Angel Tree in the school cafeteria every year at Christmas.  I will 

promote it all year and run the fund-raising for it.  Several teachers manage the gift 

purchasing and then I deliver the giftsò on Christmas morning to the homes of the 

neediest students.  ñOne year I arrived to find the grandparents cooking over an open fire 

in the yard, sharing an unheated concrete shed furnished with a single mattress and a 

recliner, with two grandchildren,ò Teacher 8C related through tears.  Just as teachers 

provided school materials and gifts to the neediest students, in a similar way the data 

indicated that teachers incorporated content repetition into instructional strategies to meet 

the perceived needs of students. 

You have to repeat everything you do.  ñThe way I plan for effective instruction 

is to use common sense,ò said Teacher 7B.  One illustration of the ways that teachersô 

practical understanding for students was their use of repetition in the classroom; ñitôs not 

all about test scores here,ò Teacher 8B explained, ñbut definitely all about student 

learning.ò  The school principal acknowledged that ñI know the experts say we should let 
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them discover it, but I think these students need lots of drill-and-practice, with spiraling 

(P1).ò  The researcherôs inspection of school documents found the principalôs memo to 

teachers dated September 2010, advising them to ócontinuously review with drill and 

practiceô.  Teacher 8A explained the way ñI plan for instruction with children who live in 

poverty is to plan repetition and repetition and repetition.  They donôt get it at home.  

Maybe I teach it a slightly different way each time, but thatôs what it is.ò  Interview data 

recorded Teacher 7Bôs assertion:  

Repetition is essential when you teach.  That goes not only for teaching 

content; it goes for discipline, morals, values; itôs all of that.  You have to 

repeat everything you do.  I will be saying on Day 164 to the kids, ñNow 

what do we do when we get out of our seats?ò  Itôs because rules are not a 

thing at home, where itôs like óI donôt care what you do, just go outside, 

and go away!ô  I heard a kid say, ñI didnôt get into bed until 2:30.  I was 

just walking around outside.  Mom said to get outside and donôt come 

home.ò 

Teacher 7Aôs comments in the observation data summarized the focus on 

repetition, saying to the researcher one day, ñWe are going to review, review, 

review.  Students are going to look at their scores from yesterday and my intent is 

to give them another chance to learn it.ò  In addition to revealing that teachersô 

intentionally presented the same content in several different ways, the data also 

revealed teachers adamantly refused to accept poverty as an excuse for low 

achievement.  The philosophy expressed by the assistant principal (P2) that ópoor 

does not mean stupidô was clear throughout the data from all participants. 
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I wonôt accept excuses for low achievement.  The principalôs expectation and 

knowledge that ñthis type of student can succeed,ò was incorporated into the teachersô 

classroom practices.  ñThe principal has high expectations of the students and their test 

scores and depending on who you talk to, it all starts with the teacher,ò Teacher 8B 

explained.   

At professional development meetings we are told to have high 

expectations, even though students are lower socio-economic level; we 

can still achieve it if we provide the resources and put enough time and 

energy into planning and presenting the content.  It probably takes a lot 

more energy than for other students who have educated parents at home 

who will sit down with them, work on homework with them, and do 

science projects with them. 

 ñThe principal holds teachers accountable for student test scores,ò Teacher 6A 

said.  ñWe donôt dumb it own.  They know I expect a lot out of them.  When I do, I get a 

lot.  You keep your bar high and they will go for the bar.ò  Teacher 7A said, ñPoverty is 

not an acceptable excuse in my classroom;ò Teacher 6B agreed óWe tell each student that 

óYou can do something.ô  Here we donôt make excuses for student backgrounds.ò  

Observation data affirmed that teacherôs words when students were admonished, ñYour 

projects are due tomorrow; no excuses!  You can do this!ò   

The principal explained the basis for the energy and teachersô convictions saying, 

ñThis school has a commitment to change what we can and to avoid blaming low 

achievement on their circumstances.ò  The science coach affirmed that ñwe as educators 

can be that one element in their lives that turns the tide for these children.  Their 

circumstances are no excuse for not becoming a successful member of society (Coach).ò  
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The teachersô common sense was evident in their use of repetition as well as their 

conviction that making excuses based on poverty would derail studentsô achievement; 

observation data recorded several communications of that conviction.  In a similar way, 

their philosophy that relationships were a prerequisite for effective instruction was visible 

in their classroom actions. 

I  like you guys.  Caring for students was the dominant quality of teachersô 

relationships with students.  The data recorded actions that demonstrated not only care 

and concern but also teachersô affectionate actions and enjoyment in the company of their 

students.  The researcher viewed the data as a demonstration of participantsô convictions 

that relationships must precede instruction. 

Data included the principalôs mandate that ñteachers spend the first week of 

school convincing students that the teacher likes them, cares for them, and will support 

their learning,ò and a teacherôs acknowledgment that ñwe are told to build a relationship 

before we teach them.ò  With the understanding that ñif a student knows that I care about 

them as a person, they will be more receptive to my guidance (Teacher 7A),ò the 

practical ways of building relationships included the use of interest inventories, 

mentoring, and advising students having problems.  Because of the sensed need to ñpull 

in things to get their attentionò, Teacher 6A administered interest inventories and learning 

style questionnaires at the beginning of the year, in an effort to establish ña get-to-know-

you type of classroom.  They give me a place to jump off from; and then if I have to 

relate the material to something not so nice in their background to get them to understand, 

then I do.  You relate it, but you sugar coat ité and turn it around into something 

positive.ò 
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The quality of concern was also found in teachersô mentoring actions, including 

teaching manners and providing counseling.  Teacher 7B related the intentional seeking 

out of students ñto go to the mall to walk around and learn what it means to have manners 

(Teacher 7B).ò  Similarly, Teacher 8B responded to a studentôs loud demand ñTeacher, 

come here!ô with the question, óCan I get a please?ô  Mentoring was also recorded in the 

questions that teachers asked students concerning temptations to use drugs.  Teacher 6B, 

who asked students, ñWhat are you going to do over the summer, when probably no one 

will be watching you?  What are you going to do when the tough decisions come?  Are 

you going to follow the crowd or not?ò  In a similar way, Teacher 6A asked students, ñIf 

youôre offered mushrooms, are you going to take them?  Do you realize all of the things 

that can hurt you?ò 

Caring was evidenced in the data by teachersô concern for students having 

difficulties.  ñI canôt figure out whatôs wrong with a couple of girls in here.  Theyôre 

upset and they wonôt tell me why (Teacher 7A).ò  At the end of class, observation data 

recorded the teacherôs quiet offer to the girls as they left the room, ñIf you need to talk, 

OK.ò  Teacher 8A inquired the reason for a studentôs distress, to which he replied, ñYeah, 

something bad, real bad.ò  The concern and caring in the teacherôs encouragement to just 

ñput it behind you; it doesnôt matter,ò was clearly audible to the researcher, who was 

sitting in the back of the room.  Teacher 8C related: 

I have no trouble helping students, talking with them and trying to help.  

Itôs the personal relationship that I have with individual students.  He 

knows that when itôs not working for him in another class, then he can go 

talk to me about it.  I told one problem student that she had the choice to 
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make it the best or the worst that it can be.  She chose to make it the best 

and now is graduating with a full ride to Clemson University. 

At least two teachersô caring for their students was so strong that delayed 

achievement caused them great distress, which the researcher observed twice during the 

data collection time at the middle school.  ñTheyôre a sweet class, just today it was 

óteacher I donôt get it!  I donôt get it!  And they wouldnôt be quiet,ò a teacher who 

requested anonymity told the researcher with a dazed facial expression.  The observation 

data of four teachersô classrooms (7A, 7B, 8B, & 8C) indicated that students needing a 

place apart from the regular classroom activity were given a screened-off area, furnished 

with a desk from which they could view only the board and record class notes.  Some 

discrepant data regarding those retreats existed; however, Teacher 7A said ñitôs a place 

they can go when they need it,ò but the assistant-principal wrote that those retreats were 

part of student behavior intervention plans (BIPs) formulated by school counselors and 

teachers (P2ôs note on researcherôs coding system).  Despite the discrepancy in the 

reasons for the schoolôs provision of those retreats, their existence suggested an attitude 

of caring for students; likewise, the communication of confidence in student abilities and 

encouragement towards achievement suggested strongly that teachers cared deeply for 

their students. 

Encouragement and communicating confidence was frequently seen in the data as 

a practical demonstration of teachersô care for students.  Teacher 8A told the students, 

ñNow get ready for a quiz; look over your notes now.  Youôll do great, if you listened 

yesterday.  Youôre all straight on this material.ò  When students claimed they didnôt know 

how to do any of the material, data recorded two teachers pulling up a chair and sitting 

down beside the students with the words, ñHere, Iôll show you (Teacher 7A; Teacher 
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8B).ò  Teachersô actions were viewed as representations of their affection for their 

students as well as caring for their success, achievement, and social skills. 

All of the teachers expressed their affection towards students and pride in their 

learning progress without hesitation, according to the observation data, in addition to 

meeting physical needs.  Teacher 6A commented ñVery good!  Very good!ò to the 

students after getting good results following a class quiz; Teacher 6B told students, 

ñYouôre a good class.  Iôve been telling people that you are good.  Youôve been doing 

well with activities.ò  Observation data noted Teacher 7A chanted ñThey got it!  They got 

it!ò following a difficult lesson, hugged a studentôs neck, and told another that he ñhad a 

smart momentò during class (Teacher 7A).  Celebrating learning gains conveyed 

teachersô affection and pride in students; teachersô happiness to see them communicated 

similar messages; for example, observation data noted that Teacher 7A patted a young 

student on the back and smiled at him, after he reminded her heôd been out all week while 

his mother was drunk;  Teacher 6A exclaimed, ñ Hey I missed you!  Iôm glad youôre here 

today,ò when one young student arrived late for class (6A).  Teacher 8A said, ñI play 

around with students a lot.  We laugh and cut up and it works (8A).ò  Teacher 6B told a 

class at the end of the day, ñI look forward all day to you;ò the observation data 

subsequently recorded studentsô giggling several times during the lesson over his manner 

of representing scientific concepts, such as expansion of solids during heating (6B). 

Caring for students included not only enjoying their presence and joking in silly 

ways with them, but also the information that teachers spent time with students outside of 

school.  The school secretary told the researcher in a personal conversation, ñWe go to 

studentsô high school games; we go to their graduations; some of us even go to funerals 
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of their family members.  Years later they still remember our presence at some of those 

events.ò  

According to interview data, teachersô compassion, understanding, and common 

sense motivated them to intentionally build warm relationships with students in order to 

make their teaching more effective.  Observation data indicated that teachers liked and 

enjoyed being with their students; communications of affection were heard in almost 

every class that the researcher observed.  At the heart of the relationships was a focus on 

achievement.  Data included the principal, assistant principal, science coach, and several 

teachers stating that poverty was not an excuse for low achievement; the researcherôs 

inspection of a memo from the principal to teachers communicated the same expectations 

for achievement.  Teachers and administrators did not blame poverty for studentsô 

slowness or low achievement, stating to the researcher that ñpoverty is not an excuse in 

my room.ò   

Thus expressions of participantsô philosophies toward students included 

provisions of school materials, textbooks, and more comfortable seating, and the 

inclusion of repetitiveness in teaching and managing the students. Participants 

intentionally demonstrated care and concern towards their students in order to motivate 

learning, but also liked and enjoyed their students, according to the data.  The observation 

and the photographic data recorded teachers celebrating studentsô accomplishments 

through words, impromptu chanting, spontaneous hugs, and posting a list not only of the 

A-B Honor Roll but also a list of óStudents who passed everything!ô on the hallway wall.   

Accompanying those recorded celebrations were teachersô challenges towards 

students to continue progressing towards even higher achievement.  No excuses for low 

achievement were included in the data.  In the midst of the actions that suggested a 
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philosophy towards students, the data clearly revealed that teacher-student relationships 

were woven throughout the instructional process, including material provisions, basing 

instruction on studentsô perceived needs for repetition, and pursuing warm relationships 

prior to commencing with instruction.    

Participantsô Personal and Professional Experiences 

 Interview data revealed the theme of participantsô personal and professional 

experiences; the components of this theme, using the participantsô words, were ñI had 

teachers that were especially goodò, ñChristian schools modeled kindness for meò, ñI 

guess I just relate to these kidsò, and ñI have experienceò.   

I had teachers that were especially good.  Interview data indicated teachersô 

qualities of kindness, compassion, understanding, and a vision for high expectations for 

the achievement of students living in poverty had developed over time.  Teachers at the 

site school expressed an appreciation for caring adults who had taught them as children, 

the kindness that had been modeled in Christian schools they had attended, the lessons 

learned through difficult childhood experiences, and formal education that advanced their 

understandings and skills related to the needs of the site school.  Caring teachers set an 

example that these teachers remember at least a decade later, according to the interview 

data. 

Six of the seven teachers related memories of middle school and high school 

teachers who showed unexpected caring.  ñI remember thinking,ò said Teacher 7B, ñhere 

is someone who is not in my family and he doesnôt have to like me, but he actually does 

care.  He was there to help you learn and to be a better person.ò  Teachers who cared to 

take time to do more than tell children to óopen the book, read the pages, and take the 
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tests inspired Teacher 6A, who said ñI had teachers who explored and explained with us; 

that has made me more like what I do now.ò  

Christian schools modeled kindness for me.  Two teachers had previously 

taught in Christian schools, where ñthe sense of the importance of caring for other 

peopleò was impressed on them (Teacher 6A); ñstudents were taught to care,ò said 

Teacher 8C.  The latter teacher gained a ñsense of caring deeply for other people and 

making efforts to help those who are less fortunateò from the teachings of a Christian 

mother (Teacher 8C).  Two other eighth grade teachers credited the church and God with 

their feelings towards the students.  Teacher 8B said ñgoing to church makes a difference 

in teachers who care; Teacher 8A said ñif it werenôt for God, I wouldôve caved in long 

time ago.  That is the only way that I keep going and makes me what I am now (8A).ò   

I guess I just relate to these kids.  The examples of caring attitudes by previous 

teachers, God, and other Christians influenced five of the science teachers; all of the 

teachers described understandings they had gained for the less fortunate because of 

childhood experiences, according to interview data, including attending the site school, 

being raised by a teenage mother who struggled to support three children, learning 

difficulties, and teaching in other high poverty schools.  Teacher 8Aôs family had ñno 

money until I was twelve and went to live with a cousin;ò teacher 7Aôs mother was 16 

when she was born; two siblings were born within 2 years.  ñI guess I just relate to these 

kids,ò that teacher said.  Teacher 8C stated that ñI not only attended this school, but in my 

first teaching assignment, I had kids who got their clothes out of dumpsters, who ate only 

at school, because there was no food at home; many of them were homeless and lived in 

an institution.ò  Other childhood difficulties with academic learning, losing weight, and 

gaining acceptance to a sports team made Teacher 7B become extremely competitive.  
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The teacher is currently working towards a doctorate in education, has two masters 

degrees, and was voted 2010-2011 Teacher of the Year at the site school, and noted for 

the highest average test scores of any teacher at the school, according to interview data 

with the assistant principal (P2).  Teacher 7B described past events that molded him into 

a competitive teacher:   

My whole life people have said, óYou canôt do this.  Youôre overweight 

and canôt lose weight.  Youôre short and canôt play basketball.  Youôre 

slow in school and canôt learnô.  I have done all of that and more.  Now 

people look at this schoolôs basketball team and say to me, óNo matter 

how much talent you have, your schoolôs team canôt winô.  Comments like 

these just add fuel to my fire and make me fierce.   

Although other teachers did not refer to difficulties in childhood, their 

previous teaching experiences provided an understanding for poverty.  The two 

sixth grade teachers said, ñI started out in a rural school literally built on an ant 

hill in the countries of Alabama, and then when I taught at Myrtle Beach for 17 

years, that was what you would call the bottoms of the beach (Teacher 6A); I 

enjoyed teaching at Criswell, a high poverty school on the shores of Maryland; it 

was great and I really liked it (Teacher 6B).ò 

In addition to the caring examples, the experiences with poverty, and personal 

struggles for oneôs achievement, interview data included teachersô thoughts on teaching 

mistakes.  ñIt was not only good teachers that Iôve had, but itôs also been years of 

learning it along the way (6A),ò said Teacher 6A; similarly, Teacher 7A said, ñMy 

failures in the classroom have been as important as my successes in shaping me into the 

kind of teacher I am today.  Nothing is more important than experiencing both of these 
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(7A).ò  Teacher 8A reflected that ñGod directs us and gives us the ability to learn from 

our mistakes (8A).ò   

I have experience.  In the data, all of the teachers credited past experiences with 

shaping their outlook towards students living in poverty; additionally, they benefitted 

from teacher training programs, the graduate degree programs, and professional 

development provided through the school district.  Both Teacher 7A and 8A had a 

masterôs degree in Divergent Learning, which they said was extremely relevant to their 

present teaching assignment.  ñDivergent Learning is especially helpful in teaching 

children from poverty homes,ò said teacher 7A.  ñTraining in rigor and relevance has 

helped me,ò said Teacher 6A; while AVID training has helped all of the teachers, 

according to the science coach, who said, ñAll of [the site school] is AVIDized and all 

teachers have been trained to use AVID strategies in their classes (Coach).ò   

Thus, teachersô experiences of making mistakes and other difficulties earlier in 

life helped them to relate to their students, according to the data.  Seeing the struggles of 

hungry children, living in poverty conditions, overcoming learning difficulties, reflecting 

on the examples of kindness and expertise among previous teachers, and reflecting on the 

experiences of professional training formed teachersô background experiences, according 

to the data.  

The Leadership and Culture of the Site School 

Observation and interview data revealed the theme of the schoolôs leadership and 

culture.  According to the data, teachers were tuned into the needs of their students, built 

warm relationships with them, and communicated expectations for high academic 

achievement.  Previous experiences and formal education had provided participants with 
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knowledge and training that advanced their teaching skills and increased their 

understandings of children living in poverty.   

The researcherôs memos that were recorded during walk-throughs at the school 

added another dimension to the interview and observation data with their notation of an 

over-riding sense of calmness and peace throughout the school; a revelation that was 

confirmed with classroom observation data.  The reasons for the observations of 

peacefulness, lack of disruption, and calmness were explored during interviews with 

administrators who participated in this study.  Interview and observation data provided 

the theme of the site schoolôs leadership and culture.  The components in the data, 

expressed in the words of the participants, were ñThe atmosphere that you see here 

results from relationshipsò, ñThey have data-driven instruction and the state science 

standardsò, and ñthe principal gets it doneò.  

The atmosphere that you see here results from relationships.  ñThe calmness 

that you sense comes from the relationships we have with our students,ò said P1.  ñThat is 

number one.  You care for your students and you make them believe it.  And then they 

care.  But donôt ever compromise expectations.ò  The principal also named relationships 

among staff and faculty as another source of the school atmosphere.  The principal 

compared relationships among teachers to the supporting nature of geese, which are 

referenced in the schoolôs vision statement: Soaring to Greater Heights (A copy of this 

document is located in Appendix G School documents).  Emphasizing the word together, 

the principal stated that teachers and administrators read books together, study together, 

and work on relationships together.  Data from a conversation with the school secretary 

confirmed the principalôs words; ñthereôs no room for arrogance here, no holier-than-thou 

attitudes exist here.  Teachers really care for each other; for example, a teacher had a 
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financial need, an offering was taken, and the need was met; yet, the needy teacher was 

never identified (School secretary).ò  Thus, the calm atmosphere resulted from 

relationships with students and among the teachers, who liked each other, supported each 

othersô needs, and worked together in a collaborative and supportive way, according to 

the interviews. 

Observation data included many references to a low-key atmosphere in the 

classroom that resembled the schoolôs atmosphere.  Some of those references were, 

ñAfter the teacher shut the door, no further noise or disturbance was heard, even though a 

discipline situation had occurred moments earlier in the hall (Teacher 6A observation).ò  

Six classroom observations of the two six-grade teachers noted the ñcomplete absence of 

a raised or hurried tone-of-voice; classroom discussions had a low volume and 

discussions had a conversational-style, in which comments, questions, and opinions were 

shared between the teacher and students (Teacher 6A and 6B observations).ò   

Data from observations of all other teachers except for one noted a similar low-

key atmosphere (7A, 8A, 8B, & 8C).  Teachersô voices were calm with slow, distinct 

speech; no raised voices or strong emotions were noted.  Most students were taking notes 

and questions related to the topic were asked (Teacher 8C); the teacher walked around the 

room checking individual progress (Teacher 6B, 7A, 7B, 8A, & 8C); students stayed in 

their seats; discipline was not a major issue in any observed science classroom.  For 

students who need a place even more calm than the science classroom, photographic data 

and interview data noted that Teacher 7A, 7B, 8B, and 8C have ña time-out place behind 

a board where kids can sit; they can go there when they just need to be alone (Teacher 7A 

& 8B)ò.  In addition to the pervasive calmness in science classrooms and throughout 
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most of the school, a second major part of the schoolôs environment was its use of 

summative and formative test score data to inform teachersô instruction. 

They have data-driven instruction and the state science standards.  ñWe use 

data-driven instruction and the stateôs science support document,ò the principal said.  

This case studyôs data noted the use of a data board and the Senteo system, that included 

clickers and instructor software loaded on desktop computers; the system provided 

feedback within minutes of the studentsô selections on a formative evaluation.  ñThe 

Senteo is a strategy that all teachers use,ò said Teacher 6B; ñusing it, I can immediately 

assess the knowledge of my students.  It tells me whether I need to return to a topic and 

give it extended teaching,ò said Teacher 7B.   

The data-based instruction was based on both Senteo software used in classroom 

and also on administratorsô maintenance of a data board on a conference room wall at the 

school (Coach, & P2, interview data).  ñWe have a data board in our faculty meeting 

room that houses all studentsô MAP scores arranged by RIT ranges for two years.  This 

has been a great visual for teachers to identify the students that need that extra push 

(Coach).ò  The principal also said ñPACT and now the PASS scores gives a picture of 

their student body, so teachers know which groups need specific remediation (P1)ò.  

More specific information was obtained with the use of an absolute value worksheet 

maintained by administrators on each teacherôs class, according to the assistant principal 

and Teacher 7B.  ñA formula, whose variables included individual student test scores 

from previous years, was used to determine the academic progress of each group of 

students for each teacher with a score similar to a GPA (P2, & Teacher 7B).ò  The data 

indicated that teachers whose scores begin lagging behind others are given specific 
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assistance by the assistant principal for instruction (P2) and the science coach, in the form 

of targeted observations and conferencing.   

The principal gets it done.  Analysis of this studyôs data indicated that teacher 

philosophies, their actions towards students, and the schoolôs atmosphere were connected 

to the principalôs mandates or programs at the site school.  Teacher 8B said, ñThe 

principal really is the heart and soul of this school.  P1 is the one who puts teachers in this 

grade and this classroom and keeps you successful;ò Teacher 8C added, ñP1 gets behind 

teachers and makes them better; P1 certainly pulls things together; for every weak 

teacher, two strong teachers are placed adjacent.ò  Teacher 8B agreed, stating ñ[the 

principal]  is amazing with a leadership style that makes us successful, after coming to 

this school ten years ago, and turning things around.ò  A high school administrator in a 

personal conversation with the researcher, said ñP1 goes after things and gets them done, 

having the vision to pursue a science coach at the site school, who trained teachers to do 

common assessments and item analyses, and AVID training for all of the teachers.ò   

The principal summarized a style of leadership with the words, ñI just talk with 

my teachers.  I know what itôs like to be in their shoes.ò  Thus, the data indicated that the 

peacefulness of the school environment testified to the qualities of the relationships 

between administrators, teachers, and students; furthermore, the focus of the school was 

on high achievement for students, assisted by test score data that guided the pace and 

content of their instruction.  The source of the schoolôs peaceful, caring atmosphere, its 

intense focus on high achievement, and the refusal to blame low achievement on 

studentsô poverty conditions originated with the schoolôs empathetic and energetic 

principal, according to the data. 
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The last topic found during the construction of the descriptive framework was 

data describing the instructional skills of the teachers.  (Table 20 Descriptive data 

framework connected the topics to the research questions).  The components of this topic, 

the second-tier data, were óI collaborate with other teachersô, óI connect content to 

studentsô everyday experiencesô, óIôve got control of the classô, óMy students use higher 

level critical thinkingô, and óI know Iôm a good teacherô.  These five levels were viewed 

as representative actions of skilled classroom teachers.  

The Instructional Skills of the Science Teachers 

The observation data revealed the theme of the instructional skills of the 

participants.  Unlike the preceding four themes, instructional skills were not expected to 

be a major theme.  The literature review noted the prevalence of the use of explicit 

teaching as well as the strong recommendation for inquiry teaching by the National 

Middle School Association.  Because of the inconclusiveness of the review, the 

researcher chose not to include the topic among the studyôs guiding questions.  

Nevertheless, the data indicated that teachers at the site school were highly skilled 

instructors.  The related components of the theme were ñWe work closely togetherò, ñIn 

planning lessons, I have to look at what they have experiencedò, ñIôve got it under 

controlò, ñTeachers teach on a high levelò, and ñThe only way I know to teach is goodò.   

We work closely together.  The interview data contained multiple references to 

collaboration among the science teachers, a skill taught by a science coach, who 

maintained a full-time office at the site school.  The Math-Science Unit (MSU), an 

auxiliary of the South Carolina Department of Education (SDE) provided funds and 

training for the coachôs position.  When the researcher explored the reasons for the 

science teachersô success, the school principal initially expressed uncertainty, saying, 
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ñExcept for the coach, I am not sure how to explain the science teachersô success.  They 

all have varying amounts of content knowledge, patience, compassion, and rigor (P1).ò  

After further reflection, the principal summarized, ñThe reason the science teachers are 

successful is that we know we are it.  We have a drive to be competitive.  And they had a 

coach (P1).ò  Interview data detailed the coachôs supportive work, including teaching 

model lessons, studying the stateôs science support document with teachers, planning 

lessons based on the document, and providing constructive suggestions following 

classroom observations.  The two sixth grade teachers both said, ñWhat helps us is that 

we work so closely together (Teacher 6A & 6B).ò  The science coach affirmed that 

opinion saying, ñWe work closely together.  That makes all the difference.  We use 

common assessments and then do item analyses on their results.  That way, teachers 

know whether they need to go back and reteach or whether they can move on (Coach).ò  

Thus the data indicated collaboration skills that were taught by a trained instructional 

coach advanced teachersô instructional skills.  

The sense of accountability for student achievement was reflected in data 

describing the relationships among the teachers.  The researcher observed that teachers 

collaborated on lesson planning, assessment development, and reviewing results.  The 

researcher observed five teachers early one morning meeting in the hall asking, ñDo we 

need to go back three years to review for the PASS?ò  The sixth grade teachers both said, 

óWhat helps us is that we work so closely together.  The big push was teamwork.  We 

plan together.  We share assessments.  We support each other (Teacher 6A and Teacher 

6B).ò  The data included competiveness among the seventh grade teachers for studentsô 

test scores.  ñThe reason the science teachers are successful is that we know we are it.  

We have a drive to be competitive and they had a coach who worked with them (P1).ò  
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Observing the emphasis on óweô, the researcher heard Teacher 8B stating, ñeven though 

they are lower socio-economic level students, we should still have high expectations for 

them.  They can still achieve if we provide the resources and put enough time and energy 

into planning and presenting the content.ò  In a similar vein, Teacher 6B emphatically 

said, ñHere we donôt make any excuses for student backgrounds.  We tell them óYou can 

do something.ò   

In planning lessons, I have to look at what they have experienced.  In addition 

to interview data that described collaboration among teachers and with a science coach, 

observation data noted that teachers frequently connected content to studentsô everyday 

experiences.  Childrenôs toys that transform from race cars to robots illustrated the 

science concept of metamorphosis (8A); the poof that follows from stepping on dried 

mushrooms defined spores (6B); the sounds of snoring were used to explain the position 

of the xylem (6A); references to pop culture, athletics, and deprivations associated with 

living in poverty were also noted.  Teacher 7A summarized, ñI have found that the more 

real my lessons are, the better the student will remember them; to teach students with 

limited background experiences, you have to know your content thoroughly and be 

prepared with a multitude of backup plans for lesson delivery (7A).ò  A corresponding 

comment from Teacher 6A addressed the same theme, saying that ñin planning for 

students with limited background experiences related to science, I have to look at what 

they could possibly have experienced in their limited background.  I have to look and see 

where they come from.  I have to know them (6A).ò  Observation data recorded that 

teacher telling students, ñOK, letôs start with something you know and then move on 

from there.ò  Teacher 7B explained ñYou have to use experiences.  They donôt have the 

background knowledge and background experiences.  Experiences are the only real 
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difference between our kids and others (7B).ò  Thus the data revealed that teachers used 

their knowledge of their students and other general knowledge to connect the science 

content to studentsô everyday lives.  Teachers collaborated with one another to develop 

lessons, learning activities, and assessments, based on interview data; subsequently, 

observation data noted that teachers involved situations and items familiar to students in 

teaching that content.  Because teaching effectiveness can be correlated with the 

functioning level of the classroom, according to the stateôs director of the MSU in a 

personal conversation with the researcher, observation data carefully noted the classroom 

management skills of the teachers.   

Iôve got it under control.  ñOK, letôs get it done!  This assignment can be 

completed in the office, ISS, or here (Teacher 8B).ò  When a student interrupted the 

teacher 8Bôs directions to another student in lab, the response was calm, devoid of 

irritation, but firm, ñIôve got it under control.  You donôt need to say that.ò  Although 

observation data recorded a warning from teacher 7A that ñthis class is a doozy,ò the 

researcher found students working quietly and steadily at laptops on their research 

assignments.ò  According to the researcherôs memos made during the data collection, all 

of the transcripts of classroom observations, except for two, recorded students behaving 

without explicit directions, providing the impression that teachersô expectations were 

both clearly established and accepted by most students. 

Teachers teach on a high level.  The data revealed that teachers were teaching 

on a high level, which the researcher viewed as a demonstration of their high 

expectations for student achievement.  A high school administrator told the researcher in 

a personal conversation, ñAs a teacher at [the site school], you are expected to use the 

strategies that you get during professional development.ò  Those expectations for 
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rigorous classroom instruction may have been referenced by Teacher 7Aôs saying, ñUntil 

you hold teachers accountable, change isnôt going to happen.  Many teachers just wonôt 

change what they teach at other schools.  They say theyôve always taught this material 

(7A).ò 

 After the annual administration of the PASS, both seventh grade teachers were 

observed teaching eighth grade science content (7A & 7B).  Teacher 6A confessed, ñIôm 

getting less worksheet based as I go.  I would rather let them create their own worksheets; 

there are so many activities that are even higher than the ones you observed in my room 

(6A).ò  Teacher 8C explained ñan AVID strategy, such as the interactive notebook, raises 

the expectations for the student.  It places the focus on the responsibility of individual 

students in acquiring their learning (8C).ò   

Observation data recorded students writing Cornell notes (Teacher 7A, 7B, 8A, 

8B, & 8C); in teacher 8Bôs class, students were observed reading a passage in the 

textbook and writing three levels of Costa questions; observation data recorded a poster 

listing the levels of Costa questions as Level 1: basic input, gathering information; Level 

2: processing information; Level 3: creating your own ideas.  Those three levels of 

questioning represented levels of critical thinking, according to the poster of a three-story 

house on the wall in teacher 6Bôs classroom.  According to an interview with teacher 8C, 

ñAVID focuses more on the future than the present, as it teaches kids the study skills that 

they will use in college.ò  Photographic data supported the data regarding AVID with its 

depiction of signs that named every hallway and every stairwell of the two-story school: 

AVID Road, Career Path, Rochester Lane, University Road, and others (Appendix I 

School photographs contains copies of those photographs).  Thus, the data revealed that 
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teachers were expected to implement higher-level instructional and questioning strategies 

and that students applied those strategies in the classroom. 

Observation data from every teacher recorded their asking groups of short 

questions that elicited understanding from students and reviewed content.  Rather than 

requiring simple recall of facts, teachersô questioning techniques required students to 

makes comparisons among similar data and explore hypothetical situations.  Teachers 

were heard asking ñWhat iféò and ñHow could this happen?ò and ñWhat does this mean 

to us?ò and ñOK now that youôre finished, letôs talk.ò  As noted by the researcherôs 

inspection of the school poster Costa questions, the questioning strategy forced students 

to use higher levels of critical thinking.  

Data contained comments in which teachers enforced their expectations for high 

level work.  ñThis lab report looks more like homeroom work rather than homework.  

You need to revise it (8C).ò  A second comment regarding quality of work was ñYouôre 

not done.  Just because it is April, our work ethic is not going down (7B).  Thus, 

observation data revealed that teachersô instructional skills included collaboration with 

other teachers, the ability to connect content with studentsô everyday lives, the skills 

needed to maintain a high-functioning classroom, and the use of higher-level thinking 

skills with skilled questioning and AVID strategies.  The data also noted that teachersô 

possessed confidence in their abilities. 

The only way I know to teach is good.  Data from interviews and informal 

conversations with four teachers included expressions of confidence in teaching abilities.  

During the development of the schedule for classroom observations, the researcher met 

with teacher 7A, the head of the science department, for preliminary impressions of skills 

that related to teaching in a high poverty school.  The teacherôs response was, ñThe only 
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way I know how to teach is good.ò  Observation data confirmed the presence of advanced 

teaching skills, including involvement of most of the students in learning activities, 

orderly discussions, and inquiry learning among students who behaved in an orderly way.  

Teacher 6B expressed a similar conviction, stating ñI had no trouble getting a job, even 

though I have a Ph.D.  I think they just wanted someone who could teach well.ò  Teacher 

8B affirmed his understanding of the art of teaching, explaining that ñin the beginning of 

my teaching career, I sat down with a time line and planned each lesson activityébut 

now I can plan lessons without doing that.  I can have discussions with kids all day long 

and it really flows.ò  Teacher 8C defined teaching skill in terms of student recognition, 

stating ñKids will come down the hall because theyôve heard of me.  I had two kids bring 

notebooks for me to sign because theyôve heard about me.  This means more to me than 

any of this other stuff going on.ò  Thus, the data indicated teachersô confidence was based 

on having a teaching job, ability to conduct lessons, and acknowledgment by the students. 

Summary of the Descriptive Framework Strategy for Data Analysis 

The researcher analyzed the data using open coding, constant comparison, and 

two-tiered coding techniques.  The coding systems underwent multiple revisions prior to 

the organization of the data into a descriptive framework that presented the main themes 

of the data, the related components of each theme, and a connection with one of the 

guiding questions of this study (Yin, 1990).   

The data revealed five themes: participantsô philosophies, the demonstrations and 

outward expressions of the philosophies, personal and professional experiences that 

related to their current teaching positions, the leadership/ culture of the site school, and 

participantsô instructional skills.  The guiding questions did not anticipate that 

participantsô instructional skills would be a theme in the data, following inconsistent 
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conclusions noted in the literature review regarding the nature of effective instruction of 

children living in poverty. 

THEORETICAL ANALYSIS  

 The memories of teachersô past experiences and their formal training was a topic 

in the case study that was re-analyzed from the perspective of cognitive-perceptual 

theory.  The researcher applied the theoretical supposition to the data that teachers at the 

site school were uniquely effective because their outlook and attitudes towards students 

had been shaped by prior experiences.   

The theoretical proposition was based on cognitive perceptual theory, which 

postulated that oneôs perception of reality can lead to acts of kindness and service to 

others, even at the expense of oneôs own safety and reputation (Monroe & Epperson, 

1994; Moore, 1996; Post et al, 2002).  This orientation guided the researcher to focus on 

specific data, including participantsô memories of past events and acts of kindness, 

protecting others from harm, and compassionate understandings for others.  Although the 

results of the analysis from the theoretical supposition were not corroborated by the 

participants, rich details were obtained that could provide a basis for further study.   

Using this analytical strategy, which Yin (2009) stated is the most preferred 

strategy for data analysis (p. 130), the researcher found some data to support the theory.  

Those components of the theoretical analysis were ñWe were poor and that gives me 

understandingò; ñthey just need a place to goò; and ñIôm doing just fine at this schoolò.  

The pseudonyms are omitted from the following discussion due to its sensitive nature; 

nevertheless, all its details can be confirmed by inspecting audio recordings of interviews, 

written transcripts, and the researchersô memos. 
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We were poor and that gives me understanding 

The researcher recorded that one of the seventh grade teachers had a teenage 

mother and several siblings ñWe were poor, and that just gives me understanding for 

these kids here,ò the teacher reported.  Observation data recorded that teacherôs 

encouraging remarks to a sleeping student to ñjust stand up and do what you need to doò 

without severe reprimands or other disciplinary actions.  The studentôs slow response was 

not criticized. 

The data recorded a teacher who had not only lived with ñno money at allò as a 

child, but had also experienced the death of both parents, followed by a move to another 

state to live with cousins, the death of a husband, and then later the mysterious death of 

an only son in a unsolved boating accident.  Observation data recorded that teacherôs 

warm responses to student needs, the absence of irritation or impatience in redirecting 

unfocused students to their lessons, and continuing work towards a third masterôs degree 

ñso I can better understand these students.ò 

In contrast to difficult times, the memories of a happy and stable family life, in 

which all of the children received encouragement in their abilities, were found in the 

observation data for one of the teachers; it suggested a basis for that teacherôs gentle 

forms of encouragement towards her students.  In response to students with unfinished 

homework, the teacher said, ñYou have to find it, baby,ò and to another one, she said, ñI 

expect it on time.  Thatôs all there is to it.ò  Other students heard the teacher say, ñCome 

on, you know this!ò and when it was apparent they had forgotten, the teacher laughed, 

saying, ñEwww, weôre rusty today!  I need to put some WD-40 on you guys!ò  In 

summary, both difficult and happy memories were seen as influences on teacherôs 

relationships with their students. 



 

131 

They just need a place 

Data from classroom observations and photographs recorded secluded areas 

within three of the classrooms at the site school; interview data revealed that those areas 

were constructed for students who ñjust needed a place to be alone.ò  From a seated 

position, the student was able to see the teacher, notes on the board, and continue to learn 

content, while retreating somewhat to recover his emotions.  Four teachers related their 

memories of poverty circumstances, social rejection, and learning difficulties early in 

their lives, providing a picture of óbeing on the bottomô in several areas.  One of those 

teachers was recorded telling students, ñYouôre my bottom line.  By the end of the year, 

you will be on top.ò  From the theoretical perspective, that teacherôs comment suggested 

a determination that students would be in a place unknown to him as a child, which was 

óon topô as a high-achieving student.  It was concluded from the data that teachers who 

had possibly needed a place to be alone as children, due to inadequate housing 

conditions, or a place óon topô now provided such places for their students. 

Iôm doing just fine at this school 

Interview data recorded that teachers were not only highly skilled but also 

understanding and compassionate. The data also revealed a commitment to a school in a 

part of town with high unemployment, modest homes, vacant over-grown lots, and 

rusting automobiles on the edge of the streets.  A teacher related the following interaction 

with a teacher from a much more affluent school: 

I go to meetings and others teachers look at me and ask óDo you teach in 

that school?  Why?ô they ask me.  I say to them, óWhy not?  Iôm doing fine.  

Donôt ask questions like that and complain about your school.  We have all 

the technology in the worldô. 
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A second participant described a form of condescension similar to what was related by 

the previous teacher: 

 My daughter goes to [an affluent elementary school across town] and she 

has a friend whose mother teaches at the Montessori school.  The mother 

says emphatically, óMy daughter would never go to a school like that.ô  

And I say to that mother, óWhy not?ô   

A third participant stated that acquaintances questioned his decision to teach at a 

óghetto school,ô to which the answer was ñI like it here.ò  A reason for these affirmations 

for the site school was suggested by an administratorôs comments regarding the respectful 

and peaceful atmosphere of children in the school; one of those comments was ñItôs takes 

people like you going out into the community repeating your observations.  Until you 

walk in the door and the culture hits you in the face, you are not going to believe it.ò  To 

prospective teachers, the advice from one of this studyôs participants was ñBe ready to 

fall in love with your job.ò 

The schoolôs failure to make AYP one or more times from 2001 to the time of this 

case studyôs data collection did not appear to concern the teachers.  Three different 

responses to the query regarding the impact of AYP failure on their teaching dismissed 

the concern, as represented by the comments, ñFailing to make AYP has no effect on me.  

Every day I like to give each child what he needs to the best of my ability.ò Thus, the 

data indicated a commitment to remain in their teaching positions at a high poverty 

middle school, a resolve to provide students with things unavailable to them as children, 

and an understanding for the conditions of studentsô living conditions.   
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Summary of the Data Analysis Based on the Theoretical Proposition 

 The theoretical analysis of the data suggested a connection between participantsô 

memories of past events and present actions and attitudes towards teaching in a high-

poverty school.  Four teachers who had grown up with limited material resources 

patiently pursued relationships with individual students; one of those mentored students 

on weekends and while they were in high school.  Personal and multiple tragic losses did 

not prevent another teacher from making connections with her students, just as happy 

childhood memories seemed to be transported into another teacherôs relationships with 

her young students.  Because the participants did not check the results of the theoretical 

analysis, its results are suggested rather than presented as conclusive.  The following 

sections discuss the strength of the findings by answering the studyôs guiding questions 

and summarizing the themes revealed by the data. 

STRENGTH OF THE FINDINGS  

The five descriptive themes revealed by data were participantsô philosophies, 

demonstrations of their philosophies, personal and professional experiences, the culture, 

and leadership of the site school, and participantsô instructional skills.  The application of 

quasi-statistics revealed that two themes, the demonstrations of participantsô philosophies 

and participantsô instructional skills, were stronger than the others, based on the number 

of mentions in the data.  Actions that demonstrated participantsô philosophies included 

generosity in giving things to students, planning for repetition, refusing to accept poverty 

as an excuse for low achievement, demonstrating caring actions, and expressing affection 

for students.  Participantsô instructional skills included working closely with other 

teachers, connecting content to student background experiences, maintaining control of 

their classrooms, teaching on a high level, and possessing confidence in their teaching 
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abilities.  Using codes for these components of the data themes, the researcher coded over 

a hundred mentions in the data related to each theme.   

Participantsô generosity and positive relationships with students indicated the 

existence of a caring nature among the participants and implied a sense of accountability 

for student learning.  The participantsô instructional skills allowed the classrooms to 

function on a high level with well-paced instruction in a calm and pleasant environment.  

The high level of skill exhibited by the teachers was matched by their understanding and 

compassionate actions towards students, providing both school-related needs and gifts. 

  The use of quasi-statistics found a lower number of mentions in the data related 

to participantsô philosophies towards students, thus indicating that the theme was slightly 

weaker than the others.  The data contained approximately fifty-six mentions of the 

theme of participantsô philosophies, thus the theme is quantitatively weaker than the 

others.  A philosophy or ideology is unlikely to be taught, rather it is an innate quality 

intimately associated with background experiences and perceptions of the world, from the 

researcherôs view.  The school administration appeared to share this view, according to 

the data, by selecting potential teachers according to their levels of compassion and then 

providing training to enhance instructional skills and abilities to demonstrate caring 

actions towards students.   

The quasi-statistics revealed that the theme of the site schoolôs leadership was the 

weakest.  The data included approximately thirty-four mentions related to the 

components of the theme, which were the basis of the school atmosphere, the use of data-

based instruction, and the accomplishments of the principal.  The researcher considered 

that the apparent weakness of the theme was a result of the studyôs focus on classrooms, 
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instead of administration.  Table 9: Comparative Strengths of the Data Themes displayed 

the number of mentions for each component among the themes revealed by the data. 

Table 9 

Comparative Strengths of the Data Themes 

Data Theme Component Number of Mentions 

Philosophies Toward Students  

Relationships 

 

20 

 Mission and 

accountability 

 

15 

 Compassion and 

understanding 

21 

 

 

Demonstrations of Philosophies 

 

TOTAL  

 

Iôll get it for you 

 

56 

 

11 

 Use of repetition 18 

 Wonôt accept 

excuses 

 

51 

 I like you 58 

 

 

Personal and Professional 

Backgrounds of Teachers 

TOTAL  

 

 

Good teachersô 

examples 

138 

 

6 

  

Christian schools 

 

6 

 I just relate to 

these students 

 

15 
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 I have experience 20 

 

 

Site School Culture/Leadership 

TOTAL  

 

Calm atmosphere 

47 

 

11 

 Data-based 

instruction 

14 

 Principal 9 

 

 

Instructional Skills of Teachers 

TOTAL  

 

 

Work together 

34 

 

 

17 

 Look at studentsô 

prior experiences 

 

20 

 Control 14 

 High level 31 

 I teach well 8 

 Explicit or direct 

teaching 

16 

  

TOTAL  

 

106 

 

 Table 9: Comparative Strengths of the Data Themes indicated that the strongest 

themes were the demonstrations of teachersô philosophies towards students and teachersô 

instructional skills.  The second strongest themes were teachersô philosophies.  The 

weakest themes, as determined by the number of mentions in the data, were school 

environment and teachersô backgrounds. 
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FINDINGS CONCERNING THE GUIDING QUESTIONS  

The following paragraphs describe the data support for the research questions that guided 

the data collection. 

Question #1 

The first guiding question in the case study was: How, if at all, did the teachersô 

background experiences and professional training prepare them to teach in a high 

poverty science classroom?  Interview data yielded four components of the theme of 

participantsô personal and professional backgrounds.  Expressed in the participantsô 

words, those components were ñI had teachers that were especially goodò, ñChristian 

schools modeled kindness for meò, ñI guess I just relate to these kidsò, and ñI have 

experienceò.  All except one of the seven teachers participating in this study related 

memories of caring teachers who had taught them as children, and examples of kindness 

and gentleness modeled for them in Christian schools, in the church, and by godly 

parents.  Childhood experiences with poverty, learning difficulties, losing weight, and 

gaining acceptance from others increased their sensitivity and understanding towards 

others in similar circumstances.  All of the teachers had benefitted from formal teacher-

training programs, post-graduate studies, and professional development provided through 

the school district.  Two teachers had masterôs degrees in Divergent Learning and all of 

them had received training in the use of AVID strategies.  Professional training was 

discussed more often than personal experiences; observation data recorded the use of 

AVID and classroom technology in every classroom.  Teachers described their personal 

experiences candidly as though they were telling a story; in every one of those stories, 

teachers indicated that those experiences had shaped their identity.  Two representative 
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comments were ñThey have made me who I amò and ñThey allowed me to understand 

our students.ò   

Thus, the data revealed that past experiences had helped these teachers to become 

kind, caring, understanding, and sensitive towards children living in poverty conditions; 

additionally, professional and formal training had advanced their instructional skills.   

Question #2 

The second guiding question in the case study was: What ideologies and 

philosophies do the teachers have towards their students?  In this case study, interview 

data revealed four components of the theme of participantsô ideologies and philosophies 

towards students at the site school.  Their philosophies included the conviction that 

working to build relationships with students must precede instruction, a sense of mission 

or civic duty regarding their work, a view that understanding and compassion are 

essential for their success, and the acceptable of their personal and professional 

accountability for student success.   

Every participant expressed a conviction that relationships are the key to effective 

teaching; the building of a relationship was viewed as a prerequisite to teaching.  ñI have 

to know them first,ò one teacher asserted.  The principal promoted relationships between 

teachers and students, telling teachers to spend the first week of school óworking on 

relationshipsô (P1).   

The sense of mission was viewed in teachersô work ethic and general happiness in 

their teaching positions.  Participants expressed their sense of mission in teaching at a 

high poverty school as a means of ódoing the right thingô and óhelping other less fortunate 

peopleô.  Practical expressions of those feelings included the delivery of Christmas gifts 

to the neediest students and mentoring students after school hours; one teacher who 
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denied having a sense of mission stated that he put everything into doing his job well, 

because that was the way he had been raised (8B).  All teachers expressed a value for 

every child, regardless of their backgrounds.   

The data revealed the administrationôs view that understanding and compassion 

were essential for teaching success.  The schoolôs administration valued the qualities of 

common sense, understanding, and compassion so highly that they closely questioned 

prospective teachers regarding these character qualities (P2).  Observation data recorded 

teachersô demonstrations of understanding towards students in the provision for extended 

time for homework assignments and in their patient ways of relating to students.   

The data revealed that teachers considered themselves to be ultimately responsible 

for their studentsô success.  Six of the seven participants also communicated their 

determination to make the most of their time with their students.  The researcher viewed 

the on-going collaboration among grade-level teachers as an expression of their sense of 

accountability for their students.  ñIf I have to make you make flashcards, I willò 

revealing a sense of accountability for student achievement.   

Teachersô sense of accountability was closely linked to their determination not to 

make excuses for studentsô low achievement.  Although teachersô knew that poverty was 

generally linked to academic failure, they refused to allow that knowledge to discourage 

their teaching efforts.  As the assistant principal stated, ñPoor doesnôt mean stupid.ò   

Question #3 

The third guiding question was: What, if any, classroom actions depict teachersô 

philosophies towards the students?  Observation, interview, and photographic data 

revealed the theme óDemonstrations of participantsô philosophies towards students at the 

site schoolô.  Expressed in participantsô words, the five descriptive components 
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comprising the theme of demonstrations of philosophies were ñIôll give you someò, 

ñYou have to repeat everythingò, ñPoverty is not an excuseò, ñIf a student knows I careò, 

and ñI like you guysò.  Teachers were observed giving students needed materials, 

repeating content information, communicating their expectations for student 

achievement, using the words ñNo excuses!  You can do this assignment (7B)!ò  The 

data recorded teachersô demonstrating care and concern towards students, while also 

expressing words of affection for them and clearly enjoying their time with students.   

Teachers were observed giving notebooks and arranging textbooks on studentsô 

desktops for access, celebrating their grades and when they just ópassed every subject.ô  

Teachers planned to use a lot of repetition in their instruction, because as one teacher 

succinctly said, ñIf they donôt get it here, they donôt get it (6B).ò  At least one teacher 

reflected that the repetition was intended to compensate for studentsô lack of home 

support.  The philosophy that teachers were ultimately accountable for student 

achievement was observed in teachers using a lot of repetition.   

Teachers expressed their expectations for students in clear, but kind terms, 

including the exhortation, ñI need you to do this work, thatôs all there is to it (6A);ò and 

another reminder, ñYou can do this, no excuses (6B)!ò  Teachersô reactions towards 

studentsô slowness in grasping a new concept was met with both humor, such as 

ñEwww, youôre rusty today!ò and exasperation, with another teacher saying, ñCome 

one, you know this!  (7A)ò 

The researcher suggested possible connections between teachersô philosophies 

toward students and teachersô actions.  Those connections were listed in Table 10: 

Possible Connections between Philosophies and Actions.  The view towards 

relationships was expressed by their affection towards students and enjoyment in 
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teaching them.  The sense of mission, also expressed as a response to civic duty, 

including a sense of accountability for student success, was demonstrated by high 

expectations for achievement.  The component of compassion was demonstrated by their 

generosity towards students and meeting their needs for school materials.  The 

component of understanding was demonstrated in teachersô plans to repeat instructional 

content and other expectations. 

Table 10  

Connections between Philosophies and Actions 

Component of philosophy towards students Demonstration of that component 

Relationships are the key to success with 

these students. 

 

I like them.  I care for students. 

 

I have a sense of mission or civic duty.  I am 

accountable for their success. 

I communicate high expectations for 

their achievement. 

 

Compassion is essential. I give things to students. 

Understanding is important. I use a lot of repetition in every that I 

do. 

 

Question #4 

The fourth guiding question was: How, if at all, does the school environment and 

culture affect science achievement?  Interview and observation data revealed three 

components of the theme of óthe leadership and culture of the site schoolô after the 

researcherôs memos recorded the pervasive calmness and peaceful of the site school.  

Expressed in the participantsô words, those three components comprising the theme of 

the leadership and culture of the site school were ñThe atmosphere you see here results 
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from relationshipsò, ñThey have data-driven instruction and the state standardsò, and 

ñThe principal gets it doneò.     

Teachersô classrooms were stable environments.  Once the door was shut, hallway 

noises were eliminated, and class began.  Teachersô voices remained calm, with a 

volume neither too loud nor too soft.  When questioned concerning the source of the 

calmness, the school principal explained that ñthe calmness that you sense here is due to 

relationships.  I tell my teachers to spend the entire first week of school working on 

relationships.ò  Thus, the researcherôs presence during the thirtieth week of school 

provided an opportunity to observe the success of those efforts to build relationships 

with students. 

The instructional coach at the site school explained the success of the science 

teachers saying, ñThey have data-driven instruction and the state science standards.ò  

Both the ready access to the extensive science document on the stateôs website and the 

extensive use technology for formative assessment informed the content and pace of 

instruction, in addition to the results of item analyses completed by teachers following 

summative assessments.  ñTechnology is a big part of this school and you need to put it in 

your paper,ò Teacher 7B said.  Because the use of technology was a common component 

of every classroom, the researcher viewed it as a factor of the overall school environment. 

The specific forms of data that guided instruction were Senteo software, a large 

data board that recorded multiple years of standardized test score results, an absolute 

value worksheet, and feedback to teachers by administrators who observed their 

classroom instruction.  Senteo software revealed the percentages of students in one 

classroom that correctly answered questions; the teacher reacted to low percentages with 

review and repetition of content and further questioning.  A data board in an 
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administration conference room collated standardized test scores and quarterly student 

grades to identify groups that required remediation or enrichment.  An Absolute Value 

Worksheet, designed by an assistant administrator, depicted the average PASS scores of 

each teacherôs students; the worksheet informed administrators of the absolute student 

progress that could be considered the product of the individual teacherôs instruction 

(Appendix H).  Additionally, frequent ówalk thoughô classroom observations informed 

administrators of teachersô needs for strategy and content information.  The feedback and 

assistance given to teachers by administrators helped improve their instruction, according 

to the assistant principal.  

The data revealed the strength and vision of the school principal, who appeared to 

be the source of teachersô philosophies toward relationships, a sense of being ultimately 

accountable for studentsô achievement, and the need for compassion and understanding 

towards students at the site school.  Both the principal and the assistant principal 

developed the system of data-based instruction, according to interview data.  The 

principalôs centrality in the schoolôs success was noted in the data with comments such 

as, ñThe principal came in here and turned things around,ò and ñthe principal is the heart 

and soul of this schoolò and ñthe principal sees what needs to be done, goes after it, and 

gets it done.ò  The data led the researcher to conclude that the teachersô philosophies and 

success was largely based on the accessibility of test score data to guide their instruction, 

and the direction, encouragement, and inspiration of a strong, visionary leader. 

FINDINGS CONCERNING  INSTRUCTIONAL SKILLS  

Interview and observation data revealed the theme of the instructional skills of the 

studyôs participants, although the guiding questions did not anticipate the existence of the 

theme.  The five components of the theme, expressed in the participants words, were ñWe 
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work closely togetherò, ñI have to look at what they have experiencedò, ñIôve got it under 

controlò, ñTeachers teach on a high levelò, and ñThe only way I know to teach is goodò.  

Questioning strategies in conjunction with direct and explicit instruction 

dominated classroom observation data.  Cooperative learning strategies were viewed 

during lab activities, in which the teacher assigned pairs of students to work together at a 

table.  Interview data recorded that teachers assessed studentsô prior knowledge 

informally at the beginning of a unit of instruction using questioning strategies. Studentsô 

knowledge was frequently assessed informally during the class discussions.  When 

limited understanding or misconceptions were apparent, due to students giving incorrect 

answers to content questions, the teacher provided examples to connect the content to 

studentsô experiences outside of school.   

Teachers recognized that studentsô ñbackgrounds were not broad in any way 

(6A)ò, and as a result, they found ways to connect the content with studentsô limited 

experiences.  Teacher 6A stated, ñI have to look at what they might have experienced, 

and then pull it in.ò  The data included the inclusion of cartoon characters, elements in 

nature, weather events, childrenôs toys, and experiences of going hungry in science 

lessons.  The researcher noted studentsô unbroken attention to the lesson and the teacher 

words during discussions involving familiar events and lessons, thus the researcher noted 

the apparent effectiveness of it 

Interview data revealed that óworking togetherô made all the difference in 

teaching skill and óexplained the success of the science teachers,ô according to the site 

schoolôs principal.  Their working together enhanced lesson planning and writing 

assessments, according to the instructional coach, while ómaking lessons realô promoted 

learning (6A).  Teachers worked together in collaborative groups, following the training 
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by the instructional coach several years ago.  Although the instructional coach stopped 

working directly with science teachers in 2009 to focus entirely on the math teachers, the 

science teachers continued to meet together for lesson planning, assessments, and item 

analyses.  Observation data recorded all classrooms functioning without explicit 

directions, although one teacher stated the need to remind students of ówhat to do, even 

on day 164.ô   

High functioning classrooms are vital for student achievement, according to the 

MSU director Tom Peters (personal conversation with researcher, May 2011).  

Observation data and the researcherôs memos recorded the absence of any prolonged 

classroom disruption.  Students that interrupted the teacherôs discussion were disciplined 

in low-key ways, such as on teacherôs comment: óYou donôt need to say that; Iôve got it 

under control (8B).ò  Another teacher gave a student who made a comment off-the-

subject a writing assignment, saying ñhow about doing this for me three times (7A)?ò  

Because none of the data recorded the loss of control by the teacher, the researcher 

concluded that teachers were highly skilled in maintaining classroom control. 

ñTeachers teach on a high level hereò at the site school, said Teacher 6A.  

Observation data recorded teachersô requiring students to write Cornell notes in class, 

using questioning strategies that mandated more than simple one word answers, internet 

searches for information, complex reading notes, and the writing of review guides prior 

to unit tests.  The data supported the conclusion that teachers taught on a high level at the 

site school and helped to explain the high ranking of the studentsô test scores on the 

PASS. 

The interview data revealed the confidence that the teachers had in their teaching 

abilities.  According to Teacher 7A, ñThe only way I know to teach is good.ò  Although 
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the researcher was unable to conclude whether the confidence existed prior to the 

studentsô success on the PASS, the data recorded all teachers except for one voicing their 

confidence in their teaching, thus the researcher concluded that confidence was a 

component of their instructional skills. 

SUMMARY  OF RESULTS/FINDINGS 

Chapter 4 presented the descriptive framework for the five themes revealed in the 

data obtained through interviews, observations, school document inspection, review of 

photographs, and the researcherôs memos.  Providing a vivid description of teachers in a 

high poverty middle school, the largest themes were participantsô philosophies, 

demonstrations of their philosophies, personal and professional experiences, the culture 

of the site school, and participantsô instructional skills.  The framework used the 

participantsô words to identify the components of each theme.  The discussion that 

followed justified the connection of each component to one of the themes.  A theoretical 

analysis of the data was tentatively presented.  Its credibility was limited due to the lack 

of corroboration by participants; the researcher did not apply member-checking to the 

theoretical analysis.  The following chapter presents the conclusions of this study, 

suggests several avenues of further research, and presents the studyôs implications.   
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CHAPTER FIVE : DISCUSSION 

The intent of this case study was to add to the body of research regarding 

effective teachers in high poverty schools by describing successful science teachers in a 

middle school in South Carolina.  The researcher purposefully selected all of the science 

teachers at the site school after learning that studentsô 2010 science test scores on the 

PASS ranked second in the state.  The high ranking of a science department in a high-

poverty school was contrary to an abundance of research linking studentsô poverty 

conditions to low achievement (Harris, 2007; McKinsey and Company, 2009).   

The data revealed the themes of participantsô philosophies, demonstrations of 

their philosophies, personal and professional experiences, the culture, and leadership of 

the site school, and science instructional skills.  The chapter also details the studyôs 

shortcomings and limitations, suggested some avenues of further research, and then 

described the implications of the findings of this study.  

SUMMARY OF DESCRIPTIVE THEMES IN THE DATA  

Observation and interview data, supported by data from school documents, 

researcherôs memos, and school photographs, revealed five descriptive themes that 

answered the case studyôs guiding questions, which did not anticipate the fifth theme.   

The theme of personal and professional backgrounds explained that teachers 

remembered caring examples, kind actions, and difficult experiences earlier in life and 

included those lessons learned in their actions toward students.   

The theme of philosophies toward students described the priority of relationships, 

understanding, and compassion in their ideologies.  Their philosophies included a sense 

of being accountable for student achievement and a sense that their work was a ministry 

or a fulfillment of civic duty.   
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Their provisions of student needs, teachersô plans for repetitive instruction, a 

refusal to accept poverty as an excuse for low achievement, their efforts to demonstrate 

care and concern, and their affection towards students were viewed as demonstrations of 

their philosophy.  The essence of teachersô philosophies was that relationships provided 

an avenue through which their teaching could be effective.  That philosophy was 

demonstrated in caring actions towards students.   

The site schoolôs environment was peaceful, due to the relationships among 

teachers and students.  The school environment provided teachers with access to test 

score data to guide instructional decisions, while a strong school principal articulated a 

philosophy towards students living in poverty and provided training to enhance teachersô 

skills.  Its leadership promoted data-based instruction, developing instruments as needed 

to assist in tracking test score data, recruiting an instructional coach to train teachers to 

use data effectively, and using classroom observations as opportunities to improve the 

quality of teacher instruction.  The principal was strong, energetic, and persistent, as one 

teacher said, the principal ñsees what is needed, goes after it, and gets it done.ò  The high 

ranking test scores seem to testify to the effectiveness of the teachersô and principalôs 

efforts to get things done. 

 The teachersô instructional skills, as a major theme in the data, included regular 

meetings for purposes of collaboration with grade level teachers, the use of studentsô 

background experiences to illustrate content information, skills in maintaining high-

functioning classrooms, and the promotion of high levels of thinking among students.  

Teachers expressed confidence in their abilities to effectively teach students, thus 

implying a commitment to continue teaching at the site school.   

CONNECTIONS TO PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
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The data revealed that the leaders in a high poverty middle school in South 

Carolina had understanding and compassion for students who are living in poverty 

conditions.  Leaders at the site school carefully questioned prospective teachers regarding 

the prospectôs sense of compassion, which the schoolôs leaders viewed as an essential 

component of teaching success.     

This case studyôs data confirmed many of the conclusions noted in the literature 

review identifying the outstanding common features of high-performing high poverty 

schools.  Among the confirmations were leadership qualities (OôDay, 2002; Reeves, 

2005), a focus on caring teacher-student relationships (Gorski, 2007; Haberman, 1991; 

Halvorsen et al, 2009; Spivey, 2006), direct and explicit teaching (Engelmann, 2001; 

Izumi, 2003; Minnett, 2003), connecting student experiences to content (Marzano, 2003; 

Powell, 2010), providing experiences in the classroom (Gorski, 2007; Haberman, 1991; 

Halverson et al, 2009); demonstrating understanding for student needs (Spivey, 2006), 

and teachersô reports of confidence in their teaching ability (Spivey, 2006).     

The findings of this case study extended research conclusions in the literature to 

the content area of middle school science, regarding the relationship between teacher 

skills, school qualities, and student achievement in high poverty schools (Brookover et al, 

1982; Chenoweth, 2007; Cotton, 2003; Edmonds, 1979; Gaziel, 2007; Leader & Stern, 

2008; Lezotte, 2010; Reeves, 2005).  The participants in this case study were highly 

skilled teachers who managed their classrooms well and used their relationships with 

students to promote instruction.  The identified gap, which this study addressed, was the 

specific philosophies or ideologies of teachers in a high poverty school and the 

demonstrations of their philosophy.   

Research on Poverty 
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The level of income of studentsô parents or guardians was the largest predictor of 

low academic achievement in the United States.  In South Carolina, only 36% of students 

living in poverty were proficient in science in 2008, while over 70% of students living in 

affluent conditions exhibited proficiency (Harris, 2007; McKinsey & Company, 2009; 

Rocha & Sharkey, 2005; Sanders et al, 2009).  Yet this studyôs site and its data 

demonstrated that high achievement in a peaceful environment can be realized through 

effective leadership, a focus on caring relationships with students, the use of data-based 

instruction, a lot of repetition, and accepting accountability for studentsô success.  The 

site schoolôs second place rank on the stateôs 2010 PASS science test proved those 

actions can lead to high achievement among students living in poverty conditions.  

Research on Science Instructional Strategies 

Izumi (2003) noted the prevalence of direct and explicit instruction among high-

poverty elementary schools; likewise, this case study noted the abundant use of this 

strategy in a high-poverty middle school.  This researcher also noted the use of 

questioning strategies (Alic, 2001; National Research Council, 2003) that assessed prior 

knowledge and connected student experience to science content.  Learning theory views 

students as active processors of information (Bransford et al, 1999; Donovan & 

Bransford, 2005); the questioning strategies used by the site school teachers were 

purposefully designed to engage all students in the learning. 

Although the NSTA has recommended the use of cooperative and inquiry-based 

learning (National Science Teachers Association, 2003), the data in this case study noted 

only a limited use of that instructional strategy.  Teachers paired students for lab 

activities and classroom investigations and then acted as a coach and guide while students 

completed the activity. 
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Research on Leadership 

One of the foremost characteristics of high-performing, high-poverty schools 

found in both quantitative and qualitative studies was strong leadership, finding that 25% 

of student achievement attributable to the principalôs impact (New Leaders for New 

Schools, 2009).  Components of effective school leadership were communications of 

expectations for student achievement and teacher excellence (OôDay, 2002; Reeves, 

2005), maintaining a focus on learning through instructional leadership and regular 

monitoring of student learning within an orderly school environment (Carmon, 2009; 

Cotton, 2003; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Waters et al, 2003).  The data in the 

present study revealed all of those leadership qualities at the site school, with the addition 

of the data regarding the principalôs low-key manner of relating to others, expressed in 

the words, ñI just talk with my teachers.  Thatôs how we do things.  We read books 

together and we study together.ò  An important finding in this study was the affirmation 

of  Bartellôs (1990) observation that effective principals provide constructive feedback 

and communicate clear expectations, resulting in an indirect but significant effect on 

student achievement (Cotton, 2003).   

Teachers at the site school described the significant strength of the principal; one 

revealing comment was ñthe principal sees whatôs needed, goes after it, and gets it done,ò 

including leading the school to be named an AVID National Demonstration Site and 

applying successfully to have an instructional science coach appointed to the school.  The 

assistant principal for instruction was found to be a leader in professional development, 

with a concentration on AVID strategy instruction; the assistant principal for instruction 

stated, ñAVID teaches organizational skills and promotes critical thinking skills that these 

students are not getting from their homes.ò  School administrators created a data board 
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and an absolute value worksheet to guide teachers in pacing their instruction.  Thus, the 

site schoolôs leadership represented research conclusions in tangible ways that illustrated 

studentsô poverty living conditions do not automatically relegate them to the ranks of 

low-achievers (Anfara, Andres, & Mertens, 2003; Pascopella, 2009; Reeves, 2005). 

Research on Relationships with Students 

This case studyôs data confirmed the finding that the principalôs leadership style 

in high-achieving schools resembled a promoter (Seashore et al, 2010); teachers were 

told to concentrate on building relationships with student for the entire first week of 

school, because ñchildren will work for you if they know you care.ò  Although teachersô 

efforts to build personal relationships with students had a prominent place among the 

observed characteristics of high-performing, high-poverty schools (Haberman, 1995; 

Halverson et al, 2009), specific characteristics of the student-teacher relationship were 

not found in the researcherôs review of the literature.   

Erb (2001) in speaking for the National Middle School Association recommended 

that the emotional environment of the classroom should be positive.  Details of a positive 

classroom environment were revealed in the data to be caring actions, provisions for 

school materials, comfortable seating, gifts, mentoring activities, Christmas gifts, 

friendliness, concern for their well-being, praise for their accomplishments, and kind 

words.   

While relationships encouraged studentsô desire to learn, according to the site 

schoolôs principal, teachersô skills advanced the achievement of students more than any 

other component of an effective school (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2002; Nye et al, 2004, New 

Leaders for New Schools, 2009).  The data from this case study confirmed those 

conclusions with rich details of teachersô instructional skills, ability to relate content to 
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childrenôs background knowledge, and creating experiences on which students could 

build additional knowledge.  

Research on Classroom Actions 

The present studyôs observation data implied teachersô preference for explicit 

teaching; it also recorded teachersô ability to connect science content to studentsô 

background experiences.  In this way, the data supported Izumi (2003) and Minnettôs 

(2003) observation of the effectiveness of explicit and direct teaching with children living 

in poverty.  Additionally, the data revealed the use of strategies associated with AVID, 

which was designed to advance students living in poverty by addressing the deficiencies 

in their knowledge (Sapp, 2006).  Cornell note-taking, advanced writing assignments, and 

questioning strategies were three of the AVID strategies observed by the researcher at the 

site school.  The data revealed the use of direct instruction in every classroom and the 

adaptation of AVID strategies to the teaching of science, suggesting that the effectiveness 

of the teachers at the site school was based, at least partially, on the use of those 

strategies. 

Spivey (2006) suggested teachersô personal philosophies seemed to drive their 

decisionmaking in implementing strategies that make connections with students.  The 

current study provided support for Spiveyôs suggestion.  Support and understanding were 

demonstrated in teachersô allowing extended time for students to complete homework, 

even assisting them during class time and after school.  Data describing teachersô efforts 

to make lessons real appeared to follow the recommendations of the National Middle 

School Association that lessons be set in real world contexts (Powell, 2010).  One 

representative comment was, ñI have to know them, so I can pull in things from their 

backgrounds.ò  Data recorded teachers making connections between science content and 
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sports examples, television cartoons, current weather events, lack of adequate food and 

shelter, and even the involvement of family members in crime.  In addition to teachersô 

efforts to connect student experiences to classroom instruction, another finding in the 

data that confirmed research conclusions was teachersô constructing classroom 

experiences to support a general base of knowledge (Gorski, 2007; Haberman, 1991; 

Halverson et al, 2009).   

The researcher observed the apparent implementation of other specific 

recommendations of the National Middle School Association  at the site school (Powell, 

2010, pp. 9-10).  Teacher continuously monitored learning, used an informal question-

and-answer strategy, and scaffolded instruction when students incorrectly answered 

teachersô questions on content.  They allowed students to touch and manipulate science 

materials, because they learn by doing at this age, according to the NMSA (Erb, 2001; 

Jackson & Davis, 2000); teachers supported studentsô intellectual development by asking 

questions that required them to pause and reflect prior to answering.  The case studyôs 

data revealed the commitment of the participants to tailor instruction to student 

development and intellectual needs (Lipsitz et al, 1997; Repetto et al., 2006).  Thus, the 

data illustrated practically all of the main components of high-performing high-poverty 

schools, which were strong leadership, teachersô efforts to build personal relationships 

with students, the use of explicit teaching methods, connecting student experiences to 

classroom instruction, and providing experiences to support a general base of knowledge. 

 

Research on Teacherôs Philosophies towards Students 

A philosophy that viewed the building of relationships as a prerequisite for 

learning was found in this studyôs interview data from two school administrators and 
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seven teachers; observation data recorded classroom actions of every teacher directed 

towards relationship building.  The dominant theme of teacher-student relationships with 

students and their critical place in the instructional process confirmed the observations of 

Gorski (2007), Haberman (1991), and Halverson et al (2009) that teachersô efforts to 

build personal relationships with students was a commonality among high-poverty, high-

performing schools.  

One of the goals of the present study was to discover not only actions representing 

a philosophy but also the origin of the philosophy, that is, what background experiences 

contributed towards its formation.  Just as Ladson-Billings (2001) described the impact of 

eye-opening experiences on teachersô philosophies towards students living in poverty, the 

data in this study presented some personal background experiences of its participants, 

including growing up in poverty conditions, struggling to learn in school, enduring social 

rejection, and witnessing their own studentsô deprivations of basic necessities.  Two 

representative, poignant comments in these data were ñthose experiences made me who I 

am todayò and ñI guess I just understand [these students] betterò because of them.  Such 

experiences deeply affected their outlook, increased their sensitivity toward students, and 

caused some re-evaluation of the way they taught (Ladson-Billings, 2001).  Freedman 

and Appleman (2009) have suggested teacher education programs instill a sense of 

mission that would increase the effectiveness and the commitment for teaching in 

difficult environments.  This study suggested that the direct experience with those who 

are living in poverty assisted in the construction of a sense of mission. 

This studyôs data indicated that teachersô philosophies towards students living in 

poverty contained a sense of mission.  Participants in the present study described their 

work as a means of fulfilling ñoneôs civic duty and obligation to give back to society,ò 
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doing ñthe right thing,ò and ensuring that children living in poverty receive equitable 

educational experiences.  Thus the data provided descriptive details of teachersô sense of 

mission and its source, adding weight to suggestions by Freedman and Appleman (2009), 

who concluded that teacher education programs can instill a sense of mission that 

undergirds effective teaching and increases a commitment to continue teaching in 

difficult environments.   

Research on Data-based Instruction 

The prolific use of data to guide instruction at the site school was revealed in the 

data, in addition to revealing teacherôs sense of mission and the connection between 

relationships and instructional effectiveness; resulting in a suggestion that the students 

achievement at the site school, as measured by the 2010 PASS science test, was due to 

the application of test score data to the pace and content of teaching.  One representative 

comment in the data was, ñWhen I know one class scored low on PASS last year, I repeat 

more of the content and plan additional practice activities for them.ò  The site school 

corroborated the observations of Cotton (2003) and Lezotte (2010) that high achieving 

schools tend to regularly monitor student learning by tracking student learning multiple 

ways, both with immediate response systems in the classroom and longitudinal records, 

such as data boards maintained in the site schoolôs conference room.   

Research on the School Environment 

Data from the researcherôs memos and photographs of the school noted that 

orderliness and a sense of safety within the school building were accompanied by posters, 

signs, and displays expressing the schoolôs expectations for student achievement.  Those 

observations, in addition to the availability of data-based instruction and the focus on 

relationships, confirmed Lezotteôs (2010) summary of the attributes of high achieving 
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schools and Danielôs (2004) quantitative comparison of low-performing and high-

performing schools.  Safety and orderliness were implied by data recording student 

movement between classes, while achievement expectations were implied by wall 

displays and street signs that identified hallways and stair wells.  A comment referring to 

expectations for achievement in the data was the admonishment, ñNo excuses for not 

doing your homework.  I am convinced that every one of you can complete this project.ò  

All of the sources of data for the present study recorded those precise attributes of safety, 

orderliness, and high expectations at the site school: the researchersô written memos, 

observations, interviews, and photographs.  The principalôs explanation, ñThe calm and 

peaceful atmosphere that you sense here results from our relationships with our students,ò 

confirmed the views of Kannapel and Clements (2005) and Jesse, Davis, & Pokorny 

(2004) of the interconnections between high expectations and caring relationships.  Thus, 

the data suggested that the orderliness of the school environment was a by-product of 

amicable, caring relationships between teachers and their students.   

Summary of Previous Research 

This case study confirmed previous research conclusions regarding the 

outstanding attributes of high-performing, high-poverty schools, including a calm 

environment, the use of data-based instruction, and a focus on relationships as a means to 

boost student achievement.  Additionally, the data revealed the implementation of many 

of the recommendations of the National Middle School Association.  The only observed 

deviation from the National Middle School Association recommendations was the site 

schoolôs preference for direct, explicit teaching rather than inquiry teaching, which the 

National Middle School Association strongly recommended in Turning Points 2000.   
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Contributions of this studyôs data to the research base were the inter-related 

components of compassion, understanding, and common sense among the attributes of 

the teachers; secondly, this studyôs data contributed to theory on teachersô philosophies 

and thought processes towards their students living in poverty.  The data here noted that 

teachers cared for their students, not just because the principal practically required it via 

oral injunctions and written memos, but their sense of mission, their understanding, and 

their desire to do the right thing motivated them towards high levels of effectiveness in 

both instruction and their relationships.  Those two aspects of the school environmentð 

relationships and instructionðwere so closely entwined in the data that they appeared 

practically as one concept, indicating that the level of effectiveness depended on their 

level of caring, concern, and understanding.  In those respects, the data confirmed 

research observations on the attributes of high achieving, high poverty schools, with the 

delimitation of this studyôs focus on teachers in one content area rather than an entire 

school. 

CONNECTIONS TO THEORY 

The data suggested an extension of cognitive-perceptual theory, which posits that 

oneôs understandings of past experiences influence the types of behavior and thought 

patterns in the present.  The analysis of this studyôs data suggested that the tenets of 

cognitive-perceptual theory could be applied to effective teaching in a high poverty 

school, especially its position that perceptions of personal experiences in the past impacts 

oneôs behavior in the present (Bruhn, 1990) and sets the stage for altruistic forms of 

behavior (Ferguson, 2003; Monroe & Epperson, 1994; Moore, 1996; Schacter & Thum, 

2004).  A third of the teachers at the site school had been inspired by caring teachers, 

Christian schools had modeled kindness for half of the teachers, and every teacher had 
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learned to care for other people through childhood experiences.  During their early years, 

teachers had formed deep emotional bonds with family members, learned moral virtues 

from diligent parent, experienced varieties of closeness with God, overcame learning 

difficulties, and struggled to be accepted by society.   

Additionally, the refusal of the teachers to accept payment for their participation 

suggested that they were intrinsically motivated rather than extrinsically motivated.  In 

view of their observed generosity towards students, as seen in providing school materials, 

donating money for Christmas gifts, and efforts to form warm relationships with students, 

their refusal to accept compensation confirmed the data.  Although the studyôs data did 

not indicate the mechanisms by which teachers had developed compassion and 

understanding for their students, the researcher concluded that teachersô perceptions of a 

variety of previous experiences contributed to their philosophies towards their students. 

In the researcherôs view, the critical factor in the memories of those experiences, 

the good and the bad, was that individualsô personalities filtered those memories so that 

the outcome was kind and compassionate actions, rather than bitterness or a sense of 

entitlement.  Happy and pleasant memories evidently inspired helping and optimistic 

actions, while difficulties and grief seem to have motivated teachers towards providing 

care and concern to students in various difficulties.  Rather than scorning their students 

who lacked material necessities, consistently did not complete homework, and needed 

continuous review, the teachers at the site school provided effective instruction and 

genuine care and concern, indicating a form of altruism.  According to Bell (2011), 

altruism is a readiness to sacrifice oneôs own interests in favor of the interests of others.  

Because the data recorded actions resembling altruism and teachersô comments that past 
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experiences molded their views, the data suggested a link between cognitive-perceptual 

theory and effective teaching in a high poverty school.    

SHORTCOMINGS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

This case studyôs shortcomings and limitations were the fallibility of a human 

being who controlled data collection and analysis, the unavoidable subjectivity of the 

data, and the poverty conditions of students at the site school (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Efforts to ensure the trustworthiness of the data, as discussed in Chapter 4, addressed the 

potential shortcoming of a single person analyzing the data; the triangulation of the data 

sources reduced the inevitable subjectivity of a case study. 

The Research Instrument 

This case study had a single researcher who was teaching science at a school less 

than five miles from the site school to the older siblings of students at the site school.  In 

addition to that potential bias, the researcher recognized a special feeling towards good 

teachers in high-poverty situations.  After accepting a fifteen-year-old teenager as a 

family member and working through associated parenting issues, the researcher 

recognized some bias towards others in similar circumstances.  Initially, the researcher 

recognized a personal favoritism towards teachers at the site school, because of their 

efforts to improve the lives of children living in poverty.  As the data collection 

commenced, however, the researcher became focused on the actions and the words of the 

studyôs participants.  The researcher was able to overcome that initial subjectivity and all 

of the recognized biases in order to objectively record and analyze the data for this case 

study.   

 

Reliability of Data Analysis 
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 Some limitations existed in the data analysis due to a failure to determine inter-

rater reliability.  Although a small portion of the data was coded by doctoral-level 

colleagues in a manner that corresponded with the researcherôs codes with only one 

exception, the reliability of the code checking process was not determined.  Transcripts 

were provided to all participants as a means to check their accuracy; however, three of 

the eleven participants did not comment on their transcripts, suggesting an additional 

limitation in the data analysis.  The main components of the descriptive data framework 

and the second-tier data were also given to all of the participants, but only three 

responded in very limited ways, thus creating additional limitations on the data analysis. 

Subjective Data 

Although the researcher objectively recorded data, the potential for subjectivity 

remained; the triangulation of the data sources was designed to help reduce that potential 

subjectivity.  Not only was each participant formally interviewed several times, but also 

the researcher had multiple short informal conversations with each one.  Other sources of 

data were classroom observations, school documents, the researcherôs memos, and 

photographs; in addition to the seven science teachers, participants were two school 

administrators and a science coach whose contributions enriched the data.   

Personal conversations with other school personnel provided confirmations of 

participantsô comments; nevertheless, the possibility remained for the representation of 

less-than-accurate recordings of teachersô classroom actions and thoughts towards their 

students.  Referring to this possibility, one teacher was recorded in the data saying ñSome 

teachers will put on a ódog-and-pony showô for you, but I am going to do what I always 

do; Iôm not going to act any different when you are in my classroom.ò  Clearly the 
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possibility for subjectivity existed; however, the number of different data sources reduced 

the subjectivity and increased the dataôs trustworthiness. 

The Participants 

The triangulation of the data sources may not have been sufficient to overcome 

peer influences among the teachers, which may have influenced the data that they 

provided to the researcher (Caldas & Bankston, 1997; Hattie, 2003).  Both of the seventh 

grade teachers and the principal referred to a high level of competitiveness among 

themselves and with other schools for student test scores; that same competitive spirit 

may have colored their comments that they provided for the researcher.   

Additionally, because the proportions of ethnicities of the teachers did not 

resemble studentsô ethnicities (100% of the teachers were Caucasian, while only 40% of 

the students were Caucasian), the disproportionate mix of ethnicities may have created a 

limitation of this case study.  Over half of the student identified as African-American, 

almost a fourth identified as Hispanic, less than half identified as Caucasian students.  In 

contrast to the student mix of ethnicities, every teacher and this researcher identified as 

Caucasian.  The potential relationship between teacher ethnicity and student achievement 

was not investigated; further research potentially could yield the data related to the 

relationship among teachersô ethnicities, student ethnicities, and student achievement. 

Poverty Conditions of Students 

The social conditions of the type of poverty in which the students lived may have 

created an additional limitation on the results of this case study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Payne, 1996).  Students attending the site school in an urban area may have been 

compelled by economic or social conditions related to poverty to respond to teachers in 

ways that may differ from other students in other settings.  According to Ruby Payne 
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(1996), generational poverty and situational poverty are distinctly different forms of 

poverty that potentially have different levels of impact upon student achievement, yet this 

study did not classify the form of the poverty in which students are living.    

Timing for the Study 

A major shortcoming of the study, which was delimited by its focus on one 

content area, was the amount of time in which data was collected.  The eight weeks of 

data collection did not provide a full understanding of the dynamics of relationships 

between teachers and students, which the principal called the schoolôs number one 

priority.  The current study described components of teachersô relationships with 

students, including calm tones of voice, verbal affirmations of affection, and expressions 

of optimism towards student achievement; however, the dynamics of the formative stages 

of those relationships were never observed.  In this study, the immediate response of 

students to disciplinary actions could have indicated the existence of a respected, well-

established system of school discipline as well as the quality of the student-teacher 

relationship.  The limited amount of time in which the study was conducted did not allow 

these determinations to be made. 

The twelve weeks of data collection prevented a depth of a line of questioning to 

allow more complete understanding of the philosophical and psychological motivations 

undergirding teachersô classroom actions.  The provision of longer periods of time for 

teachersô self-reflection may have resulted in deeper understandings of their philosophies 

and thought processes towards students living in poverty; that provision was not part of 

this case study (Ladson-Billings, 2001).   
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The outcomes of the present case study, its shortcomings, and its limitations 

suggested several avenues of research, including a research team, comparison studies 

among high-performing and low-performing schools and subject areas, ethnographic 

studies, leadership style investigations, and longitudinal studies.  The limitation created 

by the subjectivity of a single researcher at a site in the same district of employment 

could be addressed by a team of researchers in a different part of the state.   

School Types 

 Because the focus of this study was the qualities of effective science teachers in a 

high poverty middle school, further research could expand the focus to include high-

ranking high poverty elementary and high schools to determine whether similarities exist 

in the qualities of effective teachers.  With the continuing economic difficulties of the 

state, the results of research that investigated effective teaching at all grade levels could 

be very useful.  

A Research Team 

The collection and analysis of data by a team of researchers, rather than an 

individual could eliminate a lot of the problems inherent with a single researcher, 

including biases and too narrow of a focus.  By working away from familiar 

surroundings, researchers could be more objective in their observations and less likely to 

see what they expect to see.  Researchersô ethnicities, genders, and social class should be 

balanced to approximate those of the participants to possibly create greater empathy.  

Thus, another suggestion for further research is the assembly of several individuals to 

confirm and extend this case studyôs findings. 
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Studies in other Grade and Subject Areas 

Because of this case studyôs delimitation to science teachers, an investigation into 

math and language arts teaching could provide important conclusions for the three subject 

areas that are used to calculate AYP.  A more complete understanding of the qualities of 

effective teachers at all grade levels in the three core subjects would support the efforts of 

schools towards achieving AYP.   

Comparison Studies 

The delimitation of this case study, which focused on a school with high-ranking 

scores, could be explored by including schools with low-ranking scores in a comparative 

case study.  The teachers who participated in this study were considered effective due to 

their studentsô standardized test scores; the philosophies and classroom behaviors of 

teachers whose students consistently receive low standardized test scores could be 

compared and contrasted to those of this studyôs participants.  By describing the common 

qualities of science teachers at both types of schools, those descriptions could be 

compared and contrasted.  The resulting data analysis could reveal the qualities that have 

the highest correlation to student achievement.  Research conclusions related to effective 

teaching are needed for all types of learning communities; no single teaching model can 

possibly apply to all schools in every type of community, due to content variations and 

student differences (Willms, 1992).   

Time Frame Expansion 

Because the time for data collection was limited to twelve weeks, a suggestion for 

further research based on this shortcoming is that an ethnographic study be conducted to 

allow a researcher extended time.  In a longer time period, understandings could be 

obtained on classroom management issues that are related to student achievement: 
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student relationships, effective disciplinary systems, acceptance of classroom routines.  

The time factor that limited the depth of data related to teachersô perceptions of the 

influence of past events could be addressed in a follow-up study.  Reflections on past 

events over time may provide richer data and lead to stronger support for theory. 

School Leadership Investigations 

The qualities of the strong, central leadership at the site school suggest several 

interesting areas of research.  Because the current studyôs data contained limited data 

related the components of leadership in high poverty schools, a more intensive study 

could yield important information.  A comparative case study of effective principals of 

high poverty schools could delineate qualities and actions that correlate to a high-

functioning school, as well as contrast those qualities to principals in dysfunctional 

schools.  The means of holding teachers accountable for implementing a specific school 

vision, such as the one at the site school, could be investigated.   

Longitudinal Studies 

A longitudinal study could investigate the level of academic achievement of the 

site schoolôs students when they advance to the secondary level; another study could 

compare and contrast the behaviors and classroom actions of these same studentsô 

secondary teachers to the teachers at the site school.  Do students form relationships with 

successive teachers more readily, following the experience at the site school?  Do 

students internalize the concept of high expectations following their communication at 

the middle school level?  A longitudinal study could address the preceding types of 

questions. 
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Case Studies of other Ethnicities 

Finally, the effect of the factors unique to this study siteðthe pursuit of warm 

student relationships combined with the communication of high expectations for 

achievementðon other groups of students could be investigated for the possibility of 

determining whether this is a universal human need among school-age children.  An 

obvious avenue of further research would be an investigation into the qualities of teachers 

whose students are not living in conditions of poverty.  Secondly, a study could 

determine whether the academic achievement of children who identify as American 

Indians, American Eskimos, and Caucasians correlates to teacher qualities at the site 

school, whose students were approximately 75% African-American, 24% Caucasian, and 

1% Latino/Latina.  

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY  

This studyôs conclusions confirmed research regarding relationships with 

students, the importance of connecting content to student backgrounds, the construction 

of stable classroom atmospheres, and leadership qualities among effective schools with 

students living in poverty.  The case study of effective teachers in a high poverty middle 

school had implications for pre-professional teacher training, the recruitment, and 

selection of teachers by personnel departments, and theory development.   

Pre-professional Training 

The practical implications of this studyôs conclusions are their potential to inform 

teacher training programs at the stateôs universities and colleges.  The economic 

downturn in South Carolina, ongoing since early 2009, has not improved the living 

conditions of students; in 2009 the census reported that one-fourth of South Carolinaôs 

students were below the poverty level (U. S. Census, 2010).  When the economic 
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conditions are viewed in conjunction with national reports of a persistent achievement 

gap among students at various economic levels, then the need for teachers able to 

effectively teach children living in poverty is clarified.  By various standards, the quality 

of South Carolina education hovers in the bottom half among the fifty states.  The 

implication is that high achievement is possible among high poverty schools, whose 

numbers are increasing because of the stateôs declining economy.  The specific 

implications for the teacher training programs are educating future teachers on the effects 

of poverty on learning, providing direct experiences with poverty, training in group 

dynamics, with extensive understandings of child/adolescent development, and training 

in instructional strategies, such as AVID, that were designed to meet the learning needs 

that are unique to students living in poverty. 

Poverty Training 

Spivey (2006) noted that teachersô philosophies and experiences seem to drive 

their decision-making in high-poverty classrooms.  Teachers needed to form relationships 

with students and make connections between content and studentsô backgrounds.  The 

implication for professional education programs is that a need exists for descriptive 

information regarding poverty, such as the seminar on poverty that Midlands Technical 

College presents to state teachers annually.  A panel discussion involving successful 

teachers in high poverty schools should be a required part of the professional training 

program.  As one teacher in a high poverty high school lamented to the researcher in 

2010, ñI wish I had been given more training in the basics, instead of taking advanced 

courses in higher mathematics.  I need to know more of the basics.ò  Among those basics, 

according to the implications of this study, are fundamental understandings of the nature 
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of poverty, its effect on learning, and strategies for meeting the learning needs that are 

unique to students living in poverty.   

Direct Experiences with Poverty 

As noted by Chenoweth (2007), Leader and Stern (2008), and Reeves (2004), 

teacher quality is the most significant factor in student achievement.  Teaching 

effectiveness increases as connections are made between the content and studentsô 

backgrounds; thus the implication is pre-professional programs should provide direct 

experiences, otherwise, they should require specific types and amounts of volunteer work 

among those who are living in poverty as a means of increasing studentsô familiarity with 

poverty.  Some suggested avenues for direct experiences are community organizations, 

such as the United Way and the Red Cross, adult education organizations, soup kitchens, 

and church groups.  For example, the researcherôs invitation to a ófamily reunionô at a 

local government housing project greatly increased familiarity with those living in 

poverty; likewise, weekly responsibilities providing recreation opportunities for children 

and volunteering in a local soup kitchen affected the level of compassion.   

Pre-service training could support the development of empathy, caring and 

commitment to culturally-diverse classrooms (Bennett, 2008); additionally, they can 

instill a sense of mission that undergirds effective teaching and increases a commitment 

to continue teaching in difficult environments (Freedman & Appleman, 2009).   

Training in Group D ynamics 

The findings of the study revealed high levels of understanding for students and 

effective management of calm classrooms.  The implication regarding the stability and 

calmness that characterized the science classrooms at the site school is that classes in 

group dynamics could train prospective teachers in management techniques.  The 



 

170 

researcherôs participation in a group dynamics class in a mastersô degree program at a 

state university confirmed the potential of that class for classroom management.  A high 

functioning classroom is essential for effective instruction, according to Dr. Tom Peters, 

the head of South Carolinaôs Math/Science Unit.  Teacher candidates should have deep 

understandings for the interactions of a group, coupled with abundant knowledge of 

adolescent growth and development.   

Instructional Strategies 

The implication of the results of this case study for teacher training programs is 

the need for teach instructional strategies that meet the needs of students living in 

poverty.  AVID is one strategy that has proved successful, but the existence of others 

should be investigated.  The suggestion is that teacher candidates thoroughly learn one 

strategy, such as AVID, present a series of lessons that implement those strategies, and 

respond to critiques regarding the lessons.  The researcherôs pre-professional training in 

instructional strategies consisted on one course with content limited to lecture and 

discussion methodology.  The current practice of many school districts in providing 

advanced instructional training only to current teachers does not increase the entry-level 

skills of teachers; therefore, the teaching training programs should address the gap. 

Teacher Recruitment and Selection 

The findings of this case study regarding the philosophies and actions of effective 

middle school teachers have implications for personnel departments that recruit teachers 

for high poverty schools.  Those responsible for hiring teachers should understand the 

commonalities among the philosophies of this studyôs participants.  Although not every 

participant revealed every component to the same extent, their presence implies a 

relationship to student achievement. 
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The dominant component of philosophies towards students living in poverty was 

a sense of compassion and understanding for them.  The studyôs data included the 

information that the site school questioned prospective teachers on their level of 

compassion, using a list of questions that the schoolôs administrators had designed.  The 

implication is that personnel departmentsô hiring decisions should consider the 

philosophies of teacher candidates.  The decisions should be based on the pattern of 

questioning developed by the site school, which probed the movies and book that ómade 

them cryô and the ótypes of people that made them madô.  Answers to those questions 

evidenced the presence of compassion, while a question such as, ñWhat is your 

philosophy toward teaching?ò may yield a answer with no connection to the important 

aspect of compassion. 

Theory Development 

  Theoretically, the data implied that cognitive-perceptual theory can help identify 

individuals who tend to have personal qualities that would support successful teaching in 

a high poverty classroom.  The theory may be extended to other kinds of student 

populations through further research.  The data regarding personal characteristics of 

teachers who participated in this study revealed the qualities of compassion, sympathy, 

flexibility, and understanding for students who are living in poverty.  Interview data 

revealed the understanding that these qualities were connected to prior experiences.  The 

matching of past experiences to present needs would need to be further understood; 

however, for the delimitations of this study of science teachers in a high poverty middle 

school, the implication was that conclusions provided some support for the theory.   
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Conclusion 

The data revealed that the leaders in a high poverty middle school in South 

Carolina have provided training to enhance the instruction of highly-skilled teachers who 

have understanding and compassion for young people living in poverty conditions.  The 

motivation for this case study was to understand effective science teaching in a high-

poverty urban middle school in South Carolina, whose students exhibited high 

achievement that was contrary to most research conclusions.  The guiding questions were 

designed to guide the descriptive case study methodology and obtain descriptions of 

teachersô philosophies toward students, classroom actions that demonstrated their 

philosophies, their related personal and professional experiences, and the schoolôs 

environment and leadership.  The data revealed answers to the guiding questions and an 

extensive description of the teachersô instructional skills.  

 Implications of the studyôs findings for pre-professional training involve course 

work, seminars, and supervised experiences with poverty conditions; implications for 

personnel departments consist of using the pre-employment interview time to investigate 

prospective teachersô philosophies toward students living in poverty.  Implications for the 

development of Cognitive-Perceptual theory are for further research that is validated by 

participants, to better understand the effect of their perceptions on their classroom 

actions.  Finally, the desire of the researcher it to communicate this studyôs findings in 

order to advance the achievement of a growing segment of students in South Carolina, 

which is students living in poverty.   
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EPILOGUE  

The end of the data collection for this case study coincided with the 

administration of the 2011 PASS test to the students at the site school.  Following the 

scoring of the test, rankings among school in South Carolina were published.  For the 

second year, the site school ranked second in the state on the PASS science test.  The top-

ranked school was a small magnet school with twenty-four students; the site school was a 

public, non-magnet school with 144 students.  ñStill one of the BEST in the state!!ò 

exclaimed Gregory MacDougall, a professor at the University of South Carolina and an 

associate with the stateôs science leadership.  The researcher was honored to witness the 

work of the teachers at the site school, who continue to prove excellence is possible, even 

among students living in poverty. 

Those who are interested in the school itself should note that Southwood Middle 

School as represented in this study does not exist.  The school district built a new school, 

reorganized attendance guidelines, and moved most of Southwoodôs teachers to the new 

school.  The percent of students living at the poverty level has decreased at the new 

school.  Further information can be obtained at the Anderson District 5 office in 

Anderson, South Carolina. 
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Fernando Garzon, Psy.D.   

IRB Chair, Associate Professor  

Center for Counseling & Family Studies  

 

(434) 592-5054 

  

https://legacy.liberty.edu/owa/?ae=Item&t=IPM.Note&id=RgAAAAArSw7fWTAdQLYBc9syYdrABwAD5oZcppXoQLlLFvLlLq%2bXAAAB9s%2foAADm2GBQ35V%2fRJW0rBZS5H9YADc11sbeAAAJ
https://legacy.liberty.edu/owa/?ae=Item&t=IPM.Note&id=RgAAAAArSw7fWTAdQLYBc9syYdrABwAD5oZcppXoQLlLFvLlLq%2bXAAAB9s%2foAADm2GBQ35V%2fRJW0rBZS5H9YADc11sbeAAAJ
https://legacy.liberty.edu/owa/?ae=Item&t=IPM.Note&id=RgAAAAArSw7fWTAdQLYBc9syYdrABwAD5oZcppXoQLlLFvLlLq%2bXAAAB9s%2foAADm2GBQ35V%2fRJW0rBZS5H9YADc11sbeAAAJ
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