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Neil Dugger, Ed.D.

GREETINGS FROM THE DEAN

Journal for K-12 Educational Leadership
2017, VOL. 1, ISSUE 1
http://www.dbu.edu/doctoral/edd

Greetings,

Thank you for reading the first edition of the DBU Journal for K-12 Educational Leadership, 
sponsored by DBU’s Center for K-12 Educational Leadership!  It is our prayer that this 
journal will be of great service to the practitioners in the field of K-12 education, answer-
ing many of the questions you may have in education.  These articles are selected from 
the many outstanding treatises (dissertations) completed in the past year at Dallas Baptist 
University’s College of Education.  This will become an annual publication and will be pro-
vided free of charge to our K-12 educational partners.

The Doctorate of Education in Educational Leadership K-12 program was established to 
provide a practitioner’s degree that would contribute to educational research.  We now 

have over 130 doctoral students in thirteen cohorts and sixty graduates of the program.  Our students are in leadership 
positions all over north Texas-and beyond-in our traditional public schools, public charter schools, and private schools.  
While their training is to provide skills in servant leadership and make an impact on students in their schools, another goal 
is to generate research to identify what truly works in our schools.

Dallas Baptist University is an institution of higher education that serves over 5,000 students, with almost 1,000 identified 
as K-12 educators seeking a bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral degree.  In 2016, the National Council on Teacher Quality rated 
DBU’s elementary teacher preparation program in the top 1% of all programs in the United States!  Our master’s programs 
serve future administrators, counselors, curriculum directors, special education educators, reading/ESL/bilingual educa-
tors, and teachers-usually in a scholarship-aided cohort in their home district.  The doctoral program focuses on develop-
ing servant leaders.  Highlights of each level of programs can be found in this publication.

Thank you for your service as a K-12 educator, and a special thanks for being a great partner with Dallas Baptist University.  
You have a difficult job, but you produce outstanding graduates who make wonderful contributions to our American soci-
ety.  As we continue to partner with you in this mission, please do not hesitate to contact us if we can be of service.

Wishing you many blessings!

Dr. Neil Dugger
Dean, College of Education
Director, Ed.D. in Educational Leadership K-12
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Sharon Lee, Ph.D. 

A WORD FROM THE EDITOR

Journal for K-12 Educational Leadership
2017, VOL. 1, ISSUE 1
http://www.dbu.edu/doctoral/edd

Dallas Baptist University is proud to present the inaugural issue of the Journal for K-12 
Educational Leadership. In this issue, you will read articles written by a selection of grad-
uates of the Doctorate in Educational Leadership K-12.  These outstanding school leaders 
were members of the first two cohorts of students in the DBU Ed.D. K-12 program who 
graduated in 2015.  They conducted research in their home districts on topics that had local 
interest and local impact.  Our degree is based on the premise that school districts have 
questions that require local answers as well as research problems that need immediate and 
site-based solutions.  While much of the research traditionally available to educators pro-
vides a plethora of philosophies and theories about teaching and learning, those theories 
may not always be easily transferrable to the issues that concern schools in the north Texas 
region.  

In our program, the treatise is the final research project of a four-year program.  Just like 
other doctoral dissertations, the treatise is a five-chapter research report that reviews the existing research literature on a 
topic, presents an important research problem, and poses research questions with accompanying data on the topic.  Based 
on the servant leader model of DBU, students are directed to bring answers to their districts that could empower learners 
and teachers alike. What follows in this journal are condensed versions of the complete treatises that were prepared with 
area administrators and school leaders in mind.  (The complete versions of these treatises are available at DBU and through 
traditional dissertation searches.)  Each of our doctoral graduates has also provided an email address for communication 
purposes.  These leaders have a lot more to say on the topics of their research than could be included in these abbreviated 
journal articles.  

Many of the articles focus on instructional topics such as 1:1 technology integration, project-based learning, instructional 
coaching, and behavior intervention supports.  Several articles discuss aspects of English language learning and bilingual/
dual language issues that are so important in the North Texas region.  Other articles have a state-wide impact and address 
gifted education, school engagement, and music administration.  

All contributors represented in this issue grew as researchers and as educational leaders through their studies in our 
doctoral program.  At the present time, we are pleased to report that over 80% of our graduates have been promoted or 
advanced as a result of the doctoral degree.  Their sphere of influence as leaders and researchers is far-reaching, and we 
are proud to present their research for others to review. Their servant leadership development makes them outstanding 
leaders in many districts in this region, and they can now share their insights with other educational leaders.  Every article 
has the potential to make an impact on a broad range of issues in a variety of classrooms, and it is our hope that the research 
results will make a difference for the children who are educated in the North Texas region, the state of Texas, and beyond.  

Dr. Sharon Lee
Director of Research in K-12 Education
Editor, Journal for K-12 Educational Leadership
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Introduction
For years, giving every student a laptop was seen as the 
holy grail of educational technology, a strategy that would 
leverage computers to allow for a much higher level of stu-
dent achievement, increased problem-solving skills, and, of 
course, high standardized test scores.  As technology has 
evolved, the multitude of options available—from full scale 
desktops and laptops to more limited netbooks, tablets, and 
mobile devices—has made choosing appropriate devices a 
challenging proposition for school leaders.  We have now 
reached the point where many argue that students and their 
families can provide their own internet access and technolo-
gy devices, removing schools from the burden of choosing, 
purchasing, and maintaining said equipment, but too often 
the information available for making the best education-
al decisions has lagged behind the tools available, forcing 
school leaders to decide by logistical factors such as cost and 
availability rather than by measuring the impact specific de-
vices may have on student learning.  

Literature Review
Deciding between a school issued 1:1 technology program 
and a program that allows students to bring their own de-
vices to school is complicated, involving a variety of fiscal, 
political, and curricular factors. Most studies on the impact 
of technology on learning have focused on one delivery 
model or the other and have not made direct comparisons 
within the same population. Measuring the educational im-
pact of school provided netbooks and tablets against the use 
of personal technology inside a district that has been issu-

ing computing devices to every student provides better data 
and allows the district to make sound educational decisions 
for their students. 

In response to the funding and support challenges of 
technology programs featuring full scale laptops, many 
schools are moving to lighter, cheaper, “netbook” devices.  
Netbook is a term used to refer to a type of laptop that runs 
off a solid state drive rather than a traditional spinning hard 
disk and generally uses a combination of applications, web 
tools, and software installed on the computer to perform 
tasks. Netbooks are smaller, lighter, and cheaper than lap-
tops, but do not have as much computing power and are 
not as versatile (Alien, 2012). Currently, the most popular 
netbook in educational environments is the Google Chrome-
book (Herold, 2014).  Proponents of the move from laptops 
to netbooks tend to cite cost, instructional opportunities, and 
limited administrative burdens as their primary reasons for 
making the shift.  Among commonly cited disadvantages of 
netbooks are their inability to run popular business software 
like Microsoft Office and the perception that since the devic-
es are smaller and cheaper than laptops,  they are flimsy and 
will not hold up in a high usage school setting. 

The expansion of school issued laptop programs has 
slowed over recent years and may have reached a plateau 
(Harris, 2011) making way for a move to mobile devices 
as the best way for many schools to incorporate technolo-
gy into their curriculum. When Apple rolled out the Ipad 
in 2010, it suggested the idea that education’s traditional, 
bulky, expensive textbooks would soon be digitized in a 

Eric Creeger, Ed.D.

EDUCATIONAL IMPACT OF BRING YOUR OWN DEVICE 
PROGRAMS IN 1:1 SCHOOLS
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small tablet promising flexibility and instant access to cur-
rent information and instructional content. Many schools 
searching for a 1:1 option began adopting the platform, 
making IOS devices like Ipads among the most popular de-
vices in the educational market. Although Microsoft Win-
dows devices such as traditional laptops remain the overall 
leader in the fragmented educational technology market,
in the third quarter of 2014, Apple’s IOS laptops and Ipads 
allowed it to retain a small lead on Google’s Chromebook 
netbooks with a 31% market share compared to Google’s 
27% (Luckerson, 2014).  

Some of the concerns with tablet devices include lim-
itations on their abilities, the long term cost due to the need 
to purchase new apps constantly, rapid obsolescence, and 
incompatibility with many existing educational products. 
Additionally, many educators argue that while tablets do 
many things well, the lack of an integrated keyboard and 
limited options for expansion of memory and accessories 
means that they will never be standalone devices and will 
always work best as a complement to traditional computers 
or even laptops (Barrett, 2012). 

School districts across the country are beginning to allow 
students to bring their own personal computing devices to 
school, a policy that was formerly the province of exclusive pri-
vate institutions with the wherewithal to require computers 
of all of their students as a condition of enrollment.  These pro-
grams are often referred to as BYOD for Bring Your Own De-
vice policies. Mobile technologies as used in BYOD programs 
are defined in many ways. One study defined
mobile technologies as “hand-held devices (smartphones, 
cell phones, PDAs, MP3 players, pocket PCs, tablet PCs, and 
other hand-held devices) that can create, transfer, or display 
information via the Internet or other means” (Nelson, 2012, 
p. 13).  The key distinction in defining a BYOD program, 
though, is not necessarily in the type of device used, but 
rather in the private ownership of the device.

Many schools cite fiscal constraints as the primary rea-
son for implementing a BYOD policy instead of a 1:1 policy. 
In this age of ever tightening budgets, providing funding 
for educational technology is a huge challenge.  As educa-
tional budgets are tightened, the rapidly shifting technology 
landscape works the other way and makes specific devices 

smaller, cheaper, and more affordable for individuals and 
families. This proliferation of smart phone, tablet technolo-
gy, and smaller, cheaper, netbook devices has made shifting 
the burden of providing personal computing devices from 
the government to the average family feasible for the first 
time (NPD Group, 2014).  

The shift that many schools are making from school 
sponsored laptop programs, netbooks, or tablets to a 
BYOD model raises many questions regarding the effec-
tiveness of the various models.  Perhaps the most inter-
esting aspects of a change to BYOD policies are in the im-
pact on student achievement that occurs when students 
are given the option to provide their own technology 
instead of doing without or relying upon school issued 
equipment.

The Study
The study’s purpose was to measure the educational impact 
of school provided laptops and tablets against the use of per-
sonal technology inside a school that had been issuing a vari-
ety of computing devices to every student. To accomplish this, 
the researcher utilized the results of a district generated 
technology questionnaire to classify students into groups 
based on their preferred technology platform: school is-
sued netbooks or tablets; or the student’s personal de-
vice. Achievement results were then measured using scale 
scores from the State of Texas Assessments of Academ-
ic Readiness (STAAR) tests. The groups were compared 
using a series of ANOVA tests to determine if their results 
were significantly different and, when appropriate, post 
hoc tests were run to determine which technology deliv-
ery system produced the highest STAAR results and what 
the effect sizes were. 

Results, Findings, and Implications
In the current study, the researcher focused on one mid-
dle school in a large, urban North Texas school district 
that has issued computing devices to high school stu-
dents since 2002. Using technology in instruction was a 
primary goal of the district school board and central ad-
ministration and all teachers received extensive train-
ing in digital pedagogies. The specific middle school se-

Eric Creeger, Ed.D.
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lected for the study had provided laptops and tablets to 
students at a 1:1 ratio from 2011-2014. Additionally, the 
school had been piloting policies that allowed students 
to bring their own devices to school for instructional pur-
poses since 2013. 

In the Spring of 2014, students in the selected middle 
school completed a district questionnaire designed to assess 
technology usage and to gather student feedback for tech-
nology purchases. As a part of this survey, students were 
asked to choose which device they preferred to use to access 
the class curriculum during the 2013-14 school year. Stu-
dents chose either school Ipad, school netbook, or my personal 
device.  Also in the spring semester of 2014, the students took 
the STAAR, tests that cover the Texas Essential Knowledge 
and Skills (TEKS) objectives for various subjects. Students 
were tested in sixth grade math and reading; seventh grade 
math, reading, and writing; and eighth grade math, reading, 
science, and social studies. 

The data collected from the survey and the state tests 
were analyzed in a quantitative research, group compari-
son design. For each test, the study asked if there was a dif-
ference in student achievement levels, as measured by the 
STAAR test, between sixth grade math students who used 
school issued netbooks, school issued tablets, or their own 
personal mobile devices to access the school curriculum.  In 
these questions, the independent variable was the type of 
device the student used as the primary means of accessing 
the content; a personal device or the school issued laptop or 
tablet.  In this design, the dependent variable was the actu-
al achievement result on the state tests. Because the type of 
technology used was determined by student choice and was 
outside the control of the researcher, the study can be classi-
fied as a causal comparative design.  Since there were three 
independent groups for each test (6th, 7th, and 8th grade), 
the scores were compared using a series of one-way-be-
tween-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA), with the as-
sistance of SPSS software. All hypotheses were tested using 
the same procedure and the same alpha level (p < .05). After 
each ANOVA run, the researcher determined whether a sig-
nificant difference between the means existed and, when 
necessary, used a Tukey post hoc test to explore how the 
groups differed.  Results and effect sizes are listed in Table 1.

(See Table 1 on page 10.)

Implications
Despite the challenges in generalizing the results of this type 
of study, there is some useful information that can be ex-
tracted from the results. In this study, the data reflected that 
there were small differences in four of the nine tested areas 
indicating school issued netbooks allowed students to score 
better than using school issued Ipads or their own personal 
technology devices. There was one area, seventh grade writ-
ing, where netbooks had an advantage over students’ per-
sonal devices, but in this test, no statistical difference over 
school provided Ipads was indicated. Since none of the tests 
indicated an overall advantage for students using school is-
sued tablet devices, these findings confirmed the belief of 
many educators that school wide tablet programs are not 
the best model for improving achievement (Barrett, 2012; 
Herold, 2014). The study results also demonstrated that in 
the five tested areas where the null hypothesis was reject-
ed, bring your own device programs do not, by themselves, 
make a positive difference when compared to school issued 
netbook or tablet programs. 

The results of this study do provide some limited sta-
tistical evidence that the choice of technology model made 
a significant impact on student achievement. In four of the 
nine tested areas, students who used school provided net-
books scored slightly better on standardized tests than those 
who used school provided tablets and, in five of the nine 
tested areas, those same netbook students did better than 
students who preferred to use their own personal technol-
ogy. There were no tests performed that indicated that stu-
dents using school provided tablets or their own personal 
devices scored higher on state achievement tests. In each 
case, though, the effect size was small, suggesting other fac-
tors had a larger impact on student achievement. 

Although the netbook students scored marginally high-
er on state achievement tests, these results imply BYOD pro-
grams and policies that are being implemented, largely for 
financial reasons (O’Donovan, 2009), can continue without 
a dramatic negative impact on student achievement. Since 
the results of this study show such small differences in a 
school that is piloting bring your own device policies in an 
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experimental manner, it is easy to argue the costs savings of 
a BYOD program would allow for investment in profession-
al development to increase instructional efficacy and lead to 
net gains in achievement at a lower total cost.

In terms of contribution to the research on technology 
integration, the question of whether the various laptop and 
tablet programs or Bring Your Own Device policies influence 
student achievement remains somewhat open. In this study, 

the students who used school provided netbooks tended to 
do marginally better, but the most positive conclusion that 
can be asserted is that the BYOD policies in the first year of 
their implementation at the selected middle school did little 
harm to student achievement levels. 

While there were limitations and limited opportunity to 
generalize the information from the study, the data in its en-
tirety is valuable information for making instructional deci-

Eric Creeger, Ed.D.
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sions and recommendations for further inquiry in the school 
and district where the study was conducted. It is clear that, 
while school issued tablets do not hinder student learning, 
they do not provide an advantage in any area. In practical 
terms, this places them behind the more cost efficient op-
tions of a proven netbook program and behind BYOD pol-
icies that are potentially even cheaper and more effective 
and suggests that today’s schools are best served by “de-
vice agnostic” policies (Johnson, 2014) that permit students 
to switch back and forth between a variety of technological 
tools.

Conclusion
The current research study used data comparing the state 
achievement test results of students who used netbooks, tab-
lets, and their own personal devices, a comparison not made 
in many of the other technology studies that are available. 
The data in this study shows a minor statistical advantage 
for a netbook model in the school under consideration, but 
very little practical difference in the results for students who 
are using their own personal devices. Schools, then, should 
continue to provide every student with technology access 
by whatever means necessary, whether that is a systemic 1:1 
program, through policies that encourage families to pro-
vide their own devices, or some combination of the two.
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AN INTERVIEW STUDY OF INSTRUCTIONAL COACHES’ 
AND TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCES WITH AN ELEMENTARY 
INSTRUCTIONAL COACHING PROGRAM
Mindy K. Tolbert, Ed.D.

The face of education across the nation is changing and 
accountability for increasing student achievement is in the 
forefront of the minds of today’s educators (Darling-Ham-
mond, 2000; Morgan, 2011; Wenglisky, 2000). Elevated de-
mands from federal and state legislation and accountability 
for academic progress of students have produced an urgent 
need for sustained, consistent, and job-embedded profes-
sional development for classroom teachers (Strawn, Fox, & 
Duck, 2008).  With this in mind, schools across the nation are 
searching for targeted professional development options for 
educators that include opportunities for teachers to share 
what they know, dialogue about what they desire to learn, 
and opportunities to connect new learning in their own con-
texts (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995).  

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), which pro-
vide ongoing discussion and staff support about real life 
situations, are one way to sustain learning gleaned during 
professional development experiences (DuFour, DuFour, 
Eaker & Many, 2010).  PLCs are a widely used means for 
providing educators with targeted learning, opportunities 
for collaboration, and professional reflection (DuFour et al., 
2010; Wiggins & McTighe, 2006). The professional learning 
community model entails staff focusing on learning rather 
than teaching, working collaboratively, and practicing mu-
tual accountability to fuel continual improvement (DuFour, 
2004).   Additionally, PLCs promote change that occurs over 
time to increase student outcomes (DuFour et al., 2010).

In tandem with PLCs, instructional coaching has also 
emerged as a promising approach and solution to imple-

menting targeted professional development (Knight, 2009).  
An instructional coach (IC) offers campus based, job-em-
bedded professional development on an ongoing basis 
through support and encouragement of teachers by improv-
ing teaching strategies, promoting teacher reflection, and 
focusing on desired outcomes (Knight, 2009). According 
to Knight (2009), it is the full time, ongoing, job embedded 
nature of instructional coaching that extends the potential 
to dramatically improve classroom instruction and student 
learning. At its most effective, coaching assists teachers in 
making informed decisions regarding classroom practice 
and can boost the learning and teaching process when it is 
embedded in a sustained and comprehensible district-wide 
professional development plan (Knight, 2007; Neufeld & 
Roper, 2003).

Purpose of the Study
The study was developed as qualitative, action research to 
explore the experiences of both elementary instructional 
coaches and elementary teachers in regards to an elementa-
ry instructional coach program in a large suburban district 
in North Texas.  Analysis of information obtained from one-
on-one interviews with elementary instructional coaches 
and elementary teachers as well as an examination of the 
environment for elementary instructional coaching in the 
district of study, henceforth referred to as the District, was 
utilized to deepen the understanding of how an instruction-
al coach program was functioning in the K-5 elementary set-
ting.  Guiding questions and sub-questions addressed were:

Journal for K-12 Educational Leadership
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1. How do elementary instructional coaches describe 
their experiences working with elementary teach-
ers?

a. What activities do elementary instructional 
coaches engage in as part of an instructional 
coaching program?

b. How do elementary instructional coaches 
perceive instructional coaching as a profes-
sional development model?

2. How do elementary teachers describe their 
experiences working with elementary instructional 
coaches?

a. What activities do elementary teachers en-
gage in with an elementary instructional 
coach? 

b. How do elementary teachers perceive in-
structional coaching as a professional de-
velopment model?  

Procedures and Data Analysis
The study concentrated on participants’ experiences and 
perceptions in response to open-ended interview ques-
tions involving a purposeful sample of 15 elementary teach-
ers and 15 elementary instructional coaches.  All instruc-
tional coach and teacher interview data was transcribed and 
an analysis of each interview content was conducted.  This 
analysis included coding and examining emerging themes 
and patterns based on a QSR NVivo 10 analysis.  

Additional data collected and included in the study in-
volved a review of existing District documents related to 
elementary instructional coaching, including the District 
Elementary Instructional Coaching Program (EICP) 
Handbook.  Findings in the study were increased in accura-
cy by interviewing participants one-on-one and triangulat-
ing data through accurate record keeping, member checks, 
and an expert panel review of the identified themes.

Identified Themes
As a part of the data analysis, a number of themes emerged 
throughout the interviews with instructional coaches and 
teachers.  The major themes and coordinating sub-themes 
identified included: (1) collaboration, including collabora-
tive planning; (2) professional development; (3) relationship 

building including offering support and trust; and (4) cur-
riculum, including serving as an instructional resource.

Collaboration
Elementary instructional coach participants and elementary 
teacher participants reported substantial amounts of collab-
oration in their interactions.  Collaboration efforts consisted 
of collaborative planning, coaching cycles, partnering to-
gether, and collaboration on instructional strategies in the 
classroom.  All 30 participants in the study specifically set 
forth that they collaborated together for planning purposes.  

Professional Development
Instructional coach participants in the current study engaged 
in various professional development experiences as a part of 
their coaching training and ongoing development.  Profes-
sional learning experiences were often guided by training 
and professional development provided by the District as a 
part of the elementary instructional coaching program.  

Instructional coaches also reported facilitating profes-
sional development, both job-embedded and workshop 
style experiences, on their campuses for teachers.  Both in-
structional coaches and teachers repeatedly mentioned in-
structional coaching as a form of job-embedded professional 
development and all 30 participants had an overall approval 
for the elementary instructional coaching program in the 
District as a professional development model.

Relationship Building
Elementary instructional coaches and elementary teachers 
both reported that relationship building was an important 
component of the instructional coaching program and it was 
valued by all 30 participants in the study.  Elements of rela-
tionship building mentioned as a part of the interviews in-
cluded not only working together to establish relationships 
to support continued growth, but also the importance of 
sustaining relationships over time.  Establishing trust was 
also an element of relationships that frequently appeared in 
the interviews by both the instructional coach and teacher 
participants.   

Curriculum
In each of the 30 interviews, there was a belief in and strong 
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commitment by both elementary instructional coaches and 
elementary teachers toward the work of education.  All 
15 elementary instructional coaches and all 15 elementary 
teachers believed in implementing curriculum with fideli-
ty so that student achievement was positively impacted.  
References to curriculum by both instructional coaches and 
teachers participants in the study involved knowledge and 
implementation of the District curriculum and curriculum 
writing.  Statements referencing curriculum also acknowl-
edged professional development and training regarding el-
ements of the District curriculum and state standards.

Summary of Findings
The study and findings were limited to one large, suburban 
school district in North Texas, referred to as the District, and 
were based on two guiding questions, previously present-
ed.  Prior to the date of the study, there had been a lack of 
clarity in the District on whether elementary instructional 
coaches’ roles and practices on individual elementary cam-
puses aligned with District expectations.  Data had also not 
been collected in the District to determine if elementary in-
structional coaches felt adequately trained to facilitate the 
expectations of instructional coaches set forth by the District 
or if elementary teachers supported the use of instructional 
coaching as a form of professional development in the Dis-
trict.  Based upon the findings of the study, determinations 
can be made regarding these concerns.  

Findings of the study established that the practices of 
elementary instructional coaches in the District do align 
with expectations set by District leaders for the elementary 
instructional coaching program.  While information gath-
ered from study participants indicated that there was much 
role confusion and variation in instructional coach practice 
during the initial implementation of the program, data re-
vealed that there is now much more clarity in practice.  All 
elementary instructional coach and elementary teacher par-
ticipants reported that District expectations and elementary 
instructional coach actions now matched.

Findings of the study also indicated that the elementa-
ry instructional coaches have had extensive training in both 
curriculum and coaching areas.  The elementary instruction-
al coach participants all felt they were adequately prepared 
for their coaching role.  The elementary teacher participants 

also revealed they felt elementary instructional coaches in 
the District had received proper professional development 
to facilitate their roles.

A final finding of the study indicated that elementary 
teachers found value in the elementary instructional coach-
ing program.  Elementary teacher participants expressed 
they supported the use of elementary instructional coach-
es in the District.  Elementary teachers felt the elementary 
instructional coaching program was an effective form of 
job-embedded professional development.  

Generalizations
The current study used a qualitative, interview design, was 
completed in one school district setting, and was considered 
action research.  Despite the difficulty in generalizing this 
form of research, there is some useful information that the 
current study can provide.  The themes and subcategories 
that emerged from the interviews of elementary instruction-
al coaches and elementary teachers clearly illustrated that 
the support of an instructional coach was appreciated by 
educators when instructional coaching involved planning, 
teaching, reflecting, and sharing instructional practices.  
Also, teachers respected the role of the instructional coach 
when trust had been established and valued instructional 
coach activities that provided support to classroom practice, 
collaborative campus culture, and reflective practice.  When 
the aforementioned characteristics and practices were in 
place, teachers were more likely to initiate change in their 
own practice.  This confirmed the belief and findings of 
other research studies that report educators who received 
coaching are more likely to implement the desired teach-
ing practices and apply them more appropriately than are 
teachers who participate in district-directed traditional pro-
fessional development workshops (Guskey & Yoon, 2009; 
Joyce & Showers, 2002; Knight, 2007; Shidler, 2009).

Implications
Although there were limitations for generalizability because 
of the action research nature of the study, the implications 
for the research findings in the study are broad.  School dis-
tricts may benefit by an increased understanding of an ele-
mentary instructional coaching program which may allow 
for identifying ways in which instructional coaches are 
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supported and trained in their roles.  Additionally, school 
districts that strive to provide additional resources and op-
portunities for both elementary instructional coaches and 
elementary teachers could use the information garnered by 
the study to modify or create new opportunities and expe-
riences to assist in the development of instructional coaches 
in their school system.  

Conclusions
While the study has limitations and a reduced ability to gen-
eralize the results to a broader population, the study, as well 
as the findings obtained, provide valuable information for 
instructional leaders to use in making decisions that affect 
the elementary instructional coaching program in the Dis-
trict, and potentially to other districts that utilize instruc-
tional coaching for job embedded professional develop-
ment.  Based upon the cumulative findings of the study, the 
District should continue to cultivate and support the use of 
elementary instructional coaches.  

With the face of education across the nation changing 
and the accountability for increasing student achievement 
rising, targeted and viable professional development op-
tions for educators must occur.  Findings of the study, along 
with literature and prior studies involving instructional 
coaching, supports the notion that instructional coaching 
can be a sustainable option for school leaders to provide the 
much needed job-embedded professional learning. 
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OPTIONS FOR EDUCATING THE GIFTED CHILD
Kathryn Pabst Schaeffer, Ed.D. 

Introduction to Educating the Gifted
Giftedness, one quality considered pervasive within an in-
dividual for a lifetime, is equated with the ability to learn 
at a fast rate, to master complex ideas, and to reason at a 
high level of abstraction (Dai & Chen, 2013).  The gifted 
label generally applies when an ability level exceeds that 
of the average population of peers by two standard intel-
ligence quotient (IQ) deviations (Gagne, 2007).  Those who 
rank two standard deviations (SD) above the mean on an 
intelligence assessment are likely to become the cogni-
tive elite and to make significant contributions to society 
(Dai & Chen, 2013).  

National and state standards for gifted education 
offer no guidance regarding the design of appropriate and 
consistent grouping to best meet the needs of exceptional 
students.  Recently, Texas has added yearly academic gains 
to their accountability measures for all students, including 
the gifted.  Thus, designing gifted and talented program-
ming to maximize continuous academic growth is, for the 
first time, essential to Texas school districts’ overall account-
ability ratings. 

Texas Education of Gifted 
and Talented Students
In Texas, school districts identify gifted students using var-
ious assessment instruments and design programming to 
match their specific educational philosophies or their spe-
cific financial constraints (Batenburg, 2014).  Lack of consis-
tency results in students being inconsistently identified as 
gifted and talented between school districts within the state 
of Texas (Batenburg, 2014).  Consequently, a student may be 
identified as gifted in one district but not in another.  Even 
when a student may be identified as gifted and talented in 

a given district, he or she can be served through a myriad 
of programming models.  Programming and curricular de-
cisions at the district level are further influenced by ethical, 
social-political, cultural, and pragmatic considerations.  In 
the politicized educational climate, designing and providing 
educational services to a selected group of students ignites 
contentious debate.  

Gifted Grouping Practices 
for Academic Growth
Grouping is a foundational academic practice especially 
when serving high achieving students (Reis, 2004).  Purpose-
ful grouping along with curriculum enhancement or differ-
entiation is a best practice for any gifted program.  Gifted 
learners achieve stronger academic outcomes when they 
have the opportunity to learn with those at their academic 
level in all academic contents (Reis, 2004).  Table 1 depicts 
the various delivery models currently in use in K-12 schools.

(See Table 1 on page 17.)

Homogeneous Grouping
The philosophy of homogeneous grouping as a program 
model rests upon the belief that gifted and talented students 
by virtue of their increased intellectual capacity are signifi-
cantly dissimilar to other same-age students and, because 
of that distinction, their cognitive differences and social and 
emotional needs are unlike those of same-age general edu-
cation students (Weinbrenner, 1992).  

The research on academic outcomes for homogeneous 
grouping of gifted students is more consistent than the 
research on heterogeneous grouping of gifted students.  
Some unequivocal statements supporting homogeneous 
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grouping have come from respected researchers in the 
field, such as Gagne (2007) who bid “educators to aim as 
much as possible for full-time grouping of gifted students” 
(p. 109).  Gagne provided this call to arms only after the 
findings of earlier studies showed greater academic gains 
occurred with gifted students who were grouped homoge-
neously.  

Full time homogeneous grouping of gifted students has 
generated academic achievement and growth.  Gagne (2007) 
articulated that:

It can be generalized from the research that full-time 
grouping is the only way to create appropriate condi-
tions for an enriched curriculum. It answers a perma-
nent problem with a full-time solution; it facilitates the 
enrichment of all subject matters in the regular curric-
ulum and it does not require adding a teacher to the 
school’s personnel. (p. 111)

Even the highest achievers in a homogeneously 
grouped classroom benefit from having to compete with 
one another (Kulik, 1992). In addition, when gifted high 
achievers are removed from the classroom environ-
ment, general education low achievers benefit from 
not having to compete with their more able peers 
(Kulik, 1992).  These early findings still remain rele-
vant and mitigate the concern that low-achieving stu-
dents are harmed academically when grouped with 
their academic peers (Brulles, Saunders, & Cohen, 2010).  
Swiatek (2001) showed that gifted students in like-ability 
classrooms had larger academic gains in a year than students 
who had classmates of varied academic ability.  Goldring’s 
(1990) and Swiatek’s (2001) findings supported the conclu-
sion that gifted students in like-ability classrooms achieve 
statistically significantly higher scores on state assessments 
than their gifted counterparts in heterogeneous cluster-

Table 1. Delivery Models’ Strengths and Weaknesses
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grouped classrooms. 
Rogers (2007) conducted a meta-analysis which sup-

ported homogeneous grouping for ensuring the academic 
growth of gifted students.  Rogers (2007) also reviewed 13 
research studies on homogeneous grouping and conclud-
ed that gifted students grouped among intellectual peers 
“produced marked academic achievement gains as well as 
moderate increases in attitude toward academic subjects” 
(p. 9).  The researchers in Rogers’ (2007) review cited these 
benefits of homogeneous grouping of gifted students: aca-
demic achievement improved (Gentry, 1999); students hav-
ing a more realistic perception of their academic strengths 
and weaknesses and increased academic challenge that 
was more consistent in the classroom (Kulik 2003, Rogers, 
2007); teachers had the ability to meet the emotional and 
social needs of gifted students (Kulik 2003, Rogers, 2007); 
and teachers were better able to address cognitive demands 
when the range of student abilities was narrower (Rogers, 
2007).  In conclusion, homogeneous grouping removes the 
ceiling for gifted students and diminishes underachieve-
ment over time (Gentry & Mann, 2008).  By grouping more 
homogeneously, the “façade of effort and ability can be re-
moved and replaced with more appropriate challenge and 
rigor” (Gentry & Mann, 2008, p. 15).  

Heterogeneous Grouping
The inclusion model, imported from special education, has 
spawned the impetus for heterogeneous grouping. Kulik’s 
(1992) seminal study of grouping asserted that the “dam-
age to gifted students would be truly great if, in the name 
of de-tracking, schools eliminated enriched and accelerated 
classes” (p. 73).  Heterogeneous grouping appeases cultur-
al and socio-political ends, but the overall impact to gifted 
programs is detrimental in the long run (Reis, 2004). Ability 
grouping and content acceleration “must be attended to in 
some form in order to ensure that programs are meaning-
ful for this special group of learners” (Reis, 2004, p. 70). The 
impediments inherent in moving from the theory of cluster 
grouped heterogeneous classes to the reality of the general 
education classroom make this model a difficult one to im-
plement and maintain as the model’s success lies solely in 
the hands of an exceptional teacher. 

Enrichment instruction: Serving GT Students 
in Heterogeneous Grouping
Enrichment acts as an express lane for gifted students with 
an added benefit of increased motivation (Gagne, 2007). 
Also, by condensing or compacting the regular curriculum, 
time is created for other learning activities.  The amount and 
level of enrichment or compacting of content should be de-
pendent on the level of giftedness and academic readiness 
(Gagne, 2007). 

Gagne (2007) believed that if the same research survey 
as Cox, Daniel, and Boston (1985) were conducted at any 
point in the future, the academic gains for gifted students 
receiving enrichment in the general education classroom 
would be similarly categorized as “fragmented and discon-
tinuous” (p. 107). 

Proper enrichment activities should be judged from two 
perspectives. The first is whether they are relevant with re-
spect to the learner’s abilities, interests, needs, and person-
ality as well as a learning vehicle to demonstrate maximum 
academic talent (Gagne, 2007). The enrichment curriculum 
must be rich cognitively in order to be academically defensi-
ble (Gagne, 2007). Especially at the elementary level, learn-
ers’ needs can be addressed through personalized activities 
of choice as well as additional time to pursue personal proj-
ects (Gagne, 2007). 

Enrichment:  “How To” 
for Heterogeneous Classrooms
Enrichment for gifted students in a heterogeneous class-
room can be differentiated by content, process, or prod-
uct (Tomlinson et al., 2006). Differentiating content allows 
more depth through acceleration.  Theoretically, the goal 
of content differentiation is to remove the learning ceiling 
and thereby allow highly able students to move through the 
material at a pace that suits their ability. Content for gifted 
students can be altered with complexity and abstractness. 
High ability students can move quickly from acquisition to 
application and finally to transfer with increased focus on 
relationships and generalizations (Gentry & Mann, 2008). 

Process can be differentiated by shared inquiry, creative 
problem solving, problem-based learning, and discovery 
learning (Gentry & Mann, 2008).  Because these practices are 
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seen as highly engaging for all students, criticism remains 
as to how these approaches are applied any differently for 
gifted students than for general education students. Gentry 
and Mann (2008) responded that gifted students’ academ-
ic products should strongly reflect professional standards 
which are much higher than grade level standards.

Products that are designed to assess a students’ learn-
ing can be personalized from a menu of options or be 
self-created by the students themselves (Gentry & Mann, 
2008).  Unique products should also offer an assessment 
of the learning process itself rather than just a final perfor-
mance task.  Products should embed cognitive demand and 
“stretch students in application of understanding and skill 
as well as in the pursuit of quality” (Tomlinson et al., 2006).  
If gifted students need measurably different learning experi-
ences, then the heterogeneous classroom, even with product 
development, may be insufficient if the cognitive demand is 
not embedded in the design of the task. 

Cluster Grouping with Differentiation 
in Heterogeneous Classrooms
The differentiated classroom is reminiscent of the one-room 
schoolhouse where different ages and abilities were a nor-
mal part of the classroom experience. Cluster grouping is 
a type of ability grouping for gifted students within the 
general education classroom. It is the practice of grouping 
four to six identified gifted students into a single classroom 
with a teacher who has received training on differentiation 
and teaching to gifted students (Walker & Seymour, 2002). 
Gifted students are clustered into classrooms with a teacher 
who has been designated as the teacher of record. The clus-
ter grouped classroom also includes non-gifted students. 
Cluster grouping is cost efficient and also does not disrupt 
the general education setting. Thus, it has become an attrac-
tive model for districts who may not be able to create mag-
net or homogeneous school-within-a-school models.  Clus-
ter grouping represents a model that allows gifted students 
to receive services on a full time daily basis. Strategies used 
within the cluster-group classroom for gifted are: acceler-
ation, compacting, enrichment, independent studies, and 
flexible grouping (Brulles & Winebrenner, 2011). Ongoing 
assessment invites flexible grouping according to the needs 
and results of both formative and summative assessments. 

Discussion Regarding Effectiveness 
of Cluster Grouping
Purposeful and intentional differentiation lies at the heart 
of the cluster-group model.  Although cluster grouping for 
gifted students is widely promoted, varying empirical evi-
dence exists to support its practice for improving academic 
growth.  Because enrichment and differentiation is largely 
left up to the individual classroom teacher to implement, the 
difference between ideal and actual effectiveness is recog-
nized. Gentry and MacCougall (2008) found that “curricular 
differentiation is more efficient and likely to occur when a 
group of high-achieving students is placed with a teacher 
who has expertise, training, and a desire to differentiate cur-
riculum than when these students are distributed among 
many teachers” (p. 12).

The differentiation movement was born of political and 
monetary necessity and not what research has shown offers 
gifted students the best opportunity for their largest year-
ly academic growth.  Questions remain about the theory 
of cluster grouped differentiation for gifted students.  Dr. 
Carol Tomlinson, the originator of the whole school cluster 
model, discussed the practical problems related to differen-
tiation in an interview with Wu (2013).  Wu (2013) conclud-
ed the following:

With the ever expanding needs in the general education 
classroom, the teacher’s job to help each of the students 
understand that everybody has a next step in learning. 
When everybody’s next step is the same, great. But if the 
next steps differ for different students, which is typical, 
then it becomes the teacher’s role to create more than 
one ‘‘next step.’’ (p. 130)  
In defense of the differentiated cluster grouping model, 

Dai and Chen (2013) blamed the poor results on weak teach-
er training and lack of will on the part of the campus or dis-
trict administration. When reacting to the criticism that dif-
ferentiation is unrealistic due to the many constraints on the 
classroom teacher to cover grade level standards for all stu-
dents, Dai and Chen (2013) stated that the theory of differen-
tiation is not invalidated by poor implementation.  Howev-
er, Dai and Chen (2013) acknowledged that “as the diversity 
of students in the same classroom escalates, the question of 
how to meet precocious and advanced learners’ unique edu-
cational needs through appropriate, personalized education 
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services in the regular classroom becomes even more salient 
for educators” (p. 157). 

The seminal research of Kulik (1992) used a meta-analy-
sis to examine findings on grouping from research conduct-
ed from 1916 to 1992. The author found that academic gains 
for gifted students were directly influenced by the degree of 
curricular adjustment and not the form of grouping per se 
(Kulik, 1992). In other words, grouping in a cluster model 
is effective if the curricular differentiation is consistent and 
on-going. If cluster grouping is not led by a curriculum or 
teacher who differentiates as a matter of practice, then gifted 
students will not see academic gains (Kulik, 1992). The au-
thor’s conclusion was that gifted students are able to have 
their academic needs met through cluster grouping and that 
such grouping is an “appropriate and necessary function of 
the school system” (Kulik, 1992, p. 127).

Weinebrenner (1992) promoted the cluster grouping 
model as a means to diminish the elitist attacks against 
gifted education in homogeneous classrooms.  Theoretical-
ly, all students would benefit from the same differentiated 
instructional model. Years later, Hertberg-Davis (2009) re-
sponded to Weinebrenner’s research and reported finding 
a lack of differentiation in heterogeneous classrooms.  Hert-
berg-Davis (2009) concluded that differentiation in the regu-
lar classroom in a cluster model is not an effective substitute 
for homogeneous grouping programming and that cur-
rent instructional practices fail to meet gifted and talented 
learners’ needs.

Researched Guidelines 
for Effective Cluster Grouping
While cluster grouping, as a model for serving the gifted, is 
a practical means to an end, maintaining recommendations 
from past research are believed to increase the model’s effec-
tiveness.  First, students should be clustered with their intel-
lectual as well as same-age peers (Bryant, 1987; Delcourt & 
Evans, 1994; Hoover, Sayler, & Fedlhusen, 1993; McInerney, 
1983; Oakes, 1985; Rogers, 1991; Slavin, 1990; Winebrenner, 
1992).  Secondly, cluster grouping provides for full-time 
gifted student services without requiring additional pro-
gramming or staffing (Hoover et al., 1993; Rogers, 1991; 
Winebrenner, 1992).  Third, the highest achieving, or highly 
gifted students, should be removed from general education 

classrooms so that other general education students can 
emerge as intellectual leaders (Kennedy, 1989; Winebrenner, 
1992).  Fourth, the achievement levels within a single class-
room are reduced to offer more differentiation opportunities 
for students at the upper levels of achievement (Coleman, 
1995; Delcourt & Evans, 1994; Rogers, 1993).  

Discussion of Recent Trends
“Homogenization of educational experience is advocated 
primarily as a means to social change; the rush to hetero-
geneous grouping and cooperative learning for the gifted is 
probably heavily influenced by these same social and po-
litical value systems” (Feldman & Moon, 1992, p. 84).  Reis 
(2004) warned that the social-political demands that have 
served gifted students in heterogeneous classrooms may 
have detrimental effects.  Cluster grouping may “detract 
from achieving what is basic to a quality gifted program, 
namely acceleration and constant ability grouping. Acceler-
ation and grouping are the lightning rod issues that test the 
level of endorsement that gifted programs enjoy in a local 
school district” (Reis, 2004, p. 70). 

The expanding range of academic readiness in most 
public schools has exacerbated the ability of teachers to ef-
fectively differentiate (Petrilli, 2011). “By the fourth grade, 
public-school children who score among the top 10 percent 
of students on the National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress (NAEP) are reading at least six grade levels above those 
in the bottom 10 percent. Even differences between students 
at the 25th and at the 75th percentile are huge—academic 
readiness is separated by at least three grade levels” (Petrilli, 
2011, p. 49).  De-tracking advocates have claimed the victory 
in the classroom as cluster grouping and within-classroom 
differentiation have gained acceptance while homogeneous 
grouping programs for the gifted have retreated. Mean-
while, in the classroom, the level of support needed by all 
students, even the gifted, has risen along with the increasing 
range of academic readiness.  

Conclusions
In conclusion, the inherent democratic tension between ex-
cellence and equity in the classroom is far from resolved.  In 
the politically charged educational environment, gifted edu-
cators have been urged to embrace the inclusive model with 
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cluster grouping and a reliance on differentiation of both 
curriculum and instruction.  Gifted programming models 
that previously offered homogeneous grouping through 
pull-out programs or full-time programs have been criti-
cized as elitist, even though the research results comparing 
homogeneous and heterogeneous grouping models as best 
practices for gifted students remain inconclusive.  

A growth model for accountability measures perfor-
mance gains rather than performance against a criterion 
referenced grade level standard assessment.  This measure-
ment ensures that gifted students’ learning is as valued as 
every other student’s learning. This performance gains 
model for accountability may shift the focus back to edu-
cating students to their full potential and not simply edu-
cating students to reach the same expected measurement of 
success. Educators’ overriding concern for gifted students is 
their students’ ability to be challenged with the opportunity 
for continuous academic growth.  

Resource allocation is to be considered for any educa-
tional program.  Cluster grouping is considered cost neutral 
since the enrichment of curriculum occurs within the gener-
al education classroom.  A homogeneous classroom may re-
quire a school district to increase gifted programming fund-
ing.  The search for one best model for gifted programming 
may be inconclusive, but the investment in programming 
will continue to be necessary in order to ensure equity for 
academic yearly growth for gifted students.   
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THE EFFECT OF ENGAGEMENT ON AT-RISK STUDENT 
ACHIEVEMENT:  A CORRELATIONAL INVESTIGATION
Debbie Cano, Ed.D.

Introduction  
The destiny of a nation rests upon the shoulders of its chil-
dren. Educational entities bear the burden of reaching, 
teaching, and preparing students for a future which not only 
shapes individuals and families, but cultures and the global 
society. The dramatic rise of at-risk student populations in 
Texas and the United States is a collective challenge and of 
foremost importance. Students who are ill prepared to be-
come productive members of society become burdens upon 
society. If schools do not authentically and meaningfully en-
gage all learners, the result can contribute to the cumulative 
liability.

Review of Literature
Schools are not engaging for all students, and students who 
are at-risk are most negatively affected by this deficiency 
(Neild, Balfanz, & Herzog, 2007; Reyes, 1997). Student drop-
out rates, State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness 
(STAAR) achievement scores, attendance rates, and disci-
pline removal incidents provide measurable data demon-
strating a continued and expanding crisis in at-risk student 
achievement, thus indicative of a major educational issue 
(Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2012; President and Fellows of 
Harvard College, 2000).

According to Busteed (2013), the longer students re-
main in school, the more disengaged they become. Research 
conducted by the Gallup organization found student en-
gagement reaches a peak at fifth grade, and begins a steady 
decline through the middle school years (Busteed, 2013). 
Results from a 2012 Gallup Student Poll, which “surveyed 
nearly 500,000 students in grades five through 12 from more 

than 1,700 public schools in 37 states . . . found that nearly 
eight in 10 elementary students who participated in the poll 
are engaged with school” (Busteed, 2013, para. 3). In con-
trast, the student engagement percentage drops to six out of 
10 students during middle school, and to just four out of 10 
in high school.

Poverty
The exponential growth of children in Texas living in pover-
ty is a profound concern. “Texas ranks among the worst 15 
states for child poverty” (Johnson, 2012, para. 8). Between 
2004 and 2012, children living in poverty increased from 
one of every five children in the state of Texas, to one of 
every four in a brief eight years (Potter, 2012). In addition, 
Texas is the second largest state in terms of population and 
Texas’ growth exceeds that of all other states between 2000 
and 2010.  Sixty-five percent of the increase, or roughly 2.8 
million people is attributed to the growth of the Hispanic 
population (Potter, 2012). The population of Texas is rapidly 
evolving and the poverty rate is on a parallel trajectory.

Latino student poverty is a unique, multifaceted chal-
lenge. According to Aber, Morris, and Raver (2012), “for 
Latino children, the complex factors of race, language, cul-
ture, and immigration status mixes with poverty to create 
challenges… hopefully our society will address, in the com-
ing years” (p. 2). Childhood poverty is more than a mere 
subsistence issue, in fact “poverty in childhood, and espe-
cially deep poverty in early childhood, is associated with a 
very broad range of problems in physical-biological, cog-
nitive, academic and social-emotional development” (p. 3).
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State Assessment
In Texas, an achievement gap in STAAR math performance 
is evident in the middle grades (Green, 2014). Students clas-
sified as ELL are underperforming, and “results reveal they 
[lag] 26.2 percent behind non-ESL students. [In addition], 
economically disadvantaged students also struggle with 
passing rates [and perform] 20.2 percent behind their peers” 
(Green, 2014, para. 2-3). Research conducted by Flores, Bata-
lova, and Fix (2012) for the Migration Policy Institute found 
“the low passing rates of…ELL [students raised] serious 
concerns [regarding] their chances of remaining in school, 
graduating, and pursuing postsecondary education” (p. 
14). Flores et al. (2012) reported ELL student performance 
on Texas achievement tests lagged far behind the all student 
group indicator. In fact, ELL students “had alarmingly low 
scores in math…[with] a gap in performance on the math 
exam [of] 22 percentage points in third grade, 31 points 
in fourth grade, 28 points in fifth grade, [and] 58 points in 
eighth grade” (p. 15).

Gallup Student Poll
The Gallup organization developed “the Gallup Student 
Poll [which] tracks the hope, engagement, and wellbeing of 
students in grades 5 through 12 across the United States” 
(Gallup, Inc., 2014, p. 1). Data drawn from the Gallup Stu-
dent Poll (2014) indicated: 

Students who are ready for the future are also hopeful 
for the future, engaged at school, and thriving in life 
(i.e., high wellbeing). These students possess high lev-
els of motivation and describe their lives in very posi-
tive terms. Furthermore, these students report that the 
conditions at their school promote involvement and 
enthusiasm. (p. 1)

Engagement
Christenson et al. (2012) contended behavioral engagement 
attributes include attentive focus during instruction, accep-
tance and compliance with expectations and rules, and vol-
untary participation. Students who are engaged behavioral-
ly are physically involved in the learning environment and 
demonstrate a willingness to accept and apply understand-
ings. Christenson et al. (2012) claimed students who are in-
volved in school clubs, sports teams, or performance groups 

display higher levels of behavioral engagement in academic 
environments, and higher levels of engagement have been 
found to correlate to student achievement gains.

Research in the neurosciences has recently uncovered 
the “intricate interactions between the emotional and cog-
nitive brain systems” (Hardiman, 2010, p. 2). Information is 
first processed through the “brain’s limbic system, located 
just above the brain stem at the base of the brain, [and] is 
responsible for our emotional responses” (Hardiman, 2010, 
p. 2). Hardiman (2003) recommends schools and teachers 
consider the environment in which students interact with 
new learning, and “maximize strategies that promote pos-
itive emotion” in the learning process (p. 2). Stress and 
“threats impede learning, [but] positive emotional experi-
ences, during which the brain produces certain chemicals 
or neurotransmitters, can contribute to long-term memory” 
(Hardiman, 2010, p. 2).

Behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement struc-
tures interact with and influence achievement. The most vul-
nerable student, the at-risk child, is particularly impacted by 
the lack of an engaging and supportive school environment. 
Educational leaders are faced with a formidable challenge 
to increase student engagement while simultaneously im-
proving the educational experience and achievement of all 
student groups. 

Results
The current study investigated the relationship between stu-
dent engagement, as measured by the engagement section 
of the Gallup Student Poll, and three indicators of campus 
performance: academic achievement, attendance rate, and 
the number of behavioral removals. 

The correlational investigation was designed to answer 
the following research questions:

Research Question 1: Does a relationship exist between 
scores on the engagement indicators of the Gallup Student 
Poll and the math achievement scores on the State of Texas 
Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) of middle 
school campuses?

Research Question 2: Does a relationship exist be-
tween scores on the engagement indicators of the Gallup 
Student Poll and student attendance rates of middle school 
campuses?

Debbie Cano, Ed.D.
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Research Question 3:  Does a relationship exist between 
scores on the engagement indicators of the Gallup Student 
Poll and the number of behavior removals at middle school 
campuses?

The current study was conducted in a school district 
in the Dallas-Fort Worth area, which includes three high 
schools, seven middle schools, 21 elementary schools, two 
early childhood centers, an alternative high school, and an 
advanced technology complex. The enrollment of more than 
26,000 students is culturally diverse, composed of approxi-
mately 52% White, 32% Hispanic, and 12% African Amer-
ican students, with 43% of students considered to be eco-
nomically disadvantaged (ED) and 14% English language 
learners (Texas Education Agency, 2013b).

The unit of study in the current investigation was the 
school. The six middle schools within the district which par-
ticipated in the Gallup Student Poll from 2010 through 2013 
constituted a convenience sample. 

Research Question 1
Research Question 1 addressed the potential relationship 
between student engagement and mathematics perfor-
mance. To determine whether a relationship exists between 
these variables, a correlation analysis was performed using 
the difference in Gallup Student Poll grand mean scores 
between the Fall 2010 and the Fall 2013 as the measure of 
student engagement, and the difference in the percentage 

of students passing the STAAR mathematics assessment be-
tween the Spring 2012 and the Spring 2014 as the measure of 
mathematics performance. 

Scatter plots were generated to visualize the relation-
ship between gains in engagement and math performance 
for each student group. The plot for the all students group 
suggests that a linear relationship may exist for five of the 
six campuses, and one campus may represent an outlier in 
the data set. Based on this evidence, the correlation analy-
sis was re-run with the apparently aberrant data point re-
moved, which resulted in a statistically significant correla-
tion (r = .974, t(3) = 7.45, p = .003). The results suggest that 
a true relationship may exist between student engagement 
and math performance. Figure 1 displays the scatter plot 
of Gallup Student Poll gains and STAAR math gains for 
all students.   

Research Question 2
Research Question 2 focused on the potential relationship 
between student engagement and school attendance. A sta-
tistically significant relationship between student engage-
ment and attendance was not detected for all students (t(4) 
= 0.812, p = .462), economically disadvantaged (t(4) = 0.185, p 
= .862), and LEP (t(4) = 0.020, p = .986) student groups. Since 
all p-values quantified were reported at greater than .05, the 
statistical test failed to reject all null hypotheses.
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Research Question 3
Results of correlation analyses related to Research Question 
3 indicated a statistically significant relationship appears to 
exist between student engagement and student behavior, 
measured either as behavior removals to Disciplinary Alter-
native Education Program (DAEP) (t(4) = 8.776, p = .001) or 
as total behavior incidents (t(4) = 8.431, p = .001). The p-value 
for the statistical test was reported as smaller than .05, thus 
the null hypothesis was rejected. Further, the sign of the 
Pearson correlation coefficient indicates that the nature of 
the relationship is negative, that is, as gains in engagement 
increase, gains in discipline events decrease.

The coefficient of determination (r2) for this relationship 
is .956, indicating the variance in student engagement ex-
plains 95.6% of the variance in discipline removals. Figure 2 
shows the scatter plots for the correlation between engage-
ment and discipline.

Findings
With the current study, the research found evidence to sug-
gest a statistically significant relationship appears to exist 
between student engagement and student behavior, mea-
sured either as behavior removals to DAEP (t(4) = 8.776, p = 
001) or as total behavior incidents (t(4) = 8.431, p = 001). Fur-
ther, a statistically significant relationship between student 
engagement and attendance was not detected for the all stu-
dents (t(4) = 0.812, p = .462), ED (t(4) = 0.185, p = 862), or LEP 
(t(4) = 0.020, p = .986) student groups. Lastly, a statistically 
significant correlation (r = .974, t(3) = 7.45, p = .003) suggests 
a relationship may exist between student engagement and 
math performance; however, the analysis was based upon 
an extremely small sample size, thus the results should be 
considered with caution. 

Implications
Educators and students are faced with ever rising account-
ability standards required by both the State of Texas and 
federal mandates. As a result, the unique needs of students 
at-risk compel educational entities to take decisive action to 
address discrepancies in performance and achievement. The 
findings of the current study lead to the following implica-
tions with regard to practice:

• Campuses and districts should employ the Gallup 
Student Poll as a resource for measuring, tracking, and re-
sponding to student engagement.

• Gallup Student Poll data should be analyzed annu-
ally at the campus and district level to identify strengths and 
opportunities for improvement.

• Gallup Student Poll data should be made public, 
and be provided to faculty, students, parents, and the com-
munity.

• School districts and campuses should provide ongo-
ing teacher and faculty training in the areas of engagement 
attributes, engagement strategies, and increasing authentic 
student engagement.

Student behavior and achievement are influenced by 
the impact of student engagement. Schools are not engaging 
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for all students and the cost of disengaging classrooms and 
campuses is most profound for the at-risk child. Sadly, the 
longer students remain in school, the more disengaged they 
become. Educational leaders are faced with a rapidly mount-
ing population of at-risk learners in the state and the nation. 
Immediate and decisive action is required to address deficits 
and gaps in performance, and to increase and expand prac-
tices which provoke engagement. All students, and most 
especially at-risk children, should have teachers and school 
administrators committed to them, who will support and 
develop their strengths, and will engender excitement about 
their future. The fate of our society is inextricably connected 
to learning environments created for children, for those who 
one day will be expected to lead, to serve, and to contribute.

References
Aber, L., Morris, P., & Raver, C. (2012). Children, families 

and poverty definitions, trends, emerging science and 
implications for policy. Social Policy Report, 26(3), 1-28.

Busteed, B. (2013, January 7). The school cliff: Student en-
gagement drops with each school year. Retrieved from 
http://thegallupblog.gallup.com/2013/01/the-school-
cliff-student-engagement.html

Christenson, S. L., Reschly, A. L., & Wylie, C. (Eds.). (2012). 
Handbook of research on student engagement. New 
York, NY: Springer.

Flores, S. M., Batalova, J., & Fix, M. (2012). The educational 
trajectories of English language  learners in Texas. 
Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute.

Gallup. (2014). Gallup report - State of America’s schools: 
The path to winning again in education. Retrieved from 
http://products.gallup.com/168380/state-education-re-
port-main-page.aspx

Green, S. (2014). Texas test scores are in: Poor students, 
ESL students are still struggling with STAAR more 
than peers. The Huntsville Item. Retrieved from 
http://www.itemonline.com/news/local_news/arti-
cle_58c5255b-9110-58e2-99e560ad8227338a.html

Hardiman, M. (2010, Spring). The brain targeted teaching 
model. Johns Hopkins University New Horizons for 
Learning. Retrieved from http://education.jhu.edu/PD/
newhorizons/Journals/spring2010/thebraintargeted-
teachingmodel/

Johnson, L. (2012, December 4). Number of Texas children 
in poverty rises. Houston Public Media. Retrieved 
from http://app1.kuhf.org/articles/1354635039-Num-
ber-Of-Texas-Children-In-Poverty-Rises.html

Neild, R. C., Balfanz, R., & Herzog, L. (2007). An early warn-
ing system. Education Leadership, 65(2), 28-33.

Nichols, S. L., Glass, G. V, & Berliner, D. C. (2012). High-
stakes testing and student achievement: Updated anal-
yses with NAEP data. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 
20(20) Retrieved from http://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/article/
view/1048

Potter, L. (2012, September 27). Dynamic demographics of 
Texas’ Hispanic population. Presentation at the His-
panic Leadership Summit, Austin, TX. Retrieved from 
http://osd.state.tx.us/Resources/Presentations/
OSD/2012/2012_09_27_Hispanic_Leadership_Summit.
pdf

President and Fellows of Harvard College. (2000, January 
20). Studies: ‘High stakes’ tests are  counterproductive 
economically disadvantaged students. Retrieved from 
http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/2000/01.20/tests.html

Reyes, A. (1997). School productivity: Teachers as resources. Or-
lando, FL: University Council for Educational Admin-
istration.

Texas Education Agency. (2013b). Snapshot 2013: School dis-
trict profiles. Retrieved from http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/
perfreport/snapshot/2013/index.html

About the Author
Dr. Debbie Cano serves as an Adjunct 
Professor in the College of Education 
at Dallas Baptist University and Texas 
Woman’s University. Previous positions 
held include Director of Intervention and 
elementary principal in Denton ISD, and 

elementary and intermediate principalships in Aledo ISD 
and Keller ISD. She holds a bachelor’s degree from Dal-
las Baptist University, a master’s degree from Midwestern 
State University, and a Doctor of Education in Educational 
Leadership K-12 from Dallas Baptist University. She can be 
reached at drdebbiecano@outlook.com.



28Journal for K-12 Educational Leadership 
2017, VOL. 1, ISSUE 1
http://www.dbu.edu/doctoral/edd

SECONDARY TEACHERS’ KNOWLEDGE AND ATTITUDES 
TOWARD ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS AND THEIR 
IMPACT ON ACHIEVEMENT
Kevin N. Dixon, Ed.D.

Introduction
In the last several months, it has been difficult to turn on the 
television or the radio and not see or hear something about 
immigration, building a wall on our southern border, and/or 
travel bans.  However, as educators in the state of Texas, we 
cannot afford to allow the politics on these issues to affect 
how we run our schools.  Over the past decade, Hispanic 
students showed the largest percentage increase in school 
enrollment in several states, including Texas (Callinan and 
Ramirez, 2012).  In 2011, the United States Department of 
Education reported that there were 5.5 million students 
enrolled in K–12 public education who were identified as 
English Language Learners (ELLs), and ELLs were the fast-
est growing student subgroup, increasing annually by 10% 
(Global Institute for Language and Literacy Development, 
2011).

Background
All students are guaranteed an appropriate education by 
law, and ELLs are afforded special protections guaranteed 
by the Supreme Court.  Based on the decision of the 1972 
case of Lau v. Nichols, ELLs must have equal access to the 
same opportunities offered to English fluent students.  It 
was mandated that these opportunities be supported by 
state and local districts through funding, qualified person-
nel, and research–based educational programs (Global In-
stitute for Language and Literacy Development, 2011; Lau 
v. Nichols, 1972).

In 2002, twenty years after the Supreme Court decisions, 

the Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act finally closed the legal gap for ELLs. Within the 
rewrite, a comprehensive and integrated system of stan-
dards, assessments, achievement, and accountability for 
ELLs was outlined–the same as for every other student in 
a state.  The statute affirmed the responsibility of states to 
establish standards for raising English language proficien-
cy levels through the four domains of speaking, listening, 
reading, and writing.  For the first time in history, states, 
districts, and schools were required to provide an equal ed-
ucation to ELLs.

These cases were brought before the courts and the 
laws were created because students from Mexico and other 
countries were moving to Texas and other states at increas-
ing rates, enrolling in high schools, but graduating at a 
much lower rate than English fluent students.  Callinan and 
Ramirez (2012) reported that from 1999 to 2009, “the per-
centage of Hispanic students increased in the four most pop-
ulous states (California, New York, Florida, and Texas) as 
well as the United States as a whole” (p. 44).  The report also 
stated that Texas and California had the largest increase in 
Hispanic students and lower percentages of white students 
as compared to the rest of the United States.  

Whether it was due to a lack of knowledge of how to ed-
ucate ELLs or poor teacher attitudes toward ELLs, equal ed-
ucational opportunities were not provided and achievement 
gaps between ELLs and English fluent students grew.  Mi-
nority students and their advocates filed the lawsuits cited 
above and laws were created to rectify the achievement gap 
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between ELLs and English fluent students.  
More than 40 years after the first Supreme Court case, 

the achievement gaps still exist.  In 2013, ELLs scored 41 per-
centage points lower in reading and 47 percentage points 
lower in writing on Texas’ state achievement test than their 
English fluent peers at the high school level (Texas Educa-
tion Agency, 2014).  There are limited-English and non-En-
glish speaking students in secondary classrooms who are 
not learning at desired rates because they do not sufficiently 
understand academic English.  Often, teachers also strug-
gle to understand the language of the ELLs.  When stu-
dents and teachers do not understand one another, effective 
teaching cannot occur and “experts on…language minority 
children… agree that effective teaching is critical to student 
learning” (Calderón, Slavin, & Sánchez, 2011, p. 118).  Teach-
er knowledge about students and teacher attitudes toward 
students have long been associated with student achieve-
ment.  Teacher knowledge about second language acquisi-
tion (SLA) and a teacher’s attitude toward ELLs can affect 
the achievement of these students. 

Research Questions
The over–arching question of the current study was: How well 
do teachers’ knowledge and attitudes about ELLs and SLA pre-
dict ELLs’ achievement on the STAAR test?  Specifically, the 
current study examined the following four research questions:

Research Question 1 (RQ1) Do teachers’ years of expe-
rience and hours of ELL professional development predict 
ELLs’ achievement on the STAAR and STAAR EOC tests?

Research Question 2 (RQ2) Do secondary teachers’ 
knowledge about ELLs and SLA, as scored on the Con-
tent-Area Teacher Survey, predict ELLs’ achievement on the 
STAAR and STAAR EOC tests?

Research Question 3 (RQ3) Do secondary teachers’ at-
titudes about ELLs and SLA, as scored on the Content-Area 
Teacher Survey, predict ELLs’ achievement on the STAAR 
and STAAR EOC tests?

Research Question 4 (RQ4) When taken together, do 
secondary teachers’ knowledge and attitudes about ELLs 
and SLA, as scored on the Content–Area Teacher Survey, pre-
dict ELLs’ achievement on the STAAR and STAAR EOC 
tests? 

Results & Findings
Hierarchical multiple regression was used to compare teach-
er survey results with ELLs’ state achievement test scores to 
determine if teacher knowledge and attitudes about ELLs 
and SLA were statistically significant in predicting student 
achievement on Texas’ state achievement test.  Fifty-seven 
secondary teachers and 58 ELL students participated in the 
study.  Table 1 reveals a mean of 8.8 years and a mean of 14.7 
hours for the two covariates, teacher’s years of experience 
and teacher’s hours of ELL training, respectively.  

(See Table 1 on page 30.)

Table 2 also reveals the mean of the two predictor variables, 
teacher knowledge and teacher attitudes toward ELLs and 
SLA. The mean for teacher knowledge was 211.8 and the 
mean for teacher attitude was 400.9. A high score of 300 with 
a low score of 60 was possible for each student in teacher 
knowledge and a high score of 450 with a low score of 90 
was possible for each student in teacher attitude.

(See Table 2 on page 31.) 

A teacher’s years of experience and hours of ELL and 
SLA professional development, the two covariates or nui-
sance variables, were entered into the regression equation 
first to establish a baseline beta-weight.  Once the baseline 
beta-weight was established, teacher’s knowledge about 
ELLs and SLA was entered into the equation to determine 
its predictive ability, or change in R2, of ELLs’ STAAR scores.  
Finally, teacher’s attitude about ELLs and SLA was entered 
into the regression equation to determine its predictive abil-
ity, or change in R2, of ELLs’ STAAR scores.  

When taken individually, teachers’ years of experience 
was a strong predictor of ELLs’ STAAR scores, but teachers’ 
hours of ELL professional development was not a strong 
predictor of ELLs’ STAAR scores.  However, as model 1 in 
Table 2 shows, the two covariates, when taken together, have 
a large effect in practice (Cohen, 1988), accounting for 34% 
(R2 = .340) of the variance in STAAR scores.  An ANOVA was 
conducted to test whether the regression model, with both 
covariates included, significantly predicted ELLs’ STAAR 
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scores.  The ANOVA resulted in a p–value of less than .001, 
and it was concluded that the combination of teachers’ years 
of experience and teachers’ hours of ELL professional de-
velopment was statistically significant in predicting ELLs’ 
STAAR scores.

In model 2, teacher knowledge about ELLs and SLA 
was added to the covariates in the regression equation.  
The change in the beta–weight was then calculated to de-
termine if teacher knowledge was statistically significant in 
predicting ELLs’ STAAR scores.  The results of the second 
regression equation determined that the change in R2 of 
.205 was statistically significant.  The ANOVA using teacher 
experience, teacher professional development, and teacher 
knowledge resulted in a p–value of less than .001, and it was 
concluded that model 2 was statistically significant in pre-
dicting ELLs’ STAAR scores.

In Model 3, teachers’ attitude was entered into the regres-
sion equation with the three previous variables. The results 
of the third regression equation determined that the change 
in R2 of .001 was not statistically significant.  A teachers’ at-
titude about ELLs and SLA was not statistically significant 
in predicting ELLs’ STAAR scores on their own.  However, 
when the ANOVA was conducted for model 3, a p–value of 
less than .001 was obtained and it was concluded that model 
3, with all four independent variables included, was statisti-
cally significant in predicting ELLs’ STAAR scores.

Implications
Teachers’ Years of Experience 
The first finding of the study was that teachers’ years of 
experience was a strong predictor of ELLs’ STAAR scores.  
However, some of the most experienced secondary teach-
ers surveyed had some of the lowest ELL STAAR scores and 
two of the least experienced secondary teachers surveyed 
had two of the highest ELL STAAR scores.  Teachers with 
six to 10 years of experience showed the largest cluster of 
high performing ELLs.  Although years of experience was 
statistically important, there may be a point where years 
of teaching experience has less of an impact on the STAAR 
scores of ELLs. 

Campus administrators must be careful not to assume 
that a teacher is the best teacher for ELLs, or other struggling 
students, just because he or she has several years of experi-
ence.  The instruction of ELLs is still a relatively new learn-
ing process for some educators, and sometimes older, more 
experienced teachers may be more resistant to change and/
or have less knowledge about ELLs than less experienced 
teachers.  Additionally, the influx of ELLs into our country 
has caused a change in the curriculum of some college teach-
er preparation programs.  New teachers to the profession 
are entering the teaching field with more knowledge about 
educating ELLs than current teachers may have.  

Kevin Dixon, Ed.D.
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Teacher Hours of ELL 
Professional Development
The second finding of the current study was that teachers’ 
hours of ELL professional development were not significant 
in predicting ELLs’ STAAR scores.  The teachers who report-
ed the most hours of ELL professional development had the 
lowest ELL STAAR scores.  Simply sending teachers to ELL 
professional development trainings or providing on–cam-
pus ELL professional development trainings for teachers 
does not necessarily mean growth in ELL student achieve-
ment.  

Hammond (2008) and Newman, Samimy, and Romstedt 
(2010) provide some insight into the possible reason of the 
insignificance of teacher hours of professional development 
on ELLs’ STAAR scores. Hammond (2008) stated that for 
teachers to gain the knowledge and confidence, they need to 
teach SLA techniques in core content areas, they must have 
access to high quality professional development that recog-
nizes the complex nature of language.  In 2010, Newman, et 

al. (2010) added that high quality professional development 
must be “continuous…and promote learning communities 
and collaboration” (p. 154).  The two years prior to the com-
pletion of the current study, teachers had participated in 
an average of 14.7 hours of ELL professional development, 
yet the training was not continuous or consistent. Campus 
administrators must ensure that teachers receive consistent 
and on-going ELL professional development so the teach-
ers’ knowledge of ELLs and SLA grows and becomes second 
nature to the teachers and the campus as a whole. 

Teacher Knowledge
The statistical significance of teacher knowledge is consis-
tent with Hammond (2008) and Newman, et al. (2010).  Both 
studies concluded that a lack of teacher knowledge affected 
the teacher’s ability to teach students who had difficulties in 
learning.  At the district level, special care should be given to 
the vertical alignment of professional development K–12.  A 
vision of what ELL education will look like and a common 
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set of beliefs should be created so professional development 
and curriculum is consistent for all teachers at all grade lev-
els.  This consistency will ensure that ELLs receive consis-
tent instruction and teachers use consistent techniques from 
year to year.  District-wide consistency will also allow cam-
pus level administrators to work together across campuses 
to help teachers close the achievement gap between ELLs 
and other student groups. 

Teacher Attitudes         
The third finding of the current study was the seeming in-
significance of teacher attitudes to ELLs’ STAAR scores.  The 
results of the study showed that teachers’ attitudes, when 
considered individually, neither positively nor negatively 
affected ELLs’ STAAR scores.  However, when teachers’ at-
titudes were combined with the other three variables, the 
entire model was statistically significant. The statistical 
insignificance of teacher attitudes about ELLs’ and SLA is 
contrary to years of educational research.  Dating back to 
1968 and The Pygmalion Effect study conducted by Rosen-
thal and Jacobsen and as recent as Wayman’s 2002 study, it 
has been shown that teacher attitudes are crucial to student 
achievement.  Teacher attitudes toward students affect the 
achievement of the student.    

One possible reason for the low correlation between 
teacher attitudes about ELLs and SLA and ELLs’ STAAR 
scores is the high mean attitude score reported by the teach-
ers and the continued lack of achievement by ELLs on the 
STAAR test.  In the current study, teachers reported a mean 
attitude score of 401 with a standard deviation of 20.  The 
highest score possible on the attitude scale was 450.  Teach-
ers self–reported a very high and positive attitude toward 
ELLs and SLA, but ELLs continued to lag academically in 
the classroom and on the STAAR tests.  Simply because a 
teacher has a good attitude about ELLs and SLA does not 
mean students will learn.  Teachers must also possess the 
appropriate knowledge about ELLs and SLA if they are to 
help ELLs close the achievement gap.

The Full Model
The significance of all four combined factors to improve the 
effectiveness of teachers is consistent with Darling–Ham-

mond (1996), Hammond (2008), and Brady and Woolfson 
(2008).  In 1996, Darling–Hammond explained, “teachers 
[must] understand learners and their learnings as deeply 
as they comprehend [the] subjects [they teach]…” (p. 5).  
Hammond (2008) stated that to have a positive attitude and 
to overcome a lack of confidence toward ELLs and SLA, 
“teachers need considerable knowledge of language…and a 
knowledge of how to incorporate” (p. 152) SLA techniques 
into their classrooms.  Hammond further discussed the im-
portance of access to high quality professional development 
for teachers to learn SLA techniques to boost their confi-
dence and their attitude toward ELLs and SLA.  

Conclusions
Teachers and administrators must make time to learn the 
new cultures in their schools and affect change to their own 
belief systems and attitudes.  Teachers and school leaders 
must view diversity as an “important school characteristic” 
(Billot et al., 2007, p. 12) and build a trusting and culturally 
supportive school environment to close the achievement gap.  
Professional development opportunities must deal with the 
affective part of educating ELLs as well as the knowledge 
base needed by teachers to affect academic change.  Both are 
important in closing the achievement gap between ELLs and 
other student groups.
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Introduction
As school districts consider the importance of teaching 
math skills to all students, many school districts in the Unit-
ed States are struggling to meet the No Child Left Behind 
Act’s academic targets of English Language Learners (ELLs) 
who do not perform well in math and reading (Zehr, 2008).  
Many school districts have experienced an increase in their 
English Language Learner (ELL) population.  The ELL pop-
ulation of enrolled public school students has increased by 
almost 30% in the United States from the 2000-2001 school 
year to the 2009-2010 school year (ELL Students Increase, 
2012).  ELLs consist of students who speak a language other 
than English who have inadequate language skills to prop-
erly participate in a classroom dominated by English (Rojas 
and Iglesias, 2013).  The linguistic needs of ELLs can include 
insufficiencies in speaking, listening, reading, and writing 
English.  ELLs are generally enrolled in English-only class-
es where educators accommodate the linguistic needs of the 
students.  Since the majority of state assessments are taken 
in English, many ELLs do not perform well on state assess-
ments according to federal and state standards.  The most 
underperforming academic group in the United States is 
ELLs (Kihuen, 2009).  

Background of the Study 
In the North Texas ISD in the study (hereafter referred to as 
the District), all sixth, seventh, and eighth grade ELLs are 
underperforming on mathematics STAAR assessments com-

pared to the state of Texas average score for All Students 
(Texas Education Agency, 2013d). The April 2013 mathemat-
ics STAAR performance data between all Texas students and 
ELL students in the District is indicated in Table 1.

(See Table 1 and 2 on page 35.)

Although all sixth, seventh, and eighth grade ELLs in 
the District are underperforming in mathematics STAAR 
assessments compared to the state of Texas, ELLs who met 
the criteria to exit an ESL program in their first and second 
year of monitoring are outperforming All Students and 
other sub-populations including economically disadvan-
taged, Black/African American, Hispanic, female, male, spe-
cial education, and Caucasian.  The April 2013 mathematics 
STAAR performance data between All Students, first year 
of monitoring LEP students, second year of monitoring LEP 
students, and ELL students in the District is indicated in 
Table 2.  

First and second year of monitoring LEP students are 
students whose first language is not English.  These students 
have met the state criteria to be exited from the bilingual 
or ESL program.  To exit a bilingual or ESL program, the 
LEP student has passed a Texas Education Agency (TEA) 
approved test measuring the student’s written and oral pro-
ficiency skills, achieved a Met Satisfactory performance on 
the reading or English language arts state assessment ad-
ministered in English, passed a TEA-approved criterion-ref-
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erenced written test, and received a subjective teacher eval-
uation (Texas Education Agency, 2013b).  ELLs are expected 
to meet federal and state standards in mathematics (Moores, 
2004).  All sixth, seventh, and eighth grade ELLs in the Dis-
trict are underperforming in mathematics STAAR assess-
ments compared to the state of Texas, but ELLs who have 
met the criteria to exit an ESL program are outperforming 
All Students.  As the North Texas ISD in the study consid-
ers the increasing ELL population coupled with the lack of 
performance on mathematics assessments compared to the 
state of Texas, new research to improve their mathematics 
performance was warranted.  

English Language Learners and Assessments
The ELL population is growing in public schools, and many 
school districts have recognized that this population of 
students is struggling with state standardized tests (Black, 
2006).  Students who are classified as ELL speak a language 
other than English, and they have inadequate language 
skills to properly participate in a classroom dominated by 

English speakers (Rojas and Iglesias, 2013).  School districts 
are held accountable for their performance on state assess-
ments of math and reading (Sox, 2011), and the increase of 
ELLs in public schools “raises questions about the extent to 
which the schools, and more specifically, the teachers, are 
prepared to meet the needs of their linguistically diverse 
students” (Sox, 2011, p. 11).

State of Texas Assessment of 
Academic Readiness (STAAR)
With the passing of House Bill 3 in 2009, Texas school dis-
tricts were introduced to a new testing program, the State 
of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR), and 
accountability system (Texas Education Agency, 2009).  The 
STAAR assesses third through twelfth grade public school 
students’ academic readiness of reading, writing, mathe-
matics, science, and social studies (Texas Education Agency, 
2011b). 
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Texas English Language Proficiency 
Assessment System (TELPAS)
Public school districts are federally required to assess En-
glish language proficiency among ELLs, and Texas public 
schools utilize the Texas English Language Proficiency As-
sessment System (TELPAS).  ELLs in grades K-12 are as-
sessed with TELPAS in four language domains of listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing, and it is aligned with the En-
glish Language Proficiency Standards (ELPS), which is the 
state curriculum (Texas Education Agency, 2011a).  Scores 
were composed of four individual proficiency ratings of be-
ginning, intermediate, advanced, and advanced high, and 
students received a composite language proficiency score 
(Texas Education Agency, 2011a).

Mathematics Performance 
Although there is a system in place to measure and hold 
school districts accountable for student performance, chil-
dren who are ELLs are at risk for difficulties in learning 
mathematical skills (Shaftel, Belton-Kocher, Glasnapp, & 
Poggio, 2006).  According to the Texas STAAR data, first and 
second year of monitoring limited English proficient stu-
dents are outperforming English proficient students in the 
North Texas ISD in the study on state mathematics assess-
ments.  Freeman and Crawford (2009) stated that limited 
English proficient students or English Language Learners 
are underperforming on state and federal mathematics as-
sessments.  Their data was tied to ethnicity results and not 
specific LEP results.  Nationally, 82% of Hispanic fourth 
grade students and 88% of Hispanic eighth grade students 
are below proficient level in mathematics assessments (Free-
man and Crawford, 2009). 

English Language Learners
The identification process for English Language Learners 
begins when a student is first enrolled in a school district.  
When the student enrolls in a public school, the parent or 
guardian fills out a Home Language Survey (HLS).  In most 
states, the HLS is used to identify students who need addi-
tional English language support (Bailey and Kelly, 2012).  The 
state of Texas requires school districts to administer a home 
language survey to determine the language classification of 

a student.  Once the language classification is established, it 
will determine whether the school district is required to pro-
vide a bilingual education or English as a Second Language 
program (Texas Education Agency, 2013b). 

In Texas, a student may exit a bilingual education or En-
glish as a Second Language program if they are classified 
as English proficient at the end of the academic school year.  
After the student has exited from a bilingual education pro-
gram or an ESL program, the language proficiency assess-
ment committee (LPAC) will monitor the student’s academ-
ic progress for two years (Texas Education Agency, 2013b).

Mathematics Performance 
Although there is a system in place to measure and hold 
school districts accountable for student performance, chil-
dren who are ELLs are at risk for difficulties in learning 
mathematical skills (Shaftel, Belton-Kocher, Glasnapp, & 
Poggio, 2006).  According to the Texas STAAR data, first and 
second year of monitoring limited English proficient stu-
dents are outperforming English proficient students in the 
North Texas ISD in the study on state mathematics assess-
ments.  Freeman and Crawford (2009) stated that limited 
English proficient students or English Language Learners 
are underperforming on state and federal mathematics as-
sessments.  Their data was tied to ethnicity results and not 
specific LEP results.  Nationally, 82% of Hispanic fourth 
grade students and 88% of Hispanic eighth grade students 
are below proficient level in mathematics assessments (Free-
man and Crawford, 2009). 

English Language Learners and Mathematics
A student’s ability to comprehend the language of instruc-
tion dictates how successful he or she will be in school (Alt, 
Arizmendi, and Beal, 2014).  English Language Learners have 
deficiencies in speaking, reading, writing, and listening in 
English, but they are enrolled in classes of English only in-
struction (Rojas and Iglesias, 2013).  Since English Language 
Learners have deficiencies in the English language, their 
“language proficiency can affect academic performance, par-
ticularly mathematics achievement” (Alt et al., 2014, p. 220).  
Their language proficiency puts them at a disadvantage com-
pared to non-English Language Learners (Alt et al., 2014).  

Nathan S. Frymark, Ed.D.
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Alt, Arizmendi, and Beal (2014) “examined the rela-
tionship between mathematics and language to better un-
derstand the nature of the deficit and the academic impli-
cations associated with specific language impairment (SLI) 
and academic implications for English Language Learners 
(ELLs)” (p. 220).  The results of the study showed that the 
relationship between language proficiencies and mathemat-
ics performance was positive since the performance of En-
glish Language Learners “was less accurate than for those 
in the NE group for language-heavy, symbol-heavy tasks” 
(Alt et al., 2014, p. 230). The results of the study by Alt et 
al. (2014) supported the findings in the study by Abedi and 
Lord (2001) that language modifications to a mathematics 
assessment increased the performance of ELL students.

Purpose and Rationale
Abrahamson (2007) called for further research that seeks to 
identify a connection between different content area instruc-
tional programs and student achievement in mathematics; 
hence, the first purpose of the present study was to deter-
mine if there is a relationship between the Texas English 
Language Proficiency Assessment System (TELPAS) assess-
ment and the mathematics STAAR assessment among six, 
seventh, and eighth grade ELLs during the year they met 
the criteria to exit an ESL program.  A relationship found be-
tween the TELPAS assessment and the mathematics STAAR 
assessment would provide teachers an instructional focus to 
use TELPAS assessment results for mathematics interven-
tions.  

Allen (2012) called for further research that provides 
“educators with a significant predictive tool for identifying 
those students who are at-risk of not meeting the passing 
standards on the STAAR Math assessments” (p. 86); there-
fore, the second purpose of the current study was to answer 
whether the TELPAS assessment predicts the mathematics 
STAAR assessment among six, seventh, and eighth grade 
ELLs during the year they met the criteria to exit an ESL 
program.  If the TELPAS assessment predicts the mathemat-
ics STAAR assessment, teachers will be able to target their 
instruction to ELLs who need intervention (Allen, 2012). 

There has been an increase of English Language Learn-
ers (ELLs) enrolled in public schools in the United States 

(ELL Students Increase, 2012), and ELLs are the most un-
derperforming academic group in the United States (Ki-
huen, 2009).  In the North Texas ISD which was the focus of 
this study, sixth, seventh, and eighth grade ELLs who have 
not met the criteria to exit an ESL program were underper-
forming all sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students on the 
mathematics STAAR assessment.  All Students in the Dis-
trict were outperforming them from 13 percentage points to 
20 percentage points, but sixth, seventh, and eighth grade 
students who have met the criteria to exit an ESL program 
are outperforming All Students on the STAAR mathematics 
assessment.  The current study asked and investigated the 
following research questions.  

Research Question 1: (RQ1) Is there a relationship be-
tween the Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment 
System (TELPAS) assessment and the mathematics State of 
Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) assess-
ment among sixth, seventh, and eighth grade English Lan-
guage Learners (ELLs) during the year they met the criteria 
to exit an English as a Second Language program?

Research Question 2: (RQ2) Does the TELPAS assess-
ment score predict the mathematics STAAR assessment 
score among sixth, seventh, and eighth grade English Lan-
guage Learners during the year they met the criteria to exit 
an English as a Second Language program?

Summary of Findings 
The study revealed a significant positive relationship be-
tween the 2012-2013 TELPAS raw score and the 2012-2013 
mathematics STAAR raw score as well as the 2012-2013 
TELPAS scale score and the 2012-2013 mathematics STAAR 
scale score among limited English proficient sixth, seventh, 
and eighth grade students who exited in the 2012-2013 aca-
demic school year.  These findings were consistent with the 
findings of Badgett et al. (2012), and there was a significant 
relationship between the TELPAS assessment and a state 
standardized test.  In addition, the data revealed a signif-
icant positive relationship between the 2013-2014 TELPAS 
raw score and the 2013-2014 mathematics STAAR raw score 
as well as the 2013-2014 TELPAS scale score and the 2013-
2014 mathematics STAAR scale score among limited English 
proficient sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students who ex-
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ited in the 2013-2014 academic school year.  The findings 
agreed with the results of Alt et al. (2014) who found a pos-
itive relationship between language proficiencies and math 
performance of English Language Learners.

Implications
These findings suggest there is an academic link be-
tween the TELPAS assessment score and the mathematics 
STAAR assessment score, and the results of the current study 
supported a relationship between language and mathemat-
ics (Abedi and Lord, 2001). The TELPAS assessment score 
is comprised of four domains: listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing, and the TELPAS assessment is aligned with 
the ELPS.  The mathematics STAAR assessment is aligned 
with the TEKS. Since there is a relationship between the 
TELPAS assessment score and mathematics STAAR assess-
ment score, educators can utilize the ELPS with the TEKS 
through lesson plans, instruction, formative assessment, 
and summative assessment to improve mathematics perfor-
mance among ELLs.  

The District implemented a new K-12 mathematics cur-
riculum in the 2013-2014 school year, and mathematics ed-
ucators, administrators, technology specialists, and district 
coordinators of the District developed the new curriculum.  
The current curriculum has suggestions and interventions 
for ELLs, but there is not a separate mathematics curriculum 
for ELLs.  Since there was a significant relationship found 
between the TELPAS assessment and mathematics STAAR 
assessment, the District could develop a separate K-12 math-
ematics curriculum.  The curriculum could align the ELPS 
with the four English language proficiency domains of the 
TELPAS—listening, speaking, reading, and writing, along 
with the TEKS.  Abedi and Lord (2001) found ELLs bene-
fited on the mathematics assessment more than the profi-
cient speakers of English when there were language mod-
ifications on mathematics assessments.  The proposed K-12 
mathematics curriculum could embed language modifica-
tions not normally used in mathematics classes to enhance 
an ELL student’s mathematics performance. 

Since there was no significant relationship between the 
2012-2013 and 2013-2014 percent score, the findings indicat-
ed the validation or reliability of the calculation to convert 

the raw score to the percent score needs to be investigat-
ed.  The Texas commissioner of education determined the 
TELPAS reading proficiency cut score (Texas Education 
Agency, 2014d) and the STAAR assessment cut score (Weis, 
2014).  The cut score of any assessment is the passing mark of 
the test (Weis, 2014).  The cut score was based on a subjective 
measure of what the students are supposed to know (Weis, 
2014) where the raw score is the number of correct questions 
on the assessment (Texas Education Agency, 2015b).  

In 2010, Brooks and Thurston indicated that the best 
strategy to work with ELL students was in small groups and 
pairs.  Their study found that academic language produc-
tion had a positive probability of occurring during small 
group and one-to-one instruction (Brooks and Thurston, 
2010). From the beginning of the school year, teachers can 
intentionally pair and group ELLs based on their predict-
ed mathematics scores.  Students achieved at a higher level 
with purposeful grouping based on students’ ability and 
readiness (Tomlinson, Brighton, Hertberg, Callahan, Moon, 
Brimijoin, Conover, and Reynolds, 2004).  In small groups, 
the teacher can focus the mathematics instruction based on 
each groups’ math skills, readiness, and predicted mathe-
matics score.

Any fifth or eighth grade student who does not meet 
satisfactory performance on the mathematics, reading, or 
both assessments after each of the three administrations is 
required to receive accelerated instruction (Texas Education 
Agency, 2014c).  Instructional interventions can be used 
between school years to plan and develop accelerated in-
struction plans for those students who were predicted to not 
meet satisfactory performance on the mathematics STAAR 
assessment.  The ELL students could receive mathematics 
instruction based on previous years STAAR expectations

The current study found a relationship between the 
TELPAS and the mathematics STAAR assessment as well as 
that the TELPAS was a predictor of the mathematics STAAR 
assessment among ELLs.  The District consisted of an ELL 
population of almost 40% in 2013, and a non-ELL popula-
tion over 60% in 2013.  There have been many implications 
suggested of ELL students, but the findings from the study 
have implications on non-ELLs as well.  Texas school dis-
tricts could develop an English language proficiency as-

Nathan S. Frymark, Ed.D.
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sessment similar to the TELPAS assessment to administer 
to non-ELLs.  With the results of the developed English 
language proficiency assessment, the school district can use 
those scores to develop interventions for non-ELL students 
between the developed English language proficiency assess-
ment and the STAAR mathematics assessment.  Addition-
ally, the school district can use the English language pro-
ficiency assessment as a benchmark assessment to predict 
mathematics scores for non-ELL students. 

Recommendations
A future study should be done to determine if there is a re-
lationship between the TELPAS assessment and the mathe-
matics STAAR assessment between fifth and eighth grade 
ELLs who have met the criteria to exit an ESL program.  Be-
cause school districts are to adhere to SSI grade advancement 
requirements as applied to mathematics and reading assess-
ments of fifth and eighth grade students, all fifth and eighth 
grade students who did not meet satisfactory performance 
on mathematics and reading assessments are retained and 
must receive accelerated instruction after each unsuccessful 
administration (Texas Education Agency, 2014c).  

A future study could also be conducted to determine if 
the TELPAS assessment predicts the mathematics STAAR 
assessment between fifth and eighth grade ELLs who have 
met the criteria to exit an ESL program. When a student 
does not meet satisfactory performance on the mathematics 
STAAR assessment in fifth and eighth grade, the student is 
retained (Texas Education Agency, 2014c).

Since there is a significant relationship between the 
2012-2013 and 2013-2014 TELPAS raw and scale score and 
2012-2013 and 2013-2014 mathematics STAAR raw and 
scale score among recently exited ELL students, a duplicate 
study is recommended to investigate if there is a relation-
ship between the TELPAS raw and scale score and the End 
of Course (EOC) Algebra I raw and scale score among ninth 
grade ELL students who have met the criteria to exit an ESL 
program.  If a relationship is found between the TELPAS 
raw score and the EOC Algebra I raw score among recently 
exited ELL students, the results could be used for planning, 
instruction, or assessment among ELLs in the classroom.    

The mathematics TEKS changed in fifth through eighth 

grade starting in the 2014-2015 academic school year (Texas 
Education Agency, 2014b); therefore, a future study should 
be done to ask if there is a relationship between the TELPAS 
raw, scale, or percent score and the mathematics STAAR 
raw, scale, or percent score among sixth, seventh, or eighth 
grade ELL students who have met the criteria to exit an ESL 
program. The results from a future study could be used to 
plan and develop accelerated instruction plans for those 
students who do not meet satisfactory performance on the 
mathematics STAAR assessment. 

Conclusion
The population of ELLs in the North Texas ISD in the study 
is 40%, and ELLs perform lower on state assessments in 
mathematics compared to All Students in the same district.  
Freeman and Crawford (2009) found English Language 
Learners were underperforming on state and federal mathe-
matics assessments.  Although ELLs in Texas perform lower 
on state assessments in mathematics and reading, ELLs in 
the District who have met the criteria to exit an ESL program 
perform higher on state mathematics assessments than ELLs 
who have not met the criteria to exit.  ELLs who have met 
the criteria to exit an ESL program have met the exit criteria 
on the TELPAS assessment and STAAR reading assessment.  

This study is significant in that it responded to calls for 
research and identified gaps in the existing literature. The 
study’s findings from RQ1 addressed Abrahamson’s (2007) 
call on further research to identify a connection between 
different content area instructional programs and student 
achievement in mathematics. The findings from RQ2 an-
swered the call of research by Allen (2012) to provide teach-
ers with a tool to predict STAAR mathematics assessment 
scores for students who are at-risk and Lopez (2007) who 
called for future research to develop an instrument to more 
accurately predict the success of Limited English Proficient 
students’ performance on standardized assessments. The 
gaps in literature addressed in this study were the lack of 
research of exited ELLs (Bounds, 2003), and the findings of 
the current research provided educators with more research 
on the relationship between language and mathematics.

Teachers have difficulties closing the achievement gaps 
between classrooms of English speaking and non-English 
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speaking students (Brooks and Thurston, 2010).  As the pop-
ulation of ELL students continues to grow, educators can use 
the findings of the current study to meet the linguistic needs 
of ELL students to increase mathematics performance. The 
TELPAS assessment data can be used to plan and implement 
instruction to close the gaps between those two groups. 
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Introduction and Background
School districts are faced daily with the need to prepare 
students for an ever-changing world outside of the walls of 
education as well as an increasingly stringent accountabili-
ty system.  In the past three decades, legislation at the fed-
eral and state levels has challenged school districts across 
the nation to provide a more meaningful education that is 
preparing students for an ever changing, technology rich 
workforce (Graham, 2013).  Since the turn of the century, 
jobs have developed from low skilled and procedural in 
nature, to more complex while incorporating specialized 
knowledge and skills (Solomon & Schrum, 2007).  

Federal and state legislation over the past three decades 
coupled with an ever changing work environment is forc-
ing schools to provide a more meaningful education that 
prepares students for a workforce that relies heavily on 21st 
century skills (Solomon & Schrum, 2007).  According to Rav-
itch (2010), all roads of the accountability movement lead 
back to A Nation at Risk, a report that “sounded the alarm 
regarding the poor quality of America’s school” (Danielson, 
2002, p. vii).  Since the inception of No Child Left Behind, 
state governments have imposed more rigorous curriculum 
standards, new assessments aligned to the new standards, 
more stringent requirements for promotion and graduation, 
rules for ranking schools, mandatory publicizing of test 
scores, and new systems for rewards and sanctions based on 
the test scores (Moe, 2003).   

Schools today are looking for a means to engage stu-
dents in learning while maintaining the standards set by the 

state accountability systems.  Taylor and Parsons (2011) ar-
gued that “one common prerequisite for engaging learners 
is ‘relevancy.’  Today’s learners ask that their learning apply 
to real-life scenarios whenever possible as opposed to being 
theoretical and text-based” (p. 12).  Project Based Learning 
(PBL) can be the means to promote engagement of learners 
partly due to the relevance of the projects as they person-
alize the experience of the learner by offering the student 
voice and choice (Boss, 2011).  

Students who are not engaged in school can develop at-
tendance and truancy issues in school.   “A middle school or 
high school student’s decision to not attend school regular-
ly, or misbehave, or expend low effort are all consequential 
behavior indicators of a student’s growing disengagement 
from school and thus might be strongly predictive of drop-
ping out” (Balfanz, Herzog, & MacIver, 2007, p. 224).  Project 
Based Learning (PBL) empowers students to actively partic-
ipate in their learning and collaborate with other students 
(Pearlman, 2006) and students with more engaging plat-
forms of instruction are motivated to attend school and ac-
tively participate in their learning (Chang & Romero, 2008).  

Another antecedent of disengagement can be student 
discipline.  Students who are engaged in learning often are 
less likely to cause discipline issues within the classroom. 
For students who are struggling with content, “disruptive 
behavior provides them with an escape from academic 
tasks” (Howard, 2006, p. 20). PBL is an instructional method 
that is being implemented across the nation as a means to 
re-engage the disengaged learner.  
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PBL emerged more than half a century ago based on a 
constructivist theoretical foundation as a practical teaching 
strategy in medicine, engineering, economics, and other 
disciplines (Holmes, 2012). In PBL, students are challenged 
to solve problems or create simulations that mimic real life 
events.  A summary of research on PBL by the Center for Ex-
cellence in Leadership for Learning at the University of In-
dianapolis indicates that PBL (a) has a positive effect on crit-
ical thinking and problem solving skills, (b) is a successful 
way of teaching 21st century skills, (c) has a positive effect 
on student engagement (d) fosters collaboration among stu-
dents, (e) increases student initiative in utilizing resources 
and revising, and (f) has a positive effect on student content 
knowledge (Bradley-Levine & Mosier, 2014).  

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to measure the impact of PBL 
on student academic achievement, attendance, and disci-
pline in a north Texas school district.  The study was an ex 
post facto, causal-comparative study to determine the im-
pact of PBL on eighth grade students taught social studies 
with PBL in a North Texas school district.  Data analysis de-
termined whether there were statistically significant differ-
ences between PBL social studies students and nonPBL so-
cial studies students occurring for (a) student achievement 
as measured by the State of Texas Assessment of Academic 
Readiness (STAAR) in social studies, reading, and mathe-
matics; (b) student attendance as measured by 2013-2014 
PEIMS data; and (c) student discipline as measured by 2013-
2014 office referrals.  Data analysis sought to answer the fol-
lowing research questions: 

1. What is the impact of PBL on student achievement 
on the 2014 STAAR assessments in social studies, 
reading, and math for students enrolled in an eighth 
grade social studies PBL class as compared to stu-
dents enrolled in a traditional eighth grade social 
studies class in a North Texas school district?

2. What is the impact of PBL on student attendance for 
students enrolled in an eighth grade social studies 
PBL class as compared to students enrolled in a 
traditional eighth grade social studies class in a 
North Texas school district?

3. What is the impact of PBL on student discipline for 
students enrolled in an eighth grade social studies 
PBL class as compared to students enrolled in a 
traditional eighth grade social studies class in a 
North Texas school district?

Procedures and Data Analysis
For the study, the independent variable was the student’s 
platform for social studies instruction; PBL or traditional.  
In this design, the dependent variables were the following: 
(a) the actual achievement result on the state tests, (b) at-
tendance, and (c) discipline referrals in relation to the three 
research questions. 

Research Question 1
The t-test for independent samples was performed to com-
pare the raw score of the STAAR assessments of the char-
acteristic-present and comparison groups at a significance 
level of .05 for Research Question 1 addressing the three 
areas of academic achievement: reading, mathematics, and 
social studies. The results from the independent samples 
t-test show the results were t (364) = -4.054 with p = .000062 
for social studies, t (364) = -0.889 with a p-value of .369 for 
reading, and t (364) = -1.103 with a p-value of .271 for math-
ematics.  

The results showed there was a significant difference 
in scores on the eighth grade social studies STAAR assess-
ment for PBL (M =.577, SD = .150) and nonPBL (M =.499, SD 
= .156), t (364) = 4.054, p < .05, d = .043.  Further, Cohen’s d, a 
measure of effect size was computed to be .51. The effect size 
for the difference in scores between PBL and nonPBL stu-
dents’ STAAR social studies scores was medium. The results 
showed there was no significant difference in scores on the 
eighth grade reading STAAR assessment for PBL (M =.674, 
SD = .152) and nonPBL (M =.657, SD = .160) due to the size 
of t (364) = .899, p > .05. Additionally, there was no signifi-
cant difference in scores on the eighth grade mathematics 
STAAR assessment for PBL (M =.554, SD = .150) and nonPBL 
(M =.531, SD = .176) due to the size of t (364) = 1.103, p > .05.  

A series of multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) tests was performed to test the hypotheses for 
Research Question 1 that the PBL group outperformed the 
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non-PBL group on the basis of the outcome measures of 
mathematics, reading, and social studies in terms of the re-
porting categories for each of the assessments.  The factors 
of comparison, or dependent variables, were the STAAR re-
porting categories for each subject.  The independent vari-
able was whether PBL was the platform for instruction.    

Social Studies MANOVA Results
In Table 1, the results for the multivariate tests of signifi-
cance indicate whether “there are statistically significant 
differences among the groups on a linear combination of 
the dependent variables” (Pallant, 2013, p. 304).  Using the 
Wilk’s Lambda Test and the criteria that alpha must be less 
than .05, if the p-value is less than .05, there is a difference 
among the groups (Pallant, 2013).  There was a statistically 
significant difference between PBL and nonPBL groups on 
the combined dependent variables, F (4, 358) = 4.42, p = .002; 
Wilks’Lamda = .95; η2 = .05).  When the results for the de-
pendent variables were considered separately using a Bon-
ferri adjusted alpha level of .0125, all four objectives reached 
statistical significance: Social Studies Objective 1, F (1, 364) = 
10.42, p = .002, η2 = .027; Social Studies Objective 2, F(1, 364) 
= 13.19, p = .000, η2 = .035; Social Studies Objective 3, F (1, 
364) = 11.85, p = .001, η2 = .032; and Social Studies Objective 
4, F (1, 364) = 8.83, p = .003, η2 = .024.  

The effect size was represented by eta 
squared (η2) for the MANOVA.  Miles and Shelvin (2001) re-
ported the thresholds for small effect to be .01, for medium ef-
fect to be .06, and large effect to be .14.  All of the η2 represented 
small effects for the four social studies objectives as indicated 
in Table 1.

(See Table 1 and table 2 on page 45.)

Reading MANOVA Results
The multivariate tests of significance indicated no statistical-
ly significant difference in the PBL and nonPBL groups in 
terms of academic achievement on any of the three reading 
objectives.  Since the multivariate tests of significance did 
not indicate a statistically significant difference on any of 
the three reading objectives between the PBL and nonPBL 
groups for the null hypothesis, no further investigation of 

three reporting categories for reading occurred.

Mathematics MANOVA Results
The multivariate tests of significance indicates no statistical-
ly significant difference in the PBL and nonPBL groups in 
terms of academic achievement on any of the five mathe-
matics objectives. Since the multivariate tests of significance 
did not indicate a statistically significant difference for any 
of the five mathematics objectives between the PBL and non-
PBL groups, no further investigation of the five reporting 
categories for mathematics occurred.

Research Question 2
The one-tailed t-test for independent samples was per-
formed to compare the attendance of the characteristic-pres-
ent and comparison groups at a significance level of .05. The 
t-test was used to compare two groups in terms of outcomes 
(Creswell, 2014). The one-tailed test was used to determine 
whether one mean was higher than the other. The one-tailed 
t-test for independent samples of the hypothesis for Re-
search Question 2 addressed the impact of PBL on student 
attendance. The t-test produced t (364) = .528 with p = .598. 
There was no significant difference on student attendance as 
measured by 2013-2014 PEIMS data of students taught with 
PBL (M = 6.24, SD = 5.385) and students taught without PBL 
(M =6.70, SD = 7.364).
  
Research Question 3 
The one-tailed t-test for independent samples was performed 
to compare the discipline referrals of the characteristic-pres-
ent and comparison groups at a significance level of .05.  An 
independent t-test was used to test the hypothesis for Re-
search Question 3 addressing the impact of PBL on student 
discipline referrals.  The t-test produced t (103.297) = -1.223 
with p = .224.  There was no significant difference on student 
discipline referrals as measured by 2013-2014 PEIMS data 
between students taught with PBL (M = 1.05, SD = 2.399) and 
students taught without PBL (M = .71, SD = 1.509). 

Findings
This study compared the standardized test results for eighth 
grade STAAR social studies, reading, and mathematics be-
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tween PBL and nonPBL groups.  Additional tests for dif-
ferences in eighth grade student attendance and discipline 
referrals being taught social studies with PBL or in a tra-
ditional manner were conducted. The STAAR scores, atten-
dance, and discipline referrals were compared using t-tests 
for independent samples.  Additionally, the reporting cate-
gories results for social studies, reading, and mathematics 
were compared for differences between PBL and nonPBL 
groups using a series of multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) tests. Table 2 illustrates the independent vari-
able, results, and effect size for each research question in the 
study.  

Implications
The results of the study provide some statistical evidence 
that PBL as a platform for instruction can yield a signifi-
cant impact on student achievement in the subject in which 
PBL is utilized. Students enrolled in the PBL social studies 
classes had a higher passing rate on the social studies STAAR 
than those enrolled in traditional social studies classes. Ad-
ditionally, the students enrolled in the PBL social studies 
class had a higher rate of mastery on the four social stud-
ies objectives assessed by the grade 8 STAAR social studies 
assessment. There were no tests performed that resulted in 
the PBL students receiving higher academic achievement 
rates in reading and mathematics nor lower attendance and 
discipline rates.  

Based on the success of the PBL students as compared to 
the nonPBL students on the subject level test in which PBL 
was the platform of instruction, the researcher would en-
courage district and campus leadership to consider the ex-
pansion of the PBL platform of instruction to all social stud-
ies and science classes.  PBL would then become part of the 
framework from which all students on the campus learned 
both social studies and science content as well as preparing 
them for 21st century skills and the workforce of tomorrow.  

Conclusions
While this study has limitations and a limited ability to 
generalize the results to a broader population, the study, as 
well as the results obtained, provide valuable information 
for instructional leaders to use in making decisions that af-

fect the instructional capacity of campuses and the District.  
In an ever-changing world driven by fast-paced changes in 
technology and a federal and state accountability system 
placing an emphasis on standardized testing as well as col-
lege-and-career readiness, a shift needs to occur in education 
away from the traditional means of instructing students that 
has roots in the industrial revolution. The shift must be from 
the skills training platform to the active learning platform in 
which students are performing “real-world” activities.  PBL 
is one of the strategies being employed by districts to meet 
this shift in education (Thomas, 2000).  Research has shown 
that students learn better by doing authentic tasks that are 
more complex in nature than they do for rote memorization 
and skill and drill exercises. PBL has evolved over the years 
as a viable instructional strategy that addresses core content 
academics through rigorous, relevant, and hands-on learn-
ing (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008).  
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Background
Fighting, bullying, and violent acts, once believed common-
place in high schools, is now filtering down to middle and 
elementary schools (Boothe, Bradly, Flick, Keough, & Kirk, 
1994).  Subsequently, discipline reports generated by schools 
continue to show problems with “bullying, disrespect, ver-
bal abuse, and general classroom disorder occurring daily 
or weekly” (Scott, Park, Swain-Bradway, & Landers, 2007, p. 
223).  In a recent survey of 1,912 urban students in the fourth 
and fifth grades, one-third of those surveyed indicated that 
they would hit peers back if struck by them, and 23%-43% 
worried about being physically attacked in or around school 
(Price, Telljohann, Drake, Marsico, & Zyla, 2002).  In addi-
tion, a direct linear relationship existed between age of the 
students and whether they would hit a peer back in response 
to being hit (Price et al., 2002).  The older students were more 
likely than younger students to indicate that they would hit 
a peer back in response to being hit (Price at al., 2002).  Find-
ings of Price’s study (2002) indicated a need for early inter-
vention in response to student to student acts of aggression.

In addition to student to student aggression, research 
has shown an increase in student to teacher aggression. The 
role of the classroom teacher has become more multidimen-
sional as teachers are being asked to accommodate for stu-
dents with more diverse academic and behavioral needs in 
the general education setting (Scott et al., 2007).  The increase 
in disruptive, aggressive student behaviors has resulted in 
frequent requests for assistance from teachers related to be-
havior and classroom management (Cotton, 2001).  Accord-

ing to the National School Safety Center (2013), during the 
2007–2008 school year, 7% of elementary school teachers re-
ported being threatened or physically attacked by students 
compared to 8% of secondary school teachers.  The differ-
ence in the percentage of elementary and secondary teachers 
in city schools who reported being threatened with injury 
was not statistically significant. However, according to the 
National School Safety Center (2013), 5% more elementary 
school teachers reported having actually been physically at-
tacked than secondary teachers.

Although no globally accepted definition of aggressive 
behavior exists, consensus seems to exist that aggressive be-
havior is meant to either injure another, to gain something 
for the aggressor, or to result in both injury and extraneous 
gains (Zirpoli, 2014). Aggressive behaviors typically ex-
pressed by primary aged children include a range of acts 
from threatening to teasing, to physical fighting, to violence 
(Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1998).  Along with verbal and 
physical acts, researchers have increasingly highlighted in-
direct, relational, or social aggression, such as peer exclusion 
and gossiping, which harms others through the manipula-
tion of social relationships (Henington, Hughes, Cavell, & 
Thompson, 1998). 

The most common response to the epidemic of youth vi-
olence is some sort of consequence or punishment (Sprague 
& Golly, 2013).  The majority of society tends to believe that 
if the correct punishment can be found, then people, in this 
case youth, will start doing the right thing (Sprague & Golly, 
2013).  These formal punishments have often been applied 
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broadly, based on zero tolerance policies that generally re-
quire out-of school-suspension or expulsion for a variety 
of behaviors (Kang-Brown, Trone, Fratello, & Daftary-Ka-
pur, 2013). Initially instated for possession of a weapon or 
illegal drugs, zero tolerance policies have been expanded 
to include aggressive behaviors, such as assaults and fights 
in schools (Kang-Brown et al., 2013).  Multiple studies, both 
nationally and in Texas, have provided evidence that zero 
tolerance policies disproportionately affect students of color 
and students with special needs (Kang-Brown et al., 2013).  
Additionally, no research exists to support the benefit of 
zero tolerance policies (Kang-Brown et al., 2013).

The State of Texas originally responded to exclusion-
ary student practices through the passage of Senate Bill 
1196.  Enacted by the 77th Texas Legislature, Senate Bill 
1196 amended the Texas Education Code prohibiting school 
districts and open-enrollment charter schools from placing 
a student in seclusion and requiring the commissioner to 
adopt rules for the use of restraint and time-out (Texas Edu-
cation Agency, 2010).  Following passage of Senate Bill 1196, 
state-level Texas Behavior Support Initiative (TBSI) training 
was established and mandated.

The initial TBSI training was provided to Texas educa-
tors during the 2002-03 school year (Region 17 Education 
Service Center, n.d.). The training was designed to provide 
foundational knowledge for the use of positive behavior 
interventions and supports (PBIS) for all students, includ-
ing those with disabilities.  Although the TBSI training met 
legislative requirements related to procedures for the use 
of restraint and time-out, it also provided a framework for 
sharing a wide range of foundation-level behavior strategies 
and prevention-based school-wide, classroom, and individ-
ual interventions.

Although the original focus of TBSI was to support the 
behavior needs of students with disabilities, it quickly be-
came evident in examining the newly expanding PBIS model 
that in order to address the needs of children in special ed-
ucation, prevention interventions had to be implemented 
for all students (Region 4 Education Service Center, 2014). 
Therefore, the original TBSI training evolved, based on cur-
rent research on school-wide systems and adopted PBIS as 
its philosophical foundation and supports all three tiers of 

the model, including school-wide and classroom.  
Numerous studies are present on changing the disrup-

tive behavior of students using positive reinforcement; how-
ever, most experts in the field agree that school-wide PBIS is 
in its infancy (Robinson, 2012).  The efficacy of school-wide 
use of TBSI on the rates of exclusionary discipline practices 
across racial groups, economic groups, and disability cate-
gories related to aggressive student behaviors in the prima-
ry grades has not been thoroughly explored in the literature.  
The purpose of the current study is to add to the research 
literature on Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 
and its effects on reducing aggressive behaviors in elemen-
tary aged students.

Methodology
Discipline data was examined at nine purposely selected 
elementary campuses in multiple stages of Texas Behavior 
Support Initiative (TBSI) implementation to create a better 
understanding of TBSI implementation and assist in isolat-
ing the variables that contribute to a reduction in aggres-
sive student behaviors. Quantitative methods were used to 
collect disciplinary data for students in grades kindergarten 
through fourth grade in fall 2014 (August 25, 2014 through 
January 23, 2015) at: 1) three elementary campuses with no 
TBSI implementation (control group), 2) three elementary 
campuses currently implementing TBSI in common areas of 
the campuses; and 3) three elementary campuses currently 
implementing TBSI school-wide.

Research Design
The current study was an action-based research project to 
study the predictive relationship between TBSI implementa-
tion and aggressive student behavior.  A causal-comparative 
research design incorporating quantitative methods was 
used to answer the research question.  A causal-compara-
tive design is a research design that seeks to find relation-
ships between independent and dependent variables after 
an action or event has already occurred (Salkin, 2010).  The 
researcher’s goal was to determine whether implementation 
of TBSI was associated with the number of discipline refer-
rals related to aggressive student behaviors by comparing 
two or more groups of individuals.  
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Research Question 1 (RQ1) Does the number of disci-
pline referrals differ based on the degree of TBSI implemen-
tation?

H1₀: µcampuses with no TBSI = µcampuses with TBSI common 
area implementation = µcampuses with TBSI school-wide im-
plementation

H1: At least one of the population means is different 
from the others.

Setting, Target Population and Sample
The setting for the study was a suburban school district in the 
North Texas region with a total student population in grades 
kindergarten through 12 of approximately 33,254. The pop-
ulation for the current study was kindergarten through 
fourth grade students enrolled in elementary campuses in a 
suburban school district in the North Texas region. A total of 
22 elementary campuses serve kindergarten through fourth 
grade students in the selected district.  The sample for the 
current study was derived from nine purposely selected el-
ementary campuses representing approximately 41% of the 
elementary campuses in the selected district.  

The nine campuses selected consists of 5,578 students.  
Of the total, 223 students accounted for 463 total discipline 
referrals.  The 223 students were reviewed, and two outli-
ers (students) were removed due to the drastic difference in 
total discipline referrals received resulting in a total sample 
size of 221 students and 425 discipline referrals.  Of the 425 
total discipline referrals, 282 were coded as aggressive and 
143 were coded as non-aggressive.  Based on data support-
ing an increase in student aggression towards adults and 
information discovered in the data collected, the researcher 
conducted additional statistical analysis by further dividing 
the aggressive discipline referrals into two sub-categories: 
aggressive actions directed toward other students and ag-
gressive actions directed toward adults.  Two hundred four-
teen acts of aggression toward students were identified, and 
68 acts of aggression toward adults were identified.  

Instrumentation, Measures and Findings
To answer the research question, a one-way MANOVA was 
utilized with the computed mean scores of each level of the 
three constructs; aggressive discipline referrals, non-aggres-

sive discipline referrals, and total discipline referrals as the 
dependent variable. The independent variables—full, com-
mon, or none—were levels of TBSI implementation.  Addi-
tional analysis was conducted based on added dependent 
variables of total aggressive referrals, student to student 
aggressive referrals (StS), or student to teacher (StT) ag-
gressive referrals. The data were examined to determine if 
differences were present between the three groups for the 
three constructs. Table 1 presents the means and standard 
deviations for the three dependent variables represented 
in the research question and the two additional dependent 
variables analyzed.

(See Table 1 on page 51.)

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) out-
puts four rows, which each shows the statistics of a separate 
multivariate test method: Pillai’sTrace, Wilks’ Lambda, Ho-
telling’s Trace, and Roy’s Largest Root.  For the purposes 
of the current study, the Wilks’ Lambda was used, as it is 
the most widely used and accepted (AERD Statistics, 2013; 
Crichton, 2000). Table 2 reveals no statistically significant 
difference among the level TBSI implementation groups on 
a linear combination of the three dependent variables, F (6, 
432) = 1.498, p > .05; Wilk’s Λ = 0.96, partial η2 = .020. 

(See Table 2on page 52.)

Because the MANOVA did not reveal a statistically sig-
nificant result, further follow-up tests were performed. A 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects was conducted to deter-
mine how each dependent variable differed. A statistically 
significant difference was present in non-aggressive disci-
pline referrals based on the level of TBSI implementation, F 
(2,218) = 3.748; p ≤ .025; partial η2 = .033.  Bonferroni correc-
tion was applied to alpha (p ≤ .025) to account for multiple 
analysis of variance.

Because statistical significance was detected in the Test  
of Between-Subjects Effects for non-aggressive referrals, 
it was necessary to complete a Tukey’s post-hoc pairwise 
comparison to determine how the groups differ (AERD Sta-
tistics, 2013; Fields, 2013).  Results of Tukey’s post hoc test 
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revealed in Table 10 showed mean scores for non-aggressive 
discipline referrals were statistically significant between full 
implementation campuses and no implementation campus-
es only (p < .05).

Results and Implications for Practice
The current study demonstrated a link between the number 

of non-aggressive discipline referrals and the level of TBSI 
implementation. In doing so, the current study revealed 
schools can significantly reduce disruptive or inappropri-
ate behaviors when implementing TBSI. While TBSI was 
formed as the result of a legislative change affecting primar-
ily students receiving special education services, it is clear 
that implementation aides in the reduction of inappropri-
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ate student behaviors and the creation of safe classroom 
environments that are more conducive to learning for all 
students.  Additional benefits in a reduction in disruptive 
student behavior include, but are not limited to, increased 
instructional time for teachers and students, increased op-
portunity for academic student success, and adult and peer 
social acceptance (Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2010; Walker, 
Ramsay, Gresham, n.d.).

Specifically, the current study revealed links between 
campuses with full school-wide implementation and no 
implementation.  Generally, campuses implement TBSI in 
year-long phases, beginning with common area implemen-
tation in year one and progressing to full implementation in 
year two.  Common area interventions are small-group ef-
forts created to reduce the number of current cases of prob-
lem behavior in specific areas of the campus used by more 
than one classroom of students at any given time (Trussell, 
2008).  Colvin, Sugai, Good, and Lee (1997) suggested mis-
behavior in school common areas accounts for approximate-
ly one-half of all problem behaviors in many schools.  Full 
implementation campuses have established behavioral sup-
ports for the entire school system including both classroom 
and non-classroom environments (OSEP, 2002).  Full imple-
mentation campuses have systems in place designed to ad-
dress the behavioral needs of as many students as possible 
in an efficient manner, which in turn frees up resources for 
students who need the most behavioral support for success 
(OSEP, 2002).

Statistical significance was established only for the 
number of non-aggressive discipline referrals between full 
implementation and no implementation campuses.  No 
statistical significance was detected between other types of 
referrals and combinations of implementation (i.e. full and 
common, or common and none). Possible explanations may 
include lack of staff buy-in, teacher misconceptions, failed 
attempts to implement other discipline programs, and lack 
of parent and family involvement, (Cregor, 2008, Durand 
& Rost, 2005; Markey, Markey, Quant, Santelli, & Turnbull, 
2002; Samuels, 2013; Swain-Bradway, Swoszowski, Boden, 
& Sprague, 2013).  

Texas educators interested in adopting and implement-
ing a comprehensive system of TBSI within their campus 
or district need to attend to several key issues in order to 
achieve buy-in from vital stakeholders. For example, prior 
to presenting a system of TBSI to staff, an action plan will 
need to contain several critical components: 1) a strong core 
leadership team, 2) a collective vision shared by all staff, 3) 
a strong sense of shared responsibility for all students by all 
staff, 4) local demonstrations of successful TBIS campuses, 
and 5) sufficient support and materials.

While the evidence for the efficacy and effectiveness for 
TBSI is growing, future research should be directed toward: 
1) factors that influence the adoption of evidence-based prac-
tices, 2) establishment and sustainability of durable systems 
of TBSI, 3) identification and selection of specific interven-
tions for the students who are unaffected by traditional and 
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more general disciplinary approaches, and 4) integration of 
TBSI with additional types of intervention efforts.

The study revealed full implementation of TBSI aids in 
the reduction of non-aggressive, disruptive student behav-
iors, thus reducing the punitive consequences of exclusion, 
and increasing instructional time for students. The findings 
suggest that there is merit in further exploring the efficacy of 
TBSI among campuses and districts. 

The information serves as a baseline for comparison for 
other schools and districts to self-evaluate current levels of 
TBSI implementation and the relationship to student disci-
pline referrals.
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Introduction and Background
The last decade has featured a substantial increase in the 
volume of research and literature supporting the benefits of 
public school music education (Collins, 2014; Davis, 2012; 
Martin, 2012; Zuk, Benjamin, Kenyon, & Gabb, 2014).  This 
information comes to decision makers at a time when eco-
nomic conditions have forced reductions in funding for 
public education, specifically in public school music educa-
tion (DeLorenzo, 2012; Major, 2013; Sanders, 2014).  At the 
same time, music education (a non-tested subject) faces the 
fallout from an increased emphasis on standardized curric-
ulum and high-stakes testing (Beveridge, 2010; Elpus, 2014; 
Joseph, 2011).  A robust body of literature exists linking stu-
dent achievement to school leadership (Labby, Lunenburg, 
& Slate, 2012; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Soehner & 
Ryan, 2011).  Nearly absent is research concerning the public 
school music administrator.  

System-wide benefits of music education include im-
proved academic performance, improved attendance, and 
higher graduation rates (Texas Music Educators Associa-
tion, 2014).  In addition, the literature suggests that expo-
sure to systemic arts education is a pragmatic imperative for 
the future of the American economy (Pink, 2006).  Research 
also exists that demonstrates school district cost savings 
through strengthening music education—the reverse is true 
when music education is cut (Benham, 2011).  Furthermore, 
support from an administrator certified in music has been 
found to have a positive effect on music teacher retention 
(Siebert, 2008).

The literature contains gaps in the area of public school 
music administration in comparison to academic adminis-
tration.  While the literature is able to assist in the hiring and 
evaluation of academic school leadership (Rammer, 2007; 
Cavazos, 2012), there is little known to assist such practices 
for the music administrator.  Public education has a fidu-
ciary responsibility to ensure proactive stewardship, which 
includes monitoring evaluation of its music programs.  

In 2014-2015, the Texas Association of School Admin-
istrators (TASA) and Texas Association of School Boards 
(TASB) listed 106 Texas public school districts with a Director 
of Fine Arts—the central office music administrator—which 
is up from 85 in 2009-2010 (Texas Association of School Ad-
ministrators & Texas Association of School Boards, 2010, 
2014).  This 25% increase in Texas music administrators over 
a five-year period underscores the importance for study in 
this area.

Purpose
The purpose of the current study was to establish the re-
search-based building blocks for the hiring of music and 
arts public school administrators.  The study sought to de-
termine what educational competencies are considered im-
portant in the selection of a central-office music administra-
tor from the perspective of music administrators in Texas. 
This question is a response to the following educational 
problem: A robust body of literature links student achieve-
ment to academic school leadership.  Nearly absent is liter-
ature concerning research-based educational competencies 
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of the music administrator.  Consequently, public schools 
have no research-based method to hire or evaluate the 
music administrator.

It was therefore important to study (a) how the 21 be-
haviors or responsibilities (competencies) of effective school 
leaders (Marzano et al., 2005)—as shown in Table 1—are 
considered most valuable or important from the perspective 
of the Texas music administrator, (b) how these competen-
cies were assessed during their hiring process, and (c) to de-
termine if response variety exists to the aforesaid in relation 

to the arts background (dance, music, theatre, visual art, 
none, or other) of the music administrator.

Method
The current study was a survey of the 2014-2015 Texas 
Music Administrator Conference active membership.  The 
population included active members of TMAC (minus the 
researcher) for an eligible pool of 138.  The response rate of 
the survey for the current study was 70%.

Three specific questions were posed to the membership 
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of the Texas Music Administrators Conference (TMAC) 
through the design of the survey instrument: 

1. What competencies do Texas music administrators 
perceive as important in the selection of a school 
music education leader?

2. How were the competencies of a music administrator 
assessed during the hiring process?

3. How do the perceptions in terms of music education 
leader competencies differ according to the primary 
arts background (dance, music, theatre, visual arts, 
none, or other) of the central music administrator?

The current study employed a quantitative research 
method using descriptive statistics to analyze the data gath-
ered through an online survey using an adaptation of an ex-
isting instrument.  Permission was sought and granted by 
Rammer (2007) and Cavazos (2012).  Rammer (2007) devel-
oped the instrument to survey superintendents in Wiscon-
sin with regard to research-based hiring practices of princi-
pals.  Cavazos (2012) modified the instrument for principals 

in south Texas based on Rammer’s findings.  This music 
administrator survey essentially substituted central office 
music administrator for principal.  Cavazos (2012) also dis-
aggregated data based on the building level of the principal: 
elementary, middle, or high school.  This music administra-
tor survey substituted primary fine arts background of the 
music administrator for building level as used in the survey 
by Cavazos.

Section one of the survey collected demographic infor-
mation.  Section two of the survey asked respondents to 
what degree, on a five point Likert-type scale, they felt each 
of the 21 competencies of an effective school leader (Mar-
zano et al., 2005) is important when hiring a central office 
music administrator.  Respondents were also able to include 
up to two additional competencies they felt were important 
when hiring a central office music administrator.

Findings
The current study found that Texas music administrators 
agreed that the 21 competencies of an effective school lead-
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er (Marzano et al., 2005) are important in the selection of a 
central office music administrator.  Strongly Agree was indi-
cated for each of the 21 competencies with a mean ranging 
from 4.4 to 4.9.  The data showed that of the 21 competen-
cies of school leaders by Marzano et al. (2005), Texas music 
administrators found the two most important skills to be 
communication and resources. In the 21 competencies Com-
munication was defined as “establishes strong lines of com-
munication with and among teachers and students,” and 
Resources was defined as “provides teachers with materials 
and professional development necessary for the successful 
execution of their jobs.”  Communication and resources each 
had a mean of 4.9 and were responded to as Strongly Agree 
by 89.6% and 88.2% respectively by Texas music adminis-
trators.

In response to how the 21 competencies were assessed 
during their hiring process, respondents indicated the most 
common form was interview by a committee, next by the 
superintendent or designee.  The third most common form 
of assessment was not to assess the competency at all.  In 
other words, 27.9% of the time, various competencies of an 
effective school leader were not assessed during the hiring 
process of the central office music administrator. 

Competency Value to Music Administrators: Fine Arts 
Background Lens
The subgroup of music administrators with a background 
in music maintained communication as the most important 
competency at a Strongly Agree response rate of 90.2% and 
a mean of 4.9.  Resources was the second most important 
competency with the music group indicating a mean of 4.9 
with 88.6% Strongly Agree. 

The subgroup of music administrators with a back-
ground other than music rated knowledge of curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment as the most important compe-
tency in the selection of a music education leader.  At 85.7%, 
with a mean of 4.9 each, the non-music subgroup of music 
administrators preferred three different competencies as the 
second most important when selecting a music education 
leader: communication, outreach, and resources.  

Therefore, this study shows that music administrator re-
sponse variation exists based on the primary fine arts back-

ground in terms of the most important competency which 
should be considered when hiring a music education leader.  
Communication was most important to those with a music 
background while for those with a non-music background, 
the most important competency when selecting a music ad-
ministrator was knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment.

 
Comparison to the 21 
Competencies in Other Studies
Table 3 demonstrates consensus on the most important of the 
21 competencies—Communication—and common ground 
thereafter in terms of the competencies rated in the top third 
by superintendents, principals, and music administrators.

(See Table 3 on page 59.) 

Also, a review of the most important competency 
rated by music administrators differed between music and 
non-music backgrounds. This comparison places superin-
tendents, principals, and music administrators with music 
backgrounds in agreement that communication is the most 
important educational competency and music administra-
tors with non-music background projecting a different re-
sponse.  

It is also notable that the competency change agent—
willing to challenge and actively challenges the status 
quo—differs between the three administrator groups. Su-
perintendents value change agent in the middle third while 
principals and music administrators value this competency 
in the bottom third.  In fact, principals value change agent 
last while music administrators value change agent 20 of 21.

Additional Competency Responses
More than half of the respondents contributed at least one 
additional competency that they felt was important to con-
sider or evaluate when hiring a central office music admin-
istrator.  While it was certainly unknown what the volume 
of response would look like, it was definitely unexpected 
that music administrators would contribute an additional 
79 competency responses.

Jeremy L. Earnhart, Ed.D.
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NVivo is a program commonly used in qualitative re-
search to analyze themes within text-based responses such 
as the 79 emerging music administrator competencies.  

It “provides for visually mapping categories identified” 
(Creswell, 2012, p. 243) through the free response section of 
this survey study.  Figure 1 is a dendrogram of co-occurring 
words created with NVivo.  This text search query is rela-
tional in that it shows frequency and relation to other words. 

Discussion and Implications
Based on multiple NVivo methods, combined with the re-
searcher’s synthesis of the full text of additional competen-
cies, the following emerging music administrator competen-
cies were proposed:

• Balance: An awareness of and advocacy for multiple 
arts disciplines

• Equity: The ability to be fair to multiple arts disci-
plines

• Financial: The skills of finance/budget
• Grounded: The trait of maintaining touch
• Involvement: Actively engaged with students, pro-

grams, and the community
Balance and equity are clearly important to Texas music 

administrators.  This is likely the case as, through the de-
mographic data collected, the average Texas music admin-
istrator in 2014-2015 was white, male, 51 years of age, and 
a former band director.  Texas music administrators realize 
that it is important to be cognizant of other music divisions 
including elementary music, choir, and orchestra as well as 
the other fine arts disciplines of dance, theatre, and visual 
art.  It is also possible that respondents are insistent about 
balance and equity because they observe this not to be the 
case with other music administrators or fine arts directors.

Financial skills also emerged as a theme.  In fact 13 of the 
79 responses, or 16%, referenced an additional competency 
related to finance.  This is likely in response to the propor-
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tion of the music administrators’ work that surrounds bud-
get, accounting, and purchasing.  

The themes called grounded and involvement are pre-
sented as synthesis of the 79 emerging competencies cap-
tured under a heading identified as collaboration/consen-
sus. Soft skills surrounding collaboration require positive 
relationships.  Almost by definition, the central office music 
administrator is physically removed from that which/whom 
they supervise.  Efforts should be exhausted to be visible 
and allow students, teachers, and the community to feel 
supported and to be heard.

Competencies Important to 
Music Administrators 
The current study shows that the 21 competencies of an ef-
fective school leader (Marzano et al., 2005) are important to 

Texas music administrators in the selection of a music edu-
cation leader.  This study further indicates that according 
to practicing music administrators, communication and 
resources are the top two educational competencies that 
should be considered when hiring a music administrator.  It 
was also found that many times the 21 competencies were 
not assessed in the music administrator hiring process.

Limitations and Recommendations for Hiring
The question arises as to whether the beliefs of Texas 
music administrators expressed in this survey are a result 
of a self-fulfilling prophecy.  That is to say, it is likely that 
those district administrators who created job descriptions, 
screened applicants, interviewed candidates, and made se-
lections for music administrator positions may have based 
the process on general administrator competencies, rather 
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than those specific to music administrators.  
The body of TMAC who responded to this survey may 

have been influenced by this general educational adminis-
trator paradigm, and based their responses on personal ex-
perience in the hiring process, rather than on their actual 
perceptions of the ideal competencies to be considered for 
a music administrator position. Benham (2011) noted, “As 
music administrators assumed their positions, many be-
came painfully aware that they had really been hired by the 
administration to endorse whatever decisions were passed 
down to them” (p. 60).  

This question surfaces in response to the tepid recep-
tion provided by Texas music administrators to the educa-
tional competency of change agent.  Music administrators 
ranked the change agent competency as number 20 of 21.  It 
is known that music education is facing funding depletion 
while curriculum standardization and focus on testing has 
resulted in reduction of time in the school day for music in-
struction, yet change agent tied for the lowest mean score of 
the 21 competencies.  

The benefits of strong music and arts programs take 
longer to manifest than the tenure of an upwardly mobile 
administrator or elected official.  It may be argued that the 
traditional competencies of educational leadership, as iden-
tified by Marzano et al. (2005), are insufficient to assist music 
administration to reshape the future of music education.  It 
could be that music administrators do not yet recognize 
their critical role in the change process essential to the sur-

vival of music programs as a vital component of a rich and 
comprehensive educational system.  

It is also recommended that the emerging competen-
cies provided by the body of the Texas Music Administra-
tor Conference be valued and utilized.  Rather than simply 
changing the generic title from an existing job description 
and filling in the title of Fine Arts Director, this list will allow 
human resource departments and music administrator em-
ployment committees to have a better idea of how to (a) cre-
ate a functional job description and (b) develop pertinent 
questions to ask when screening and interviewing music 
administration candidates.  

Inside Track: Was the Most Qualified 
Candidate Hired?
This study did establish that 78% of music administrators 
have served in a music administration capacity in their cur-
rent school district only while 22% have served in at least 
two school districts.  Further research could inquire to what 
extent central office music administrators have been promot-
ed from within their district.  This can be juxtaposed with 
data on whether or not best-practice methods were used to 
assess the qualifications of the candidates.  

Indeed, several of the free responses in the current study 
indicate that the applicant’s competencies were likely al-
ready known from experience in previous positions in the 
district.  A study of this kind could begin a research-based 
conversation about a common question in employment, spe-
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cifically public education employment, and through the lens 
of music administrators: Was the most qualified person for 
the job actually hired?
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Year after year students who are labeled limited English 
proficient (LEP) or English language learners (ELLs) are con-
sistently underperforming in classrooms and on high stakes 
tests as compared to their peers, with an even wider per-
formance gap when compared to their white peers (Collier 
& Thomas, 2004; Lindholm-Leary & Block, 2010; National 
Center for Statistics, 2012a; Texas Education Agency, 2013e).  

To quantify the problem, the 2013-2014 Texas Academic 
Performance Report (TAPR) indicated that 86% of all fifth 
graders met the established standard on the State of Texas 
Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) in reading as 
compared to 72% of ELLs who met standard.  In math, 88% 
of all fifth grade students met the standard and 81% of ELLs 
met the same standard (Texas Education Agency, 2014b).  
The performance gaps were more alarming when examin-
ing the reported achievement of all students represented in 
all grade levels during the same year.  In reading, 76% of all 
students met standard on STAAR and 55% of ELLs met the 
standard.  In math, 78% of all students met the established 
standard for the year as compared to 65% of ELLs (Texas Ed-
ucation Agency, 2014b).   The ELL student group equates to 
38.2% of a large suburban district’s student population and 
17.5% of the students in the state (Texas Education Agen-
cy, 2014a).  This perpetual crisis calls for an evaluation of 
current programs and best practices as educators seek more 
effective ways of serving this large population.

Literature Review
There is a plethora of research and political debate regarding 
the most effective program to support the specific needs of 
ELLs.  The justifications for this research was framed around 
the desire to better serve the growing ELL population as 
well as all other children and equip them with language and 
cognitive skills that would give them choices in a compet-
itive global society. Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, 
and Christian (2006) emphatically stated the critical nature 
for this research because so much is at stake.  “ELLs who 
had not been in any specialized program but participated in 
mainstream English classes scored the lowest in comparison 
to students in any other program and ended their schooling 
with low levels of achievement” (2006, p. 181).  It is evident 
that English immersion is not the solution for the growing 
population of ELLs.

There are many types of programs that have been devel-
oped with second language acquisition as the goal but not all 
programs are focused on the maintenance and development 
of a student’s first language. Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, 
Saunders, and Christian (2005) examined years of empir-
ical research dating back to 1980 and concluded there are 
many variations of support for ELLs through programs 
meant to develop their English language proficiency, and in 
many cases also develop their first language.  Through the 
synthesis of the research, they concluded that ELLs require 
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some type of support given through a linguistic program to 
be successful even though the data show that bilingual pro-
grams are more effective than ESL (Genesee et al, 2005).  

Mora, Wink, and Wink (2001) also examined programs 
ranging from those that provided English immersion only, 
transitional bilingual education that provided some in-
structional support in the native language, and the extreme 
enrichment additive nature of bilingual two-way dual lan-
guage immersion.  Through their research and the research 
of many others, they recognized that the goal of a dual lan-
guage program is bilingualism and enrichment, but also 
produces higher academic gains for all students who partic-
ipate in the program.  

Collier and Thomas (2004) reported that dual language 
is the only program that closes the achievement gap for 
ELLs and is considered enrichment as opposed to remedi-
ation because of the intentional benefits built into the pro-
gram to cultivate two languages (Collier & Thomas, 2004; 
Estrada, Gomez, & Ruiz-Escalante, 2009; Jong & Howard, 
2009).  Dual language programs are commonly referred to 
as enrichment or additive models that respect and cultivate 
the language minority student’s first and second language.   
Transitional bilingual programs or other models of main-
stream bilingual education are recognized as deficiency or 
subtractive models because the goals of these programs are 
to eradicate the first language while replacing it with En-
glish (Ray, 2009).  

There are multiple researchers in the field of bilingual 
education who are recognized for their research in regard 
to the benefits of two-way dual language education and 
have presented longitudinal data that supports the prem-
ise that two-way dual language programs effectively close 
the academic gap of native Spanish speakers in comparison 
with their English speaking peers (Collier & Thomas, 2004; 
Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Lindholm-Leary & Block, 2010; Lind-
holm-Leary & Hernandez, 2011; Sanders, 2010; Thomas & 
Collier, 2002).

Summary of Study
The study was conducted based on the recommendations 
from noted researchers and the desire to critically evaluate 
the two-way dual language program that has been imple-

mented in a north Texas school district for 12 years.  With 
the transition in Texas to a new assessment instrument, there 
was little research regarding the effectiveness of dual lan-
guage as measured by STAAR.  The setting for the study 
was a large urban school district, which was located in 
north Texas between the cities of Dallas and Fort Worth.  
The district enrollment was 34,961, in 2012-2013 with 81.5% 
of students identified as economically disadvantaged and 
39.4% ELL (Texas Education Agency, 2013d).  

The researcher analyzed three years of math and reading 
STAAR data (2012, 2013, 2014) to determine achievement dif-
ferences for three student groups at the two campuses where 
the 50:50 two-way dual language program was offered. The 
three fifth grade student groups included English language 
learners (ELLs) participating in dual language, non-English 
language learners (non-ELLs) also known as the language 
majority group or native English speakers participating in 
dual language, and students who receive all instruction in 
English (monolingual) which also includes a small number 
of English as a second language (ESL) students. 

 Data analysis sought to answer the following re-
search questions:

1. Are students who participate in dual language (ELLs 
and/or non-ELLs) in a large north Texas school dis-
trict more successful academically in reading and 
math than their peers who receive all instruction in 
English as measured by the STAAR test?  

2. Are ELLs who participate in dual language more 
successful in reading and math than ELLs who 
participate in other bilingual models in a large north 
Texas school district as measured by the STAAR 
test?

3. Are non-ELLs (language majority) who participate 
in dual language in a large north Texas school 
district more successful in reading and math than 
non-ELLs in the district who receive all instruction 
in English as measured by the STAAR test?

Description of the Population
It is imperative to have an understanding of the students 
in the population of the north Texas school district that in-
cluded all fifth grade students from the two dual language 
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campuses in the district who fit the following criteria for in-
clusion:

1. Dual language students who were enrolled from 
kindergarten, first, or second grade through the fifth 
grade at either dual language campus.

2. Monolingual students who were enrolled at the 
campus during their fifth grade year and enrolled in 
the district from kindergarten, first, or second grade 
through fourth grade.

3. Students who fit the previously stated criteria in 
1 or 2 and also remained enrolled and were not 
withdrawn for more than 4 weeks at any time. 

After examination of Public Education Information 
Management System (PEIMS) enrollment records, there 
were 478 students in reading and 487 students in math who 
met the criteria for inclusion in the study. For the purpose 
of the study, the data from Campus A and Campus B were 
combined based on the three designated groups, and sta-
tistical tests were completed for each research question and 
hypothesis.  It should be noted that any student who exited 
limited English proficient (LEP) previous to the fifth grade 
was coded as a non-ELL student. 

Summary of Findings 
and Interpretation of Results
The first question asked if there was a statistical difference 
in STAAR reading and math scale scores between ELLs in 
dual language, non-ELLs in dual language, and students at 
the dual language campuses who receive all instruction in 
English. In 2012 and 2014, non-ELLs achieved a significantly 
higher STAAR scale score in reading, than those students in 
all English.  Students in all English achieved a significantly 
higher scale score than ELLs.  In 2013 non-ELLs and students 
in all English achieved a significantly higher scale score than 
ELLs. There was no significant difference between non-ELLs 
and those in all English.  

For 2012 and 2014 on the math STAAR, non-ELLs per-
formed significantly higher than ELLs and those students in 
all English where there was no significant difference.  The 
2013 math STAAR data revealed that ELLs in dual language 
performed significantly lower than non-ELLs in dual and 
students in all English where there was no significant dif-
ference. After examining all six ANOVA’s, non-ELLs were 

the most successful students on the dual language campuses 
over ELLs and the students who receive all their instruction 
in English with the highest mean scale score on the reading 
and math STAAR test in 2012, 2013, and 2014.  In 2012 and 
2014 there was a statistically significant difference between 
ELLs and the all English group. When comparing the three 
student groups, it was expected by the researcher that the 
non-ELL group would achieve a higher result than ELLs. 
The results of the students in all English were helpful in un-
derstanding the impact of the dual language program at the 
two campuses and are reflected in Figure 1.

(See Figure 1 on page 67.)

The second research question sought to determine if 
there was a statistical difference on STAAR reading and 
math scale scores between ELLs in dual language in com-
parison to the local district’s mean for students who are en-
rolled in the district bilingual program. In 2012, there was 
no significant difference between ELLs and the district mean 
for students in the district bilingual program.  However, in 
2013 and 2014, there was a significant difference noted, with 
ELLs in dual language performing lower than the district 
mean.  

One-sample t-tests were also performed with math data 
from 2012 where there was a significant difference in STAAR 
scale scores where ELLs in dual language performed at a 
higher rate than the district mean.  In 2013, students in dual 
language (ELLs) performed significantly lower than the dis-
trict mean on the math STAAR and in 2014 there was no 
significant difference between ELLs and the district mean.  
The three years of data for the second research question is 
inconsistent with no identifiable patterns.  In addition, the 
ELL student group from dual language was particularly 
small leaving questions regarding the validity of the results 
(Math N= 20, reading N= 24).  

The third and final research question sought to compare 
the differences between non-ELLs in dual language with the 
district mean of non-ELLs who receive all of their instruc-
tion in English as measured by their scale score from the 
reading and math STAAR. In 2012 and 2014 non-ELLs in 
dual language achieved a significantly higher scale score in 
reading and math as compared to the district mean.  In 2013, 
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there was no significant difference between the two groups 
in reading or math. It should be noted that approximately 
1/3 of the non-ELL student group in 2013 were first year 
monitors from the bilingual program and that generally the 
non-ELLs achieved at a higher rate than district non-ELLs. 

This information is reflected in Figure 2.

(See Figure 2 on page 68.)

Figure 1. Bar graph representing the mean STAAR reading and math scale scores 
for statistical tests conducted for research question one.

Implications
The implications of this study and any research that is fo-
cused on more effective programs to serve English language 
learners is valuable. The impetus is on educators and policy 
makers to find creative and sustainable solutions to meet the 
needs of this student group.  The unique feature of the cur-
rent study is the use of data from the new Texas assessment 
instrument (STAAR). The data reported show that students 
who have participated in dual language and were in the 
non-ELL student group by fifth grade are more successful 
than students across the district who participated in mono-
lingual (English only) classrooms.  Based on the success of 
the non-ELL student group in dual language as compared 
to the other students on the campus and at the district level, 

the researcher would encourage school leadership to con-
sider the expansion of the dual language two-way program 
to other campuses that have the demographics to support a 
50:50 implementation.

Upon initial examination of the results from the cur-
rent study, one might infer that ELLs participating in dual 
language are underperforming.  Due to the minimal size of 
the ELL group, caution should be exercised when assigning 
weight to the mean scores.  It should be noted that by the 
fifth grade most students who have been in bilingual edu-
cation from their entry to school, exit the program and are 
reclassified; therefore, leaving those left in the group rep-
resenting a very small demographic who have not demon-
strated proficiency in English. 
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Figure 2. Bar graph representing the mean STAAR reading and math scale scores 
for statistical tests conducted for research question three.

Based on the data from the current study, additional re-
search is suggested that focuses on the language majority or 
English dominant students who participate in dual language 
as well as students who were previously coded through 
PEIMS as an ELL but were reclassified based on their level 
of English acquisition.  Additional studies are recommend-
ed on a larger scale to fully understand the achievement of 
these groups as compared to their peers.

Conclusions 
The current research study used data from the first three 
years of the new assessment in the state of Texas (STAAR) 
making it novel to the many other dual language studies 
that are available.  While the results are valuable in under-
standing the impact of the dual language program based on 
one measure of student achievement, it is the hope of the re-
searcher that other measures are used in the future to quan-
tify the success of the students who participate. 

With high stakes testing and the state and federal ac-
countability system there is an overwhelming urge to aban-
don the long-term goal of biliteracy for the less noble goal 
of achieving a passing score on a test.  Language acquisition 
and true biliteracy takes approximately five to seven years 
and in many cases students in the program appear to be un-
derperforming until approximately fourth grade (Thomas & 
Collier, 2002).  If educators are truly going to be focused on 
the state’s goal of college and career readiness, the research-
er believes that the time spent on the front end is well worth 
the investment so that students are fully prepared to listen, 
speak, read, write, and collaborate in a multi-cultural world.
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