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Abstract

This study explored the role of school superinten-
dents and board of education trustees in closing the achieve-
ment gap, which can be defined as "the disparity in aca-
demic performance between groups of students"
(Muhammad, 2015, p. 14). District leaders (superintendents
and school boards) set the priorities and policies in their
school systems and have the power to promote or thwart
educational equity (Skrla et al., 2009). The purpose of this
qualitative study was to highlight effective practices of super-
intendents and school boards that have prioritized closing
achievement gaps and have succeeded in narrowing them.
This study involved four case studies and made use of inter-
views, observations, and document review. The data revealed
that the most formidable challenges to closing achievement
gaps were increasingly diverse student needs, stakehold-
ers' deficit-thinking about students, lack of family engage-
ment, and financial obstacles. To overcome those chal-
lenges, the researcher found that superintendents used vari-
ous strategies, including setting a vision for equity at the
district level, using data to drive decision-making, hiring qual-
ity teachers and leaders, using district funds resourcefully,
providing rigorous curricula for students, and creating inno-
vative academic and non-academic programs for students.
Although there is academic literature on the challenges that
school superintendents face in closing achievement gaps
and the strategies that they have used to overcome them,
there is a lack of research on how superintendents and their
school boards collaborate to narrow achievement gaps. The
aim of the study was to address that gap in the literature.
Data revealed that district leaders collaborated to narrow
gaps by setting district visions, goals, and policies, sharing
information, and partnering on the budgeting and hiring pro-
cesses.

Introduction

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), signed into
legislation in 2002, required school district leaders for the
first time to report student achievement along racial and
ethnic lines as well as according to special education sta-
tus and socio-economic level (Maranto et al., 2017). Con-
sidered the "most sweeping reform of U.S. Federal educa-
tion policy since the 1960s," NCLB compelled leaders in K-
12 public school systems nationwide to address achieve-

ment gaps among White, economically advantaged students
and their African-American,' Latino,? and economically dis-
advantaged counterparts (Skrla et al., 2009, p. 4). In 2015,
Congress replaced NCLB with the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA). ESSA obligates school districts to continue to
provide educational opportunity for our nation's schoolchil-
dren consistent with Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA), originally enacted in 1965. ESSA allows states
greater flexibility than NCLB in allowing school districts to
demonstrate improved outcomes for under-represented
minority and economically disadvantaged students (Every
Student Succeeds Act, 2015). Still, despite decades of
federal and state legislation and efforts in school districts
nationwide, such as mandated reporting by student sub-
group and improved accountability measures, achieve-
ment gaps remain.

Although there are myriad ways to define the achieve-
ment gap in schools, this study used the definition from the
Achievement Gap Initiative (AGI), which is a collaboration
between Harvard University's Kennedy School of Govern-
ment and its Graduate School of Education. AGI, established
to bring education scholars and practitioners together to better
understand achievement gaps and to work towards rem-
edying them, defined the achievement gap as follows:

the disparity in academic performance between groups
of students. The achievement gap shows up in grades,
standardized-test scores, course selection, dropout
rates, and college-completion rates, among other suc-
cess measures. It is most often used to describe the
troubling performance gaps between African-American
and Hispanic students, at the lower end of the perfor-
mance scale, and their non-Hispanic white peers, and
the similar academic disparity between students from
low-income families and those who are better off.
(Muhammad, 2015, p. 14)

Turner (2015) asserted that our schools today are
"more diverse and unequal than ever" and that "over half of

' African American and Black used interchangeably.
2 Hispanic and Latino used interchangeably.
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U.S. cities are now majority non-White" (p. 4). Public school
districts in recent years have experienced three major de-
mographic shifts-increasing numbers of students of color,
students living in poverty, and immigrant students (Welton et
al., 2015). These demographic trends make addressing the
achievement gap even more timely and pressing.

While some school districts have adapted to the
needs of an increasingly diverse student body, others have
been unable or possibly unwilling to adapt. According to
Skrla et al. (2009), superintendents and their respective
school boards have the power to promote or thwart the
district's focus on equity. Although superintendents and
school board members have various responsibilities, it is at
least arguable that student academic performance should
be their top priority. For a variety of reasons examined in this
study, district leaders (superintendents and school board
members) may experience difficulty in their attempts to nar-
row achievement gaps among students.

Through one-on-one interviews, observations, and
a review of documents, this study examined the barriers to
collaboration between school superintendents and their
boards of education and the ways in which they overcame
them to narrow achievement gaps for students. The follow-
ing questions guided this study: 1) What challenges have
superintendents who have prioritized closing achievement
gaps faced in their efforts to close achievement gaps, and
how have they attempted to overcome those challenges?
2) What strategies have superintendents who have priori-
tized closing achievement gaps used in their efforts to close
achievement gaps? and 3) How, if at all, have superinten-
dents who have prioritized closing achievement gaps col-
laborated with their school boards with the goal of achieving
educational equity for students in their school districts?

Review of Literature
Challenges to Closing the Achievement Gap

The literature has shown that one major challenge
to creating equitable outcomes for students is stakeholders'
deficit thinking about students and their families. Turner
(2015) defined the cultural deficit discourse as "an explana-
tion of educational and social inequality that attributes school
success or failure to individual children, families, or group
cultural characteristics" (p. 29). Sherman and Grogan (2003)
discovered that even though superintendents in Virginia knew
that teachers held lower expectations for Black students,
few leaders could point to specific district level efforts to ad-
dress those low expectations. Sherman's (2008) research
revealed that Virginia superintendents studied implemented
programs to improve the performance of underachieving stu-
dents in general; yet they were reluctant to create programs
that targeted specific minority groups possibly because of
the political milieu in the community (Sherman, 2008).

In Welton et al.'s (2015) case study, researchers
examined how suburban district leaders reacted to signifi-
cant demographic shifts in student population in Texas.

The study placed the "onus of failure in achievement on the
individual student, not the district" (p. 708). Welton et al.
(2015) concluded that there was little discussion among dis-
trict leaders in Texas about the need to develop more cultur-
ally responsive schools to meet the diverse needs of the stu-
dent and parent populations that they served. Whitt et al.
(2015) found that the superintendents attributed the academic
failure of their students to perceived shortcomings based on
individual, family and cultural deficits (Whitt et al., 2015).

Sherman and Grogan (2003) reported that some
superintendents were not willing to communicate disaggre-
gated assessment data because their school boards did
not want that information shared publicly. Given the signifi-
cant discrepancies between Black and White students'
scores, superintendents reported that possible negative
reactions to test score gaps discouraged them from raising
the issue in the communities that they served. Sherman
and Grogan (2003) explained the range of reasons that su-
perintendents withheld information from the community as
follows: 'from the desire to 'soft-pedal racial differences’ to
the desire to avoid 'another suit filed against us' to a general
feeling that 'scores can't go up in the general population due
to large numbers of minority students™ (p. 230).

Turner's (2015) findings concluded that the school
district leaders' decision-making did not directly address
the systematic inequalities in students' lives, namely those
related to race, immigration, and poverty. Turner explained,
"Community members and parents often limit changes-par-
ticularly equity-oriented policies-that stray from their values
or group interests" (p. 8) because their perception is that if
one group benefits, it will likely be at the expense of another
group. Williams and Tabernik (2011) examined school board
politics in Ohio and its impact on superintendents' ability to
lead. Instead of student achievement, those boards were
motivated by social or personal agendas (e.g., lobbying on
behalf of their own children or for specific programs).

Strategies for Closing the Achievement Gap

Sherman (2008) found that the Virginia districts
that she studied implemented activities and programs de-
signed to raise performance levels for underachieving stu-
dents. Superintendents pointed to greater collaboration
among stakeholders, increased professional development
for teachers, attention to student sub-groups, and use of
data to drive instruction as strategies that yielded improved
student achievement (Sherman, 2008). In Wright and Har-
ris' (2010) qualitative, narrative study, the researchers ex-
amined the role of superintendents in Texas in narrowing
the achievement gap by implementing culturally proficient
practices. The definition of cultural proficiency used in the
study was: "the honoring of differences among cultures,
viewing diversity as a benefit, and interacting knowledge-
ably and respectfully with a variety of cultural groups" (p.
221). The major findings were as follows: superintendents
must articulate a clear vision regarding narrowing the
achievement gap, be role models for cultural proficiency,
and work collaboratively with their school boards to ensure



Table 1. Participant Information

Method

The data for this article came

from a qualitative, multisite case

study conducted by the author dur-

ing the 2018-19 school year

District Superintendent Board of Education officer/trustee
A White female Black female

B White female White female

C White male White male

D White male White female

(Gonzalez, 2019). Methods of data

that cultural proficiency can become part of the fabric of the
district (Wright & Harris, 2010).

Sherman (2008) found that building relationships
between the district and the community was key to improving
student achievement. Programs referenced in Sherman's
study included community meetings, Saturday school, parent
centers, before and after school tutorial programs, and dis-
trict-university partnerships. According to Sherman, "Super-
intendent leadership and community activism is crucial to the
success of such a transformation and increased visibility to
all minority groups" (p. 699). The leaders in Hentschke et
al.'s (2009) partnered with local universities for early college
opportunities for students and curriculum development for
teachers and collaborated with local and national founda-
tions for financial support.

In summary, the existing literature found that various
barriers exist for school district leaders who prioritize narrow-
ing achievement gaps but that those challenges can be over-
come with strategies such as a district-wide commitment to
cultural proficiency, a focus on teacher professional develop-
ment, and partnerships between the district and outside edu-
cational agencies.

collection included one-on-one inter-
views, observations, and document
analysis. The study involved four public, suburban school
districts in New York; two of the four districts were "ma-
jority minority" districts and two districts had majority White
student bodies with approximately one quarter of stu-
dents identified as non-White. Districts were selected
based on their public commitment to closing achieve-
ment gaps.

The selection of participants was purposive; four
district superintendents and four school board trustees,
one from each district, were interviewed for this study
(Table 1). Data were collected via semi-standardized
interviews, as defined by Lune and Berg (2017). Data
collection was triangulated through observations of
school board meetings and analysis of documents (e.g.,
policies related to closing gaps, etc.). Data analysis was
conducted throughout the data collection process (tran-
scription, coding, connecting data to research questions)
as suggested by Gibbs (2007). Data were compared from
one case to another as Gleason and Gerzon (2013) rec-
ommended for cross-case analysis.

Based on available data through the New York
State Report Card (data.nysed.gov), the four participant
districts exceeded the New York State (NYS) average 4-
year high school graduation rate of 90.1% for
White students for August in 2017, 2018, and

2019 and 72.2 % for Black and Hispanic stu-
Table 2. Participant District High School Graduation Rates dents combined during that same period. The
average 4-year high school graduation rate
v. NYS Average __ for White, Black, and Hispanic students for
High School % District Exceeded NYS August 2017-August 2019 in the participant
Graduation Average Graduation Average districts is illustrated in Table 2. Also included
August 2017-August (August 2017-August in Table 2 is the percentage the participant
2019 2019) districts outperformed the NYS average high
District A school graduation rates. During August 2017-
- 5 5 August 2019, District C narrowed the 4-year
White 96.0% 5.9% high school graduation gap between White
Black/Hispanic 93.2% 21.0% and under-represented minority students to
District B 2% and that even with an approximately 7%
- 5 5 difference, District D was still well below the
White 95.7% 56% NYS high school graduation rate gaps be-
Black/Hispanic 89.7% 17.5% tween the same groups of students.
District C Findi
: ndings
White 99.3% 9.2% inding
Black/Hispanic 97.3% 25.1% Challenges to Narrowing Achievement Gaps
District D The dat led that jor chall
: o o e data revealed that a major challenge
Wh'_te - 99.3% 9.2% to narrowing achievement gaps is stakehold-
Black/Hispanic 92.2% 20.0% ers' beliefs about students' potential. In all four
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districts studied, participants indicated that some teach-
ers, community members, and parents held limiting views
of students' potential. One of the superintendents in the
study described the concept as "the kids can't because..."
That type of negative thinking about students' capabilities
because of their race, ethnicity, or socio-economic status
is referred to in the academic literature as "deficit-thinking"
(Maxwell et al., 2013; Turner, 2015; Welton et al., 2015;
Valencia, 1997; Valencia, 2015).

The data also showed that financial obstacles to
closing achievement gaps exist. In three of the four districts,
interviewees referenced the financial constraints that their
districts must operate in as challenges; they identified insuf-
ficient state aid and the budget limitations placed upon them
by a tax levy limit as challenges to narrowing gaps. Partici-
pants spoke about "shifting" funding and "juggling" resources
to meet the needs of students.

Strategies for Closing Achievement Gaps

To overcome barriers to closing achievement gaps,
district leaders in the four school systems studied seemed
to possess an equity-oriented attitude and vision for their
districts. When asked which stakeholder was most respon-
sible for narrowing achievement gaps among students, one
superintendent replied, "Me." He went on to explain how it is
the responsibility of leaders to inspire and of teachers to
adapt to students. Another superintendent explained the
importance of setting the tone for the district and then having
everyone "row in the same direction." Additionally, in inter-
views, successful gap-closing superintendents shared their
commitment to transparent leadership when encountering
resistance to their efforts to provide equity for all students.

The data suggested that an academically de-
manding curriculum was a strategy for narrowing achieve-
ment gaps among groups of students in three of the four
districts studied. To convince a skeptical public, one su-
perintendent shared his team's reliance on data. He ex-
plained that data are the "handmaid of the conversation [on
closing achievement gaps]." In all four school systems,
district leaders relied heavily on data-driven decision-mak-
ing. Additionally, the data revealed that hiring teachers with
an "assets-based" attitude toward students and develop-
ing those teachers are common strategies in successful
gap-closing school districts. One superintendent explained
that the district sought teachers "with heart, dreaming about
kids, [teachers] who have no limits for kids."

Collaboration with School Boards

Participants in all four districts highlighted their
commitment to professional learning at local, state, and
national conferences. During an observation of one district's
board of education meeting, each board member spoke
publicly about workshops he/she had attended at a recent
school boards' conference. One interviewee in a different
district shared that she felt that her role on the school
board was to share information with the superintendent

and maintain the "pulse" of the community. In that school
district, the board of education participant shared that the
issue of hiring a more diverse faculty was a "hot topic" in
the community and that it was the responsibility of trustees
to convey that information to the superintendent.

Regarding collaboration, when asked what role
board of education support has played in reducing achieve-
ment disparities, one superintendent indicated that the
school board had allowed him to "do his job without inter-
fering." In that same district, when asked how involved
the school board had been in equity-related matters, the
board of education officer replied that school board was
"very involved ... informed" and that "we actually approve
everything they present to us."

Another theme that emerged was the way in which
the school board sometimes acts as a buffer between
district administrators and the community. In at least two
of the four districts in this study, participants alluded to the
board's role in standing firm in the face of community re-
sistance to district initiatives such as the elimination of
lower academic tracks and the implementation of a rigor-
ous course of study for all students.

Discussion

Strategies that successful gap-closing districts use
to advance their equity agendas included focusing on high
quality instruction through hiring and professional devel-
opment for teachers, emphasizing culturally responsive
practices, removing barriers to high level curriculum for
students in lower-level academic tracks, creating academic
and non-academic supports for students, and partnering
with community educational and non-profit organizations.

The findings revealed that superintendents and
their boards of education collaborate in a multitude of ways
to foster educational equity. The superintendents and
school board members reported that they had positive work-
ing relationships; they had clearly defined their respective
roles, engaged in professional learning, and shared infor-
mation together. They also collaborated on setting a dis-
trict vision, priorities, and policies. It was also evident that
in the budgeting and hiring processes that the superinten-
dents and their boards worked together to achieve best
outcomes for all students in their school systems. School
leaders (superintendents and board members) through-
out the state might benefit from specific training about how
to work together to narrow gaps in their districts.
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