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ABSTRACT 

 

ORLANDO DWAYNE ROBINSON. Middle School English Language Arts (ELA) Teachers’ 

Perceptions of a District Mandated Cultural Relevance Curriculum: A Case Study 

(Under the direction of DR. REBECCA SHORE) 

This qualitative case study considered middle-school English Language Arts (ELA) teachers’ 

perceptions of a new, culturally relevant (C-R) literacy curriculum that was implemented by their 

district. As school districts increasingly adopt C-R instructional supports to improve student 

engagement and address persistent achievement disparities, understanding teachers’ perceptions 

of such a curriculum is essential. This research explored perceived successes and challenges 

associated with the curriculum. Data were collected from semi-structured interviews and 

participant surveys. Using inductive thematic analysis, several themes emerged: (a) philosophical 

support for C-R curriculum, (b) some increased student engagement and reading comprehension, 

(c) tensions related to time and pacing requirements, and (d) perceived loss of instructional time 

and teacher autonomy. Participants reported that C-R texts and discussion-based instructional 

strategies positively affected students’ reading comprehension and classroom participation, 

especially among historically underserved students. However, they also expressed concerns 

about fidelity expectations, time constraints, and balancing district mandates with instructional 

flexibility. Findings showed that though such curricula can sometimes enhance student 

engagement and promote inclusive learning environments, sustained professional development 

(PD) and structured opportunities for teachers to voice their reactions were critical for effective 

use. This study contributed to the literature on curriculum reform by emphasizing the central role 

of teachers’ perceptions during these initiatives. Implications for district leaders and 

policymakers include aligning curriculum adoption with meaningful PD and awareness of 

teachers’ expertise. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The American Dream is a common phrase in which many Americans take pride. This is 

the notion that America is the greatest country in the world because one can achieve and reach 

the greatest heights simply by working hard. Belief in the American Dream holds that anyone, 

regardless of where they were born or what class they were born into, can attain their own 

version of success in a society where upward mobility is possible for everyone (Investopedia, 

2025).  

Many Americans would agree with this statement. Unfortunately, history has shown that 

the opportunity to access the American Dream has not been equal across ethnic groups in our 

country. For instance, research suggests that the American Dream for many African Americans 

has been hindered largely due to circumstances beyond their control, such as the inability to 

obtain a good education. Rist (2000) and other researchers have found that poor children in 

general have a hard time completing school. High school graduation rates indicated that children 

who are from poor families and also a minority have an even tougher time finishing successfully.  

Obtaining a good education increases one’s opportunities and social economic status. Further, it 

provides students with the skills needed to succeed in our current economy.  

Due to its critical importance on social culture influence, the foundation of the American 

Dream rests largely on education. For many years, the United States has exemplified to the world 

economic and social progressiveness and touted that its freedoms are universally available to its 

citizens (de Silva et al., 2018). But for many generations of African Americans the American 

Dream has not been achieved. One major factor research suggests that impacts this is the failure 

of American public education to successfully educate African Americans. The disparity in 

academic performance and literacy competence is exacerbated by a range of social and economic 
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problems facing African American students. In 2020, the high school dropout rate for African 

American students versus White students was higher. Additionally, 22 percent of African 

Americans aged 18 to 24 were neither enrolled in school nor working, compared to 14 percent of 

all 18 to 24 year-olds youth (National School Boards Association, 2020). These statistics support 

the supposition that something is amiss within the present system and that it is inadequately 

serving African American students.   

Over the past several decades, the achievement gap between African American and 

White students has remained unchanged, regardless of some progress in race relations and an 

increased emphasis on closing the academic gap between the two groups. In the current 

American educational system, segregated and integrated settings have high proportions of low-

achievement and high drop-out rates among Black students (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Some 

possible reasons for this state of affairs include lack of resources, poorly trained teachers, and a 

persistent refusal to recognize African Americans as a distinct cultural group. 

Improving the education outcomes of African American students is not only important 

for them as an ethnic group, it is important for the country. In addition, reading proficiency has 

been connected to success in schools. Hernandez (2011) found that Black children who are not 

reading proficiently by the third grade are almost twice as likely as similar White children to not 

graduate from high school (25 percent vs. 13 percent). Focusing on recognizing African 

Americans within the curriculum and presenting them as a distinct cultural group within our 

society is one method suggested to improve African American students’ reading proficiency, 

thereby increasing access to a better education and the ability to achieve the American Dream.  

The ultimate goal of our public education system is to produce fully literate, successful, and self-
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assured adults who are empowered to live as they wish, not as they must if they have limited 

skills (Cheesman & De Pry, 2010). 

The diversity of the student population in American schools continues to rise. With the 

changing cultural demographics within American schools, incorporating African American 

culture within the curriculum could be one component to improve educational outcomes for 

African Americans. That is, aligning the curriculum in a way that incorporates cultural relevance. 

Some schools have recognized this approach and are adopting culturally-relevant (C-R) curricula 

based on school populations. This study explored that approach by investigating the perceptions 

of middle school English Language Arts (ELA) teachers at Southside Middle School (a 

pseudonym), a 6-8 grade middle school located in an urban district in the Southeastern United 

States. Constructed in 2000, Southside is a STEM school. In 2025-2026 the district office 

required that Southside along with other elementary and middle schools within the district 

implemented a new C-R curriculum. 

The C-R curriculum was selected for grades K-8. One of the curriculum’s learning design 

principles is diversity and inclusion. Within the curriculum students investigate and value 

different histories and talents as well as those of other communities and cultures. Teachers were 

provided professional development (PD) on the new curriculum the year prior to the initial year 

of implementation and were provided with PD in the summer before the initial year of 

implementation. 

In this study, the researcher investigated how releasing a C-R curriculum impacted the 

perceptions of middle school ELA teachers on student achievement and engagement.   
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Table 1 

Eighth Grade NAEP reading achievement-level results. 

 

 

 

 

 

The NAEP has been a national monitor of what American students in 4th, 8th and 12th 

grades know and can do in a variety of subjects since 1969. Reported subject matter scores on 

the NAEP are disseminated nationally to help the public, policy makers, and education 

professionals understand the strengths and weaknesses in students’ performance and inform 

educational policy decisions (NCES, 2019).  

NAEP data from Table 1 shows the glaring differences between the performance of 

African American students and White students on the NAEP reading assessment for 8th graders. 

In 1992, the NAEP reading achievement gap between 8th grade African American and White 

students was 26 percent. The data from 2022 reveals that the achievement gap between these 

groups was 22 percent. Performance by African American students on the NAEP assessment is 

an increasingly concerning and complex issue, especially as the American education system 

becomes more diverse.  

Year 

White Students 

at or above 

proficient (%) 

Black Students 

at or above 

proficient (%) 

2022 38 16 

2019 42 15 

2017 45 18 

2015 44 16 

2013 46 17 

2011 43 15 

2009 41 14 

2007 40 13 

2005 39 12 

2003 41 13 

2002 41 13 

1998 39 13 

1994 35 10 

1992 35 9 
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Statement of the Problem 

Looking back to the development of America’s educational system provides some 

evidence of how we may have gotten to this point in terms of the achievement gap between 

African American and White students. Historically, the primary responsibility for education in 

America rests with each state and, in turn, each community (USDOE, 2008). Each state was 

given the authority to establish schools and develop curricula. From this, it was evident that not 

only the curriculum, but many other aspects of education varied by state throughout the country.  

These differences failed to remove inequalities not only among states, but within them. 

The federal Department of Education was created in 1867 and emphasized collecting information 

to help states establish effective school systems. In 1956 the U. S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown 

v. Board of Education that segregated schooling must end. This ruling mandated that schools 

could not provide separate but equal education and was intended to give African American 

students access to the same resources White students enjoyed. However, three decades later, 

a1983 report by the National Commission on Excellence in Education entitled A Nation at Risk 

provided evidence that contradicted that perception. The Commission found that schools were 

still unequal and inadequate.  

The effects of Brown challenged American public schools to integrate. However, 40 

years later, the result for African American students remained unsatisfactory. Despite all the 

reforms and initiatives that were done in response to A Nation at Risk, achievement for African 

American students has remained stagnant. Recent NAEP results indicated that public school 

outcomes have not changed substantially for African American students. In a 40-year span, the 

NAEP reading achievement gap (about 26%) between African American and White 8th grade 

students is virtually unchanged.   
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This is also supported by additional research. One investigation conducted in a 

longitudinal study over 4 years by Juel (1988) of 54 predominately African American and 

Hispanic children showed that it is unlikely that as poor readers get older, they improve. The 

NAEP data illustrated that regardless of grade level, the achievement gap persisted between 

African American and White students.  

Mirroring the problem at the national level, is that most African American students at 

Southside Middle School are not achieving academically at the same rate as their White 

counterparts. The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act 0f 2001 mandated the use of accountability 

and assessment measures and required extensive data reporting about achievement gaps among 

student groups (USDOE, 2004). There is increased pressure on school districts from state and the 

federal agencies to decrease the achievement disparity among student groups. The Act 

established requirements for state data reports about achievement test scores and data regarding 

student progress through years of schooling (Chapman, 2005). However, despite apparently 

overwhelming obstacles, some African American students still manage to achieve within the 

current education system  

Table 1 illustrates the percentage of Eighth-grade African American students that are at 

or above proficiency in reading. One important goal of present educational reform efforts is to 

ensure that more African American students achieve at a higher level. This is an area of great 

importance that should be researched in depth to support and identify root causes of the 

prevalence of the achievement gap between African Americans and White students.  

According to Colbert (2010), the first step toward a culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 

environment is awareness. The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of middle 
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school ELA teachers in response to using a C-R literacy curriculum, and gain an understanding 

of its impact, if any, on the outcomes for students.  

To date, the United States’ educational system has been only minimally responsive to 

ethnically diverse students. Instead, these students have been expected to divorce themselves 

from their cultures and learn according to European-American cultural norms (Gay, 2002). In a 

study conducted by Ladson-Billings (1992a) the researcher observed eight teachers in an 

elementary school. Of the eight teachers, two received more attention. Ladson-Billings (1992a) 

found that African American students in both classrooms performed on grade level and were 

literate because the teachers were able to effectively legitimatize African American culture by 

making it a frame of reference for all texts. They made their own decisions about what to teach 

their students, typically exceeding district and state mandates.  

Efforts to increase C-R literature in schools uncovered another problem: a lack of 

resources. Horning et al. (2005), with The Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) at the 

University of Wisconsin’s College of Education wrote that of 5,000 books published for children 

and teens in 2004, only 143 (2.9%) featured African Americans as central characters. African 

American students have not seen themselves as part of or within the curriculum which they are 

expected to master.  

Some attempts to close achievement gaps have resulted in school reform efforts, 

including CRT (Cheesman & De Pry, 2010). This is an area meriting further study and research. 

As a nation, the extent of the achievement gap has been widely discussed and researched. From 

these efforts, initiatives have been used throughout the country with hopes of narrowing the 

achievement gap between African American and White students.  
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One can examine a variety of data whether it be on the district, state, or national level and 

discover that the achievement gap between African Americans and White students remains 

consistent. In a national study focused on high school graduation data, Greene and Winters 

(2001) found that in the graduating class of 2002, only 23 percent of Black students were 

deemed college ready compared to 40 percent of White students.  

In their study, college readiness was equated with graduating from high school, 

demonstrating basic literacy skills, and completing certain courses in high school that colleges 

require for acquiring necessary skills (Greene & Winters, 2001). They concluded that severe 

problems should make education professionals more open to new ideas for how to revitalize 

schools and improve them 

In CRT, teachers know relevant content and how to teach this content to culturally 

diverse students. However, what state departments of education, school districts, and individual 

teachers are now calling “culturally relevant pedagogy” is often a distortion of the central ideas 

of this approach to teaching (Ladson-Billings, 2014). C-R teaching is a pedagogy of opposition 

that recognizes and celebrates African and African American culture. C-R pedagogy uses 

students’ culture to help them create meaning and understand the world. Thus, not only academic 

success, but also social and cultural successes are emphasized (Ladson-Billings, 1992b). 

Although, achievement gaps have remained consistent, educators agree that effective teaching 

requires mastery of content.  

New and veteran teachers have long admitted that effectively educating non-White 

students is a key challenge in today’s schools. Over a decade ago, 63 percent of new PK-12 

teachers, in a nationally represented sample (n=641), indicated that they needed more 

information on how to teach diverse students (National Comprehensive Center for Teacher 
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Quality and Public Agenda (NCCTQ), 2008). Teachers lack sufficient knowledge to teach C-R 

curriculum (or any curriculum) if they have not been properly trained.  

Ladson-Billings (2006) analyzed a series of interviews, student journals and electronic 

portfolios collected over the years that described preservice and novice teacher’s understanding 

of their work. Several shortcomings of teacher education programs concerning culture were 

identified. For example, the lack of opportunity for prospective teachers to interact with children 

in non-school settings and the need for potential teachers to structure experiences and activities 

in order to take a closer look at their cultural systems and recognize them as systems of learned 

behavior that have been normalized (Ladson-Billings, 2006).  

Many teachers are inadequately prepared to teach ethnically diverse students (Gay, 

2002). This lack of knowledge by teachers has been shown to impact African American students 

both academically and emotionally. C-R literature and non-fiction, combined with a focus on 

collaboration and comprehension strategies, however, resulted in students’ feeling of self-

efficacy (Feger, 2006). Not only could the use of a C-R curriculum likely impact the academic 

achievement of African American students, it could also play a role in influencing their self-

esteem and belief that they can achieve just as well as their White counterparts.  

Purpose of the Study 

The academic needs of African American children and influences on their achievement 

are complex. This case study examined the perceptions of middle school English Language Arts 

(ELA) teachers on their use of a C-R literacy curriculum and also considered teachers’ perceived 

success using this curriculum. Finally, the study investigated teachers’ perceived challenges 

using a C-R literacy curriculum.  
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Reading failure has devastating consequences relating to self-esteem, social development 

and opportunities for higher education and meaningful employment (Lyon, 1999). For African 

American students, this could impact academic achievement. There is evidence to suggest that 

current literacy curriculum does not include diverse cultures.  

Esposito and Swain (2009) found in their qualitative study of seven African American 

teachers that social injustices such as racism, classism, and sexism manifest in the schools 

through the curriculum. In an interview, one teacher stated that African American History is not 

part of the Quality Core Curriculum standards, and there is no time to teach it. Other participants 

said they had to use personal resources to supplement the curriculum in order to include C-R 

materials  

The goal of C-R pedagogy is to heighten students’ academic performance by using 

culturally sensitive materials in the classroom to encourage students to use current knowledge to 

gain new knowledge (Hefflin, 2002). The curriculum which African American students are 

exposed to and engaged in daily is not producing viable results based on both state and national 

data. The congressionally-mandated annual report, Condition of Education 2020, found that only 

15 of every 100 African American students performed at or above the NAEP proficient level in 

reading.  

A curriculum using a C_R pedagogical framework addresses the learning styles and 

backgrounds of all students and generates a more equitable learning process (Schulz et al., 2014). 

An environment in which all children feel comfortable, appreciated and valued would engage 

students in a way that makes learning more accessible for all. As our country continues to grow 

more diverse it is imperative that classrooms embrace the rich diversity and provide experiences 

that affirm all students, families and communities (Bennett et al., 2018). CRT better addresses 
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the needs of all students and adds flexibility to the curriculum in a way that takes into account 

the culture of African American students. Diverse populations require more flexibility than we 

have allowed in the past to maximize their ability to succeed (Washington, 2001).  

In the 2024-2025 school year, over half of the African American students at Southside 

Middle School performed below grade level expectations as measured by the state’s end-of-

grade (EOG) assessment in reading. The annual level of academic achievement in reading for 

African American students at Southside Middle School was 48.1 percent compared to 62.7 

percent for White students, in 2025 as measured by the EOG. McCullough (2013) noticed that 

students perform better if they read what they are interested in or if the material connects with 

their experiences. This study aims to discover how infusing African American culture into a 

literacy curriculum impacts the perceptions of middle school ELA teachers on their students’ 

engagement and achievement.  

Conceptual Framework 

This qualitative research study used the perspective of a transformative framework 

approach. The transformative paradigm emerged in response to individuals who have been 

pushed to the societal margins throughout history and who are finding a means to bring their 

voices into the world of research (Mertens, 2014). The process and results can become a source 

of empowerment and may affect larger oppressive social relations. The researchers are not 

generating knowledge simply to inform or enlighten but are collaboratively producing 

knowledge to improve their work and lives (Rossman & Rallis, 2016). The lives seeking to 

improve are those of African American students.  
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Significance of the Study 

Children of color currently constitute almost 40 percent of students in public schools, 

White teachers comprise 90 percent of the teacher workforce (Ochoa, 2007). As related above, 

data from the NCCTQ (2008) demonstrated that almost two-thirds (63 percent) of new teachers 

indicated that they need more information on how to teach diverse students. These statistics 

show a cultural mismatch, in which not only are almost all teachers instructing African American 

students vastly different from them, but the curriculum does not promote or validate African 

American culture. The achievement gap between African American and White students 

concerning both the NAEP and NC EOG (NCDPI, 2021) assessments provide evidence of the 

need to incorporate strategies to improve African-American student performance. Achievement 

gaps contribute to persistent racial inequality in several areas of life for African Americans 

(Whaley & Noel, 2012). Finding ways or strategies to narrow the achievement gap could have 

significant implications for racial inequality in the United States.  

Research conducted by Cai (2008), Feger (2006), and Plata (2008) found that adding 

students’ cultural practices, language, dialect, and experiences to C-R reading materials 

increased students’ engagement, enjoyment, interest, and performance (McCullough, 2013). The 

purpose of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the use of a  literacy curriculum viewed 

through the perceptions of middle school ELA teachers. Irvine et al.’s (200) work on African 

American students and school failure considers both micro-and macro-analyses, including 

teacher-student interpersonal contexts, teacher and student expectations, institutional contexts, 

and the societal context (Ladson-Billings, 1995). It is hoped that the findings of this study may 

be used to inform school, district and statewide literacy curriculum plans and inform decisions 

related to interventions for students and PD for educators.  
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Research Questions 

Qualitative research begins with questions and results in learning. The learning that 

ultimately occurs, however, is shaped by the questions posed early on and then modified during, 

the research, as appropriate (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Open-ended research questions guide this 

qualitative study and permit respondents to express themselves freely on various topics. An 

open-ended question is one that allows respondents to express themselves freely on a given 

subject. The following overarching research questions guided this study: 

• Research Question One: How do middle school ELA teachers perceive and describe their 

experiences with using a C-R literacy curriculum at a large, urban, public middle school? 

• Research Question Two: What are middle school ELA teachers’ perceived successes 

using a C-R literacy curriculum?  

• Research Question Three: What are middle school ELA teachers’ perceived challenges 

using a C-R literacy curriculum?  

Limitations and Delimitations 

This study focuses on a single middle school in an urban school district to investigate the 

perceptions of ELA teachers on using a C-R curriculum within their classroom. One limitation of 

the study is the number of students taught by individual teachers. In addition, this study is limited 

to students in an urban district in the southeastern region of the United States. Finally, this study 

is limited to the extent to which one can measure teacher perceptions. It is assumed that teachers 

respond to interview questions honestly.  

Within school districts, principals have some autonomy and are gatekeepers for many 

initiatives and interventions. Sometimes this is based on the principals’ number of years of 

experience or influence in the district. This could limit how long and in which ways a C-R 
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literacy program has been started. These findings also may not be generalizable to districts and 

schools like the one in this study or districts and schools with different social, economic, or 

culture differences. 

One delimitation was the timeline of the research, which began after the start of the 

school year. This could be a time when teachers may feel fatigued or overwhelmed, which may 

impact their responses. In addition, the perceptions of school staff, including teacher assistants, 

administrators, and other licensed staff facilitators, were excluded from the study, limiting the 

findings.  

Definition of Terms 

Culturally relevant: Uses, pertains to, or draws its content, language, and illustration from 

familiar objects and events in the lives of the pupils involved and reflects many aspects of 

the students’ lifestyle and background (Grant, 1973). 

Culturally responsive teaching: A practice that explicitly highlights issues of race, ethnicity, and 

culture as central to teaching, learning, and schooling (Stairs, 2007).  

Culture: The system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors, and artifacts those members 

of a society use to interact with their work and one another (Moore, 2010).  

Culturally relevant teaching Is a term attributed to Ladson-Billings (1994) to describe a 

pedagogy that empower students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by 

using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes.  

Pedagogy: The art of teaching the methods and skills that teachers use to impart their content and 

knowledge of their subject matter to students (Alexander, 2001)  
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Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 describes the background, problem, purpose, and significance of this study. It 

also addressed the research questions and the theoretical framework. 

Chapter 2 reviewed and analyzed the literature on using C-R literacy materials, examined 

the impact of C-R literacy materials on equity and students’ perceptions and preferences about 

C-R materials. Chapter 3 explained the research methods and details how the case study was 

conducted. Chapter 4 presented the data, its interpretation, and findings. Chapter 5 gave 

conclusions and implications related to this study as well as reflect on recommendations for 

future study. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

There is substantial evidence of an achievement gap between African American and 

White students in our nation’s educational system. African American students generally tend to 

have lower GPAs and lower aptitude test scores than White students (Whaley & Noel, 2012). In 

2011, over 50% of the United States population under a year old was considered to be a minority 

or of minority descent (U. S. Census Bureau, 2012). There has been a remarkable shift in the 

composition of American’s schools over the past century. Though much of the curriculum within 

American schools has not changed substantially, there have been great changes in student 

demographics. Therefore, using a C-R curriculum could become more important. C-R teaching 

may better address the needs of African American students, compared to traditional approaches.  

As stated in Chapter One, this study examined the pedagogical use of C-R curriculum 

with middle school students through the eyes of their ELA teachers. It has been proposed (Ang 

& Van Dyne, 2008) that when children are taught in a way that better matches their culturally 

acquired knowledge, their school performance improved.  

Among the themes that were addressed in this literature review include research on the 

benefits and challenges associated with the using C-R literacy materials. The literature review 

then considered present evidence for the impact of C-R literacy materials on equity. Equality 

gives every student the same education or resources, but equity allows students who need 

additional support and resources more and sometimes different resources. The ‘more’ that is 

referred is the instructional pedagogy and including C-R materials within the curriculum to better 

ensure success.  
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To understand the benefits and relationship between an understanding of what C-R 

curriculum materials are and the ways these materials have been used in educational settings, 

relevant research must be explored. Additionally, to understand teachers’ perceptions of and 

preferences for using C-R materials, researchers must investigate the cultural connections and 

the impact of this curriculum on African American students’ motivation and pride.  

When considering reading comprehension performance, if a student has experienced 

something or has knowledge of the content may have a greater impact on their comprehension 

and achievement than whether they are interested in the topic (McCullough, 2013). Finally, the 

importance of the classroom educator cannot be minimized. Research must address the role of 

teacher understanding of African American students’ reading achievement (Flowers, 2007). 

Further, this literature review considered teachers’ cultural awareness or biases regarding African 

American students. 

Educational success for African American students as a group in our society lags behind 

their White peers. There is little debate among politicians, researchers, and educators that 

underperformed in the area of reading achievement of African American students is an important 

issue (Strickland, 1994; Washington, 2001; ETS, 2011, p. 2). Both state and national data 

indicate that the reading achievement gap between African American and White students 

continues to persist. Despite noticeable gains over the past few decades on longitudinal 

assessments, African American students continue to perform below White students in reading, 

math, and science (Washington, 2001).  

For example, results from the 2019 administration of the NAEP (NCES, 2019) indicated 

that the reading achievement gap between 8th grade African American and White students was 

27 percent. The reasons for this are numerous. Published within the Educational Testing 
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Service’s Policy Notes (2011) , M. Wright Edelman, president and founder of the Children’s 

Defense Fund, wrote that “children are suffering from a toxic cocktail of poverty, illiteracy, 

racial discrimination and massive incarceration that sentences the poor to dead-end and hopeless 

lives. African Americans are always at the bottom of the totem pole” (ETS, 2011, p. 2). This 

supports the urgency of determining what can be done within the curriculum of schools to help 

African American students experience more success in their reading proficiency.  

Researchers suggest that diverse populations require more flexibility than we have 

allowed in the past in order to maximize their chances for success (Washington, 2001). Using a 

C-R rich curriculum may have a substantial impact on such diverse populations. Within this 

study, the literature review framed the purpose and provided findings that a C-R literacy 

curriculum improves the reading proficiency of African American middle school students. 

Using Culturally-Relevant Literacy Materials 

The C-R curriculum asks us to know and care who our students are as people. It asks us 

to use texts that reflect stories, histories, and characters with which our students can relate. 

Finally, it asks us to reflect on our practices and the cultural assumptions and messages 

embedded in them (Schlessinger, 2018). Research suggests for example, that there may be a 

disconnect between many teachers in K-12 schools and their students. For African American 

students to be successful in reading, they may need to connect to literature in a way that inspires 

them.  

An article by Jett (2012) shares the author’s beliefs that, after teaching over 200 middle-

level preservice teachers, he concluded that we need teachers who are responsive to the needs of 

culturally and ethnically diverse student populations. Hefflin (2002) found that multicultural 

children’s literature is used best when culturally diverse students see clear, authentic 
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representations of their culture in the curriculum and experience a strong sense of affirmation. 

Hefflin followed six African American third-graders for eight weeks, investigated how African 

American students responded to discussions about culturally-conscious African American 

children's literature. Also, it sought to determine the influence of literature on student self-

concept, writing, and attitude toward reading. Their study suggested that providing African 

American students access to C-R literature is important when exposure produces positive 

educational outcomes.  

A case study by Turner (2005) described how an effective third-grade teacher organizes 

and facilitates high-quality reading instruction for African American students and found that 

cultural relevance made a difference. The study focused on the African American elementary 

school students. Part of the data collected was used to measure how students responded to a C-R 

curriculum. The teacher used three pedagogical strategies to meet the students’ social and 

literacy needs: (1) enacting a border-crossing curriculum, (2) making the strategies and skills of 

good readers transparent, and (3) making cross-cultural connections to students through 

literature.  

The sample consisted of 22 students of which eight were African American. 

Ethnographic data for the study were collected and reviewed weekly. Detailed analytic memos 

were written for further data collection. Interview transcripts were coded for excerpts and 

interview/observation data were coded to develop coding schemes. The investigator found that 

elementary teachers who planned reading instruction for African American students in culturally 

specific ways increased opportunities for those students to learn.  

Providing access to African American readers meant enhancing the cultural continuity 

within reading instruction. Based on qualitative data from the students, the teacher successfully 
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conducted reading instruction for them. By the end of the school year seven of the eight students 

were reading at or above grade level. It was also discovered by the end of the school year that 

more students chose to work with kids who were different than them in some way, and this was 

not a mandated reform effort it was voluntary. 

Using a quantitative study focused on eight African American elementary students, 

Cartledge et al. (2015) assessed reading fluency and comprehension using CR and non-culturally 

relevant (NCR) passages on a small sample of 8 African American students. Data obtained 

measured African American students’ response to CR and NCR curriculum. Students in the 

study scored within the at-risk range on the DIBELS oral reading fluency measure. Students read 

CR and NCR relevant passages to assess differences in reading fluency, comprehension, and 

passage likeability.  

Results from an alternating treatment design and the Wilcoxon test indicated that students 

were more fluent on passages that were C-R. The Wilcoxon test is a non- parametric statistical 

test used to compare two related samples, matched samples, or repeated measurements on a 

single sample to assess whether their population mean ranks differ (Durango & Refugio, 2018). 

Comprehension and passage likability assessments favored CR passages. Students in the study 

also responded more positively to CR materials than NCR ones of comparable level. The results 

of the study revealed that five of the eight participants averaged a higher likeability score for CR 

passages compared to NCR ones.  

A longitudinal study done by Anderson and Sadler (2009) found that African American 

males responded to curriculum issues and approaches to teaching reading in unique ways. Their 

research documented the need to focus on overall comprehension techniques, such as making 

connections in text, rich language experiences, and critical thinking skills. Anderson and Sadler 
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(2009) focused on African American boys in third, fourth, and fifth grade special education 

classes over 5 years Their work is relevant because the number of African American males in 

special education is disproportionate compared to the total number of African American males in 

K-5 education.  

Using a national sample for five years, this study highlighted reading skills most 

associated with later reading achievement for African American males in special education. For 

this group, findings showed that previous comprehension ability is consistently associated with 

future reading comprehension after several years. This study illuminated the fact that simply 

incorporating C-R literature into the classroom does not yield meaningful student performance 

results. A match with the students’ metacognitive resources is essential when using C-R reading 

material to enhance achievement.  

Essien (2017) identified promising teaching and learning practices used by educators 

with a proven record of success serving male African American students. The sample included 

48 teachers nominated by their principals. This study used data collected from narratives that 

were coded using a modified grounded theory technique. C-R teaching was perceived as 

contributing to the success for African American boys. Specifically, educators conveyed that 

doing so served to bridge cultural divides between teachers and children.  

This understanding was also a means for educators to leverage the assets that students 

brought to the classroom. Educators emphasized the need to integrate cultural relevance in all 

aspects of their classes, including teaching styles, curricular materials, and examples provided to 

learners. C-R teaching differs from traditional teaching because it infuses African American 

history and culture into the curriculum. When curriculum is delivered with C-R examples and 

teaching styles, it can have even more impact (Essien, 2017). 
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 In this time of accountability and high-stakes testing, it is important to understand how 

prior knowledge and interest/enjoyment influence reading achievement for disenfranchised, 

struggling readers. McCullough, (2013) studied whether students would perform better if they 

read C-R materials in which they were interested or that they connected to in some way. The 

study was conducted on 117 eighth-grade African American students in Chicago public schools. 

Students were instructed to read short stories from young adult multicultural anthologies and 

complete demographic, prior knowledge and reading comprehension instruments.  

Students in the study indicated that they preferred the African American stories, because 

they experienced a higher level of enjoyment and liking for the main character. Significantly 

lower prior knowledge item difficulties for the African American texts indicated that they were 

more familiar with the information in the C-R texts. The African American students were able to 

relate to and connect with the African American stories at a higher rate than any of the other 

stories.  

Although reading comprehension data were not significantly higher, it does support the 

thought that readers’ prior knowledge of cultural information embedded in the text does function 

as a support for reading comprehension and in can enhance performance for students at midrange 

and low achievement levels. This study provides support and evidence that exposure may be an 

important component of C-R pedagogy for African American students. 

 The studies examined in this section of the literature review highlighted the importance 

of incorporating C-R materials within the pedagogy in a way that ensures African American 

students have access to C-R materials that let make personal connections.  
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Impact of Culturally-Relevant Literacy Materials on Equity 

C-R curricula is not a new concept. Research and discussions about C-R curriculum have been 

done over the past several decades.. Grant (1973) studied 998 third and sixth grade African 

American students who were enrolled in 10 randomly selected inner-city schools). The 

researcher found that those exposed to a rich C-R curriculum had better attendance and reading 

achievement. 

This study’s purpose was to examine the effect of C-R curriculum material on the self-

concept, achievement, and attendance of African American students. Grant (1973) found that 

relevant curriculum material does have a positive effect on the school achievement of black 

inner-city students. Within the study, black students were given a pretest and posttest, after four 

months of exposure to a self-instructional lab. Three instruments (How I Feel About Myself 

Inventory, Metropolitan Reading Test and Attendance Form) were used to measure the effect of 

relevant materials administered to the black students.  

After data were analyzed, there was a statistical difference in terms of achievement for 

those black students within the study who were exposed to the lab. For example, further analysis 

was done using Scheffe’s method for comparison between the means of the control group and 

the experimental group. This analysis revealed a significant difference between the sixth grade 

experimental and control groups, with the experimental group having a much higher mean. This 

provided evidence that using C-R curriculum materials with African American elementary and 

middle school students resulted in positive increases in their achievement. 

Academic achievement is positively correlated with educational attainment and 

educational attainment has a positive correlation with one’s socioeconomic status. Therefore, the 

continued existence of academic achievement gaps contribute to persistent racial inequality in 
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other areas of life (Whaley & Noel, 2012). C-R curriculum may provide one viable solution to 

help close the achievement gap and improve the future socioeconomic status for African 

Americans.  

Student Perceptions and Preferences for Culturally-Relevant Materials 

For African Americans, being exposed to cultural practices, language, dialect and 

experiences in a rich C-R reading curriculum increases their engagement, enjoyment, interest, 

and performance (Cai, 2008). Research has shown that culturally diverse students learn best 

when appropriate and authentic materials relate to the students’ culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Racism in schools and society adversely affects African American students’ academic 

achievement and motivation (Whaley & Noel, 2012). Using a longitudinal sample of 562 African 

American students, Spencer et al. (2015) found that high academic success was related to high 

self-esteem among African American students. Culturally diverse students are much more 

interested in literature that has characters who live the same cultural experiences they do.  

Reading about culturally diverse and successful student examples may increase the self-

esteem of culturally diverse students (Goetz & Sadoski, 1995). A strong identification with 

American culture may actually enhance academic performance in some instances. Theories of 

cultural compatibility acknowledge that though the United States’ schooling practices are 

dominated by European and American culture, African American communities consider 

education a primary tool for Black progress (Whaley & Noel, 2012). 

Blake (1998) suggested the primary way to take African Americans’ background into 

account is to encourage students to formulate their own cultural texts before and after 

encountering a literary work, thereby opening up the options to respond aesthetically. A strong 

cultural identity among African American children has been shown to encourage academic 
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success. A study completed by Oyserman et al. (2003) provided results that African American 

students’ performance is related to their social identity. In their study, the focus was on racial-

ethnic identity (REI).  

REI has been shown to impact academic achievement, so the study focused on three 

elements: connectedness, embedded achievement, and awareness of racism. Connectedness 

focuses on a positive sense of belonging and being part of a group linked to its history, traditions 

and future (Oyserman et al. 2003). Embedded achievement refers to the belief that achievement 

is an ingroup identifier. For African Americans, viewing achievement as part of being Black 

facilitates identification with academic goals and reduces dis-identification with school and 

cultural inversion by which school is not viewed as African American (Oyserman et al. 2003).  

Finally, the awareness of racism deals with the awareness of challenges that members of a group 

face due to the structure of society.   

Oyserman et al. (2003) administered a questionnaire about their thoughts and feelings to 

139 eighth grade African American students in a high poverty middle school. To determine 

whether REI could be described in terms of the three components described above, a close-ended 

scale was developed. After the data were collected and analyzed it was determined that for 

African American boys, the connectedness element was the primary catalyst for improved 

academic achievement; for girls, the catalyst was embedded achievement. This study has 

promising implications for educators who use and be aware of all three elements to help 

influence positive academic gains for their African American students (Oyserman et al., 2003)   

African American students’ strong identification with their culture was positively 

associated with various measures of academic achievement. Such findings may have 

implications for the role of culture in closing the achievement gap between Black and White 
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students (Whaley & Noel, 2012). Gutierrez and Stone (2002) found that the receptiveness of 

cultural relevance may have more to do with prior knowledge in the interaction with content of 

the text, which positively influences their performance on assessments. This may also impact 

students’ motivation.  

Ladson-Billings (1995) also addressed the need for pedagogy to empower students. This 

type of presentation of the curriculum not only addresses student achievement but also helps 

them accept and affirm their cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that 

challenge inequities that schools and other social institutions perpetuate. C-R literacy materials 

are a facet of C-R pedagogy that educators could use to instruct African American students. 

Farris et al. (2009) completed a qualitative study in which 17% of the participants were 

African American males within two fifth-grade classes. The purpose of the study was to examine 

the reading preferences of African American fifth-grade boys and to motivate them to read more. 

Boys were given a collection of books based on recommendations from teachers. Data sources 

included email correspondence between the teacher and boys (boys had to send one email each 

week to the teacher describing and reacting to the literature they were reading), transcripts of 

interviews and field notes. The findings of the study highlighted the importance of helping boys 

find entry-point books that met their personal preferences. It was also noted that teachers needed 

to become more familiar with C-R books, so they could provide boys, especially African 

American boys, access to appropriate literature (Farris et al. 2009). 

Howard (2001) demonstrated that African American students were more comfortable 

with teachers who used a C-R curriculum in their communication, interaction, and overall 

awareness. This is important for educators as they continue to search for ways to connect with 

African American students by employing C-R curriculum. The C-R pedagogy framework 
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(Hefflin, 2002) may ensure that their educational strategies and practices are aligned with 

African American students’ perceptions and preferences. 

Teachers’ Cultural Awareness/Biases and African American Students 

 Non-White students fill most seats in today’s public school, but are taught by an 80+ 

percent White teaching force, which often has, subconsciously, lower expectations for non-White 

students (Kendi, 2019). The goal of C-R pedagogy is to elevate African American students’ 

academic achievement by adding C-R materials. These, in turn, influence African American 

students to use current knowledge to gain new knowledge (Hefflin, 2002). With this pedagogy in 

mind, Hefflin (2002) developed a framework to guide his planning and searching for C-R 

methods and materials. Borrowing from studies done by Foster (1995) and Ladson-Billings & 

Henry (1990), Hefflin developed the C-R pedagogy framework (see Table 2). 

Table 2 

Culturally-Relevant Pedagogy Framework (After Hefflin, 2002) 

 Textual: 

Culturally 

conscious 

Social: 

Call and  

Response 

Cultural: 

Communal  

connections 

Personal:  

Individual  

linkage 

 

Pedagogical: 

Methods/tools  

 

How can the 

methods I use 

tap into the 

culturally 

conscious 

themes of the 

literature? 

How can the 

methods I use 

integrate call- 

and- response 

interaction 

patterns? 

 

How can my 

reading aloud 

the story prompt 

call and 

response 

interactions? 

 

 

How can the 

methods I use 

draw on my 

student’s 

community, 

home, culture, 

and history? 

How can the 

methods I use 

create 

opportunities 

for students to 

link their 

personal lives 

to the 

literature? 
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Cultural Patterns 

The C-R pedagogy framework developed by Hefflin (2002) can be used as a reflective 

tool to assist teachers in designing C-R lessons free of bias and having a more culturally aware 

perspective. The framework may also assist educators to choose relevant materials that are 

textually, socially, culturally, and personally more aligned with the lives of African American 

students. 

Teachers have the ability to make instructional choices as to how to enlist students to 

make the curriculum more impactful and meaningful to students and honor diversity (Swartz, 

2009). Positive teacher expectations and their positive relationships with African American 

students are significant protective factors for academic achievement (Whaley & Noel, 2012). 

Hefflin (2002) observed that teachers found tailoring instruction to fit the textual, social, cultural, 

and personal lives of their students is largely about seeing pedagogy through the norms and 

practices of their students’ lives. Teachers with more knowledge of African American culture 

and history are more equipped to teach African American students (Flowers, 2007).  

Materials What children’s 

literature reflects 

the best 

Elements of 

culturally 

conscious 

literature? 

What children’s 

literature invites 

call and response 

interactions 

during read-

aloud? 

 

What children’s 

literature 

includes call-

and-response 

interaction 

patterns in its 

dialogue and/ or 

narration? 

What children’s 

literature 

describes an 

accurate, 

appropriate, and 

realistic account 

of the African 

American 

community, 

home, culture, 

and history? 

What 

children’s 

literature 

invites students 

to make strong 

personal 

connections 

between the 

literature and 

their personal 

lives? 
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Grant & Ladson-Billings (1997) showed that teachers should have high expectations for 

African American students and believe they can succeed. Teachers must be able to: 

• Scaffold instruction; 

• Meet individual students’ needs; 

• Have conscious awareness of self and others’ cultures; and 

• Recognize that teaching is flexible and fluid.  

As shown in Table 2, one educator stated in a study conducted by Hefflin (2002) that, “using the 

framework was to look within herself and examine her own values, attitudes, and belief systems 

in relation to her students’ culture “(p. 234). Educators in that study also stated that “we realized 

that we needed a broader instructional lens through which to view the world-and the students in 

our classrooms. We needed a pedagogy that was relevant to our students’ culture” (Hefflin, 

2002, p.248). Educators should come to this conclusion in terms of their perceptions of a C-R 

pedagogy and believe it is valued and important enough to invest time and intellectual energy.   

On the other hand, teachers’ cultural bias towards African American students likely 

negatively impact their academic achievement. Low teacher expectations have been discussed 

for decades as a crucial influence on the poor performance of African American students from 

PK-12 (Rist, 1970, 2000). For teachers to be able to impact the reading achievement of African 

Americans, a study conducted by Bennet et al. (2018) showed that educators must engage in 

active listening, in which they respond to students’ stories, or listen for things that interest their 

students and can be connected to the curriculum. This is important when educators design and 

create lesson plans. Irvine et al. (2000) asserted that teacher knowledge and reflection are 

important considerations when designing and using a culturally responsive lesson. 
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Teachers play a large role in how students engage and learn within the classroom. In a 

study conducted by Milner (2014), the researcher wanted to learn about, study, and describe how 

and why teachers succeeded in a high poverty, high minority middle school. The study took 

place over two school years. The researcher analyzed documents and artifacts and conducted 

interviews. The primary focus was on one teacher, Ms. Shaw.  

One finding from the interviews was that an important aspect of teaching is recognizing 

and undertaking multiple roles with students. Teaching is about more than just strictly focusing 

on subject matter; it’s the ability to help students develop socio-political consciousness, a tenet 

of C-R pedagogy.  

Milner’s (2014) study aligned with Ladson-Billings’(1992b) three tenets that shape C-R 

pedagogy: academic achievement, cultural competence, and sociopolitical consciousness. 

Sociopolitical consciousness considers the micro-, meso-, and macro-level matters that have a 

bearing on teachers’ and students’ lived experiences and educational interactions and seeks to 

equip students with needed skills to be able to comprehend the social context in which they live.  

Educators who create learning contexts that can be classified as C-R are those who see 

students’ culture as an asset, not as a detriment, to their success (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Milner 

(2014) used Ladson-Billings tenet of sociopolitical consciousness as an analytic tool to explain 

the practices of Ms. Shaw, thus giving additional evidence that making the curriculum more 

relevant for students is effective (Milner, 2014). Chall et al. (1990) observed that a teacher’s 

expectation for their African American students affected the extent to which the students were 

challenged, called upon in class, and pressed for answers. Teacher expectations are related to 

their beliefs that all students can achieve, especially African Americans. This belief or 
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expectation is manifested in how a lesson and instructional presentation are delivered by the 

teacher.  

According to Armento (2001), there are a number of beliefs central to the developing C-

R pedagogy. Those that helped nurture and guide such inquiry were the beliefs that C-R 

pedagogy encourages teachers to: (1) provide and use relevant and meaningful learning 

materials, (2) create learning environments that include cultures, customs, and traditions that are 

different from their own, and (3) include lessons that assist students in making meaningful 

connections between their lives and school-related experiences. Armento (2001) concluded that 

teachers need to be made aware of their internalized stereotypes from American culture about 

different ethnic/racial groups and how these stereotypes influence classroom interactions with 

students of color to better deliver C-R curriculum (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004).  

Ladson-Billings (1995) gave three criteria for teacher proficiency in C-R teaching:  

• An ability to develop students academically. This means effectively helping 

students read, write, speak, compute, pose and solve higher order problems, and 

engage in peer review of problem solutions. 

• A willingness to nurture and support cultural competence in both home and 

school cultures. The key is for teachers to value and build on skills that students 

bring from the home culture. For example, teachers of African American students 

can use the lyrics of rap songs to teach elements of poetry before they proceed to 

a study of more conventional poetry.  

• Having a sociopolitical or critical consciousness. Teachers help students 

recognize, understand, and critique current social inequities. 
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C-R teaching has also been researched by the Education Alliance (2020). Investigators 

discovered seven characteristics that teachers can employ to increase cultural awareness. Those 

seven are: positive perspectives on parents and families, communicating high expectations, 

learning within the context of culture, student-centered instruction, culturally- mediated 

instruction, and reshaping the curriculum and teacher as facilitator.  

The best opportunity for schools to meet the educational goals for African American 

youth and reduce the achievement gap is to capitalize on the cultural strengths of the African 

American community (Whaley & Noel, 2012). If educators’ partner with the African American 

community and solicit support and guidance to create a strong C-R curriculum. This partnership 

demonstrated a positive effect on the academic success of African American students.  

Adolescents in Middle School 

The middle-school model began to be widely adopted almost 40 years ago. Research and 

writing about the middle school setting found that this particular configuration of grade levels of 

students often presents unique challenges. A number of researchers described the uniqueness of 

this setting, much of which has been described using various negative descriptors. In their study 

of the middle school context, Kim et al. (2014) found that administrators have described middle 

schools as chaotic with a host of student conduct problems.  

An important difference involves the transition from elementary school to middle school. 

Typically, this transition involves students changing from spending time in a single teacher’s 

classroom each day, to multiple teachers for different curricular content. This typically involves 

students moving from place to place independently navigating a variety of classes, class 

structures, materials and procedures. The research team determined that the “chaos” and conduct 
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problems in middle schools often negatively impact the school’s social context and influence 

how middle school students feel about their school experiences.  

Similar to Kim et al.’s (2014) study of 1,483 adolescent experiences in 43 middle and K-

8 schools found that middle schoolers often report that they have less favorable school 

experiences. Malone et al. (2017) also found that middle school students often have more 

negative experiences than any other groups of grade levels. Previously cited researchers found 

that  middle school students tend to enjoy their school experiences less than other grade 

configurations, particularly elementary school settings in which students had fewer teachers 

across the school day and school year. 

Middle school students typically have multiple teachers with varying expectations and 

rules (Malone et al., 2017). Middle school students are also more likely to experience a decline 

in motivation and academic performance in this more hectic environment (Lacy, 2024). Given 

the difficulties of the middle school setting, this could have an impact on the use of C-R 

curriculum and how it may influence the academic achievement of African American middle 

schoolers.  

Summary 

Overall, the number of studies that have explored the using a C-R curriculum is relatively 

limited. They are even more scant at the middle school level. More research is needed to confirm 

the proposition that C-R literature is not only highly engaging but also likely to lead to more 

proficient readers than typical texts. It is important to understand that no single study can answer 

the many complex questions that affect African American students, and some strategies and 

research may only apply to relatively small sample (Flowers, 2007). 
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Cheeseman and De Pry (2010) offered numerous suggestions for using culturally 

responsive reading instruction that are intuitively appealing. However more research is needed. 

For this study, the researcher hoped to learn how making a change effort impacted middle school 

ELA teachers. This review of literature suggested that further examination of the use of C-R 

curriculum to improve the reading proficiency of African Americans is needed.  

Both state and national data can illuminate whether further study of instructional 

strategies could impact African Americans in a way to close the achievement gap and produce 

students’ outcomes that raise reading comprehension scores. Until this is done, African 

American students may continue to be at a disadvantage and may not achieve the American 

Dream because they may leave public education unprepared for employment in the current 

workplace.   

The Brown vs. Board of Education ruling confirmed that the U. S. must provide an equal 

education for all students. However, even today, 70 years later, wide educational disparities exist 

throughout the country. One way to address this situation is to provide African American 

students access to a developed C-R curriculum.  

The term C-R pedagogy is attributed to Ladson-Billings, who wrote,   

“a culturally relevant pedagogy serves to empower students to the point where they will 

be able to examine critically educational content and process and ask what its role is in 

creating a truly democratic and multicultural society. It uses the students’ culture to help 

them create meaning and understand the world” (Ladson-Billings, 1992b).  

Within the C-R pedagogy, a C-R curriculum could be used to connect with African American 

students more effectively.  
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This review of the literature explored the use of C-R literacy materials, and their benefits 

and impact on equity. It also analyzed students’ perceptions and preferences when such materials 

are used. Teachers’ cultural awareness and biases that may influence their effects on improving 

the reading achievement of African American students was evaluated through a review of 

relevant literature. Finally, the literature review demonstrated the importance of taking into 

account the impact of middle school on adolescents.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Chapter 1 framed the purpose of the study and presented the research questions guiding 

it. Chapter 2 reviewed literature supporting the need for the research. For the purpose of this 

study, a C-R curriculum is defined as incorporating the cultural characteristics, experiences, and 

perspectives of ethnically diverse students to be conduits for teaching them more effectively 

(Gay, 2002). Chapter 3 described the role of the researcher and the research design and explains 

other important components of the study including selection of participants, setting, sampling 

method and size, along with the instrumentation to be used. Chapter 3 concluded by describing 

data collection and analysis, trustworthiness and ethical considerations. The researcher hoped to 

add to the body of research on using the C-R literacy curriculum at the middle school level. 

Research Questions 

The focus of the study was to capture the perceptions of middle school ELA teachers 

about their use of a district-adopted, C-R literacy curriculum with students at an urban middle 

school in the southeastern United States. Academic achievement in reading in 2025 for African 

American students at Southside Middle School (a pseudonym) was 48.1 percent compared to 

62.7 percent for White students as measured by the state’s EOG assessment.  

African American and Hispanic students comprise most of the students at Southside. 

Consequently, the large urban school district of which Southside Middle was a part of, approved 

the beginning a C-R literacy curriculum. The purpose of this study was to understand the 

perceptions of teachers who used a C-R literacy curriculum, investigating their successes and 

challenges. This section gives an overview of the methodology that was used in this study.  
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Research questions are the core component of an investigative study and they “allow us 

to further narrow down the purpose of a study by focusing on exactly what we are trying to 

understand” (Terrell, 2016, p. 25). The research questions guiding this case study are : 

• How do middle school ELA teachers perceive and describe their experiences with 

using a C-R literacy curriculum at a large, urban, public middle school? 

• What are teachers’ perceived successes using a C-R literacy curriculum?  

• What are teachers’ perceived challenges using a C-R literacy curriculum?  

Overview of Methodology 

 Buckley and Chiang (1976) defined research methodology as a strategy or design with 

which the researcher maps out an approach to problem-finding or problem-solving. Qualitative 

research starts with questions and is intended to result in deeper learning regarding a topic. The 

guiding questions within a study, shape specific research activities (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). 

This study utilized a qualitative case study research design to examine middle school teachers’ 

perceptions of their use of a C-R literacy curriculum in an urban middle school. As stated by 

Terrell (2016), “it’s ultimately the role of the qualitative researcher to immerse him- or herself 

directly into the study and collect the data he or she needs” (p.147).   

A common qualitative research approach is the case study. A case study seeks to 

understand a larger phenomenon through intensive study of a specific instance (Rossman & 

Rallis, 2017). Rashid et al. (2019) discussed a qualitative case study checklist which was used to 

guide this study. The first phase is the foundation phase of the case in which the researcher 

creates philosophical assumptions. The second step of the checklist is the pre-field phase, which 

is comprised of a step-by-step research protocol guide that highlights the key procedures 

designed before conducting the case study. The third phase is the field phase where actual 
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contact and interaction with participants is managed. The last aspect of the checklist is the 

reporting phase, when the description of cases and participants is presented. 

 The four phases of the case study checklist that was used for this study. In this study, the 

larger phenomenon to be investigated was the perceptions of middle school teachers concerning 

their experience with a district-required, C-R literacy curriculum. In a case study, a real time 

phenomenon is explored within its naturally-occurring context, along with the consideration that 

context created a difference (Kaarbo & Beasley, 1999). A case study is an appropriate research 

design when you want to gain concrete, contextual, in-depth knowledge about a specific real-

world subject. It allows you to explore the key characteristics, meanings, and implications of the 

case (McCombes, 2023). 

Transformative research can occur when participants take actions that empower them to 

change oppressive structures and practices (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Mertens (2017) stated that 

“the transformative paradigm provides a philosophical framework for designing research that has 

the potential for changes at the individual and societal levels. This framing prompts the 

researcher to engage differently with study participants, ask different kinds of research questions, 

and design studies that are focused on supporting changes” (p. 23).  

Such reasoning helped steer the researchers’ work, and desire to contribute to societal 

transformation. Depending upon the findings this study could possibly equip participants with 

the knowledge to become advocates for changing curricular decisions and their use. This type of 

research may also broaden our current understanding and provide new pathways to instruct 

African American students. On the other hand, the curricular choice was mandated by this 

district and not optional for the participants. The researcher maintained objectivity while 
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interviewing the participants, in hopes that they spoke freely on all aspects of the effort as well as 

their perceived results of the effort. Their identities remained anonymous.  

Research Design 

Phenomenology is a tradition in German philosophy that explores the essence of a lived 

experience (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Within this study the lived experiences are those of 

middle school ELA teachers as they implemented a districtwide, C-R literacy curriculum with 

their students. These are the voices for which this study seeks to give a platform.   

Role of Researcher 

In a qualitative study, research is conducted from an insider’s perspective by direct 

involvement, collaboration, and interaction with research participants (Terrell, 2016). Despite the 

risk of bias, but many times it is necessary for the researcher to become involved in the research 

process if an in-depth understanding is needed to produce research data (Damaskinidis, 2017). 

The researcher is an African American male that has served in a variety of roles in education for 

over two decades as a teacher, assistant principal, principal, human resource team leader and 

curriculum specialist.  

Therefore, the research study was done within the field of work that the researcher has 

done for over 25 years. Thus, the researcher was directly involved and have regular interaction 

with the teachers. Given this research design, the researcher’s personal biography shapes the 

project in important ways, so it is crucial that the researcher develops an acute sensitivity to the 

participants in the study (Ross & Rollins, 2017).  

This is important because the researcher is a member of the marginalized racial group and 

while he may look at the research through a subjective lens, he must also withhold any bias to 

clearly hear the voices of the participants. The researcher adhered to strict guidelines relevant to 
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collecting data. As the researcher is familiar with the setting and participants, an important role 

as researcher is to ensure the confidentiality of information obtained and the identity of the 

participants. Damaskinidis (2017) wrote that researchers need to be aware that they address their 

personal assumptions and prejudices which, at least partly, could help them remain open-minded 

and mitigate potential biases. 

Further, the researcher seeks to maintain the integrity of the research. Qualitative research 

generates knowledge that has the potential to serve the society studied, whether through 

immediate impact on a decision, shaping one’s understanding of a complex topic, or by one’s 

actions that can empower participants (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Because of the knowledge that 

can be obtained, it is imperative that participants’ perceptions are clearly articulated and captured 

accurately.  

Participants 

For this study, the participants chosen were middle school ELA teachers who were 

engaged in a year-long effort to use a C-R literacy curriculum adopted by their district office 

during the 2025-2026 academic year. The purposive sample of middle ELA consist of 6 to 12 

current ELA employees at Southside Middle School. Their participation allowed for data 

collection from the perspective of current ELA middle school teachers. The demographic 

composition of the teaching staff at the school is: 75 percent of the teachers self-identify as 

White; and 25 percent identify themselves as non-White. All individuals invited to participate in 

the study were informed that their participation is voluntary. Participants needed to have at least 

two years of experience teaching middle school ELA. All were licensed teachers in the state.  
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Setting 

The setting for this study is Southside Middle School (a pseudonym), a 6th-8th grade 

middle school located in an urban district in the southeastern United States. Constructed in 2000, 

Southside is a Science Technology Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) school. The program 

at Southside focuses on integrating STEM into all subjects within all grade levels.  According to 

the NCDPI (2021), 56.9 percent of the students at Southside Middle School were classified as 

economically disadvantaged in 2023. The annual level of academic achievement in reading for 

African American students at Southside in 2025 was 48.1 percent compared to 62.7 percent for 

White students, as measured by EOG assessment.  

The school was chosen due to its diversity in student demographics and culture and its 

use of a C-R literacy curriculum. The student enrollment is 800 students during the time of the 

study, with 27.9 percent of the students being African American, as shown in Table 3.  

Table 3 

Southside Middle School Enrollment By Race (2025) 

Ethnic Group Percent of Enrollment 

African American 27.9% 

Hispanic 28.5% 

White 34.1% 

Asian 3.9% 

Two or More 5.2% 

American Indian 0.4% 
 

Sampling Method 

Purposeful sampling is a technique widely used in qualitative research for identifying and 

selecting information-rich cases that offer the most effective use of limited resources (Patton, 

2002). The approach in this study is to include a part of the broader middle school ELA teacher 

population, called “sample population” (Elfil, 2007). Accessing the middle school ELA teachers 
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within one school, Southside Middle, is achievable. Terrell (2016) stated that “purposive 

sampling is just as the name implies; it is a sample chosen on purpose because those sampled 

meet specific criteria” (p. 75).  

The criteria for this study are middle school ELA teachers who were employed at 

Southside Middle School the 2024 school year. Having middle school ELA teachers as 

participants is important to this study because this targeted group was responsible for using the 

C-R literacy curriculum that year. Cresswell and Plano Clark (2011) wrote that the selection of 

the participants is important because it involves identifying and selecting individuals or groups 

of individuals who are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of 

interest.  

Sample Size 

 Terrell (2016) said that from the outset, qualitative sampling is generally purposive. We 

know the group we want to work with, and we select members from that group to interview. The 

researcher’s sample size was six teachers. Factors that affect sample size include available 

resources, time, and objectives. However, sample size is also determined by the concept of 

‘theoretical saturation,’ or “the point in data collection when new data no longer bring additional 

insights to the research questions.” (Mack et al., 2005). This study seeks to add to the body of 

knowledge around using a C-R literacy curriculum from the viewpoint of the classroom teacher.   

Instrumentation 

There are two data collection techniques that were used in the study by the researcher: a 

research participant Google survey (Appendix B) sent via email and a semi-structed interview 

conducted via Microsoft Teams. Once approval was granted by the University of North Carolina-

Charlotte’s IRB, prospective participants were sent a recruitment email, providing an explanation 
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of the study and requirements for participation. Prospective participants were sent a Google 

survey, which was sent via email.  

The survey was administered to obtain information about the teachers’ race or ethnic 

group, hometown, college attended, years of teaching experience, and qualifications. The 

purpose of obtaining this type of information is to provide in-depth reporting of the teachers’ 

characteristics to gain deeper insights into their perceptions of the benefits and challenges of 

having a C-R literacy curriculum 

For the semi-structured interview, the researcher designed a series of interview questions 

aligned to the study’s research questions and was used with each participant. As described by 

Hyatt and Roberts (2023), when developing items for the instrument, it is critical that items are 

aligned with research questions to ensure that all research concepts or variables are adequately 

covered in the instrument (Appendix D). The interview questions were open-ended to allow for 

more descriptive responses. The researcher plans to utilize a 11 item semi-structed interview 

process to guide the teacher interviews.  

The interview process was based on interview questions which address teacher 

perceptions of using a C-R literacy curriculum. During the interview, the participants’ responses 

was audio-recorded. Doing so let the researcher focus on the interview content, the verbal 

prompts (Jamshed, 2014), and protects the confidentiality of the participants. After the 

interviews, participants’ responses was transcribed with NVivo. Data were analyzed to identify 

any recurring themes and patterns. The interviews occurred during mutually agreed upon times 

for the teachers. Each interview lasted approximately an hour to complete and occur in a natural 

setting at the convenience of the participant via Microsoft Teams.  
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Data Collection 

In any research study, the theoretical basis of the study can be a sound foundation on 

which to build data collection (Polit & Hungler, 1995). In this study, the researcher used employ 

individual semi-structured interviews. Interviewing is one of the most common formats of data 

collection in qualitative research. Most qualitative research interviews are either semi‑structured, 

lightly-structured or in‑depth (Mason, 1994). The researcher plans to conduct semi-structured 

interviews via Microsoft Teams. Semi-structed interviews are those in‑depth interviews where 

the respondents are asked to answer preset open‑ended questions (Jamshed, 2014).  

The purpose of semi-structured interview in this study was to understand the perceptions 

of teachers who taught a C-R literacy curriculum. Permission from UNC-Charlotte’s IRB was 

obtained before conducting interviews. The researcher also received written approval from the 

school district ahead of conducting the research. Teachers were sent an email describing the 

research and be asked to give permission to participate in the study. All participants completed a 

consent form to be part of the study. 

Procedures 

According to Mack et al. (2005), it is important to take special care to avoid saying 

anything that could be interpreted as coercive. The voluntary nature of each participant in a 

research study must always be emphasized. Once the University’s IRB office approved the 

research study, the researcher then sought approval from the school district. After approval from 

the school district, the researcher contacted potential participants via email. The researcher 

explained the study in detail (i.e., providing a rationale for the research, expectations of 

participants, benefits, risks and confidentiality) within a recruitment email that was sent to each 
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perspective participant. To obtain the informed consent, all participants needed to complete a 

consent form (Appendix C), acknowledging that they agree to participate in the study.  

Next, the researcher emailed the Google survey to each participant. The survey is a 

systemic method for gathering information from a sample with the purpose of constructing 

quantitative descriptors of the population (Jansen, 2010). The survey was used to gather 

information about each participant’s race or ethnic group, hometown, college attended, years of 

teaching experience, and qualifications.  

All participants were informed that they can skip any question or questions, or end the 

interview at any time with no obligation to finish or continue. Participants were also assigned a 

pseudonym to protect their identity during the study. The only possible identifying 

characteristics were those that were self-reported on the Google survey.  

Following this, the researcher scheduled a semi-structed Microsoft Teams interview with 

each participant. The researcher accommodated participants’ requests for a particular day and 

time for their interview. Once an agreed-upon interview day and time is selected, participants 

were provided a Microsoft Teams link before the scheduled interview. The researcher also 

signaled to when the interview started and ended. 

During the interview, participant responses were recorded. After the interview questions 

and responses were completed, the participant was thanked, and the Microsoft Teams session 

ended. After the interviews, the participant’s recorded responses were previewed and transcribed 

for further review. Tessier (2012) said that, if possible, a transcript should be produced from the 

recording after the interview. This approach provides completeness, keeps the data fresh for 

analysis, and provides context. Finally, the transcripts were emailed to each participant to be 

approved by participants as a member check to ensure accuracy.  
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research is the process of systematically searching and 

arranging the interview transcripts, observation notes, or other non-textual materials that the 

researcher accumulates to increase their understanding of the phenomenon (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1982). Following the member check, data were read by the researcher multiple times for analysis 

to identify any recurring themes and patterns. 

In this study, a constant comparative analysis approach was used with the data. In 

qualitative studies, the purpose is to generate knowledge about common patterns and themes 

with human experience. This process continues by comparing each new interview or account 

until all have been compared with each other (Thorne, 2000). The researcher had multiple 

readings to compare transcriptions and responses to develop themes and patterns.   

NVivo is a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software that allows qualitative 

inquiry beyond coding, sorting and retrieving data. The program helps maximize efficiency and 

accelerate grouping data according to categories and retrieving coded themes (Wong, 2008). 

After transcribed files were uploaded into NVivo, the researcher synthesized the data and 

interpret the meanings extracted from the data to identify codes and themes. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness of a study refers to the confidence in data, interpretation and methods 

used to ensure the quality of a study (Pilot & Beck, 2014). This is important to both the 

participants within the study and other individuals within education and who have a vested 

interest in the academic success of middle schoolers. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested four 

criteria to support and help ensure trustworthiness within a study. These four are credibility, 
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transferability, dependability and confirmability. For a study to be useful and credible to readers, 

it must generate trust in its integrity (Rossman & Rallis, 2016).  

Connelly (2016) stated that “the question a reader might ask is, was the study conducted 

using standard procedures typically used in indicated qualitative approach or was an adequate 

justification provided for variations?” (pg. 435) Standard procedures used in this qualitative 

study were semi-structured interviews and surveys. Purposeful sampling was used to identify 

participants for that meet a certain criterion (i.e., middle school ELA teachers). The researcher 

transcribed the interviews and transcripts were verified with participants and uploaded into 

NVivo to help promote the efficiency of coding the data, helping identify themes. Braun and 

Clarke (2006) stated that thematic analysis is a qualitative research method for identifying, 

analyzing, organizing, describing, and reporting themes found in a data set.  

Transferability is the extent to which a study’s findings are useful to those in other 

settings (Connelly, 2016). Qualitative researchers maintain that patterns and descriptions from 

one context may apply to another (Stahl & King, 2020). Within this study, the researcher 

attempted to provide a rich, descriptive and detailed analysis of the participants’ responses. 

Transfer is only possible when a description provides a rich enough description of circumstances 

for application to others’ situations and usually at the behest of the local constituents (Stahl & 

King, 2020). 

Dependability refers to the stability of the data over time and during ,the conditions of the 

study (Polit & Beck, 2014). To achieve dependability, researchers can ensure the research 

process is logical, traceable, and clearly documented (Tobin & Begley, 2004). The researcher 

documented and articulated these features by providing detailed notes of the data collection 
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process. All information collected was provided to participants for review in an effort to create 

transparency.  

Confirmability is the degree to which findings are consistent and could be repeated 

(Connelly, 2016). Rather than constructing a reality in findings, qualitative researchers who 

pursue objectivity, rely on constructs such as precision and accuracy in their research (Stahl & 

King, 2020). According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), confirmability is established when 

credibility, transferability and dependability are all achieved.  

Ethical Considerations 

The relationships that are established between the researcher and participants in 

qualitative studies can raise a range of ethical concerns, such as respect for privacy, establishing 

honest and open interactions and avoiding misrepresentations (Warusznski, 2002). The 

researcher ensured the process was ethical by following protocols such as the use of pseudonyms 

to conceal participants’ identities, allowing participants to review the transcript of their interview 

and ensuring confidentiality within the study. All participants in the study were licensed teachers 

older than 18. Therefore, informed consent from each participant was given The researcher 

emphasized to participants that the requirements and research expectations were in accord with 

UNC-Charlotte’s IRB. 

Summary 

Chapter 3 discussed the methods to be used in this study. Participants within the study 

were middle school ELA teachers employed at Southside Middle School. To assess teacher 

perceptions of a C-R literacy curriculum, individual teacher interviews were used to collect data. 

After reviewing procedures and data analysis, the researcher explained the importance of 

trustworthiness and ethical considerations. In Chapter 4, the researcher shared the major findings 
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and themes from the analysis of the surveys and interviews. Chapter 5 interprets the findings and 

offers recommendations for future studies. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

This qualitative case study explored the perceptions of middle school English Language 

Arts (ELA) teachers on their use of a C-R literacy curriculum. In this study, the larger 

phenomenon explored was the perceptions of middle school ELA teachers concerning their 

experience with a district-adopted, C-R literacy curriculum. The researcher further desired to 

gather knowledge around teachers’ perceived successes and challenges using this curriculum.   

 This chapter describes the method in which the participants were recruited, the 

recruitment survey results, a description of each participant within the study, key findings 

aligned with the research questions, and concludes with an overall summary.  

Recruitment 

 Once I selected the school district in which I sought to conduct the research study, I first 

had to obtain permission from the district where the research site (Southside Middle School, a 

pseudonym) was located. I submitted the research application and provided the requested 

additional documents, such as the research questions and the participant survey. To obtain 

approval, the study must satisfy the requirements of the Family Educational Rights And Privacy 

Act (FERPA) and adhere to the policies set forth by the state and local school boards. Once 

approval was obtained, I contacted the principal of Southside Middle School to inform them of 

the study and to obtain their support.  

After this, I obtained the names and number of ELA teachers within Southside Middle 

School by reviewing the school’s website. I then verified this information with the Southside 

Middle School’s principal to ensure accuracy. From the information obtained and verified by the 

principal I identified 11 teachers as potential participants. All 11 potential participants received a 

recruitment email (Appendix A). Six potential participants indicated their willingness to 
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participate in the study. The remaining five did not respond to my recruitment email. The six 

potential participants who agreed to participate in the study were provided with a consent form 

via email and a participant survey to complete (Appendix B). The consent form was approved by 

the University of North Carolin at Charlotte IRB process (Appendix C). Participants could either 

complete the consent form and return it electronically by scanning it and emailing it to me, or 

provide a hard copy with their wet signature in a sealed envelope to the front office treasurer. I 

traveled to the research site and obtained the consent forms. Once I verified all consent forms 

were complete and signed, I scheduled the virtual interviews with the identified participants via 

email utilizing Microsoft Teams.  

Participant Survey Results 

The participant survey (Appendix D) was sent as a Google document to the participants 

and consisted of nine questions. The participant survey results presented data from the six 

participants in the study. Table 4 lists participants with more than two years of experience 

teaching English Language Arts at Southside Middle School. The district adopted a new C-R 

literacy curriculum in the 2024-2025 school year, and the first year of implementation was 

during the 2025-2026 school year. Therefore, all participants were teaching at Southside Middle 

School before the new curriculum. Thus, they had the experience of teaching both the old and 

new curricula at the same school.  
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Table 4 

Participant Experience Teaching ELA at Southside Middle 

Name At Least Two Years 

Teaching ELA? 

Viola Yes 

Peggy Yes 

Debbie Yes 

Delois Yes 

Vicky Yes 

Phyllis No (one year) 
 

 

 Table 5 presents demographic information for each participant, including years of 

teaching experience, gender, ethnicity, hometown, and the college attended. Only one participant 

fell within the 0–4 years of teaching experience category, whereas the remaining five participants 

reported between five and over 21 years of experience. As shown in Table 5, all participants 

identified as female; five identified as White, and one identified as two or more races. Following 

Table 5 is a description of each participant.  

Table 5 

Participant Demographic Information  

Name Yrs.Teaching Gender Ethnicity Hometown 

Viola 21+ years Female White Buffalo, NY 

Peggy 16–20 years Female White Charlotte, NC 

Debbie 21+ years Female White Concord, NC 

Delois 21+ years Female White Concord, NC 

Vicky 5–10 years Female Multi-racial Flemington, NJ 

Phyllis 0–4 years Female White Mt. Pleasant, NC 

 

Participant One: Viola 

 Viola has over 21 years of teaching experience, and she has over two years of experience 

teaching English Language Arts at Southside Middle School. She started teaching in high school 

but did not like it. She loves middle school because of the energy, and the age group seems 
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appropriate for her. She currently teaches 7th-grade English Language Arts. She identifies as a 

White female teacher the northeastern United States. She is originally from Buffalo, New York. 

She attended the State University of New York in Potsdam, New York.  

Participant Two: Peggy 

Peggy is originally from Charlotte, North Carolina. She originally was a high school 

social studies teacher. After positions were reduced at the high school where she was employed, 

she was reassigned to a middle school English Language Arts position. She reported that she 

immediately embraced it and found it both rewarding and challenging. She completed her 

college studies at several colleges and universities. She graduated from the University of North 

Florida and from the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. In addition, she completed some 

studies at Kingston-Upon-Thames in London, England. She has between 16 and 20 years of 

experience and identifies as a White female teacher, who has over two years of experience 

teaching English Language Arts. She currently teaches 8th-grade English Language Arts at 

Southside.  

Participant Three: Debbie 

Debbie currently teaches 6th, 7th and 8th grade English Language Arts at Southside Middle 

School. She became a middle school teacher because she wanted to help children, those kids that 

really nobody else wanted to teach. She stated she just wanted to teach students who did not 

quite fit in and did not learn the same way as others. Debbie has over 21 years of experience 

teaching at Southside Middle School and has over two years of experience teaching English 

Language Arts at Southside. She is originally from Concord, North Carolina and holds degrees 

from Western Carolina University, Mars Hill University, and the University of North Carolina at 

Charlotte. Debbie identifies as a White female teacher.  
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Participant Four: Delois 

Delois identifies as a White female educator. She has over two years of experience 

teaching English Language Arts at Southside Middle School, and she has a total of over 21 years 

of teaching experience. Delois began her teaching career at the elementary level. Her sister-in-

law suggested she try middle school. From the first day she said she loved it; she did not 

understand why she had not started at the middle school level from the beginning. At Southside 

Middle School she teaches 7th-grade English Language Arts. She is from Concord, North 

Carolina and graduated from Appalachian State University.  

Participant Five: Vicky 

Vicky has between five and 10 years of experience teaching, and she has over two years 

of experience teaching English Language Arts at Southside Middle School. She currently teaches 

8th-grade English Language Arts. Vicky did not seek to become an ELA teacher, she was hired 

and trained as a middle school social studies teacher. But a former principal persuaded her to try 

teaching ELA. She identifies as a female teacher of multi-racial descent. Like Viola, she is also 

from the northeastern United States. She is originally from Flemington, New Jersey. She 

attended college at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte  

Participant Six: Phyllis 

Among the participants, Phyllis is the most inexperienced. She has a year and a half of 

experience teaching English Language Arts at Southside. Her total years of teaching experience 

fall in the 0-4 range. She began her career in elementary school and subsequently applied for a 

middle school position. She said middle schoolers fit her personality, but she still loves 

elementary school, which is why she loves 6th grade. She is from Mount Pleasant, North 
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Carolina, a small town in the southeastern United States. She identifies as a White female 

educator, who graduated from the University of North Carolina at Charlotte.  

Findings by Codes and Categories 

The purpose of the qualitative study was to examine middle school English Language 

Arts (ELA) teachers’ experiences using a district-adopted C-R literacy curriculum (Arts and 

Letters) in a large public middle school. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six 

middle school ELA teachers. The researcher completed multiple reads of each transcript. 

Through inductive thematic analysis, several themes emerged reflecting participants’ 

perceptions, reported successes, and challenges associated with the new C-R curriculum. The 

findings of this study are organized by research questions, theme and representative code, and 

are depicted in Table 6. Also, Table 7 presents the findings by participants’ references to the 

themes. A detailed description of all themes is shown after Tables 6 and 7. 

Table 6 

Summary of Findings by Research Question 

Research Question Theme Representative Codes 

RQ1: Teacher 

Perceptions1 

Philosophical Support for C-R 

Curriculum 

Inclusion; empathy; 

representation; engagement 

Perceptions2 
Mixed Experiences with 

Curriculum Implementation 

Initial optimism; frustration; 

curriculum mandates 

RQ2: Perceived 

Successes1 

Increased Engagement Through 

Cultural Exposure 

Discussion-based learning; 

student voice 

Successes2 
Benefits for Lower-Performing and 

Inclusion Students 

Structure; reduced behaviors; 

accessibility 

Successes3 
Improved Comprehension Through 

Sustained Texts 

Novel reading; background 

knowledge 

RQ3: Perceived 

Challenges1 
Inadequate PD 

Insufficient training; lack of 

modeling 

Challanges2 Loss of Instructional Autonomy 
Scripted instruction; restricted 

flexibility 

Challenges3 Lack of Differentiation High achiever disengagement 

Challenges4 Time and Pacing Constraints 
Lesson overload; unrealistic 

pacing 
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Table 7 

Summary of Findings by Participant References 

Theme 

Participants 

Referencing 

Theme 

Relative 

Coverage 

Philosophical Support for C-R 

Curriculum 
6 out of 6 Very High 

Mixed Implementation Experiences 6 out of 6 Very High 

Increased Engagement via 

Discussion 
5 out of 6 High 

Benefits for Lower-Performing 

Students 
5 out of 6 High 

Improved Comprehension via 

Novels 
4 out of 6 Moderate 

Inadequate PD 6 out of 6 Very High 

Loss of Instructional Autonomy 5 out of 6 High 

Lack of Differentiation 6 out of 6 Very High 

Time and Pacing Challenges 6 out of 6 Very High 
   

Research Question 1: How do middle school ELA teachers perceive and describe their 

experiences with using a C-R literacy curriculum at a large, urban, public middle school? 

 Research Question One sought to discover how participants perceived their experiences 

using a C-R literacy curriculum. Through data analysis, two themes emerged that aligned with 

this research question: (1) philosophical support for the C-R curriculum and (2) mixed 

experiences with its rollout . 

Theme 1: Philosophical Support for C-R Pedagogy 

Across all interviews, participants expressed strong philosophical support for a C-R 

pedagogy as an instructional approach. Vicky used terms such as exposure, understanding, and 

empathy to explain the significance of a C-R curriculum.  Delois also mentioned exposure as a 

means of improving students’ development and becoming more well-rounded. She further 
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mentioned that cultural relevance helps students become better critical thinkers and more 

accepting of different cultures, practices, and beliefs.   

Viola stated: 

It is important to include everyone in the room so that they can contribute and see 

themselves in the things we read and in the things, we talk about. But also, I think it’s 

important because of exposure. Some people don’t have anyone in their families or 

maybe even in their town that is of a different religion or culture or race. So not only 

should language arts help you see yourself in the world, I feel like you need to be able to 

see the world in front of you so that you can see what’s different than you. 

Similarly, Peggy believed that a C-R curriculum is important because we have blended 

communities, and by tapping into cultural relevance, we can engage all of our students. She 

stated, “It’s well known in education that if you can hook the kids in the material, then they can 

feel inspired to drive harder into the material which leads to better growth, both in test scores and 

just in personal growth.” 

Debbie’s view was very similar to Viola’s and Peggy’s. She felt it was important to 

ensure that when you say ‘culturally-relevant,’ it is adapted to what is happening in society 

today. “We need to make sure that the novels that they pick or the articles that they’re reading in 

that reading program or ELA program is something that those kids can relate to.  

Debbie said: 

As long as the teacher is thinking outside of the box a little bit, they can make it 

culturally-relevant. They can take it; they can use their past knowledge. They can also use 

the resources that they have on hand and experience to help adapt it to be culturally-

relevant. 
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Participants consistently emphasized the importance of students seeing themselves 

reflected in instructional materials while also learning about experiences beyond their own. For 

example, Phyllis said it’s important for students to feel included and to see themselves in what 

they are learning. She believed “that in order for it to be relevant to you, you need to see 

yourself, by doing that kids are going to be more engaged in what they are learning.”  

Viola described C-R curriculum as allowing students to “see the world in front of you so 

that you can see what’s different than you,” while Peggy emphasized its role in inspiring students 

by “hooking them in the material.” This shared belief suggests alignment with the core principles 

of C-R teaching. Overall, the participants stressed the importance of a C-R curriculum and 

described it as a means to promote inclusion, representation, empathy, and exposure to diverse 

cultures. 

Theme 2: Mixed Experiences with Curriculum Implementation 

Although teachers supported the purpose of C-R instruction, their overall experiences 

with the adopted curriculum were mixed, often characterized by frustration. Codes that emerged 

within this theme were initial optimism, frustration, and curriculum mandates. Delois’s 

frustration, concerned the pace and length of the lesson: “Like we are supposed to teach a 60-

minute lesson every day for the whole 45 days.” But she stated she doesn’t have a 60-minute 

block. She also expressed frustration with the writing component of the curriculum, stating:  

There’s also like three writing pieces each quarter, so they’re supposed to write three 

essays most of the time, and they don’t have a lot of writing skills, so we’re having to 

back up and teach writing skills and when we brought this up to the district, they keep 

telling us to just stick with it, it’s going to happen.” She mentioned that it is a challenge 

trying to meet the students’ needs where they are, she really wants her students to 
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understand the lesson. She is afraid she is sacrificing this by “a marathon of trying to get 

through a lesson a day type of thing.  

Similarly, Phyillis and Viola struggled with how to fit the curriculum into one class 

period. Phyllis stated, “So we’re not able to get a whole lesson in.” The solutions she referenced 

were either cutting material or extending a lesson over two class periods. Viola’s frustration with 

the pacing was evident when she stated that “we don’t even have 60-minute classes. We have 

like 55-minute classes. And so there isn’t room to reteach or revise or scaffold.  

Another area of frustration Phyllis spoke about was student engagement. She said, 

Getting them to care has been a big challenge because, like I said, they don’t enjoy what we’re 

reading, they don’t enjoy what we’re talking about, so they check out.” She summarized by 

stating that “it’s like they’re not there, I’m talking to a group of statues most days.  

Both Vicky and Peggy referenced buy-in and engagement of their higher-achieving 

students. Vicky stated that the curriculum doesn’t provide much in terms of differentiation and 

that she finds herself having to devise ways to challenge her advanced students. Peggy 

mentioned that “my advanced students are actually my worst behaved classes. In fact, when I 

pull out lessons, they groan and immediately start misbehaving so that they can get kicked out 

and not have to do it.” However, Peggy found that her lower-level classes were more well-

behaved and that the work was challenging but somewhat engaging.  

Some participants expressed frustration, reporting that the curriculum did not align with 

their expectations for a C-R program and required substantial modification to meet students’ 

needs. Debbie observed that one of the biggest challenges is planning, noting that we were told, 

“The lessons are already done for you.” But they are not. “You’re having to copy and paste quite 

a bit from their website to make it your own.” She also remarked about the stress of determining 
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how best to adapt the lessons for her EC (Exceptional Children) and ELL (English Language 

Learners) students. Delois also expressed frustration about having to spend time rearranging 

parts or whole lessons. She voiced the concern that: 

Our district level people need to do more than go in and tell us which lessons to skip, it 

needs to be more of a focused lesson…they said we should be planning like an hour or 

two hours for every lesson…we don’t have that kind of time.  

Vicky expressed that the lessons need to incorporate more engaging activities that 

involve students. She related: 

So instead of it 90%” of me and 10% kids.” “But it is like 90% of the time we are upfront 

doing direct instruction and 10% of the time they’re working….leaves little time for 

small groups, in class interventions, and differentiation. 

Viola also expressed disappointment in the selection of books. “We spent the whole first 

quarter reading novels about the Middle Ages” she said. As stated by the responses of the 

participants, there were variety of experiences with the new curriculum.  

Research Question 2: What Are Teachers’ Perceived Successes Using a C-R Literacy 

Curriculum? 

 Research Question Two sought to discover how participants perceived the successes of 

using a C-R literacy curriculum. Through data analysis, three themes were apparent that aligned 

with this research question: (1) increased engagement through cultural exposure and discussion, 

(2) benefits for lower-performing and inclusion students, and (3) improved comprehension 

through sustained texts.  

Theme 1: Increased Engagement Through Cultural Exposure and Discussion 
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Participants identified student discussions centered on culture, identity, and social issues 

as a notable success of the curriculum. When asked about her students’ favorite lesson thus far, 

Viola mentioned a lesson in which students shared their own cultures, foods, and other aspects 

with their peers:  

We did a lot with sharing our own cultures…My family heritage is Polish, so I made 

them some food. We came in the next day and had perogies and they told me about some 

of their food traditions. …We just did a hexagonal learning, where they had to connect 

thing in hexagons from the book we read. And they liked that because there was no one 

or right answer, and they could all share what they know and find a place for it to fit. 

According to Debbie, students can engage in conversations with their peers who are in 

other ELA teachers’ classes because now the teachers are all following the same curriculum. “In 

the past, students would not have been able to engage in academic discourse with peers in 

another ELA teacher’s class, because there was no guarantee they were using the same literacy 

resource(s).”   

Participants reported that students responded positively when lessons encouraged 

dialogue, reflection, and personal connections to cultural topics. “I don’t know if you are 

going to see the growth of this curriculum right now, but I do think that kids are enjoying 

something new and something different,” replied Debbie.  

When asked to describe her students’ academic performance before and after 

implementation. Similarly, Vicky stated “I think the discussions are great because some of them 

do struggle with like getting things on paper or making written connections, but we can talk 

about it.” 
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Delois described a lesson in which students explored the concept of social justice through 

poster creation, noting high levels of student interest and creativity. Viola highlighted 

discussions around cultural traditions and food as moments when students were highly engaged. 

These findings suggest that C-R topics foster meaningful student participation when instruction 

allows for open discussion. For example, Phyllis recalled one of her lessons her students really 

enjoyed: 

I can’t remember what the curriculum calls it, but it was kind of a like a gallery walk 

meets turn and talk. Kind of combination thing. And so the kids actually got to be up and 

out of their seat and they were walking around and talking and then it wasn’t just sitting 

and writing in their notebooks. And they really enjoyed that. And I know they enjoyed it 

because I was told today wasn’t awful. 

Delois’ experience was similar to Phyllis’ in terms of student engagement: 

 In the beginning, it was all about looking at slides and then maybe writing something 

down, but doing a lot of discussion and there wasn’t a lot of…..Sometimes doing a jigsaw 

or activities where they could get up and move and actually talk to each other and read 

things that were relevant, that may have correlated to what we were doing. They were 

excited. They were like, when are we going to do another one? You know, we enjoyed 

that. That was fun. 

Debbie also mentioned her students saying that a lesson was enjoyable: 

 I know they enjoyed it because when we got done with the lesson, they said: “Ms. 

Debbie, that was a lot of fun. Can we do it like that again tomorrow?” Usually, you know 

that the students are enjoying it when they’re answering questions and they’re getting 
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excited about it. “I do believe middle schoolers enjoy being read to. I do enjoy it. I do 

think that they enjoy that. They like to hear someone reading to them.” 

Overall, the participants expressed an increased level of engagement and more discussion 

opportunities for the students.  

Theme 2: Benefits for Lower-Performing and Inclusion Students 

Several participants reported that the curriculum was particularly beneficial for lower-

performing and EC students. Vicky stated that the new curriculum has benefited her exceptional 

children, “Yes, because it teaches them to kind of think differently and they have more 

opportunity to kind of think on their own and come up with things.” Teachers saw improvements 

in classroom behavior, participation, and willingness to engage in discussion among these 

student populations. 

Vicky also observed that inclusion students demonstrated improved comprehension 

during discussions, even when written expression was challenging. Debbie said that writing is 

becoming easier for the students since the new curriculum was adopted. Peggy reported fewer 

behavioral issues in lower-level classes, attributing the improvement to the curriculum’s 

structure. These findings suggest that the curriculum may provide needed structure and access 

for students who benefit from guided instruction. 

Theme 3: Improved Comprehension Through Sustained Texts 

Participants identified the curriculum’s emphasis on novel-length texts as a positive 

feature. Viola noted that it’s essential for the student to maintain a sustained interest and 

remember the information from day to day. She also went on to say that “I think that the novels 

help them with comprehension that we’re novel-based instead of like basic stories or a 

textbook.” Teachers reported that sustained reading over time required students to maintain 
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attention, build background knowledge, and track plot and themes across multiple lessons. 

Similarly, Delois mentioned how students were able to comprehend more because of the rich 

conversations and selected texts they were exposed to within the class: 

 The second book was Code Talkers with World War 2. So, we had to explain Navajo. 

We had to explain cultural bias with; you know the Navajo Indians and how they were 

not appreciated and how they were put on reservations. So, we had to do all that. If we 

had not done it, they would have no idea what’s going on. 

Delois further expanded by expressing comprehension improved because, “they really got to the 

point where they were kind of enjoying the book.  

Viola remarked that novels demanded accountability from students, explaining that if 

students “weren’t paying attention yesterday, they’re not going to keep up tomorrow.” Compared 

to short, disconnected texts, novel-based instruction was viewed as supporting deeper 

comprehension for some learners. 

Research Question 3: What are Teachers’ Perceived Challenges Using a C-R Literacy 

Curriculum? 

 The third research question sought to understand the participants’ perceived challenges 

using a C-R literacy curriculum. Four themes emerged that aligned with research question 

number three: (1) inadequate PD and ongoing support, (2) loss of instructional autonomy due to 

scripted curriculum, (3) lack of differentiation for diverse learners, and (4) time, pacing, and 

curriculum overload.  

Theme 1: Inadequate PD and Ongoing Support 

All participants attended PD related to the new curriculum. During the interviews they 

consistently identified the PD as insufficient for a successful start. Participants described 
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receiving minimal training (one session) that focused on navigating the curriculum materials 

rather than on its instructional application. When asked about the PD she received, Delois stated: 

It was terrible, it did not prepare us, and it didn’t exactly explain the way Arts and Letters 

was truly laid out. It just was not helpful at all….So hmm to be honest with you, it was 

kind of a waste of our time. 

Similarly, Vicky stated, “I learned more from the other educators in the PD meetings than I did 

from the facilitator.” Phyllis’s perception was slightly different from Delois’s; she felt that the 

PD was good, but the problem was the amount they received: 

 I think we could have used maybe one or two more PD classes before we started 

working with the stuff, because there was only one before the school year started. So, it 

was like we got one, two-hour course and then we’re kind of just told here you go, you 

can do it. I think that it would have been nice to have seen how the curriculum was 

supposed to look like had it modeled for us…...but as far as explaining what was in the 

curriculum and all of that, it was a very good PD. 

Debbie’s view of PD was similar to both Vicky’s and Delois’s perceptions. When asked 

about the PD received, she stated, “First of all, it was such a quick overview. I feel like 

everybody left thinking what in the world was this?” She also expressed concerns around 

teacher’s grade level assignment for the upcoming school year: 

It was too broad and I think if you don’t know exactly what you’re going to be teaching 

…then it was not a good training to go to because some people sat through a 7th grade 

training or 7th grade book, but they ended up teaching 8th grade. 

Debbie’s response concerns a school’s master schedule. The master schedule organizes 

middle school teachers by grade level and content. She is referencing in her response above that 
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a teacher may have attended a PD session for one grade level (for example, 6th grade), but they 

were moved to another grade level by the administration sometime prior to the start of the 

upcoming school year (for example moved, from 6th grade to 8th grade). A teacher could have 

been moved for a variety of reasons, such as resignations, retirements, and student enrollment 

increases or decreases. These reasons would impact the master schedule, requiring a change; 

unfortunately, teachers trained in the new curriculum for a specific grade level may not have 

been taken into consideration prior to their being moved.  

Debbie went on to describe what she thought would have been a better training model: 

I also thought it would have been a great idea to really train one person at the school and 

maybe that person needed to volunteer, not be voluntold so they would be excited about 

it, come back and kind of, you know, be with those teachers and kind of train them. 

Sometimes I think teachers learn better from another teacher, especially someone that’s 

in that building with you….I just don’t feel like that training was even helpful at all. 

Debbie also suggested that the county needs to do a better job with PD: 

People at the county office need to be trained first and not being trained with us. I think if we had 

leaders that are already trained in the curriculum and maybe that’s what they would have done 

this year is they would have got trained and they actually teach the lessons. Then I think that our 

teachers would feel more confident in using it going OK, well, so and so from the county, 

they’ve taught this lesson and they know the pros and cons to it. I don’t know. I’m just trying to 

think of ways that would make teachers feel heard when adapting a new curriculum that teachers 

would feel like they have a voice. 

Several teachers reported that PD sessions lacked modeling and practical strategies, 

leaving them unprepared to begin the curriculum effectively. Delois stated that PD “did not 
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prepare us” for the realities of classroom instruction. Peggy felt that the PD did not adequately 

prepare her to teach the curriculum: 

I did not think it was adequate or that it prepared me for the material that I would be 

teaching, not so much in the cultural relevance, I was already immersed in providing my 

students with culturally diverse materials. But it did not prepare me for using this specific 

curriculum. 

Similarly, Viola expressed that the PD was not well organized: 

I feel like it was just showing us how to use it not necessarily telling us the benefits or 

how to use it a classroom, not just how to use the books and how to use a website…..I 

needed more to know about how I’m supposed to implement it. 

As indicated by Viola’s response and many other responses from the participants, there was 

consensus that the PD did not prepare them to teach the new curriculum.  

Theme 2: Loss of Instructional Autonomy Due to Scripted Curriculum. 

Participants expressed concern about the curriculum’s rigid, scripted structure, which 

limited teachers’ autonomy and their responsiveness to students’ needs. Teachers reported 

feeling restricted in their ability to adjust pacing, incorporate supplemental materials, or 

differentiate instruction. Delois mentioned that veteran teachers wanted more autonomy with 

instructional decisions.  

Phyllis was concerned upon learning that she would have to use the district’s adopted C-

R curriculum. “I don’t feel like scripted curriculum is not the best curriculum for all students,” 

she said. She continued: 

So, I feel like it was very different going from last year being able to teach kind of my 

own stuff and come up with fun activities and things like that. And then this year with it 
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being scripted program and having to kind of follow what the book says, no straying 

away from it. Has really brought some of that student engagement down and I don’t feel 

like they are enjoying learning as much as they have in the past years and I don’t feel like 

they’re getting as much out of it. 

Phyllis described the experience as losing “freedom as a teacher,” while Peggy expressed 

disappointment in being required to discard years of proven instructional resources. This 

perceived loss of autonomy emerged as a significant source of dissatisfaction.  

Theme 3: Lack of Differentiation for Diverse Learners 

A major challenge identified across interviews was the curriculum’s lack of 

differentiation for students with varying ability levels. Teachers reported that while lower-

performing students benefited from structure, higher-performing and gifted students experienced 

limited academic challenges. When asked to share additional thoughts about using the new 

district-adopted C-R curriculum, Peggy stated, “There’s no differentiation from resource classes 

to our gifted classes, and I feel that is a detriment to the program.” Similarly,  

Delois expressed similar concerns, stating, “I’m not sure that what is culturally-relevant 

as what maybe we have been using picking our own studies books and using. But they told us 

what to use.” Phyllis felt the new curriculum would not be as beneficial for diverse learners 

because it would limit her ability to “pull my own things in and adapt my lessons for my students 

and meet them where they’re at.” She was not excited about the new curriculum.  

Participants saw that advanced students became disengaged and exhibited behavioral 

issues due to a lack of cognitive rigor. They were concerned that the curriculum did not provide 

sufficient opportunities for extension, enrichment, or productive struggle. Vicky expressed 

frustration with the lack of differentiation for advanced or above-grade-level students, stating: 
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Well, when it was initially rolled out, we were told it was supplemental, right, so kind of 

fill in gaps, which I was OK with, right. Like I think it’s great, especially for new 

teachers, or I think it’s a great curriculum for our low performing scholars because it does 

help them. But for it to be the be all, end all, we’re missing a whole lot of stuff. And I can 

tell you that my Alps (advanced) kids are not growing. They’re actually going 

backwards. 

Vicky went on to express, that “Ninety percent of the time we are upfront doing direct 

instruction. Then, ten percent of the time, they’re working leaves very little time for small groups 

and in-class interventions. It’s a lot more work on our end than previously.” 

Peggy expressed concern about her inability to use C-R materials she had collected over 

the years as a teacher: 

 I was excited to see what it was that they were going to be giving us. I was under the 

belief that I would be able to incorporate some of my most culturally-relevant material 

into what they were giving us. I was upset when I found that I had to ditch 20 years’ 

worth of material that had been developed by generations of teachers at my school who 

are now some of the lead curriculum writers in our own county and other counties. 

The new curriculum’s perceived lack of differentiation for low-and high-performing students 

was another source of frustration for the participants. This was also concerning to some 

participants who were no longer able to use their own C-R materials to instruct their diverse 

learners.  

Theme 4: Time, Pacing, and Curriculum Overload 

Participants consistently reported that the curriculum’s pacing was unrealistic. Teachers 

perceived that lessons were designed for longer instructional periods than those available and did 
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not account for interruptions such as testing, school events, or additional district-mandated 

programs.  

Delois stated, “The schedule is a little tough to keep, to follow, to be able to get to the 

end of the quarter and do everything they want you to do.” Delois’s frustration was around the 

pace and length of the lesson. She said, “Like we are supposed to teach a 60-minute lesson every 

day for the whole 45 days.” Similarly, Debbie expressed frustration with the pacing: “I mean, our 

classes, you know, are 60 minutes and those lessons aren’t really geared for that time period.” 

Both Phyillis and Viola struggled with how to make it all fit in one class period, Phyllis stated, 

“So we’re not able to get a whole lesson in.” This was also a concern of Viola, She said “It’s a 

lot of material to cover … and there isn’t room to reteach or revise or scaffold.” 

Teachers also expressed difficulty managing the volume of content, including multiple 

writing assignments per quarter, within limited instructional time. This resulted in reduced 

opportunities for reteaching, intervention, and student-centered activities. For example, Peggy 

expressed frustration about her inability to meet her students’ specific needs. She stated: 

 I’m not able to backtrack and meet students where they are. “For instance, before the 

curriculum, if I found students struggling in a specific standard, I could revamp my 

calendar so that I could hit those standards a few more times so that I could make sure 

that I was meeting their needs. And with this curriculum, there is not that leeway to be 

able to find standards that specific classes might struggle in and develop. 

The amount of material that was expected to be covered was a consistent concern among 

participants. They consistently described how the prescribed time for lessons was inconsistent 

with the realities of their school day.  

Summary of Findings 
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This qualitative case study explored the perceptions of middle school ELA teachers on 

their use of a C-R literacy curriculum. Chapter 4 provided a summary of the recruitment survey 

results and a description of the six participants in the study. Three research questions served as 

the basis for this case study. This chapter provided a summary of the research case study’s 

findings.  

Two themes emerged around ELA teachers’ perceptions of their experiences using a C-R 

literacy curriculum. All participants emphasized the importance of a C-R curriculum. Most 

participants demonstrated a clear understanding of the purpose and rationale for C-R curriculum. 

However, during the interviews, participants expressed concerns about the effectiveness of the 

curriculum’s launch. Findings indicate that, although middle school ELA teachers strongly 

support C-R pedagogy, they experienced significant challenges in beginning the new curriculum. 

Those challenges included pacing, lesson structure, and limited differentiation for learners at 

different levels.  

In addition to their concerns, participants identified successes related to student 

discussion, cultural exposure, and benefits for low-level and EC students. The study made 

apparent that some participants felt the new curriculum increased engagement and improved 

comprehension for some students. Participants also found that the new curriculum has a positive 

impact on lower-performing and inclusion students. However, this was not a consensus for all 

participants. Most participants who described success with the curriculum mentioned increased 

opportunities for student to engage in conversation and discussions. However it was revealed that 

this also frustrated some participants because this was not a consistent strategy or activity that 

was used with the lessons.  
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Peggy and Vicky felt the curriculum benefited low-performing students more because 

they saw improvements in their behavior and willingness to engage in discussion, and this led to 

improvements in their comprehension. However, most participants did not share this perception.  

This study also identified challenges related to the new C-R literacy curriculum. These 

challenges, which limited the curriculum’s overall effectiveness, included inadequate PD, rigid 

scripting, lack of differentiation, and unrealistic pacing. The themes that emerged through these 

challenges pertained to inadequate PD, loss of autonomy, lack of differentiation, and time and 

pacing. 

All participants were highly vocal and expressed the greatest disappointment with the 

type of PD they received. Major inconsistencies were also mentioned in the PD offered. There 

was a consensus that more in-depth PD was both needed and desired by the participants. Because 

of concerns expressed around time and pacing, several participants expressed their inability to 

adjust the lessons or curriculum to meet the needs of their students, which led to decreased 

opportunities to differentiate the instruction for their students.  

Chapter 5 provides an interpretation of the findings to answer the research questions. The 

chapter also includes information on the implications and limitations of the research study.  

Finally, Chapter 5 presents recommendations for future research and the study’s conclusion.  
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction  

In this chapter, I presented a discussion of the research study. I began with an overview of 

the purpose of the study and review the research questions that guided the study. Next, I 

provided an overview of the findings, discussion of the research questions, a discussion of the 

implications for practice and implications for further research. I ended with a conclusion for the 

study.  

Results from the (NAEP, 2020a) consistently showed large achievement gaps in average 

scores between White and Black students and between White and Hispanic students, as well as 

between students from higher- and lower-income families (NCES, 2019). A primary goal of C-R 

pedagogy is academic success for students (Ladson-Billings,1995). 

The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the use of C-R literacy 

curriculum viewed through the perceptions of middle school English Language Arts (ELA) 

teachers. The experiences and perceptions shared by the six participants of this study were used 

to answer the following overarching inquiry research questions: 

• Research Question 1: How do middle school language arts teachers perceive and describe 

their experiences with using a C-R literacy curriculum over the course of one year at a 

large, urban, public middle school? 

• Research Question 2: What are middle school language arts teachers perceived successes 

using a C-R literacy curriculum?  

• Research Question 3: What are middle school language arts teachers’ perceived 

challenges using a C-R literacy curriculum?  
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I used a qualitative research design for the study to identify challenges and successes for 

middle school English Language Arts (ELA) teachers in the usage of a C-R curriculum. After 

receiving approval from the UNC-Charlotte IRB Office, the district in which the research 

was being conducted, and from the principal of the identified research site for permission to 

conduct the study, I was able to contact potential participants. All participants that met the 

criteria of a middle school language arts teacher were sent a recruitment email (Appendix A). 

Once the participants were identified (Appendix B) and signed the consent form (Appendix 

C), I selected a convenient time based on the participants’ schedules to conduct the interview.  

I conducted six virtual individual interviews on Microsoft Teams with current middle 

school language arts teachers. The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. After the 

interview I created pseudonyms for each participant to protect their identity. I used interview 

questions aligned to the study’s purpose to gather responses from participants (Appendix D). 

Before analyzing the data, participants were provided with a copy of their transcribed 

interview via email. Participants were asked to review the transcription for accuracy. After 

confirming the transcription’s accuracy, I analyzed the transcriptions.    

Inductive thematic analysis is a qualitative research method in which patterns, themes, 

and meanings are derived directly from the data, rather than being imposed by pre-existing 

theories or frameworks (Braun & Clark, 2006). An inductive thematic analysis was used to 

analyze and synthesize the data collected for this study. I read the transcripts multiple times 

to ensure my familiarity with the data. NVivo software was used to support the systematic 

identification of codes and themes that emerged from participants’ responses. After analyzing 

the data, I created themes aligned with each research question.  

Eight themes emerged from the data analysis. They were:  
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• A belief in cultural relevance curriculum, 

•  Missed demonstration experiences,  

• Increased engagement,  

• Benefits for low-level students,  

• Inadequate PD,  

• Loss of teacher autonomy,  

• Lack of differentiation,  

• and time, and pacing challenges.  

The study’s results were reported in the findings related to the previously-mentioned 

research themes. 

Overview of the Findings 

Research Question One was used to discover how participants perceived their 

experiences using a C-R literacy curriculum. From the participants’ perspectives communicated 

through their responses two themes emerged, first was their philosophical support for a C-R 

curriculum. They spoke about and mentioned words like inclusion, inspire, relate, exposure and 

acceptance. All participants spoke about the importance of cultural relevance regarding teaching 

and their curriculum.   

The second theme that emerged was that they had mixed experiences with the new 

curriculum. When asked to describe their students’ academic performance before and after using 

the required C-R curriculum, a variety of responses were voiced..  

Delois mentioned: 

“We’re not sure that all of the topics are being covered as well as they maybe need to. 

Like we may be doing a little bit, but not enough to really hit all of the topics and all of 
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the things that need to be taught and exposed to by the time they take the test at the end of 

the year.” 

This response is similar to other participant responses that create concerns and worries about the 

way the curriculum was implemented. 

Research Question Two was written to reveal participants’ perceived successes using a 

C-R literacy curriculum. From the perspectives communicated in their responses, three themes 

emerged, summarizing their perceptions around their success. Those themes were increased 

student engagement, benefits for low-level students, and improved student comprehension. First 

was their belief that the new curriculum increased student engagement and discussions with 

class. They used words like ‘talking’, ‘sharing’, and ‘discussions’.  

When asked to describe a lesson that her students really enjoyed and how did you know 

they enjoyed it? She mentioned that her students were excited when they got to participate in a 

lesson where they shared information about their cultures and learned from their peers and 

teachers about their cultures. “We did a lot with sharing our own cultures and foods and things.” 

The importance of students being able to have discussions with each other was also mentioned 

by other participants (Debbie, Phyllis, and Vicky), when asked to share a lesson their students 

really enjoyed.  

Another theme from the data analysis of question two was about the benefit for low-level 

students. This theme emerged when participants spoke about key strategies embedded within the 

new curriculum. They used words such as ‘successful’, ‘demanding’, and opportunity. Viola, 

stated: “The fact that they are novels, I think helps because it’s demanding that they have a 

sustained interest and remember from day-to-day and they know if they weren’t paying 
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attention.” Although this success was not shared by or expressed by all participants, those who 

did said that the curriculum benefited low-level students were passionate about it.  

The third theme from the data analysis of question two was improved student 

comprehension with the new curriculum. All participants were asked, “Now that you use the 

district’s adopted C-R curriculum, have you seen a difference in your students’ level of 

comprehension?” Those who expressed that they saw an increase in comprehension with their 

students, used words like ‘background knowledge’, ‘novels’, ‘novel-based, and ‘pages of 

reading’. Participants spoke about how exposure to large amounts of reading materials in the 

form of different novels helped increase their students’ understanding.  

Research Question Three sought to disclose participants’ perceived challenges using a C-

R literacy curriculum. From the participants’ responses, four themes emerged, which 

summarized their challenges. Those themes were inadequate PD, loss of teacher autonomy, lack 

of differentiation, and time and pacing.  

The first theme was inadequate PD. When asked, “What are your thoughts about the PD 

you received?” Terms participants used to express their thoughts about the PD they received 

were, “not well prepared,” “not adequate”, “too broad”, “not helpful” and “terrible”. Participants 

expressed their frustration with not being fully prepared to teach the new curriculum with fidelity 

without enough PD. This was one of the biggest complaints about how the new curriculum was 

launched.   

Another theme from the data analysis of Research Question Three was the loss of 

instructional time and teacher autonomy. Participants said the inability to adjust the instruction or 

curriculum to meet the needs of their students because they had to adhere to the structure of the 

new program. This loss of autonomy impacted instructional time because participants no longer 
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felt comfortable adjusting instruction to reteach, reloop, or provide background information 

without the feel of losing instructional time or getting behind with the pacing of new curriculum.  

The third theme that emerged from the analysis of the data Research Question Three was 

the lack of differentiation of the new curriculum. Delois expressed that she felt the new 

curriculum was “not even as C-R as what maybe we have been using picking our own.” Other 

participants mentioned a variety of terms and phrases during their interview when discussing the 

lack of differentiation in the new curriculum. They these terms and phrases: ‘adapt’, ‘variety, 

detriment’, ‘academic struggle’ and ‘doesn’t have much’. This led to a level of anxiety and 

dissatisfaction for some of the teachers because they said they were not meeting the needs of 

their students.  

The last theme that appeared from the analysis of Research Question Three was the 

concern around time and pacing challenges. Every participant expressed this concern through 

one or more of their responses to the questions asked during their interview. Participants 

mentioned terms such as ‘challenge’, ‘struggle’, and ‘gaps’ when thinking about pacing. Several 

participants mentioned the 60-minute period when expressing their feelings around the 

challenges with time. Due to inadequate PD, both time constraints and pacing issues were 

considered obstacles to faithfully using the new curriculum, which impacted the fidelity with 

which the new curriculum was applied.  

Discussion of Research Questions 

 A discussion of the findings by research question is given in this section.  

Research Question 1  

 The first research question sought to understand teachers perceived experiences using a 

C-R literacy curriculum. To answer this question, one must first understand what an individual’s 
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beliefs about cultural relevancy. In the literature review above, Schlessinger (2018) concluded 

that to understand the importance of C-R curriculum, we must first understand it. A C-R 

curriculum challenges us to know and care who our students are as people. It asks us to use texts 

that reflect stories, histories, and characters with which our students can relate. Finally, it asks us 

to reflect on our practices and the cultural assumptions and messages embedded in them 

(Schlessinger, 2018).  

The teachers were asked, “What do you believe to be the purpose of a C-R curriculum.” 

All participants provided a clear description and objective for a C-R curriculum. They described 

‘C-R’ as accepting of different cultures, different practices and different beliefs. It is also 

important for kids to see themselves in what they are learning. These educators felt it was 

important because it lets students become aware of different cultures and makes them more 

accepting of other people. There was a consensus among the participants about the importance of 

a C-R literacy curriculum. This was even more profound because five of the six teachers were 

white females.   

As written above, data from NCES (2020b) indicated that: 

Although students of color now constitute a majority of the public-school population, the 

teacher workforce remains disproportionately White; In the 2017-18 school year, 79 

percent of public-school teachers were White and non-Hispanic, compared with less than 

half of public-school students identifying as White, reflecting a persistent racial gap 

between the demographics of students and their teachers. 

To make gains in closing the achievement gap, teachers not only need to believe in the 

importance of cultural relevancy, but also remain open-minded. Starting a new curriculum is 
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difficult enough. However, doing so with a new C-R one could be even more challenging unless 

the teachers using the program embrace or believe its foundation.  

When considering participants’ perceptions of their experience using a C-R literacy 

curriculum, questions eight and nine of the survey provided insight into their perception of their 

students’ academic performance and level of comprehension after students used the new C-R 

curriculum. Thematic data showed that participants’ implementation experiences were mixed. 

There was no consensus among participants about their perception of their students academic 

improvement after adopting the new C-R curriculum.  

This was also evident in their perception of improvement in their students’ understanding 

after beginning the new, C-R curriculum. Previous studies indicated that successful use of C-R 

literacy curricula is often uneven, with the literature documenting mixed experiences shaped by 

teachers’ preparation, time, and institutional support (Sleeter, 2011; Paris & Alim, 2017). 

Similar to such studies, three participants in the study expressed that they did not 

perceive an increase in their students’ comprehension after implementing the new curriculum. In 

addition, half the participants communicated that they did not perceive an increase in their 

students’ academic performance. While this is not a result of the participants’ belief in the 

importance of a C-R curriculum, it does lead one to believe there may be an issue with starting 

the curriculum because participants’ experiences were mixed.   

Research Question 2  

Research Question Two was used to understand teachers’ perceptions of their successes 

using the C-R literacy curriculum. The major successes that emerged became themes for 

question two. These three themes aligned with research findings about the benefits of a C-R 
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curriculum. Those findings were increased engagement (e.g., discussion), which benefited 

students with lower abilities and improved comprehension.  

As described above, Cai (2008), Feger (2006), and Plata (2008) determined that using 

students’ cultural practices, language, dialect, and experiences in C-R reading materials 

increased students’ engagement, enjoyment, interest, and performance. For example, most 

participants spoke about their students’ increased opportunities to engage in academic discourse 

with their peers while using the new C-R curriculum. Participants also spoke about the increased 

level of engagement with their students while using it.  

When academic knowledge and skills are situated within the lived experiences and 

frames of reference of students, they are more personally meaningful, have higher interest 

appeal, and are learned more easily and thoroughly (Gay, 2010). This was evident through the 

responses of the participants regarding perceptions of successes with the C-R curriculum.  

 The study’s findings for Research Question 2 included the theme that there was a positive 

impact on low level students, teachers perceived this as success with the new curriculum. This 

was important because at Southside Middle School the most recent state data indicated that 

43.6% of the students were not proficient in reading. Also, analyzing the demographics of the 

students, 12% are classified as EC. That is, they have specific learning disabilities that impede 

their ability to be successful in reading. Students who were considered low achievers in 

traditional classrooms experienced academic success when teachers used C-R pedagogy 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

 The findings for this research question further reinforced the theme of improved 

comprehension. When reading instruction builds on students’ cultural backgrounds, 

comprehension improved because texts become more meaningful and accessible (Au, 2009). 
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Participants in the study perceived that their students improved their reading comprehension 

because of the books that were selected as part of the curriculum and incorporated into the 

conceptual framework. However, the tide in culturally relevant publishing has turned. Dickinson 

(2024) wrote:  

The CCBC did note a modest increase in the share of books including significant BIPOC 

(Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) content in 2023 — meaning they have a 

primary or significant secondary character or human subject who is BIPOC, or the setting 

or topic of the book relates to BIPOC people or history. In 2023, 49 percent of the books 

the CCBC documented had significant BIPOC content. 

Figure 1 

2023 CCBC Diversity Statistics 
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C-R pedagogy has been shown to improve reading comprehension and literacy 

achievement by connecting reading instruction to students’ cultural knowledge, lived 

experiences, and identities (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).Together, these findings illustrate that 

the participants’ perceptions of increased comprehension was related to their use of a C-R 

curriculum. This also agreed with other research findings supporting this type of curriculum. 

Research Question 3  

 Research Question Three was used to understand teachers’ perceptions of their 

challenges using the C-R literacy curriculum. The major challenges that emerged were 

inadequate PD, loss of instructional autonomy, lack of differentiation, and time and pacing 

challenges. All participants stated that they had no PD until the new curriculum was 

implemented. Penuel et al. (2007) found that teachers who participated in PD were more likely to 

teach the curriculum as intended and greater reliability of implementation was associated with 

improved student outcomes. 

This study reinforced the importance of PD. However, participants’ challenges and 

frustrations with PD were due to the district’s PD training. Several participants expressed their 

frustration with the PD they received. One stated, “it just was not helpful at all. It didn’t explain 

the way the curriculum was truly laid out.” Another felt she could have used one or two more 

additional PD sessions before working with the new curriculum.  

Similarly, another participant felt it was just a quick overview. PD that is sustained, 

content-focused, and in accord with curriculum standards is linked to teachers’ instructional 

practices and improvements in student achievement (Desimone, 2009). Participants’ perceptions 

about inadequate PD for the new curriculum could have a negative impact on the way the 

curriculum was presented, and adversely affect student achievement.  
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Most participants expressed that their PD was very inadequate. This may also impact the 

way the curriculum is implemented. Debbie provided the most feedback about the PD she 

received. She felt that it was too broad and not as specific as she would have liked. She also 

raised a concern about the pathway or session that teachers were assigned: 

I think if you don’t know exactly what you’re going to be teaching in the upcoming 

school year it was not a good training to go to because some people sat through a 7th 

grade training, but they ended up teaching 8th grade. She went on to emphasize that 

although some of the concepts overlap and are similar, “the books that were used” and 

questioned their use in the classroom. 

Another frustration for some teachers was that they were moved to a different grade level 

that was not consistent with the PD they received. Debbie described an alternate way to 

facilitate PD: 

I felt like it could have been better suited to go to each school the summer or right before 

school started and I also thought that it would have been better adapted if we were like a 

soft opening with it, with someone to kind of pair with us as we taught. 

 Debbie’s response to PD was similar to other participants and was a major source of anxiety and 

frustration for the teachers.  

Teachers’ opportunities to learn through PD are critical to correctly delivering new 

curricula and instructional reforms (Penuel et al., 2007). Data obtained from pre-and-post 

surveys of the teachers’ perceptions of the PD delivered could have shown this concern before 

the new curriculum began. This is one area of concern that is discussed in more detail in the 

recommendations of this chapter.  
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Another theme that arose in the data analysis of Research Question Three was the loss of 

instructional autonomy by the teacher. Some participants felt constrained because they perceived 

the curriculum as scripted and rigid. Phyllis expressed that she does not feel that scripted 

curriculum is the best for students. She also mentioned that it made her feel like it took away 

some of her freedom as a teacher to use her own material to tailor her lessons to where her 

students are academically. Similarly, Peggy mentioned challenges with the new curriculum: 

Before the new curriculum, if I found students struggling in a specific standard, I could 

revamp my calendar so that I could hit those standards a few more times so that I could 

make sure that I was meeting their needs. But with this curriculum there is no leeway to 

be able to find standards for specific classes that students might struggle in and develop 

lessons to help them either grow or fill in gaps. 

Some teachers interviewed felt inadequate in their role as a teacher. They believed their 

students needed one thing, and what they felt was best for their students to maintain the pacing 

and fidelity of the curriculum did not always agree with the curriculum. For example, Viola 

stated that “there isn’t room to reteach or revise or scaffold or a lot of things we would do”. 

Stein and Nelson (2003) found that teachers with greater decision-making authority over 

curriculum and instruction show higher levels of instructional quality and student learning 

outcomes. Participants in this study expressed their frustration at not being able to adjust the 

instruction to meet the needs of their students. There needed to be a balance in how the new 

curriculum was released and rely on teachers’ expertise to adjust it as needed to meet the needs 

of their students. 

Some participants felt there were times during their lessons and/or instruction needed to 

be adapted to students’ performance and comprehension. Research by Datnow & Park, 2009 
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indicated that teachers can have a perception of diminished instructional autonomy with using an 

adopted curriculum. This was the perception of most participants and may also be related to their 

perceptions of the PD they received.  

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Teaching and Learning 

International Survey (TALIS, 2018) showed that teacher professional autonomy was related to 

better instructional practices and higher job satisfaction. With the amount of stress  teachers are 

already under to improve student outcomes, it is not beneficial to create an environment in which 

teachers felt that they have little instructional autonomy to meet the needs of their students. This 

perception likely has a negative impact on not only student outcomes but on teachers’ job 

satisfaction and professional efficacy.  

Some participants expressed reported feeling constrained by the new curriculum. This 

could influence their sense of agency and motivation may diminish over time, leading to burnout 

and reduced morale. Ultimately, the district hopes the new curriculum will increase positive 

student outcomes, and not teacher vacancies due to a sense of reduced instructional autonomy. 

Participants’ responses supported the importance of teachers feeling valued and trusted. This is 

important to help ensure positive academic outcomes for students.  

The findings for Research Question Three also demonstrated a lack of differentiation as a 

challenge for interviewees. All participants endorsed a C-R curriculum. They voiced the 

importance of students being exposed to a variety of cultures and experiences. However, the new 

curriculum did not create a consensus and some felt it was not differentiated enough to meet their 

students’ needs. For example, participants saw a lack of differentiation for their advanced 

students, their EC students, and their ESL students.  
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Several participants expressed the lack of differentiation for their advanced students. This 

was a source of frustration for them because they felt they were not meeting the needs of 

subgroups of students.  

Peggy stated that her gifted students are not scoring at a proficient level: “They groan and 

immediately start misbehaving so that they can get kicked out and not have to do it. There is no 

differentiation from resource classes to gifted classes, I feel that is a detriment of the 

curriculum.”  

Vicky and Phyllis reiterated this feeling. Vicky mentioned that her advanced kids are not 

growing. She stated that “they’re actually going backwards.” Phyllis mentioned that her 

highflyers are so bored, “I could claw my eyes out.” The National Association for Gifted 

Children (2019) emphasized that advanced learners need curriculum that includes acceleration, 

depth, complexity, and opportunities for higher-order thinking.  

The perception of the new curriculum was that it lacked differentiation for their advanced 

students, adding frustration for the teachers because they felt they were meeting the needs of 

students. Vicky stated that the curriculum itself doesn’t have much differentiation, so for her 

advanced students she is trying to figure things out to push them.  

Others noticed the lack of differentiation for their EC students. This was a concern 

because they sensed hey were not meeting the needs of this group as well. The Institute of 

Education Sciences (2017) practice guide on improving reading for students with learning 

disabilities emphasizes explicit instruction, systematic scaffolding, and curriculum alignment 

with grade-level standards as key to improved academic growth.  

This guide conflicted with what Viola stated: “there isn’t room to reteach or revise or 

scaffold,” which is counter to what research says is a good strategy “scaffolding” to meet the 
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needs of the EC students. There was irritation in Debbie’s voice when she responded by saying 

“because that was another stressful moment; how are we going to have this curriculum built so 

that our EC kids can be successful?” Adopting a new curriculum to meet the needs of all students 

must include ways to engage all learners. Marzano (2003) found that structured instructional 

strategies embedded within curriculum significantly increase achievement for low-performing 

students. 

 Further, the lack of differentiation for ESL students was also an area of concern. Gay 

(2002) found that many teachers are inadequately prepared to teach ethnically diverse students. 

ESL students are some of the most fragile students because their language barrier presents an 

obstacle to their attaining the literacy curriculum. Peggy mentioned that her ESL students’ scores 

are lower now than before the start of the new curriculum. Ladson-Billings (1995) is referenced 

multiple times within Gay’s (2002) conceptual framework and highlights the importance of C-R 

pedagogy in increasing academic engagement and achievement for linguistically diverse 

learners.  

This finding is supported by August and Shanahan (2006), who concluded that literacy 

development for English learners improves when curriculum includes explicit vocabulary 

instruction, oral language development, and structured academic talk. The importance of a 

differentiated curriculum that embodies instructional strategies to meet the needs of all learners 

is paramount; if not this task falls on teachers. Also, they become responsible for researching, 

identifying and embedding instructional strategies within the curriculum to meet their ESL 

students’ needs.  

Finally, study findings for Research Question 3 reinforced the theme of timing and pace 

of instruction as a challenge for the participants. All participants strongly expressed feelings 
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about the pace and timing of the curriculum. Several mentioned the amount of time it took to 

teach one lesson was much longer for their students in their ELA class. Viola expressed that “It’s 

a lot of material to cover in a 60-minute class.”  

Due to the anxiety already expressed by participants owing to their hesitation to adjust or 

make changes to the curriculum, trying to fit a required lesson into an hour was a major concern 

for them. Phyllis also expressed concern over the pacing, “the lessons are set up for 90 minutes 

or longer class periods and we have 60-minute class periods, so we’re not able to get a whole 

lesson in.” Marzano (2003) found that well-structured lessons with clearly defined time segments 

and transitions increase student engagement and academic performance. This is in conflict with 

several of the participants including Debbie who stated that, “our classes are 60 minutes, and 

those lessons aren’t geared for that time period.”  

For participants to be successful with the new curriculum there has to be adjustments 

made to both the pace and timing of the lessons they are responsible for delivering. Jacobs 

(2004) maintained that curriculum mapping improves coherence by aligning standards, 

assessments, and realistic timeframes for instruction. Participants perceptions with pace and 

timing may change if the timeframe for instruction and pacing were adjusted or if they felt they 

had the autonomy to make changes. This could possibly improve their perceptions and could 

impact their students’ academic outcomes. 

Implications 

A broad range of factors influences middle schoolers’ academic success, including the 

curriculum used to instruct them. The findings from this study of the perceptions of six middle 

school ELA teachers on newly-adopted, C-R literacy curriculum revealed some concerns that 
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may have impacted its implementation. Participants’ perceptions were mixed, with the 

challenges/negatives of the new curriculum outweighing its positives/successes. 

One of the most promising outcomes from the study  that all participants shared was the 

importance of and belief in cultural relevancy. As mentioned earlier, the importance of 

classroom educators cannot be minimized. No matter how much money is spent on curricula, 

without the support of the teacher and the teachers’ belief in cultural relevancy, they will not 

have the desired impact on student academic outcomes. In this study, because all participants 

expressed a belief in cultural relevancy, that could be an point if the district is considering a new 

curriculum.  

Two important benefits that emerged were the perceptions that the new curriculum 

increased engagement for students who were at a higher level through cultural exposure and 

improved comprehension. This agrees with other research (Cai, 2008; Feger, 2006; and Plata, 

2008) found that incorporating students’ cultural practices, language, dialect, and experiences in 

C-R reading materials increased their engagement, enjoyment, interest, and performance.  

It is vital that a curriculum includes students’ cultural practices and experiences. This is 

supported by research conducted by Hefflin (2002), who found that multicultural children’s 

literature has the most effect when culturally diverse students see clear, authentic representations 

of their culture in the curriculum and experience a strong sense of affirmation.  

The perception shared by some participants was that the increased engagement was due 

to the exposure to more C-R books and literature. However, this was not true for all students, 

based on the teachers’ perceptions. Some teachers revealed that for their low-level, high level, 

and ESL students the curriculum did not meet their needs. In contrast there were other teachers 

who said the curriculum worked well for their low-level and EC students. Therefore, there was 
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no consensus among participants. Could this range of experiences be because of the inadequate 

PD that was expressed by all participants or the curriculum itself? 

 The findings of this study also detailed a concern about PD. Though not a focal point of 

this research, participants’ perceptions reveal that the PD received may explain why the 

curriculum was not meeting the needs of their low level, high level, and ESL students. In 

addition, PD could also be the reason so many participants were feeling frustrated and anxious if 

they sensed reduced instructional autonomy.  

Because teachers were confused about making the curriculum or lesson fit their 

instructional block, they were unsure of what to remove without affecting remaining true to the 

intent of the curriculum. This situation could likely have been solved with more thorough PD. 

The teachers’ stress was closely tied to their feelings of inadequacy and lack of preparedness. 

Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2001) found that teacher self-efficacy (i.e., the belief in one’s ability 

to influence student outcomes) is associated with lower stress and greater resilience.  

If the district had considered more PD sessions before instituting the curriculum, this may 

have reduced teachers’ uncertainty. The PD plan could have been launched in a way to enhance 

teacher’s self-efficacy, and may have helped reduce their level of anxiety. The Learning Policy 

Institute (2017) concluded that PD must be ongoing, collaborative, and content-focused to 

produce measurable gains in student achievement.  

Participants expressed a range of feelings about the PD, and disagreeing with the 

Learning Policy Institute. They did not feel the PD was collaborative or ongoing; it was the 

opposite. The inadequate PD was the one theme about which all participants expressed the 

greatest frustration, anxiety, and displeasure.  
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 The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain a better understanding of middle school 

ELA teachers’ perceptions about a newly-adopted, C-R literacy curriculum and to understand 

their perceived challenges and successes related to the curriculum. The following 

recommendations for the district are based on this study.   

Recommendations for the District 

From the findings of this study, the following five recommendations are offered to 

support a more effective use of the C-R literacy curriculum:  

1. Redesign and strengthen PD.  

2. Restore and support teacher instructional autonomy. 

3. Provide time for teachers to improve differentiation structures within the curriculum. 

4. Provide time for teachers to align curriculum pacing with instructional time. 

5. Establish feedback and a continuous improvement process.  

The first recommendation is to redesign and strengthen PD. Given that all participants 

identified inadequate PD as a major challenge, the district should consider using sustaining, PD 

rather than one-time sessions. Differentiated PD for teachers with different levels of experience 

may also increase effectiveness.  

This district should also provide grade-level specific training that agrees with the 

teachers’ actual teaching assignments. Within this sustained PD, the district should include 

modeling lessons within the 60-minute instructional blocks and offer coaching cycles and 

instructional mentors during the first year of the new curriculum. Finally, the district and schools 

should include collaborative planning time for teachers to unpack the curriculum and anticipate 

various needs. 
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The second recommendation is for the district to restore and support instructional 

autonomy for teachers. Participants consistently reported feeling constrained by scripted lessons 

and pacing expectations. To improve teachers’ perceptions concerning autonomy, the district 

should encourage professional judgment while maintaining uniform presentation of the 

curriculum. This can be done by providing clear expectations about which components of the 

curriculum are essential versus adaptable. They should also allow teachers time within the pacing 

to reteach, scaffold, or enrich lessons based on student needs and assessment data. Allowing 

teachers flexibility in pacing and instructional strategies may improve morale and instructional 

responsiveness. 

Another recommendation is to improve differentiation of materials within the curriculum. 

Differentiation must not rely solely on teacher-created tools. The new curriculum should be able 

to support different categories of learners. Participants reported challenges with meeting the 

needs of advanced, EC, and ESL students. The curriculum should embed tiered assignments, 

enrichment options for advanced learners, and explicit scaffolds for EC and ESL students. The 

district should develop a supplemental resource bank categorized by learner subgroup for 

teachers.  

A further suggestion for the district is to align curriculum pacing and instructional time. 

District leaders should review lesson design related to available instructional time. Participants 

said that lessons were designed for blocks longer than the hour they had available. The district 

should revise pacing guides to reflect realistic instructional time. In addition, they should provide 

model lesson maps for the 60-minute block and engage teachers to have curriculum mapping 

conversations.  
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The last thought for the district is to establish feedback and a continuous improvement 

process. Teachers want to be heard and know that their opinions and feedback matter. A 

continuous improvement process may prevent concerns about new curricula from escalating and 

improve long-term sustainability. The district should implement and utilize pre- and post-

implementation surveys. They could also consider using focus groups during the first year of 

rollout to obtain detailed and timely feedback from teachers. Continuous improvement processes 

provide teachers with an opportunity to offer feedback in different formats. The data obtained 

may allow district leaders to identify concerns earlier and adjust accordingly. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study examined the perceptions of six middle school ELA teachers about a newly-

adopted, C-R literacy curriculum. Of the six participants, five identified as White and one as 

multiracial. While the findings provided valuable insight into teacher perceptions within this 

context, the limited number of participants suggests opportunities for further research. 

Future research should include teachers from a broader range of racial and ethnic 

backgrounds. Expanding the diversity of participants may yield richer perspectives and deepen 

understanding of how educators from different cultural identities interpret and implement C-R 

curriculum. Additionally, future studies should consider having interviewers of varying racial 

and gender identities.  

Qualitative methodology suggests that interviewer positionality can influence participant 

responses and disclosure. It is possible that participants in this study may have expressed strong 

support for C-R curricula due in part to the race of the researcher. Employing researchers of 

different racial or gender identities and conducting research in varied school settings could 

provide additional insight and findings. 
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Another recommendation is a longitudinal study examining student achievement data. A 

longitudinal design would let researchers assess whether initial challenges decreased over time 

and whether continued use of a C-R curriculum led to measurable improvements in student 

outcomes. Such a study could also examine trends in reading comprehension growth, 

engagement levels, and subgroup performance.  

In addition to longitudinal research, quantitative studies investigating the relationship 

between PD quality, teacher efficacy, and student outcomes are warranted. This type of study 

could use surveys alongside other measures of PD, design and participation. Analysis of student 

outcome data could then be used to explore relationships between professional learning 

experiences, teacher confidence, and student growth. Finally, future research should examine the 

impact of a C-R curriculum on specific student subgroups such as advanced learners, EC, and 

ESL students. Understanding how curriculum design and instructional support affect diverse 

learners would provide valuable guidance for districts seeking to ensure equitable access and 

academic success for all students. 

These recommendations highlight the need for more research that continues to explore 

the relationship of curriculum reform, teacher perception, and student achievement. Through 

broader sampling, longitudinal analysis, and subgroup-focus, future research studies may build 

upon the findings of this study and inform equitable literacy practices. This study contributed to 

the understanding of teacher perceptions, though additional research is warranted. 

Conclusion 

I began my dissertation journey in 2017 with a deep interest in cultural relevancy. As a 

student, I had limited exposure to C-R literacy curriculum in my K-12 education. It was not until 

my freshman year of college that I recall having C-R coursework. For the first time, I had the 
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opportunity to read about and study those who looked like me. I was introduced to the diversity 

within African American communities and narratives of resilience, innovation, and success. That 

experience fostered a sense of pride and identity affirmation that I had not previously known in 

my educational journey. 

Having served as an educator for nearly 30 years, I have spent much of my career 

researching and collaborating with colleagues to identify strategies that can close the 

achievement gap. Throughout that work, I often questioned whether the absence of a robust, C-R 

literacy curriculum contributed to the persistent disparities in literacy achievement and 

comprehension among students of color. I wondered whether increased exposure to C-R texts 

might positively influence engagement, comprehension, and academic confidence. 

As a result, I began my research that concentrated on cultural relevancy. Over time, that 

focus evolved to center specifically on teachers’ perceptions. I recognize that teachers are 

gatekeepers to knowledge for students. If teachers believed in the value of C-R curriculum and 

felt prepared to use it effectively, students would be more consistently exposed to meaningful 

and affirming learning experiences. Such exposure may in turn support improved academic 

outcomes. 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain greater understanding of middle school 

ELA teachers’ perceptions of a newly-adopted C-R literacy curriculum and explore their 

perceived successes and challenges in implementing it. Three research questions guided this 

study and highlighted teacher perceptions, perceived successes, and perceived challenges related 

to curriculum implementation. 

Chapter 5 began with an introduction of the study and its purpose. This was followed by 

a description of the data collection and analysis processes, which included coding interview 
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transcripts and identifying emerging themes. Detailed descriptions of the codes and themes were 

provided to ensure transparency and credibility. Next, a discussion of findings organized by 

research questions was done that incorporated participant reflections that amplified teachers’ 

voices. 

One of the most significant implications of the study was the unanimous support among 

participants for C-R curricula. All teachers expressed strong beliefs in the importance of 

representation, inclusion, and cultural exposure. Participants shared similar definitions of C-R 

instruction and articulated its value in fostering engagement and empathy among students. This 

finding affirms that teachers recognize and value the philosophy of C-R pedagogy. 

However, they also identified challenges that limited the value of the new curriculum. 

While teachers supported the intent of the curriculum, they expressed concerns about inadequate 

PD, pacing constraints, limited differentiation, and perceived loss of instructional autonomy. 

These challenges suggested that successful curriculum reform requires more than adopting new 

materials; it involves intentional systems of support. 

This study led to several recommendations. A primary recommendation is that the district 

redesign PD to be sustained and job-embedded rather than limited to isolated sessions. Effective 

PD should include modeling instruction, opportunities for collaborative planning, and ongoing 

coaching cycles. Given the financial investment associated with adopting a new curriculum, it is 

essential that teachers feel equipped and confident to deliver high-quality instruction. When PD 

is comprehensive and responsive to teacher needs, educators are more likely to teach the 

curriculum faithfully and confidently. 

This study contributed to the broader discourse on curriculum reform by illuminating the 

complex dynamics between curriculum design, teacher autonomy, and instructional capacity. 
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While a C-R literacy curriculum holds promise for enhancing engagement, identity affirmation, 

and representation, its success depends on those that support its implementation. 

Teachers in this study demonstrated a strong commitment to equity and student success. 

At the same time, they articulated the need for meaningful PD, realistic pacing, differentiation 

support, and retained instructional autonomy. These findings reinforce the view that curriculum 

reform efforts must consider not only what is taught, but how educators are prepared, supported, 

and empowered to teach it. 

Sustainable educational reform requires agreement between vision, administrative 

support, and teachers. By centering educator perspectives and investing in comprehensive 

professional learning structures, districts may better position C-R curriculum initiatives to 

achieve their intended effect on student engagement and academic outcomes. 
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APPENDIX A: RESEARCH PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT EMAIL  

Good evening, 

  

My name is Orlando Robinson, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of North Carolina 

at Charlotte. I am conducting a research study titled " PERCEPTIONS OF CULTURAL 

RELEVANCE THROUGH THE EYES OF MIDDLE SCHOOL LANGUAGE ARTS 

TEACHERS: A CASE STUDY" under the supervision of Dr. Rebecca Shore. My research has 

been approved by the University of North Carolina at Charlotte and Cabarrus County Schools. 

  

I am conducting research on middle school ELA teachers’ perceptions of a district adopted 

cultural relevance curriculum and I am inviting you to participate because you are a middle 

school ELA teacher. 

 

Participation in this research includes taking a 10-question survey, which will take 

approximately 15 minutes. If you agree to participate in a follow-up interview about your 

perceptions of your district’s adopted cultural relevance curriculum, that will take no more than 

60 minutes.  If you agree to participate in the study, you will receive a $10 gift card. If you have 

questions or would like to participate in the research, I can be reached via cell phone at 704-906-

6727 or replay back to this email by Thursday, December 4, 2025.  

  

Thanks, 

 

Orlando Robinson 

Principal 

West Cabarrus High School 

4100 Weddington Road 

Concord, NC 28027 

Phone: (704) 260-5970 
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APPENDIX B: RESEARCH PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT SURVEY 

1. Would you be willing to participate in a research study?  

Yes 

No 

2. Would you be willing to participate in a virtual interview that would last no longer than 60 

minutes? 

Yes 

No 

3. Are you a licensed Middle School ELA teacher in North Carolina? 

Yes 

No 

4. Do you have at least two years of experience teaching ELA at your school? 

Yes 

No 

5. How many years of teaching experience do you have? 

0-4 years 

5-10 years 

11-15 years 

16-20 years 

21+ years 

6. What is your gender? 

Male 

Female 

Prefer not to say 

7. What is your ethnicity? 

American Indian 

Black/African American 

Asian 

Hispanic 

White 
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Two or More Races 

Other 

Prefer not to say 

8. What is your hometown? 

Your answer 

9. What college or university did you attend? 

Your answer 

10. If you meet the criteria and agree to participate, please provide your full name and email 

address.  

Your answer 
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 

 

Title of Project: Middle School ELA Teachers’ Perceptions of a District Mandated Cultural 

Relevance Curriculum: A Case Study 

Principal Investigator: Orlando Robinson, Doctoral Student, UNC-C  

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Rebecca Shore, Assoc. Professor, Cato College of Education, UNC-C 

Important Information You Need to Know 

The purpose of this study is to capture the perceptions of middle school language arts 

teachers in their implementation and usage of culturally relevant literacy curriculum on 

African American students at an urban middle school in the southeastern United States. 

• Participants who are eligible for this study were a middle school language arts teacher 

during the 2024-2025 school year.  

• You will be asked to participate in an individual, one-on-one virtual (Microsoft Team) 

interview.  

• If selected to participate in, it will require a maximum of one hour of your time.  

• Risks or discomforts from this research may include your discomfort in sharing your 

perceptions about cultural relevance.  

• Benefits may include the knowledge that you are adding to the overall literature on 

cultural relevance and its impact on middle school language arts teachers.  

• You may choose not to participate at any time during the study.   

If you are interested in learning more about this study, please continue to read below. 

Why are we doing this study? 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to better understand how middle school language arts 

teachers perceive and describe their experiences with the usage of a culturally relevant 

literacy curriculum over the course of one year. 
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Why are you being asked to be in this research study? 

You are being asked to be in this study because you are a middle school language arts teacher 

who was employed during 2024-2025 and used a district’s cultural relevant curriculum. 

  

What will happen if I take part in this study? 

If you choose to participate in this study and complete this consent form, you will be sent a 

demographic Google survey. You will then be asked to participate in a one-on-one virtual 

interview, which should not exceed an hour. The virtual interview on Microsoft Teams will be at 

a time convenient for you. The interview will be recorded and transcribed. Your responses will 

be sent to you to verify accuracy. Your identity and responses will be concealed.  

 

What are the benefits of this study? 

You will not benefit directly from being in this study. However, others might benefit because 

your perceptions shared help others understand the impact of the usage of cultural relevant 

literature.  

 

What risks might I experience? 

You may experience some discomfort from the questions asked, however you have the 

autonomy to not respond to a question. To minimize any breach in confidentiality, I will use 

pseudonyms. All data collected will be destroyed after data analysis is complete.  

 

How will my information be protected? 

All data collection and digital files will be password protected. The device used to collect the 

data will also be password protected. Study data will only be shared with faculty at UNC-

Charlotte. All digital files will be deleted within six (6) months of study completion. Study 

participants’ identity will remain confidential and not be shared with anyone.  

 

How will my information be used after the study is over? 

The study data may be shared with other researchers for use in other studies. If a review of 

this study takes place, your records may be reviewed without your consent. Your privacy will 
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be protected. Should this study be reviewed, the data will not include information that could 

identify the participants.  

 

Will I receive an incentive for taking part in this study? 

The study is voluntary, you will not be compensated.  

 

What other choices do I have if I don’t take part in this study? 

The study voluntary, you have the option not to participate.  

 

What are my rights if I take part in this study?  

It is up to you to decide to be in this research study. Participating in this study is voluntary. 

Even if you decide to be part of the study now, you may change your mind and stop at any 

time. You do not have to answer any question(s) you do not want to answer.  

 

Who can answer my questions about this study and my rights as a participant? 

For questions about this research, you may contact Orlando Robinson at 

odrobins@charlotte.edu or via phone at 704-906-6727 and Dr. Rebecca Shore at 

rshore6@charlotte.edu or 704-687-8867. 

  

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain 

information, ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other than 

the researcher(s), please contact the Office of Research Protections and Integrity at uncc-

irb@charlotte.edu. 

  

Consent to Participate 

By signing this document, you agree to be in this study. Make sure you understand what the 

study is about before you sign. You will receive a copy of this document for your records. If 

you have any questions about the study after you sign this document, you can contact the 

study team using the information provided above. 

  

mailto:odrobins@charlotte.edu
mailto:rshore6@charlotte.edu
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I understand what the study is about, and my questions so far have been answered. I agree to 

take part in this study. 

_________________________________________________  

Name (PRINT) 

 

Signature__________________________________________ 

        Date   

 

   ________________________________________________ 

Name & Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL AND QUESTIONS  

Title: Middle School ELA Teachers’ Perceptions of a District Mandated Cultural Relevance 

Curriculum: A Case Study. The opening statement for the interview session will be:  

I am conducting interviews with middle school ELA teachers who have experience using 

a culturally relevant literacy curriculum. The information you provide in this interview will be 

strictly confidential and used only to gain knowledge of your personal experiences. The 

interview will take no longer than 60 minutes and will be recorded. The interview will focus on 

your personal experiences using a culturally relevant literacy curriculum. Do you have any 

questions before we begin? 

The interview questions are: 

The interview questions will include: 

1. How long have you taught at your middle school? 

2. Why did you decide to become a Middle School Language Arts Teacher? 

3. During college did you take any teacher prep courses on cultural relevance? 

4. What do you believe to be the purpose of a culturally relevant curriculum? 

5. Before implementing the district’s adopted culturally relevant curriculum did you 

participate in professional development? What are your thoughts about the professional 

development you received?  

6. What were your feelings when you discovered that you would have to use the district’s 

adopted culturally relevant curriculum? 

7. Describe a lesson that your students really enjoyed. How did you know they enjoyed it? 

8. Describe your students’ academic performance before and after the implementation of the 

district’s adopted culturally relevant curriculum?  
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9. Now that you use the district’s adopted culturally relevant curriculum have you seen a 

difference in your students’ level of comprehension?  

10. What challenges, if any, did you experience with using the district’s adopted culturally 

relevant curriculum? 

11. Would you like to add any additional thoughts on your experience using the district’s 

adopted culturally relevant curriculum? 


