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FROM THE EDITOR

As we ended the last school year and entered this new one, no one knew 
what would be in store for us.  Although the Mayor of New York assured 
everyone that schools would open and instruction would take place as 
usual, the reality was far from it.  Principals were sent scrambling to find 
enough teachers to staff their schools due to remote learning and teachers 
being granted waivers for health reasons.  Schools eventually did open but 
some were immediately closed temporarily due to positive COVID test 
results for students and/or staff.

We are now well into the Fall of this school year and the Pandemic still rules what is happening 
not only in the schools, but also in our lives.  Health and science experts caution us to remain 
socially distant from others and wear a mask whenever out in public.  Most recently, the virus had 
made a horrible return, after a summer of regression.  

Many of us have lost friends and loved ones, myself included.  We owe it to our lost friends and 
relatives to fortify ourselves against COVID-19 and continue to fight on, waiting for an effective 
vaccine to be produced.  As educators, we must continue to provide quality educational programs 
for our students whether they be in the early grades or in higher education.  Many of today’s 
teachers are teaching as they never have before – remotely, in a hybrid program or in face-to-face 
situations.  No two schools are operating in the same manner.  Yet, educate our students, we must!  

What does all of this mean?  In an effort to try to bring some sanity and direction to our current 
world, we have decided to include in this year’s Research Journal of The New York Academy of 
Public Education a section devoted to remote and hybrid learning as it is occurring in our schools.  
The authors are practitioners who are experiencing what is happening in our schools, elementary 
through college, first hand.  I would like to thank them and our authors of our traditional section 
for their contributions to this Journal.

Stay well. Stay safe.

John C. Jangl, Ed.D.
Editor-in-Chief
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A Message from the President
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Dear Readers,
The New York Academy of Public Education (NYAPE) was founded in 1912 to
recognize individuals who have earned special merit or contributed to the advance-
ment of education.  Its mission is to consider and to promote the interests of urban 
education in public schools across the Metropolitan area.  Over the last 108 years, it 
has done exactly that – promote and advocate for the education of all children
especially those in the New York City area. 
The New York Academy of Public Education has maintained a strong and timeless 
interest in a variety of areas. The listing of NYAPE Medalist Award winners (on our 
website) reflects the varied scope of influence in education, government, history, pub-
lishing, science, dance, drama, journalism, and advancement of schools at every level.
Any organization fortunate enough to have the quality of membership that The Acad-
emy does clearly looks forward to expansion and development as it continues to move 
forward into this century.  So hopefully, this issue of the New York Academy of Public 
Education Research Journal will spark a new beginning for Education and the Acad-
emy in these unprecedented and difficult times.
I would like to commend Editor-In-Chief, John Jangl, Ed.D. and the peer review com-
mittee for the work that they have done to ensure that the NYAPE Research Journal 
maintains its high quality and integrity in the world of research publications. 
I would also like to thank the NYAPE board and officers who work daily to achieve 
the mission of The New York Academy of Public Education.
In addition, kudos to the authors who have contributed to the body of research which 
serves to inform and improve our schools, institutions and government.
Remember that the NYAPE Research Journal is published annually and can be found 
on our website. Please submit articles to our Research Journal Committee for review. 
In addition, look for our newsletters which review our meetings, activities and the
accomplishments of our members.
Let me know how the academy can work to meet your expectations for educational 
excellence.
Be Well, Be Safe and Continue to Support Our Schools,

Anthony P. Cavanna, Ed.D.
President, New York Academy of Public Education
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Abstract
    This study explored the relationships between 
race, poverty, English language learners (ELLs), 
and college-going rates.  The setting included 93 
school districts that were located in two large adja-
cent suburban counties in New York State:  Nassau 
and Suffolk.  A Pearson Product-Moment correlation 
analysis, with a two-tailed test of significance with 
alpha set at .05, was used to analyze the relationships 
among the variables.  It was found that poverty and 
ELLs were divided along racial lines, in a direction 
that put downward pressure on college-going rates for 
the Black or African American and Hispanic or Latino 
student groups.  Based on these findings, the research-
ers made specific recommendations for school district 
policymakers and future studies to reduce the racial 
inequities on college-going rates.
Keywords:  Race, poverty, ELLs, and college-going rates.

I.  Purpose
 The purpose of this study was to examine the 
relationships between race, poverty, English language 
learners (ELLs), and college-going rates.  In 2017, the 
Education Trust-New York, an organization dedicated 
to racial equity and social justice, released reports on 
the lack of racial equity within the teaching profession 
within New York State.  Their data showed that many 
K-12 Black and Latino students attended schools 
where there were no teachers of the same racial or 
ethnic backgrounds.  Almost half of the White stu-
dents attended schools without any Black or Latino 
teachers (Education Trust-New York, 2017).  Was 
this inequality exclusive to the teaching profession or 
might it further extend to any profession that required 
a college degree for entrance?  
 Prior research by Markson, Forman, and Lind-
blom (2018) showed that poverty had the strongest 
relationship with college-going rates.  As poverty 
went up by school district, their students’ college-
going rates went down by 73.79 percent.  As a result, 
one of the purposes of the current study was to exam-
ine the relationships between race and poverty, to see 
if poverty was divided along racial lines and this was 
the determinant of the lack of minority participation 
in the teaching profession, which required a college 
degree in New York State (“New York Teacher Certi-
fication and Licensing Guide 2019,” n.d.).
 Prior research by Kanno and Cromley (2015) 
showed that ELLs, particularly racial minority ELLs, 

faced a number of problems in entering higher educa-
tion and that these problems stemmed from the early 
stages of college planning.  As a result, another pur-
pose of this study was to investigate the relationships 
between race and ELLs, to determine if ELL popula-
tions were unequally divided along racial lines and 
this was another determinant of the lack of minority 
participation in the teaching profession, which required 
a college degree.
   
II. Literature Review

Race and College-Going Rates
 Tierney and Duncheon (2015), in The Problem of 
College Readiness, identified that a disproportionate 
low percentage of Black and Latino students enrolled 
in higher education compared to White students.  Al-
though there was a perception that Asian students were 
a “model minority” group as far as college enrollments 
went, their percentages of college-going rates also 
trailed behind White students (Tierney & Duncheon, 
2015).  
 In Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and 
Ethnic Groups (2016), Musu-Gillette et al. noted that:
Among adults age 25 and older, the percentage who 
had not completed high school in 2013 was higher for 
Hispanic adults (35 percent) than for any other racial/
ethnic group (Indicator 25). The percentage of adults 
age 25 and older who had earned at least a bachelor’s 
degree in 2013 was highest for Asian adults (52 per-
cent). Of the other racial/ethnic groups, 14 percent of 
Hispanic adults, 15 percent of American Indian/Alaska 
Native adults, 16 percent of Pacific Islander adults, 19 
percent of Black adults, 32 percent of adults of two or 
more races, and 33 percent of White adults had earned 
at least a bachelor’s degree (p. vi).
In the same study in discussing Postsecondary Educa-
tion, the researchers found that while the gap in college 
enrollment narrowed between Whites and Hispanics 
from 18 to 8 percent from 2003 through 2013, the 
gap between Whites and Blacks did not significantly 
change during that period (Musu-Gillette et al., 2016). 
 In 2015, Carter in, The Multidimensional Problems 
of Educational Inequality Require Multidimensional 
Solutions, cited the following graph as to the rela-
tionship between poverty and race. The graph clearly 
indicated that Whites and Asians have the lowest levels 
of poverty while Blacks, Hispanics, American Indians 
and Others have higher levels of poverty. 

The Relationships Between Race, Poverty, English Language Learners, 
and College-Going Rates

Craig Markson, Ed.D., Kenneth Forman, Ph.D., and Terry Earley, Ph.D.
School of Professional Development, Stony Brook University, USA
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in poverty had faced greater odds in attending or com-
pleting college.  For example, only 30 percent of stu-
dents from the lowest income strata enrolled in college 
compared to 80 percent of students from the top income 
strata.  Palomar-Lever and Victorio-Estrada (2017) 
found that students from high income families had 
more opportunities for diverse learning experiences that 
would develop their intellectual capacities more than 
students from poor households.  This factor negatively 
impacted the college-going rates for poor students. 
In School Counselors Supporting the Career and Col-
lege Preparedness of Students from Poverty: using the 
CARE Model, (2017), Johnson found that,
Students living in poverty trailed their peers from 
middle to upper-middle class households in the follow-
ing areas:  enrollment in advanced courses; scores on 
college entrance examinations; and high school gradua-
tion rates.  Furthermore, students from poor households 
faced cultural and environmental barriers that negative-
ly impacted college readiness (Johnson, 2017). 
In the Retention of Long Island Millennials at a Sub-
urban Community College: Are They College Ready?” 
(2019), Cantor looked at the socioeconomic character-
istics of students who graduated or transferred to a four-
year school with those who did not decide to continue 
to a four-year college or university. He identified “…
characteristics that could serve as reliable predictors of 
non-persistence, defined by either non-graduating or 
non-transferring to a four-year institution, were student 
median household income; household income levels of 
student’s home community” (p. 36).
To be more specific, Cantor stated that the household 
income of students who did not graduate from a com-
munity college or did not transfer from a two-year 
college to a four-year college was much lower than 
the household income of students who completed their 
studies (Canto, 2019).

English Language Learners and College-Going Rates
Immigrant English language learners who enter the U.S. 
as adolescents faced significant challenges.  Research 
suggested that these learners scored lower on standard-
ized tests, graduated from high school at lower rates, 
and dropped out at higher rates than their native Eng-
lish-speaking peers (Lee, 2012). These newly arrived 
students often developed the social English necessary to 
chat with friends and consume popular culture quickly 
but needed four to seven years to develop academic 
English (Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000). This made it 
challenging to have the academic English necessary 
to graduate from high school in four years (Lee 2012).  
Additionally, they also faced difficulties with high 
school exit exams because of these language issues.
About six percent of newcomer immigrant students 
have experienced interrupted formal education in their 
home countries.  In places like New York City, about 

2

 
 Brey et al. in Status and Trends in the Education of 
Racial and Ethnic Groups (2018) found that: 
Between 2000 and 2017, the percentage of U.S. 
school-age children who were White decreased from 
62 to 51 percent and the percentage who were Black 
decreased from 15 to 14 percent. In contrast, the 
percentages of school-age children from other racial/
ethnic groups increased: Hispanic children, from 16 
to 25 percent; Asian children, from 3 to 5 percent; 
and children of two or more races, from 2 to 4 per-
cent. The percentage of school-age American Indians/
Alaska Natives remained at 1 percent and the percent-
age of Pacific Islanders remained at less than 1 percent 
during this time. (p. iii) 
With this increase in of minority races and the de-
crease of White majority, the study found that more 
minority students have gone on to a post-secondary 
education.
In 2016, the total college enrollment rate was higher 
for Asian young adults (58 percent) than for young 
adults who were of two or more races (42 percent), 
White (42 percent), Hispanic (39 percent), Black (36 
percent), Pacific Islander (21 percent), and Ameri-
can Indian/Alaska Native (19 percent). From 2000 
to 2016, total college enrollment rates increased for 
White (from 39 to 42 percent), Black (from 31 to 36 
percent), and Hispanic young adults (from 22 to 39 
percent) but were not measurably different for the 
other racial/ethnic groups during this time period. (p. vi)

Poverty and College-Going Rates
 In a study by Harvey, Slate, Moore, Barnes and 
Martinez-Garcia (2013), the authors cited research 
from Griffin, 2006; Harper, 2005, (p. 193) that found 
the overall enrollment of economically disadvantaged 
students enrolled in public schools increased, but 
there existed barriers for them that prevented them in 
attending an institution for postsecondary education. 
Tierney and Duncheon (2015) noted that minority stu-
dents who were first generation Americans and living 

 4
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10% of all ELLs were students with interrupted for-
mal education (Bartlett & Garcia, 2011; Advocates for 
Children, 2010).  These students were typically two or 
more years behind their same-age peers in school, and 
many weren’t literate in their native languages (Lee, 
2012).  
Immigrant English language learners were typically 
tracked into English language learning classes that 
focused almost exclusively on acquiring English, 
often to the exclusion of academic content (Callahan, 
Wilkinson, Muller, & Frisco, 2009). ELLs were often 
unprepared to handle the academic content in main-
stream classes because they haven’t been prepared to 
do so.  It could be argued that the educational chal-
lenges experienced by students from culturally and 
linguistically different backgrounds, including im-
migrant ELLs, were the result of unrecognized and 
unappreciated cultural differences not cultural deficits 
(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Moll et al., 1992). These 
scholars highlighted the importance of drawing on 
students’ cultures, native languages, identities, and 
communities in promoting high academic engagement 
and achievement.
In New York, all students including ELLs in the 
system over one year must pass five Regents exams to 
earn a high school diploma. Since this mandate began, 
ELLs have consistently struggled to pass these exams 
and dropout rates among this group have increased. 
In 2005 only 33.2 percent of ELLs in New York City 
passed the English part of the Regents exam (Menken, 
2008). Research suggested that ELL students faced 
substantial hurdles in passing these exams, and many 
must retake the exams again and again before earning 
passing scores (Lee & Walsh, 2012). Too often, the 
work of educating English language learners was seen 
as the sole responsibility of the ELL or bilingual staff, 
leaving the ELL staff and their students marginalized 
and isolated in schools. 
According to the latest Census report, Latinos have 
outpaced the rest of the nation’s growth by roughly 
four times, increasing to 50.5 million as of 2010, or 
16.3 percent of the estimated total U.S. population of 
308.7 million (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). A dispro-
portionate percentage of Latino students came from 
low-income households. The poverty rate among Lati-
nos in 2010 was 6.1 million. Of the 6.1 million Latino 
children living in poverty, more than two-thirds, or 
4.1 million were the children of immigrants. The other 
two million were the children of parents born in the 
U.S. (Lopez & Velasco, 2011). These numbers are 
significant because poor children are at a greater risk 
to perform poorly in school (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 
1997).  In the 2009-2010 school year, Morris reported 
Latino tenth grade students had a 73% passing rate for 
the California High School Exit Exam English Lan-
guage Arts test in comparison to a 91% passing rate 

for White tenth grade and Asian tenth grade students 
(Morris, 2013). Therefore, the learning needs of ELLs 
pose challenges to schools. ELLs had lower gradua-
tion rates, higher dropout rates, and lower percentages 
of students meeting federal or state proficiency targets 
(Gandara, 2010).
Over the past 30 years, from 1980 to 2010, the socio-
economic condition of ELL students has remained per-
sistently low: in income, two-parent families, housing, 
and parental educational attainment (Lee, 2002). Pov-
erty has been linked to low student academic achieve-
ment.  A study conducted by Brooks-Gunn and Duncan 
(1997) concluded that family income can affect child 
and adolescent outcomes but that the negative effects of 
poverty were more pronounced for some depending on 
the depth and duration of a child’s exposure to poverty.  
Latino English Language Learners faced a compound 
challenge gaining entrance to four-year colleges. There 
existed a pattern of obstacles for Latinos in general, 
including parent education levels, access to AP courses, 
disparate income, and performance on standardized 
examinations (Contreras, 2005). Latinos who are ELLs 
must also contend with the burden of competing for col-
lege access with students proficient in English. A closer 
examination of the inputs that played a significant role 
in Latino college attainment begins with access to AP 
or Honors classes at the high-school level. Zarate and 
Burciaga (2010) suggested that large schools serving 
higher proportions of minority students do not offer as 
many AP courses as those serving White students. AP 
courses added one percentage to the student’s GPA and 
could earn college credits. 

III. Data Sources and Definitions
 The data were obtained from the New York State 
Education Department’s (NYSED) data site (2019) 
and were collected from the 2015 to 2016 school year.  
Data from a total of 93 school districts from New York 
State’s Nassau and Suffolk counties were included in 
this study.  Several districts were excluded from this 
study because they had fewer than 50 test takers or they 
had no publicly available reporting of their students’ 
race and college-going rates.  For the 2015 to 2016 
school year, NYSED recorded student populations by 
school district under the following racial groupings:  
American Indian or Alaska Native; Black or African 
American; Hispanic or Latino; Asian or Native Hawai-
ian or Other Pacific Islander; White; or Multiracial.  For 
this study, race was reported as a percentage per school 
district.  The population of students classified as Multi-
racial were excluded from this study.  
Poverty was measured by the percent of students 
collecting free and reduced lunch by school district.  
English Language Learners (ELLs) were defined by 
NYSED as the following:
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[T]hose who, by reason of foreign birth or ancestry, 
speak or understand a language other than English 
and speak or understand little or no English, and re-
quire support in order to become proficient in English 
and are identified pursuant to Section 154.3 of Com-
missioner’s Regulations. These students are also re-
ferred to as Limited English Proficient (“Report Cards 
Glossary | NYSED Data Site,” n.d.).
ELLs were recorded as a percent by school district.  
For college-going rates, NYSED collected data by 
school district on the post-graduation plans of high 
school completers.  This study included the percent 
of students by school district who reported plans to 
attend a four-year college or university, listed under 
“Four Year College Plans” in the correlation table.    

IV. Method
 For the purposes of this study, student success was 
measured by the percent of students by school district 
who reported plans to attend a four-year college or 
university, listed under “Four Year College Plans” in 
the correlation table and was the dependent variable 
in this study.  Race was measured by the percent of 
students per school district classified as American 
Indian or Alaska Native; Black or African American; 
Hispanic or Latino; Asian or Native Hawaiian or Oth-
er Pacific Islander; or White.  Poverty was measured 
by the percent of students receiving free and reduced 
lunch by school district. ELLs were measured by the 
percent of students classified under this category by 
school district.  Race, poverty, and ELLs were the in-
dependent variables in this study.  A Pearson Product-
Moment correlation analysis, with a two-tailed test of 
significance with alpha set at .05, was used to analyze 
the relationships among the variables.

V. Results
 The results for the correlations with four-year col-
lege plans are displayed in Table 1.
Table 1 Correlations with four-year college plans (N = 93)

 Students classified as American Indian or Alaska Na-
tive did not have a statistically significant relationship 
with four-year college plans, p > .05.  Students clas-
sified as Black or African American had a statistically 
significant relationship with four-year college plans, p 
= < .001.  This student population had a negative cor-
relation with four-year college plans, accounting for 
34.34 percent of the variance.  As the Black or African 
American student population by school district in-
creased, college-going rates decreased.  Similarly, the 
percent of students classified as Hispanic or Latino had 
a statistically significant relationship with four-year 
college plans, p < .001.  The Hispanic or Latino stu-
dent population also had an inverse relationship with 
four-year college plans.  As this population went up, 
college-going rates went down by 49.42 percent.
 The Asian student population had a statistically 
significant but positive correlation with four-year col-
lege plans, p < .001.  As the Asian student population 
increased, college-going rates increased by 15.13 per-
cent.  The White student population had a statistically 
significant relationship with four-year college plans, p 
= < .001.  The White student population had a positive 
correlation with four-year college plans, accounting 
for 37.45 percent of the variance.  As the percentage 
of White students increased, college-going rates in-
creased.
 Poverty had a statistically significant but negative 
correlation with four-year college plans, p < .001.  As 
poverty went up, four-year college plans went down by 
73.44 percent.  Similarly, ELLs also had a statistically 
significant and negative correlation with four-year col-
lege plans, p < .001.  ELLs accounted for 39.94 percent 
of the variance on four-year college plans.  As this 
population increased, college-going rates decreased.

VI. Conclusion
 The variable in this study that had the greatest im-
pact on college-going rates was clearly poverty, which 
had a strong inverse relationship with four-year college 
plans, accounting for 73.44 percent of the variance.  
The Hispanic or Latino racial group had the strongest 
positive relationship with poverty, accounting for an 
extremely large 79.39 percent of the variance.  As a 
result, it was not surprising that this group also had the 
strongest negative relationship with four-year college 
plans.  Conversely, the White racial group had the 
strongest negative relationship with poverty also had 
the strongest positive relationship with four-year col-
lege plans.  This is indicative of a pattern that poverty 
is divided along racial lines.
  Figure 1 below depicts the strength and direction of 
the correlations that the Hispanic or Latino and Black 
or African American student groups had with poverty. 
The American Indian student group was excluded 
because the low sample size in this region prevented a 
statistically significant relationship, p > .05.

Four Year 
College 
Plans

American 
Indian

Black or 
African 

American

Hispanic Asian White Poverty

American 
Indian

r 0.341

r2 11.63%

p 0.509

N 6

Black or 
African 
American

r -0.586 -0.668

r2 34.34% 44.62%

p 0.000 0.147

N 88 6

Hispanic or 
Latino

r -0.703 -0.375 0.548

r2 49.42% 14.06% 30.03%

p 0.000 0.464 0.000

N 91 6 89

Asian

r 0.389 -0.218 -0.136 -0.271

r2 15.13% 4.75% 1.85% 7.34%

p 0.000 0.678 0.208 0.010

N 89 6 87 90

White

r 0.612 0.503 -0.795 -0.848 -0.122

r2 37.45% 25.30% 63.20% 71.91% 1.49%

p 0.000 0.309 0.000 0.000 0.250

N 90 6 88 91 90

Poverty

r -0.857 -0.372 0.657 0.891 -0.266 -0.836

r2 73.44% 13.84% 43.16% 79.39% 7.08% 69.89%

p 0.000 0.468 0.000 0.000 0.011 0.000

N 91 6 89 92 90 91

ELLs

r -0.632 -0.173 0.499 0.936 -0.183 -0.793 0.82

r2 39.94% 2.99% 24.90% 87.61% 3.35% 62.88% 67.24%

p 0.000 0.744 0.000 0.000 0.085 0.000 0.000

N 91 6 89 92 90 91 93

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Figure 1 clearly shows that as Hispanic or Latino and 
Black or African American student populations in-
creased by district so did poverty.

Figure 2 below depicts the strength and direction 
of the correlations that the Asian and White student 
groups had with poverty.

Figure 2.
 

Figure 2 clearly shows that as Asian and White student 
populations increased by district poverty declined.  
The racial divide on poverty was clearly evident when 
comparing Black or African American and Hispanic 
or Latino student groups with the White student group 
among Figure 1 and Figure 2.
The Hispanic or Latino student group also had a 
strong statistically significant relationship with anoth-
er independent variable in a direction that put down-
ward pressure on college-going rates.  For example, 
as the ELL population increased, college-going rates 
decreased by 39.94 percent.  The Hispanic or Latino 
student population had a strong positive relationship 
with ELLs, accounting for 87.61 percent of the vari-
ance.  As the Hispanic or Latino student population 
increased by school district, so did students classified 
as ELLs.  As previously discussed, ELLs had an in-
verse relationship with college-going rates, accounting 
for 39.94 percent of the variance on four-year college 
plans.  
Figure 3 below depicts the strength and direction of 
the correlations that the Hispanic or Latino and Black 
or African American student groups had with ELLs.  
The American Indian student group was excluded 
because the low sample size in this region prevented a 
statistically significant relationship, p > .05.  Further-
more, the Asian student population was excluded from 

the following figures because there was not a statisti-
cally significant relationship with ELLs, p = .085.

Figure 3.

 
Figure 3 showed a strong correlation between the His-
panic or Latino student population and ELLs, account-
ing for 87.61 percent of the variance.  The Black or 
African American population also had a positive cor-
relation with ELLs.  Although this correlation was not 
as strong, accounting for 24.9 percent of the variance, it 
was similarly in a direction that put downward pressure 
on college-going rates.
Figure 4 below depicts the strength and direction of the 
correlation that the White student group had with ELLs.

Figure 4.

 
Figure 4 showed that the White student group had a 
negative relationship with ELLs, accounting for 62.88 
percent of the variance.  As the percentage of White 
students increased by school district, the populations of 
ELLs decreased.  The racial divide on ELLs was clearly 
evident when comparing Black or African American 
and Hispanic or Latino student groups with the White 
student group among Figure 3 and Figure 4.  The 
inverse relationship that the White student group had 
with ELLs gave this group another advantage with its 
chances of going to college.

VII. Implications of the Research and Recommendations
 Given the strong relationships that the Black or Af-
rican American and Hispanic or Latino student groups 
had with poverty and ELLs, two variables that put 
negative pressure on college-going rates, the researchers 
make the following recommendations:
• funding for programs ameliorating the negative effects 
that poverty has on student achievement;
•  the creation of programs designed to support the ac-
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quisition of English language skills for ELLs to make 
them competitive in admission to four-year colleges;
•  increased support services for Black or African 
American and Hispanic or Latino subgroups to facili-
tate their college admission;
•  broad-based integration of school districts across 
Nassau and Suffolk counties;
•  review of school district programs for districts with 
high number of ELLs to further support their college 
going rates;
•  alter testing NYS requirements so that ELLs have 
additional time for English language acquisition skills;

•  K-12 and higher education partnerships to reduce 
racial inequalities in college-going rates.
The researchers make the following recommendations 
for future studies:
•  a meta-analysis of a significant portion of the existing 
research literature to determine the causes of poverty 
being divided along racial lines;
•  best practices for supporting racial minority students 
living in poverty to be college ready;
•  best practices for supporting racial minority ELL 
students to be college ready;

References
Advocates for Children. (2010). Students with interrupted formal education: A challenge for New York City public     
   schools. New York, NY: Author.  www. advocatesforchildren.org/
Bartlett L. & Garcia, O. (2011). Additive schooling in subtractive times: Bilingual education and Dominican immi  
   grant youth in the Heights. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press.
Brey, C. D., Musu, L., McFarland, J., Wilkinson-Flicker, S., Diliberti, M., Zhang, A., ... & Wang, X. (2019). Status  
   and trends in the education of racial and ethnic groups 2018. US Department of Education: Washington, DC, USA, 1-174.
Brooks-Gunn, J. & Duncan, G. (1997). The effects of poverty on children. The Future of Children, 7(2), 55-71.
Callahan, R., Wilkinson, L., Muller, C., & Frisco, M. (2009). ESL placement and schools: Effects on immigrant   
   achievement. Educational Policy, 23 (2), 355-384.
Cantor, Martin R. (Spr 2019). Retention of Long Island Millennials at a Suburban Community College: Are They 
College Ready? Journal for Leadership and Instruction, (v18 nl), p36-41.
Carter, Prudence L., (2018). The Multidimensional Problems of Educational Inequality  Require Multidimensional 
Solutions, EDUCATIONAL STUDIES, 54(1), pp. 1-16.
Cho, Moon-Heum, Convertino, Christina, Khourey-Bowers, Claudia (2015). Helping preservice teachers (PSTs)  
   understand the realities of poverty: innovative curriculum modules, Association for Educational Communications  
   and Technology, January 2015 (published online).
Contreras, F. E. (2005). Access, achievement and social capital: Standardized exams and the Latino college-bound  
   population. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 4(3), 197-21
Education Trust - New York. (2017). One-third of all New York schools have no Latino or Black teachers, new
   report from Ed Trust–NY reveals. Retrieved October 14, 2019, from The Education Trust - New York website:  
   https://newyork.edtrust.org/press-release/one-third-new-york-schools-no-latino-black-teachers-new-report-ed-trust-ny-reveals/
Gandara, P. (2010). Meeting students where they are: The Latino education crisis. Harvard Educational Leadership, 67(5), 24-30.
Hakuta, K., Butler, Y.G., & Witt, D. (2000). How long does it take English learners to attain proficiency? Stanford,  
   CA: University of California Linguistic Minority Research Institute.
Harvey, D. W., Slate, J. R., Moore, G. W., Barnes, W., & Martinez-Garcia, C. (2013). College Readiness Gaps: A  
   Review of the Literature. Journal of Education Research, 7(3).
Johnson, Glenda S., (2017). School Counselors Supporting the Career and College  Preparedness of Students from  
   Poverty:  Using the CARE Model, Journal of  School Counseling, Vol. 15 Issue 18, pl-27,27p.
Kanno, Y. & Cromley, J. G. (2015). English Language Learners’ Pathways to Four-Year Colleges. Teachers College  
   Record, 117(12), 1–44. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.library.stonybrook.edu/login.aspx?
   direct=true&db=a2h&AN=113072028&site=ehost-live&scope=site
Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). Toward a culturally relevant pedagogy. American Educational Research Journal, 32 (3), 465-491.
Lee, J. (2002). Racial and ethnic achievement gap trends: Reversing the progress toward equity? Educational
   Researcher, 31(1), 3-12.
Lee, Stacey J. (2012) New talk about ELL students, Kappan, vol. 93, 66-69.
Lee, S. & Walsh, D. (2012). Resistance and accommodation: Social justice 
   education for immigrant youth in an era of high stakes testing. Encyclopaideia: Journal of Phenomenology and Education.
Lopez, M. H., & Velasco, G. (2011). Childhood poverty among Hispanics sets record, leads nation. Washington,   
   DC: Pew Hispanic Center, September. Retrieved from http://www. pewhispanic.org/2011/09/28/childhood-poverty- 
   among-hispanics-setsrecord-leads-nation. 
Markson, C., Forman, K. & Lindblom, K.  (May, 2018).  Sending your students to college:  School district climate    
   variables that make a difference, New York Academy of Public Education, 7(1), pp. 1 - 6.
McCardle, P., Menken, K. (2008). English learners left behind: Standardized testing as language policy. Clevedon,  
   England: Multilingual Matters.



  N
EW

 YORK ACADEM
Y    O

F PUBLIC EDUCATIO
N

   

Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge for teaching: Using a qualitative ap    
   proach to connect homes and classrooms. Theory into Practice, 31, 132-141.
Morris, B. A. (2013). A Capstone Project using the GAP Analysis Model: Closing the College Readiness Gap for  
   Latino English Language Learners with a Focus on Goals and Parent Involvement.  Doctoral Dissertation,
   University of Southern California.
Musu-Gillette, L., Robinson, J., McFarland, J., KewalRamani, A., Zhang, A., Wilkinson-Flicker, S., American         
   Institutes for Research (AIR). (2016). Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups 2016.     
NCES  2016-007. National Center for Education Statistics. National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved      
   from http:// search.ebscohost.com.proxy.library.stonybrook.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eric&AN=ED567806 
   &site=ehost- live&scope=site
New York Teacher Certification and Licensing Guide 2019. (n.d.). Retrieved October 14, 2019, from Teacher
   Certification Degrees website: https://www.teachercertificationdegrees.com/certification/new-york/
New York State Education Department Data Site. (2017). Retrieved April 4, 2019, from http://data.nysed.gov/
Palomar-Lever, J., Victorio-Estrada, A., (Sep2017). Academic success of\ adolescents in poverty, Social Psychology   
   of Education, Vol. 20 Issue 3, p669-\691, 23p; DOI: 10.1007/s11218-017-9389-7, Database: Education Source.
Report Cards Glossary | NYSED Data Site. (n.d.). Retrieved September 29, 2019, from https://data.nysed.gov/glos 
   sary.php?report=reportcards
Robles-Melendez, W., Driscoll, W., (2018). Poverty and Immigrant Children: Moving ahead with Eperanza, with  
   hope, Dimensions of Early  Childhood, Vol. 46 Issue 2, pp. 21-24, 4p.
Tierney, W. G., & Duncheon, J. C. (Eds.). (2015). The problem of college readiness. SUNY Press.
Zarate, E., & Burciaga, R. (2010). Latinos and college access: Trends and future directions. Journal of College Ad 
   mission, Fall, 25-29.

Dr. Craig Markson is the Director of the Educational Leadership Program at Stony Brook Univer-
sity.  His research interests include the efficacy of online learning in the context of school leader-
ship preparation, state assessments, teacher evaluations, and the relationships among poverty and 
academic achievement. 

 Dr. Forman has served as middle school assistant principal, director of state and federal programs, 
director of curriculum and instruction, principal, and executive assistant to the superintendent in NYC 
and Long Island public schools.  He is currently the assistant director of Educational Leadership 
Program at Stony Brook University. He is also the author of Preparing for Educational Leadership 3rd 
Edition, Diving into Data, Managing Social Science Research Through Publicly Accessible Data, SBL 
& SDL TestPrep Virtual Classroom and numerous articles. He also serves an educational consultant 
and an advisor to a New York State Regent.

Dr. Terry Earley is the Director of Teacher and Leader Education (D-TALE), Assessment and Accreditation at 
Stony Brook University and was a Lecturer in the Educational Leadership Program and Social Studies Teacher 
Education Program from 2007 through 2018.  Dr. Earley served in the Connetquot Central School District 
in Bohemia, L.I., N.Y. for 31 years. He was a teacher of secondary Social Studies, a coach of football, wres-
tling, soccer and baseball, a Dean of Students, an Assistant Principal and he retired in 2007 as the Principal of 
Oakdale-Bohemia Middle School, a position he held for 9 years. For almost 15 years, Dr. Earley was an Adjunct 
Assistant Professor at Dowling College and at St. John’s University teaching on the graduate level in Educa-
tional Administration.

 

 

7



  N
EW

 YORK ACADEM
Y    O

F PUBLIC EDUCATIO
N

Abstract 
    The following literature review advocates to ex-
pound on the need to narrow the gap in the general 
access to college education by urban high school 
students. In a realm of thoughts, the disparities ob-
served over decades are profoundly related but not 
limited to gender, ethnicity and poverty. The extant 
literature presents findings on previous research 
forms the focal point in revealing the challenges and 
provide an analysis of more accessible modes adopted 
in reducing the gap in the quest to maximize literacy 
and college readiness. The paper also focuses on the 
new millennium and across the United States there 
has been major buzz about the Common Core State 
Standards, reading motivation and the implications on 
English language learners. There is an obvious gap in 
the literature concerning English language learner and 
reading motivation, at the high school level. There is 
research on students in the lower grades, but there is 
a shortage in this arena and researchers should take 
the opportunity to address this issue. There is also 
the need to move students towards the four Cs of the 
Common Core State Standards, which is creativity, 
collaboration, communication and critical thinking. 
These tools will provide students with the advantage 
of being college and career ready. 

Introduction
    The 21st century is upon us and the pressing crisis 
of the achievement gap for urban high school students 
versus their less economically challenged counter-
parts still prevails.  Moving from one state to the next, 
or even city to city, there was a difference in instruc-
tion across the curriculums. The standards were 
different and students in urban high schools were 
certainly being left behind. Some recent strides to re-
vamp the curriculum have been evolving, with the in-
ception of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 
which has been developed to serve as the backbone to 
educators instructional planning and implementation, 
and execution of their lesson units, and daily activi-
ties.  It is meant to be a framework to help educators 
identify and target grade level academic and linguis-
tic demands found within the CCSS.  Schools, are 
mandated and hold the responsibility of covering all 
of the CCSS, and are also expected to give students 
multiple opportunities to learn and showcase their 
level of mastery (CCSS, 2010). Unfortunately stu-
dents in many urban high schools in the United States 
experience the effects of this gap that is inequitable 

and prevents them from having educational resources, 
which still hinders them from the academic success of 
their more economically stable counterparts. 
This current study examines various aspects neces-
sary in the process of reducing achievement gap for 
urban high school students by providing more access 
to college by giving students exposure via field trips, 
providing access to advance placement courses. The 
achievement gap is considered as strains encountered 
in the process to achieving a specific goal. Some basic 
goals of most high schools is to give students a standard 
education, ensure that they are literate and adequately 
prepare them for college and career readiness. Despite 
the location of the learning institution, each school has 
a group of disadvantaged students. In most cases, such 
students undergo enormous difficulties to achieve their 
academic targets, which is usually to be prepared for a 
college education (Spillane, 2015).
    According to the U.S. Department of Education 
(2013) collection of graduation rates among several 
ethnic groups, the findings indicate that 10% of Afri-
can American students and 9% of Hispanic students 
earned a bachelor’s degree. These figures are said to 
have been an improvement in comparison with the 
1999-2000 figures which revealed 9% and 6% respec-
tively, and sharply contrasting to 72.9% of Cauca-
sians students who have earned a college degree. This 
translates to, Caucasian students are seven times more 
likely to graduate with a bachelor’s degree than their 
urban minority and disadvantaged peers (U.S. Dept. of 
Education, 2013). In order for us to have students with 
college degrees, we must first have students who have 
access to college.  Therefore, reducing achievement 
gap for urban high school students in their quest for 
college education calls for restructuring of the learning 
system to allow learning within and outside the class-
room, giving students a variety of learning experiences 
as outlined in the Common Core State Standards. Such 
gaps include inadequate resources for urban students 
(Yue et al., 2018), lack of access to AP classes (Yearby, 
2017), inappropriate identification of English Learner 
(EL) status (Olson et al., 2017)) and further explora-
tion to identify why women and minorities are still 
being reported as having an adverse reception to math 
and science (Alvarado and An, 2015). The resources 
involved in the learning process should be relevant and 
ample to facilitate learning. Also, students’ readiness 
and preparedness should be initiated through mentor-
ship from role models which could be teachers, but the 
community should also be involved (Tate, 2015).   The 

College Readiness, Reading Motivation and the Implications on 
Minority Students and English Language Learners

Morlena T. Robinson
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literature review also examine subtopics area such as, 
school leaders attitudes and beliefs, teacher character-
istics and professional development, the relevance of 
content, students choice and autonomy in the context 
of reading motivation at the high school level. The im-
pact of testing and the plight of students with formally 
interrupted education is also briefly explored.

Literature Review
Access and Participation in Advance Placement, 

STEM and Academic Writing
It has been proven that advance placement courses, 
help to increase students’ chance of college enroll-
ment and success (Yearby, 2017).  According to 
Yearby (2017), there is a disproportionate advance 
placement course access and participation which aids 
in keeping urban disadvantaged and minority students 
off the path to college readiness. As previously high-
lighted, lack of access to college means that students 
do not have, or have very limited access to courses 
and resources which are known to create greater im-
pact during the college preparation process for stu-
dents. This access includes advance placement cours-
es, STEM courses, academic writing emphasis, along 
with other resources such as computers, computer 
science and science labs, supplemental instruction in 
basic reading, writing, and quantitative reasoning re-
quired for college success. Spillane (2015) confirmed 
the importance of urban and disadvantage students 
having access to STEM courses. The teachers in this 
study identified related experiences to understanding 
students’ thinking in STEM and how learning how to 
access technological resources for STEM was viable 
to the experience that will likely bring positive results 
and changes to their classroom instruction.
According to Olson, Matuchniak, Chung, Stumpf, and 
Farkas (2017) study on Reducing Achievement Gaps 
in Academic Writing for Latinos and English Learn-
ers in Grades 7-12,  “numerous reports from policy 
centers and blue-ribbon panels implicate poor under-
standing of cognitive strategies as the primary reason 
why adolescents struggle with reading and writing” 
(Olson et al., 2017, p. 4).  They also linked this to the 
nations’ lack of uniform definition and classification 
of ELs, who are called many names such as English 
language learners, limited 
English proficient students, language or linguistic 
minority students, and second language learners. This 
type of practice has been limiting to the access to 
college for such students, as if students’ needs aren’t 
properly identified, they cannot be appropriately ser-
viced. Therefore this issue proves to be cyclical, and 
there are gaps at many different levels in the overall 
educational process of urban minority and disadvan-
tage students. Yearby (2015), Spillane (2015) and 
Olson, et al., (2017) all share similar sentiments in 

relation to access and participation in advance place-
ment, STEM and academic writing. They all agreed 
that enrollment in these courses increase students’ op-
portunity for college readiness.

School Leaders Attitudes and Beliefs
School leaders’ influence, attitudes, and beliefs are 
of paramount importance in relation to increasing 
students’ academic achievement and success. Tate’s 
(2015) single case studies conducted at one high school 
entitled Produce and Achieve examined how school 
leader actions, events held, beliefs, and social struc-
ture in the school community resulted in school suc-
cess. Tate (2015) emphasized that there cannot be a 
one size fits all approach and that teacher expectation 
and group mindset of success were key components 
in developing positive practices for students to follow.  
This study was similarly aligned to the discussions of 
Yue et al. (2018) which examined how supplemental 
instruction help disadvantage students who made it to 
college to become successful. Both studies argued that 
school leaders are mandated to structure and restructure 
relevant programs to ensure students have all resources 
including non-academic resources, such as advice and 
guidance from mentors to ensure gains and progress. 
“Institutions might consider improving existing pro-
grams or developing new interventions which allow or 
motivate students to participate on a regular basis” Yue 
et al. (2018, p. 22).
Olson et al. (2017) views were also in alignment to this 
discussion, as they suggested “Perhaps most impor-
tantly, socio-cultural theory values the establishment 
of community practice in which teachers actively 
encourage students to collaborate and provide ongoing 
opportunities and thoughtful activities that engage in 
shared inquiry.”  Yearby (2017) also agreed that school 
leaders’ expectations that students will and should take 
advance placement course, open doors to greater col-
lege access for students. Principals are the final deci-
sion makers at the school level, and they bring promis-
ing programs to their schools to help students along the 
pathway to college access.
  
Teacher Characteristics and Professional Development
The literature articulates that teacher characteristics and 
professional development have positive effects on stu-
dents’ outcome in relation to reducing the achievement 
gap for urban high school students by providing more 
access to college.  According to Tate (2015), teach-
ers are extremely important in the context of students’ 
achievement and success. Their attitudes and behav-
ior have a remarkable and lasting impact on students 
whether it is positive or negative. Thus, it is important 
that teachers exhibit positive traits and characteristics. 
Tate (2015) also indicated that, “Like teacher expecta-
tions, academic emphasis can produce unexpected out-
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comes among ethnic minority students that perceive 
rigor to be triggered by racial discrimination.” Spill-
ane (2015) emphasized the positive effects on teacher 
and student learning as a function of collaborative 
professional development. Spillane (2015) argued that 
the act of collaboration showed changes in teacher’s 
beliefs, the implementation of classroom reforms, and 
student academic performance.  However, Walker-
Carlor (2016) whose sample was 76 students in the 
11th grade at a charter school in Patterson, New 
Jersey is not necessarily in agreement with the prior 
reviews. “Linking teacher and students to each as-
sessment has proven to be an issue that sparks much 
debate” Walker-Carlor (2016, p. 41). This sentiment 
has propensity for additional questions. However, 
Olson et al. (2017) is in agreement with argument 
on teacher development as proven by “The Pathway 
Project professional development takes a cognitive 
strategies approach to reducing the achievement gap 
between Latinos, ELs, and their native speaking peers 
in the area of text based academic writing.”  Olson et 
al.’s study reveals that teacher development does aid 
in the reduction of closing the gap.
It is evident that narrowing the achievement gap 
to promote literacy in the society and is not just an 
event, but an ongoing evolving process. However, 
it is important to acknowledge the need to initiate 
learning on all platforms and avail equity in educa-
tion to level the playing field for all constituencies. 
Urban high school students need more support as they 
strive to make academic gains, progress and experi-
ence success on their journey through high school and 
their aspirations to embark upon a college education 
which will endeavor them to prepare for future suc-
cess in life.  We need to properly identify and address 
the gaps that exists such as knowing who our EL 
students are and what they need in order to meet and 
exceed the standards to successfully complete high 
school and gain entry into reputable college programs 
for which they are equipped and prepared to succeed. 
This must be true for all students irrespective of their 
race, color, culture, income and gender (Olson et al., 2017).  

Content
According to Wade and Moje (2000), reading re-
searchers do not spend enough time schools and 
classroom when reading is being taught and learned 
and this is especially rampant at the middle to high 
school grades. As we know these are the adolescence 
years when students develop other interests which 
may not be connected to the content being presented 
in the classroom curriculum. The studies on students’ 
motivation to read and amotivation (the ability to 
read, but lack of interest in doing so) reveals that 
there is diminished interest in reading during the ado-
lescent years. Teachers constantly complain that many 
students do not like to read and do not read outside 

of class. They also indicated that it is a rather difficult 
task getting some of adolescents to read in the class-
room and some seem to have problems with retention 
(Reeves, 2004). This is primarily due to the disengage-
ment and lack of connection with the content read.
As Moje, Tysvaer, and Morris (2008) posited, high 
schools are departmentalized and strongly focused on 
each content area. In many cases literacy classes are 
not taught   grade six. Students in high school have to 
depend on their personal motivation to read in school 
and also out of school, as they do not have specific 
reading classes in the general education department. 
There are various socio-emotional issues taking place 
within a classroom which is very distracting and 
disruptive for many of these adolescent. In an effort 
to refocus the thinking, Wade and Moje (2000) sug-
gested that researchers should examine the content that 
adolescents are reading outside of school. I do agree 
with this sentiment since students will read what they 
are interested in and this is highly relevant in particular 
to the Common Core State Standards and the develop-
ment of new curriculum. We need to deliver content in 
a more related way to adolescence; meet them where 
they are throughout each content area. 

Autonomy and Choice
Williams, Hedrick, and Tuschinski (2008) suggested 
that students’ interest increase when they feel that 
they have autonomy over what they read and it is the 
responsibility of educators to ensure that they do have 
choices. As we experience a global shift in the techno-
logical age, we should also take advantage of how we 
deliver the text across the context areas. The rationale 
being, adolescents love technology! Therefore, we can 
revamp the curriculum to increase access to a vari-
ety of content and better align with the preference of 
students. For example, a health class can have students 
use their digital recording devices to create their own 
public service announcements exploring topics such as 
suicide prevention, drug and alcohol abuse prevention, 
violence awareness, date rape, depression, understand-
ing sexually transmitted infections and other very rele-
vant topics that our young people need to be know and 
understand. They can use their handheld devices such 
as I phones and I pad or tablets to research these topics 
and create their own visual presentations and brochures 
which they will present to each other in class. They can 
also participate in webinars and conferences for study 
sessions when they are outside of the classroom. Al-
though there are programs already being used in many 
classrooms, there is still considerable room for them to 
be mainstreamed with the revamping of the Common 
Core State Curriculum.
Testing
According to Williams et al. (2008) much of the cur-
rent curriculum was designed to havesome type of 
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summative assessment at the end. The huge discus-
sion that we are engaging in at present is standardized 
testing. Teachers who teach in a content culminating 
in a state examination are tempted to “teach to the 
test”. The pressure is also on students who need to 
pass these examinations, so the focus is mainly on be-
ing literate for the sake of test taking. Many students 
no longer find joy in reading in school, however Moje 
et al. (2008) studies indicated that adolescents have 
“literate lives if we are willing and able to conceptu-
alize reading and texts liberally.” 
Wigfield (2004) studies indicated that “adolescents’ 
increased negative emotions and emotionality” are 
likely associated with hormonal changes. As we 
continue to seek the answer to “What are adolescents’ 
feelings toward reading and how does that impact 
their reading ability?” I believe we need to revisit 
studies of engagement and affect. The current litera-
ture indicates that this is an area in need of further ex-
ploration for us to gain perspective on adolescents as 
readers, their engagement patterns, their involvement 
in learning and the relationship between cognition 
and emotion. It would be prudent for research studies 
to focus more on this area to understand such changes 
and determine how we can change how context is 
effectively delivered to this population to match their 
biophysical changes and ensure that they are appro-
priately challenged. 

Additional Challenges for ELs
According to the New York State Education Depart-
ment (NYSED), in order to be classified as SIFE, a 
student must have one of the following:
 A SIFE student must come from a home in which a 
language other than English is spoken and must enter 
a school in the United States after the second grade. 
Have had at least two years less schooling than their 
peers. Function at least two years below expected 
grade level in reading and mathematics. May be pre-
literate in their home language.  
However, different states use varying definition of 
SIFE and this as I will later discuss is an issue in 
itself. A SIFE student can also be a student who was 
born in the United States but have had their education 
interrupted in some capacity. For example, a student 
whose single parent mother moves her children from 
one state to the next in order to ensure that she main-
tains the benefits she receives for her minor children. 
In this situation the student’s education is interrupted 
each time the student moves to a new school.  Al-
though, the typical SIFE student is usually identified 
as an English Language Learner (ELL) before he or 
she is classified as SIFE.  
According to Ehren, Lenz, and Deshler (2014) ELs 
who are also SIFE are challenged to perform three 
times as much the work in order to bridge the gap in 

knowledge and literacy they didn’t learn in their home 
countries.  These challenges are exacerbated at the 
high school level due to the limited time that a student 
have to complete graduation requirements. Newly 
arrived high school EL SIFE students enroll at an age 
beyond which literacy instruction is usually provided 
to students, making it very difficult to assimilate. Many 
teachers are not prepared to incorporate basic literacy 
components such as alphabetic principle, phonemic 
awareness, decoding, and fluency, due to their lack 
of training. Usually teachers in the lower grades are 
specifically trained for literacy, and teachers at the high 
school level are trained primarily in their content area 
specialty.  It takes at least a decade or longer of school-
ing to develop a full English language proficiency. 
Many SIFE students become discourage and drop 
out of school while others age out by turning age 21 
before they are able to meet the high school graduation 
requirements (Ehren et al., 2014).
As educational standards are currently being raised and 
accountability is being increased, schools with high 
numbers of SIFE students tend to experience a greater 
impact than schools with a smaller SIFE population. 
The research suggests that schools struggle to meet 
the needs of these students with limited resources and 
slashed budgets. With an increase in the amount of 
SIFE students, it is difficult to provide the appropri-
ate and high quality education necessary to adequately 
meet the needs of such students. Schools struggle with 
low teacher to student ratio, appropriate instructional 
resources, timely and on-going teacher training and 
extended instructional time remain the unattainable 
commodities (Ehren et al., 2014).

Summary and Conclusion
Upon completion of the research, it is evident that nar-
rowing the achievement gap to promote literacy in the 
society and is not just an event, but an ongoing evolv-
ing process. However, it is important to acknowledge 
the need to initiate learning on all platforms and avail 
equity in education to level the playing field for all 
constituencies. Urban high school students need more 
support as they strive to make academic gains, prog-
ress and experience success on their journey through 
high school and their aspirations to embark upon a col-
lege education which will endeavor them to prepare for 
future success in life.  Based on the literature, there is 
a need for more investigations into programs that have 
proven track record of success. We need to properly 
identify and address the gaps that exists such as know-
ing who our EL students are and what they need in 
order to meet and exceed the standards to successfully 
complete high school and gain entry into reputable col-
lege programs for which they are equipped and pre-
pared to succeed. This must be true for all students ir-
respective of their race, color, culture, income and gender.  
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Abstract
This study examined the non-cognitive aspects and 
associations that math anxiety and fixed mindsets 
can have on community college pre-service teacher 
candidates. Research suggests that when pre-service 
teachers are exposed to math trauma, there can be last-
ing effects that negatively influence the mindsets of 
their P-12 students. The theoretical framework of this 
study focuses on the tenets of the principle theory of 
flexible versus fixed mindsets, attitudes, and percep-
tions towards mathematics. A pre and post study was 
conducted using 32 pre-service teacher candidates in 
the Northeastern area of United States. An ANOVA 
focusing on self-perceptions - an aspect of growth 
mindset and math anxiety - revealed statistically sig-
nificant results regarding math mindsets. Moreover, it 
highlighted the concept of a fixed mindset serving as 
a barrier for some students towards successful college 
course completion. Consequently, results also suggest 
that math anxiety is highly associated with perceived 
mathematic abilities. Implications for college teacher 
education programs and in-classroom teachers will be 
furthered discussed. 

Math Anxiety & Growth Mindset in Community 
College Students
Students who enter two-year community college 
programs often find that passing gateway math courses 
become an impediment to their timely progression 
toward degree completion and transfer. This challenge 
is also a contributing factor to low retention rates in 
some programs but for the purposes of this research, 
there is a high concern for pre-service teachers who 
enroll in childhood and early childhood education 
programs. Although students who attend and graduate 
from community colleges often show more grit than 
students attending a four-year college, the dropout 
rates at community colleges can be as high as 80% 
(Duckworth, 2016).  Currently, around 68% of new 
college freshmen in public community colleges are 
placed in developmental math courses (Chen, 2016). 
Students must first place out of or complete devel-
opmental classes before they can move on to credit-
bearing college level classes (Grubb, Boner, Frankel, 
Parker, Patterson, Gabriner & Wilson, 2018).  Part of 
the problem is that more than 60% of freshmen stu-
dents are underprepared for college level mathemat-
ics courses (Lee, Licwinko & Taylor-Buncker, 2013).  
Every year the number of students requiring develop-

mental classes increases (Howard & Whitaker, 2011).  
Those students are usually placed in elementary algebra 
classes, but more than 70% of them repeat the course 
more than once (Lee, et. al., 2013; Logue, Watanabe-
Rose, & Douglas, 2016).  Mathematics can be a chal-
lenging subject for some students, and they often have 
difficulty moving from developmental to credit-bearing 
classes.  Part of this can be attributed to inequities that 
begin in high schools when assigning students to ac-
celerated algebra courses.  
Recent math pass rates for pre-service teachers enter-
ing community college continue to raise concerns as 
they are at a high percentage. According to a North-
eastern community college Enrollment, Retention, and 
Completion Report (2018), students in the secondary 
education program passed their remedial math course 
at a rate of 42.9%, childhood education at a 52.7%, 
and early childhood education at a 54.2%. The need to 
address the cognitive and non-cognitive barriers to suc-
cessful completion of required remedial math courses 
is of utmost importance to the retention and transfer 
of these pre-service teacher candidates. Moreover, the 
importance of looking at pre-service teacher candidates’ 
non-cognitive attitudes towards math is due to the po-
tential impact it can have on P-12 students. The effects 
and/or impact that taking developmental math courses 
can have on pre-service teacher candidates’ mindset can 
affect the strategies they use in their own classrooms. 
The mathematical environment that P-12 teachers cre-
ate can be influenced by the growth or flexible mindset 
of each pre-service candidate, which can be supported 
math and teacher education college programs (Hochan-
adel & Finamore, 2015).  
For this study, a community college in the Northeastern 
United States conducted a pre/post study looking at 
pre-service teacher candidates’ attitudes towards math 
to determine their growth mindset as it relates to math-
ematics. Students often enter the college with a history 
of negative experiences related to math. Negative mind-
set and math anxiety can lead pre-service candidates to 
believe that they do not have the ability to succeed in 
what they perceive to be very difficult courses (Boaler, 
2016). This mindset and the anxiety that it produces 
is an impediment to acquiring math skill proficiency 
and foundations needed. Based on the pre-test baseline 
results, the program decided to implement workshops 
in order to address the levels of math anxiety yield, as 
well as address the concept of fostering and developing 
positive math attitudes in pre-service teacher candi-
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dates. The workshops, therefore, embedded both math 
content and teaching strategies for pre-service teacher 
candidates. The focus of the workshops was to tackle 
non-cognitive issues of the utmost importance that 
served as barriers for some of our entering candidates. 
In turn, this study demonstrated that teacher candi-
dates would need resources similar to those included 
in workshops in order to reduce anxiety and increase 
confidence in the field. 
The teacher education program at the aforementioned 
Northeastern college conducted a three series mind-
set and anxiety workshop for pre-service education 
candidates. The workshops that embedded teacher 
mindset and math anxiety were implemented for both 
lower and upper sophomores in a community college 
in a Northeasternn area. These workshops can also be 
used as a model for implementation within other col-
lege education programs in order to begin addressing 
the role of mindset in the retention, successful com-
pletion, and transfer of all students from said North-
eastern community college.  It is critical for teacher 
education candidates to partake in these workshops, 
as this can possibly have a positive impact on the 
mindset regarding the students that teacher candidates 
will teach. It is also a goal to disseminate the work-
shop materials to the wider community and provide 
an opportunity for a face-to-face or online seminar 
that students outside the teacher education department 
can access. Assessing teachers’ approaches to math is 
key to the way in which they will present the material 
to their students (Boaler, 2016); providing learning 
opportunities to them such as these workshops, there-
fore, is critical to ensure future success.

Theoretical Framework
According to Huberty (2009), “Anxiety is a normal 
human emotion that can be detrimental in a school 
setting, but good communication and support can help 
minimize its negative impact” (p. 12). Young adults 
in twenty-first century classrooms suffer from anxi-
ety symptoms that are directly related to high-stakes 
mathematics testing and performance expectations 
(Huberty, 2009).  Dweck’s (2008) research demon-
strated the benefits of training students on how to 
change their brains in order to develop perseverance 
and a growth mindset. When adults focus on giv-
ing praise for perseverance and hard work, children 
develop a growth mindset and tend to build their 
problem-solving abilities when faced with adversity 
or new situations. Educating students on the impor-
tance of trying new things and making mistakes can 
train their brains to develop and apply critical think-
ing skills (Boaler, 2016). According to Haimovitz, 
Wormington, and Henderlong’s (2011) beliefs about 

intelligence and abilities serve as better predictors for 
motivation. The authors found that students who be-
lieve they are not capable or intelligent had a decrease 
in intrinsic motivation as it relates to academics. 
 
Mindset and Mathematics
Students with a fixed mindset believe people are born 
with a certain amount of intelligence, while students 
with a growth mindset believe that intelligence is mal-
leable. One can change the way in which one learns, 
and this can lead to skill competency (Dweck, 2006).  
Like many college students, pre-service teacher candi-
dates with a fixed mindset often fear failure.  This fear 
prevents them from taking on new challenges, from 
asking questions, and from getting help - particularly in 
mathematics.  Often, this lack of advocacy translates to 
an inability to succeed in a chosen discipline (Boaler, 
2016).  As a result, they set few or no long-term goals 
and possess a negative sense of self-identity (Howard 
& Whitaker, 2011).  By contrast, students with a growth 
mindset are more likely to seek help, leave their com-
fort zone, and commit to learning (Miller & Gerlach, 
1997), leading them to be more likely to persevere 
when they are challenged and understand that the need 
for putting in effort is not indicative of a lack of intel-
ligence (Wiersema, Licklider, Thompson, Hendrich & 
Haynes, 2015). Additionally, the goal of these students 
is to acquire knowledge, not just earn a grade (Dweck, 
2006; Pink, 2009).  
A growth mindset allows students’ minds to expand.  
In mathematics, this means they are not just seeing 
right and wrong answers; they are seeing creativity and 
the aesthetic of mathematics (Boaler, 2016).  Students 
become innovative problem solvers (Wagner, 2012).  
While there is research on growth mindset in the K-12 
classroom, there is a paucity in the research that links 
growth mindset with post-secondary classrooms. 
The transition from high school to college can be a dif-
ficult one.  Students perceive that it will be easy, then 
experience distress when it is not as anticipated and 
when the skills they acquired in high school are not al-
ways applicable (Wiersema, et al., 2015; Yeager et. al., 
2016).  Changing their mindset at this juncture can be 
critical (Yeager & Walton, 2011).  The challenges they 
face can affect their health and their financial security.  
Wealth is often a factor in college success and mindset.  
Students who come from low income backgrounds are 
more likely to have fixed mindsets due to disparities in 
the quality of resources they are offered in less affluent 
schools (Claro, Paunesku & Dweck, 2016).  It is critical 
to point out that while there are many factors and struc-
tural inequalities that cannot be controlled by students, 
these factors can lead to psychological inequalities. 
And, while these psychological inequalities cannot be 
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completely fixed, they can be addressed in the class-
room to create change in students.
Addressing their adversities can be helpful in improv-
ing their academic success and addressing post-sec-
ondary inequalities.  Students who learn that difficul-
ties are common and are not indicative of a lack of 
intelligence are more likely to get better grades.  The 
recognition that everyone faces adversity and an un-
derstanding of the causes of their difficulties can make 
students more likely to ask for help, attend office 
hours, and take chances on making friends (Yeager et. 
al., 2016).  
Changing mindset takes time, but when students’ 
beliefs about learning change, their behaviors change 
as well (Wiersema, et al., 2015).  Academic motiva-
tion increases as does commitment to learning (Ca-
vanagh, Chen, Bathgate, Frederick, Hanauer & Gra-
ham, 2018).  Wiersema et. al. (2015) found that when 
students changed their mindset in their hardest class, 
the class was no longer their hardest.  They realized 
the value of their effort.  Educating students in growth 
mindset and helping them understand that challenges 
help our brains make connections leads to improved 
academic success for all students (Cavanagh, et. al., 
2018; Claro, Paunesku & Dweck 2016; Wiersema, 
et. al., 2015; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Yeager, et. al., 
2016).  
It should be made clear that changing mindset does 
not automatically mean all students will succeed.  In 
addition, success does not always mean higher course 
grades (Cavanagh, et. al., 2018).  A growth mindset is 
not a substitute for adequate preparation, and it cannot 
exist in isolation; it must exist in tandem with other 
support systems (Yeager, et. al., 2016).  Students may 
believe they can learn, but then they must learn how 
to learn and how to engage in deeper thinking (Wi-
ersema, et.al., 2015).  When growth mindset is taught, 
it must be reinforced at regular intervals, and it should 
be recognized that the success of any reform is depen-
dent on who is delivering it (Yeager & Walton, 2011).  
Psychological reform is critical, but it is not a replace-
ment for traditional reforms. The purpose of this re-
search is to measure the mathematical mindset of P-12 
pre-service teacher candidates as they will then go on 
to foster similar mindset in P-12 students (Hochanadel 
& Finamore, 2015).
  
Research Hypothesis
H 1: There is a significant difference between changes 
in perceptions/attitude of math anxiety in young adults 
before participating in mathematical mindset instruc-
tion compared to after participating in three math-
ematical mindset workshops.

Methods 
The purpose of this study was to determine whether 
growth mindset instruction in math led to changes in 
math mindset, math anxiety, and overall perception of 
math. Specifically, a pre and post survey instrument 
served as the dependent variable in this study and was 
used to gather data on perceptions of math mindset, 
math anxiety, and perception of math from all n=32 
participants (See Appendix A). A t-test of independent 
samples was conducted comparing mean values of the 
pre- and post-test scores. A two tail paired analysis was 
conducted after all three workshops were completed. 
This was an eight-week study where students were 
given a two-hour workshop every three weeks. 
Measure
The instrument was designed by CUNY for the purpose 
of remediation research. Students were given surveys 
designed to assess attitudes towards mathematics be-
fore the implementation of the growth and math anxiety 
workshops and then again towards the end of the se-
mester (See Appendix A).  The same survey was given 
both times.  The survey contained 17 statements to 
which students were asked to reply using a seven‐point 
Likert scale, reporting the extent to which they agreed 
with each statement in a range from 1) Strongly Agree, 
2) Agree, 3) Somewhat Agree, 4) Neutral 5) Somewhat 
Disagree, 6) Disagree, to 7) Strongly Disagree.
 
Intervention
A series of three workshops was held during the spring 
2019 semester. These workshops were developed and 
implemented through the collaboration of faculty from 
a teacher education program and math program with a 
background in Dweck’s framework as it relates to math 
anxiety and math mindsets. The workshops provided 
were as follows:

1) Math Anxiety
For many students, the word math can cause feelings 
of anxiety. Math anxiety is a common and sometimes 
serious problem that can impede students from moving 
forward or building key foundational math concepts. In 
an effort to reduce these feelings, it is critical that stu-
dents explore their own experience with math and think 
about how these feelings of anxiety can be passed down 
to their future students. This session allowed students 
to reflect on previous internal/external experiences or 
associations with peers and teachers that may have 
caused behavioral and emotional transfers to their math 
mindset. It taught students seven highly rated study and 
note-taking skills techniques in math (Swenson, 2018). 
We offered tips on learning positive thinking prior, dur-
ing, and after the test. Students would have an opportu-
nity to share their own helpful hints as well.
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2)  Mathematical Growth Mindset and the Power of Mistakes
Every mistake creates a new synapse; knowing this 
can sometimes help change the way we can see and 
feel about math (Boaler, 2016).  Learning about 
mindfulness can help students to focus on the pres-
ent moment and reduce anxiety and stress levels. 
The Teacher Education Club will explore the idea of 
mindfulness, practice some techniques, and discuss its 
application in students’ everyday lives. 
3) Time Management and Study Skills
Time management can be challenging for entering 
college students. Students need to learn how to bal-
ance their personal, professional, and school lives. 
This alone is a process that takes time. As a result, it 
is important to acknowledge these complex and newly 
acquired student responsibilities and teach the neces-
sary tools needed to manage their time and normal-
ize their procrastination. This workshop did not only 
show students the benefits of time management but 
aided them in discovering how they can learn to man-
age their time and their responsibilities. Such benefits 
included, but were not limited to, stress reduction, 
accomplishing goals, increased energy, increased pro-
ductivity, and an overall holistic approach that is not 
just effective but efficient for the time that students 
have. 

Participants
This was a convenience sample of 32 lower and up-
per freshmen education students who were part of the 
Teacher Education Club and had declared education 
as their major. Of the sample, 54% had not taken a 
math course at a community college in the Northeast-
ern area, while the other 46% were in the process of 
taking the first of two educational math courses. Of 
the sample, 29 were female students and 3 were male 
students.

Findings
A two tail paired-samples t-test was conducted to 
compare the levels of anxiety and math perspectives 
in a pre-workshop and post-workshop condition. 
There was a significant difference in the scores for 
key questions regarding mindset and levels of anxiety. 
Specifically, question 1: To understand math I some-
times think about my personal experiences, P =.02 
was highly significant. Question 2: I am good at math, 
was highly significant, P =.01. Question 8: I often feel 
like I’m missing something important in math class, P 
= .05 and question 15: Learning mathematics makes 
me nervous, P = .02. An ANOVA was conducted on 
question two, which was determined to be aligned 
with self-perceptions - an aspect of growth mindset.

Chart 1
 ANOVA Results for Question 2: I am Good at Math

Chart 2:
ANOVA Results for Math Mindset and Math Anxiety

Implications
The results suggest that students do feel anxious when 
they have to take a math class. While there are several 
aspects in the college classroom that influence the lev-
els of anxiety in students, such as teaching style, scaf-
folding of content, and collaboration among students 
and professors, the most influential on math anxiety 
is the way in which students rate their math abilities 
and their perceived content competence. As a result, a 
one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted to 
compare the effect of mindset workshops on one’s per-
spective of math abilities. There were significant effects 
with regard to the mindset workshops on one’s percep-
tion of math abilities at the p<.05 level [F(1, 62) = 4.71, 
p = 0.03]. 
Results suggest that educating and trying to change stu-
dents’ mindsets becomes a critical non-cognitive aspect 
to one’s view on mathematical performance (See Chart 
1).  There were statistically significant results support-
ing changes in math mindset, but there was no statisti-
cal significance with regard to math view. Students still 
view math in their careers as an unimportant require-
ment. Based on the results, there was significance 
between student math mindset and math anxiety (See 
Chart 2). ANOVA results between the post-test of math 
mindset question 2 and math anxiety question 15 show 
statistical significance [F(1, 62) = 3.79. p =.056]. This 
suggests that changing student mindset can influence 
the level of math anxiety. Specifically, these results can 
influence teacher education programs and P-12 settings 
to provide workshops for teachers to change the way 
in which the mindset of the mathematical classroom is 
supported. Henceforth, the implications for early, child-
hood, and high school settings are as follows:
1)  The need for administrators and math coordinators 
to provide incoming teachers the skills they need to 
foster a math environment where students’ interests are 

 12
MATH ANXIETY AND COMMUNITY COLLEGES

feel like I’m missing something important in math class, P = .05 and question 15: Learning 

mathematics makes me nervous, P = .02. An ANOVA was conducted on question two, which was 

determined to be aligned with self-perceptions - an aspect of growth mindset. 

Chart 1: ANOVA Results for Question 2: I am Good at Math 

Chart 2: ANOVA Results for Math Mindset and Math Anxiety 

Implications 

The results suggest that students do feel anxious when they have to take a math class. 

While there are several aspects in the college classroom that influence the levels of anxiety in 

students, such as teaching style, scaffolding of content, and collaboration among students and 

professors, the most influential on math anxiety is the way in which students rate their math 

abilities and their perceived content competence. As a result, a one-way between subjects 

ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of mindset workshops on one’s perspective of 

Groups Count Sum Average Variance

Pre-Test 32.00 139.00 4.34 4.10

Post-Test 32.00 111.00 3.47 1.10

Groups Count Sum Average Variance

Post-Test Q2 32.000 111.000 3.469 1.096

Post-Test Q15 32.000 94.000 2.938 1.286

 12
MATH ANXIETY AND COMMUNITY COLLEGES

feel like I’m missing something important in math class, P = .05 and question 15: Learning 

mathematics makes me nervous, P = .02. An ANOVA was conducted on question two, which was 

determined to be aligned with self-perceptions - an aspect of growth mindset. 

Chart 1: ANOVA Results for Question 2: I am Good at Math 

Chart 2: ANOVA Results for Math Mindset and Math Anxiety 

Implications 

The results suggest that students do feel anxious when they have to take a math class. 

While there are several aspects in the college classroom that influence the levels of anxiety in 

students, such as teaching style, scaffolding of content, and collaboration among students and 

professors, the most influential on math anxiety is the way in which students rate their math 

abilities and their perceived content competence. As a result, a one-way between subjects 

ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of mindset workshops on one’s perspective of 

Groups Count Sum Average Variance

Pre-Test 32.00 139.00 4.34 4.10

Post-Test 32.00 111.00 3.47 1.10

Groups Count Sum Average Variance

Post-Test Q2 32.000 111.000 3.469 1.096

Post-Test Q15 32.000 94.000 2.938 1.286

16



  N
EW

 YORK ACADEM
Y    O

F PUBLIC EDUCATIO
N

accounted for and embedded in the lesson plans are 
important. Creating student engagement through the 
teacher’s own interpretations of mathematical con-
cepts as well as a shared perspective of math being 
exciting, challenging, and interesting will resonate 
more with students than a didactic approach where 
teaching rules and/or algorithms becomes the most 
important part of learning. 
2)  Mistakes must be encouraged in class; students 
need to be made aware that they have contributed to 
the learning process in making and rectifying them. 
Teachers can also teach by taking into consideration 
the common mistakes in math and promote how these 
mistakes can help students understand. 
3  Introducing not only math vocabulary but self-
efficacy vocabulary, where students learn to refer to 
their lack of understanding or mistake as a work in 

progress. Specifically, by using phrases such as “I do 
not understand this yet.”
4)  Teacher education programs, as well as math 
departments at the college level, need to address the 
mathematical mindset of pre-service teacher candidates 
in order to reduce any negative attitudes that may influ-
ence P-12 students.
The way in which a teacher exposes students to math-
ematical content can nurture a growth rather than a 
fixed mindset. Teachers need to practice their own 
sense-making and model it for their students (Boaler, 
2016). Therefore, understanding one’s own mindset 
can change the way one fosters the P-12 math environ-
ment; this is where higher education programs should 
play a larger role in redesigning programs for pre-ser-
vice candidates that address such non-cognitive skills.
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Abstract
Mathematics teacher educators are responsible for 
preparing effective teachers to meet the mathemati-
cal needs of a growing diverse student population 
(AMTE, 2017). With research suggesting that effec-
tive mathematics teachers have a comprehensive un-
derstanding of equity-based teaching practices (Chao, 
Murray, & Gutiérrez, 2014), mathematics teacher 
educators are exploring ways to equip preservice 
teachers with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
necessary to support equitable mathematics instruc-
tion, recognize systems of inequity, and advocate for 
all learners. This study reports on the various efforts 
made by mathematics teacher educators to engage 
preservice teachers in conversations of equity and 
inclusion in their methods courses. Recommendations 
are made to advance such conversations in teacher 
education by examining equity and inclusion in terms 
of access, achievement, identity, and power.
  
Significance of the Study
The growing diverse student population in New 
York City and around the country makes it impera-
tive for teacher education to stay current with the 
needs of today’s schools and prepare teachers with 
the professional knowledge and practices to meet the 
ever-changing teaching demands. In recent decades, 
reform initiatives led by various professional orga-
nizations, such as the Association of Mathematics 
Teacher Educators (AMTE), the National Council 
of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), the National 
Council of Supervisors of Mathematics (NCSM), the 
North American Study Group on Ethnomathemat-
ics (NASGEm), TODOS: Mathematics for ALL 
(TODOS), and Women and Mathematics Education 
(WME), have targeted efforts to create, support, and 
sustain a culture of excellence and equity in math-
ematics education. The strategic efforts of these 
professional organizations and many others have 
introduced standards and recommendations (e.g., 
AMTE, 2015, 2017; NCTM, 2000, 2014a, 2014b) 
that serve to (a) advance educators’ understanding of 
equity in the mathematics classroom and (b) promote 

Advancing Conversations of Equity and Inclusion in Mathematics Teacher Education
Alesia Mickle Moldavan, Ph.D. 

Fordham University

equitable access to high-quality mathematics instruc-
tion with support and resources that maximize the 
learning potential of all students. These efforts have 
paved the way for a transformative vision of mathemat-
ics education and challenged the field to conceptualize 
the complexities of equity and define what that looks 
like in our practice. 
With research suggesting that effective mathematics 
teachers have a comprehensive understanding of equi-
ty-based teaching practices (Chao, Murray, & Gutiér-
rez, 2014), mathematics teacher educators are exploring 
ways to equip preservice teachers with the knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions necessary to support equitable 
mathematics instruction, recognize systems of inequity, 
and advocate for all learners. The purpose of this study 
is to examine how mathematics teacher educators en-
gage preservice teachers in conversations of equity and 
inclusion in their methods courses. Specifically, I report 
on four participants who were part of a larger study 
(viz., Moldavan, 2018) that examined how mathemat-
ics teacher educators developed preservice teachers’ 
understandings of the social contexts of mathematics 
teaching and learning while negotiating assessment 
(e.g., edTPA) and professional organizations’ reform 
initiatives. I further describe how the findings from 
this research have impacted my own instruction as a 
mathematics teacher educator and the implications for 
how such conversations about equity and inclusion can 
specifically advance discussions about access, achieve-
ment, identity, and power. 

Research Questions
This study reports on the various efforts made by math-
ematics teacher educators to engage preservice teachers 
in conversations of equity and inclusion in their meth-
ods courses. Specifically, the following research ques-
tions guide this study:
1 What are mathematics teacher educators’ understand-
ing of equity?
 2. How do mathematics teacher educators address 
equity and inclusion in their methods courses?
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Theoretical Framework
Gutiérrez’s (2007) equity framework was used to 
situate mathematics teacher educators’ understanding 
of equity and position their efforts to engage preser-
vice teachers in such conversations in their methods 
courses. The framework unpacks equity as a com-
plex notion by describing it in terms of four dimen-
sions (i.e., access, achievement, identity, and power) 
mapped onto two axes (i.e., the dominant axis and the 
critical axis). I provide a brief review with supporting 
literature of each dimension to provide context to how 
I framed my inquiry and organized my findings. 
The dominant axis of Gutiérrez’s (2007) equity frame-
work is comprised of two dimensions referred to as 
access and achievement. Gutiérrez (2009) describes 
the dimension known as access as the resources avail-
able to students that enable participation in mathemat-
ics (e.g., rigorous curriculum, high quality teachers 
and instruction, inviting classroom environments, ap-
propriate texts and technology). When considering ac-
cess as it relates to equity, the dimension may contrib-
ute to the misleading idea that learning mathematics 
is affected by students’ opportunity to possess equal 
resources. Instead, access must be dissociated with 
the idea of equal resources as such actions perpetuate 
sameness and fail to address the specific needs of stu-
dents and schools. Conscious efforts must be made to 
ensure resources in the mathematics classroom fairly 
support students’ mathematical, cultural, and linguis-
tic needs (AMTE, 2017; NCTM, 2014b). 
The second dimension of Gutiérrez’s (2007) eq-
uity framework addresses achievement and how the 
tangible results that historically measure ability (e.g., 
course grades, course levels, standardized test scores, 
participation rates) need to be critiqued as structures 
that routinely disadvantage students from marginal-
ized backgrounds. Attempts to close gaps in achieve-
ment have brought light to structural inequities and 
pedagogical shortcomings, but “even the absence of 
an achievement gap does not signal equity (justice) 
in mathematics education” (Gutiérrez, 2008, p. 360). 
Thus, the dominant axis recognizes the dominant, 
Eurocentric mathematics that enables participation in 
society and the necessity to critique society’s status 
quo for purposes of acknowledging and interpreting 
other ways of knowing and practicing mathematics 
(Gutiérrez, 2009). 
To challenge the static notions of the dominant mathe-

matics, Gutiérrez’s (2007) equity framework addresses 
concepts of identity and power mapped onto what is 
known as the critical axis. Attending to identity in the 
mathematics classroom recognizes the need for stu-
dents to reflect on themselves and others when learning 
mathematics (Gutiérrez, 2009). Pedagogical strate-
gies (e.g., culturally responsive mathematics teach-
ing) should be used to privilege students’ cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds as well as leverage students’ 
mathematical strengths to make learning relevant and 
effective (Gay, 2009). This dimension, therefore, not 
only draws attention to students’ assets and how they 
can be used to make meaningful connections in math-
ematics but also recognizes the ways students have 
been (and still are) racialized, gendered, and classed 
(Gutiérrez, 2009).  
The other dimension of the critical axis is power, 
which can be used to examine who is privileged (and 
silenced) in the mathematic classroom (Gutiérrez, 
2007). Power can serve as agency to challenge injus-
tices and advocate for all learners (Gutiérrez, 2008, 
2009). Thus, the critical axis acknowledges the need 
for mathematics education to offer students ownership 
in their mathematics learning so they can be empow-
ered individuals with the skills to use mathematics as 
an analytical tool to critique societal norms. 
  
Research Design
A qualitative case study was conducted to examine 
how mathematics teacher educators from various insti-
tutions of higher education (i.e., public and private) ad-
dressed equity and inclusion in their methods courses. 
Although a total of nine participants were involved in 
the larger study, I report on four participants’ targeted 
efforts as these findings influenced my own instruction 
as a mathematics teacher educator addressing top-
ics of access, achievement, identity, and power in my 
methods courses. The participants were responsible for 
preparing preservice teachers in initial teacher prepa-
rations programs and taught mathematics methods 
courses. They also self-identified as knowledgeable of 
the recent initiatives led by professional organizations 
to advocate for equity in mathematics teaching and 
learning (e.g., AMTE, 2017; NCTM, 2000, 2014b). 
The participants were selected by the researcher using 
stratified purposeful sampling to offer information-
rich cases from various contexts to provide meaning-
ful comparisons (Patton, 2002). Table 1 identifies the 
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participants with their associated institutions classi-
fied by the size (number of students enrolled) and the 
type (private or public) as reported by the participant 
and cross-checked with the Carnegie Classification 
of Institutions of Higher Education (2017). I used the 
following scale to compare the participants’ institu-
tions for this study: large public institutions (20,000+ 
students) and small private institutions (approximately 
2,000-5,000 students). The participants’ institutions 
also represented a variety of student demographics 
(see Table 2). To respect anonymity and confidential-
ity, I used a pseudonym for each participant. 

 

Note. Approximate percentages corroborated with participants and CollegeData (2018).  

Data Analysis
Each participant completed two semi-structured 
interviews and a follow-up interview for member-
checking. The participants also submitted artifacts 
(e.g., syllabi, course readings, activities, assignments, 
work samples), which served as corroborating sources 
of evidence and discussion topics for the second 
interview. Data sources were coded using in vivo and 
descriptive code (Saldaña, 2016) and interpreted using 
Kvale’s (1996) meaning-making methods to capture 
the participants’ shared experiences. Throughout the 
data collection and analysis, I also kept reflective com-
mentary/analytic memos to understand my thoughts 
(e.g., coding processes, assumptions) and extract 
relevant information to guide my synthesis.

Results
The findings of this study revealed that the mathemat-
ics teacher educators made purposeful efforts to address 
equity and inclusion in their methods courses. In doing 
so, the participants reported (a) preservice teachers’ 
increased understanding of equity by engaging in ac-
tivities that elicited such conversations and (b) the need 
for more effective ways to address issues pertaining 
to power, privilege, marginalization, and oppression. 
With the research questions in mind, I report on the 
mathematics teacher educators’ understanding of equity 
and share examples of how they addressed equity and 
inclusion in their methods courses. The varied efforts 
reaffirm that equity is a complex notion that can be 
addressed differently based on one’s understanding and 
experience of issues of access, achievement, identity, 
and power in mathematics education.

Access
Several participants defined access as tangible resourc-
es, supports, and self-differentiated tasks that position 
learners for participation in the mathematics classroom. 
To address access in methods courses, Sara shared how 
she models a situation in which preservice teachers are 
asked to complete computations using a non-Western 
numerical system. During the activity, some preservice 
teachers receive access to supports (e.g., translation 
charts), while others do not. Afterwards, she asks her 
preservice teachers to discuss how appropriate sup-
ports can be used to break down cultural and language 
barriers to ensure all learners have access to the math-
ematics. Similarly, Kevin has his preservice teachers 
examine videos of teachers and reflect on equity-based 
teaching practices, including where teachers referenced 
students’ cultural assets, interests, and prior knowl-
edge of mathematics. Several participants also shared 
how they have their preservice teachers create self-
differentiated tasks that allow for multiple entry points. 
The tasks communicate high expectations focused on 
individualized learning with appropriate supports for all 
learners.
    
Achievement
When describing achievement in mathematics educa-
tion, several participants commented on how “success” 
in mathematics is often defined by student performance 
on standardized tests and participation in high-level 
mathematics courses. Viewing achievement through 
this narrow lens ignores the broader notions of math-
ematical literacy, including one’s use of mathematics 
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to engage in problem-solving situations in out-of-
school experiences (e.g., afterschool programs, work, 
homelife). With this in mind, the participants made 
conscious efforts to mention to their preservice teach-
ers about the dangers of tracking. For example, Patrick 
described how he has his preservice teachers discuss 
how school systems may be structured in ways that 
disadvantage marginalized students. The preservice 
teachers also examine how success in mathematics can 
be used as a sorting mechanism for access into col-
leges and high-paying careers. Likewise, Sara shared 
how she assigns an equity report where the preservice 
teachers analyze data from the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress database for discrepancies in 
student achievement. In their reports, the preservice 
teachers reflect on the “achievement gap” and identify 
student success stories that disrupt the discourse found 
in deficit narratives. 
  
Identity
The participants recognized that identity in the math-
ematics classroom not only impacts how students see 
themselves as mathematicians but also how students 
participate in mathematical activities. Most of the 
participants’ shared efforts addressing identity with 
their preservice teachers pertained to topics of mind-
sets; inclusive and culturally responsive mathematics 
instruction; and recognizing student diversity (e.g., 
mathematical knowledge, cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds, socioeconomic status, family structures). 
To better understand how preservice teachers picture 
themselves and their students as mathematicians, 
Sara has her preservice teachers draw a model of a 
mathematician and critique the stereotypical images 
of Albert Einstein. Similarly, Patrick assigns a math-
ematical autobiography that provides an opportunity 
for preservice teachers to identify and reflect on their 
own mathematical identities. Other conversations 
mentioned by Heather and Kevin include comparing 
growth versus fixed mindsets, identifying deficit-based 
thinking versus strengths-based thinking, and leverag-
ing students’ interests to motivate learning.  

Power
Embedded in the shared efforts of the participants 
to address power included issues of privilege, race, 
class, gender, and other systems of oppression. Sev-
eral participants shared specific examples of how they 

engaged their preservice teachers in such conversa-
tions. For instance, Heather shared how she facilitates 
conversations about privilege with an activity called 
“Race Cards.” Preservice teachers organize themselves 
in groups and pull cards of different themes (i.e., at-
tributes, grade-levels, mathematics courses, race, and 
gender). The attributes identify descriptors about socio-
economic status, family dynamics, mental and physical 
health, behavior, sexuality, and accolades (e.g., awards, 
leadership positions, club involvement). The preservice 
teachers discuss which students might be more privi-
leged in school based on the descriptors on the cards. 
The activity assists preservice teachers with identifying 
their biases and challenging stereotypes.      
Some participants also stated that they were hesitant 
to address some power issues in their methods courses 
because they did not want to start heated debates or 
were still looking for sample activities and prompts 
that would help them facilitate productive conversa-
tions. For example, Kevin shared: “We talk about 
myths in mathematics education, like the myth that 
boys are better at mathematics than girls, children with 
learning disabilities cannot learn mathematics, and 
children from lower socioeconomic areas do not learn 
mathematics well.” However, he did mention: “I do 
not specifically talk about race in my classes, but I do 
talk about how many people have been neglected and 
refused opportunities.” Kevin acknowledges his need to 
be more purposeful in addressing race, but he feels that 
his conversation about power still speaks to teachers’ 
responsibilities to advocate for all students. Similarly, 
Patrick also shared his wishes to teach preservice teach-
ers to “recognize that power is a perpetuation of White 
privilege,” but he asserted, “I do not have a nice lesson 
that is digging into that well yet.” The participants wish 
to enhance their conversations in their methods courses 
so that preservice teachers can question what math-
ematics is privileged in society and who is recognized 
for the mathematics. 

Discussion
The impetus for this research was two-fold in that I 
hoped the findings would not only advance frame-
works and efforts for addressing equity in mathemat-
ics teacher education but also contribute resources for 
those preparing preservice teachers in their methods 
courses. As a mathematics teacher educator, I often find 
myself looking for guidance on what has been used 
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successfully in the field to engage preservice teachers 
in conversations of equity work. I am hopeful when I 
find colleagues who share how they do “great work” 
in their courses addressing topics of diversity, inclu-
sion, and equitable-teaching practices. When I ask 
to learn more, I find it disheartening when they tell 
me that they will send the reading and the discussion 
prompt that they assign at the end of the semester. 
Equity work should not be seen as a “one stop shop” 
lesson where everything pertaining to equity can be 
addressed in one reading, activity, or written reflec-
tion. While I do not discredit the effort to make space 
for such discussion pertaining to equity, I caution that 
we must also not see it as an “add-on” topic if time 
permits in our curriculum. Instead, equity should be 
the foundation on which we build our curriculum 
from the first day of the semester. This way, equity is 
considered in every aspect of teaching and learning 
in our methods courses (e.g., lesson planning, differ-
entiated instruction, teacher questioning, assessment, 
classroom management). I acknowledge that this is 
not an easy task; thus, equity work is not something 
we should do in isolation. We must have outlets to 
share our stories of successes and failures and build 
relationships with other equity-minded colleagues to 
promote, support, and advocate for the work we do. 
Through this research, I had the opportunity to build 
my own network of equity-minded colleagues at 
various pursuits on their own paths to understand and 
facilitate equity work. While I collected resources 
to contribute to my research objective, I also pock-
eted several resources to add to my own toolbox for 
purposes of strengthening my methods courses with 
equity as its core foundation. Next, I share some of 
my own experiences adopting two of the activities 
previously mentioned, which I named as follows: (a) 
Draw-a-Mathematician at Work and (b) Decoding 
Mayan Mathematics. These activities, and countless 
others, have assisted me in discussing issues of ac-
cess, achievement, identity, and power to prepare my 
own preservice teachers who plan to teach in diverse 
schools in the New York City area. 

Draw-a-Mathematician at Work    
After learning how one of my study’s participants has 
her preservice teachers draw a model of a mathemati-
cian, I wanted to research more about the origins of 
the task and modify the task to guide discussion about 

mathematics identity and disposition. I learned that 
the task was adopted from Chamber’s (1983) Draw-a-
Scientist Test (DAST) that was used to determine the 
age at which children developed stereotypic images of 
scientists. While the DAST based its inspiration from 
Goodenough’s (1926) Draw-a-Man Test, a drawing as-
sessment used to measure children’s intelligence, other 
variations of these tests have been modified and used 
by researchers in preservice teacher education to assess 
beliefs, attitudes, and biases toward mathematicians 
(e.g., Lake & Kelly, 2014; Mewborn & Cross, 2007). 
As a precursor to a class discussion on mathematics 
identity and disposition, I had my preservice teachers 
draw what they envisioned when they pictured a math-
ematician at work. They also responded to the follow-
ing prompts: “Where is your mathematician?,” “What 
is your mathematician doing?,” and “What kinds of 
tools or materials is your mathematician using?” I 
found it interesting to learn that most of the preservice 
teachers drew an old, male mathematician either in a 
lecture hall teaching about complex equations or sitting 
at a desk analyzing data. However, I did have some 
preservice teachers draw a person crunching num-
bers at a store (see Figure 1). The activity encouraged 
discussion about stereotypes and the need to acknowl-
edge applications that require mathematics in everyday 
contexts. Preservice teachers also discussed how they 
self-identify as doers of mathematics and the ways they 
can help students learn of stories of mathematicians 
from underrepresented backgrounds.
 

Figure 1: 
Draw-a-Mathematician at Work. Sample work submit-
ted by my preservice teachers.

Decoding Mayan Mathematics
Later in the semester, I role-played a situation in my 
methods course where I started class with complicated 
arithmetic on the board using the Mayan numeration 

 

Figure 1: Draw-a-Mathematician at Work. Sample work submitted by my preservice 

teachers. 

Decoding Mayan Mathematics 

 Later in the semester, I role-played a situation in my methods course where I 

started class with complicated arithmetic on the board using the Mayan numeration 

system. The Mayans used a base-20, or vigesimal, system that consisted of three 

symbols: a dot representing a value of one, a bar representing five, and a shell 

representing zero. I provided half of the preservice teachers with a translation chart 

showing the first 20 numbers and their symbols. They also received manipulatives (i.e., 

unit cubes, shells) to model regrouping. The other half of the preservice teachers 

received no additional support. Several preservice teachers with the additional 

resources felt confident in their computations and wanted to be challenged with 

additional questions. On the other side of the room, many preservice teachers 

attempted to engage in the task but quickly became off-task and appeared unmotivated 

to learn. I used this activity to remind preservice teachers what it is like learning new 

concepts in mathematics and how teachers can strategically use resources to ensure all 
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system. The Mayans used a base-20, or vigesimal, 
system that consisted of three symbols: a dot repre-
senting a value of one, a bar representing five, and a 
shell representing zero. I provided half of the preser-
vice teachers with a translation chart showing the first 
20 numbers and their symbols. They also received 
manipulatives (i.e., unit cubes, shells) to model 
regrouping. The other half of the preservice teachers 
received no additional support. Several preservice 
teachers with the additional resources felt confident 
in their computations and wanted to be challenged 
with additional questions. On the other side of the 
room, many preservice teachers attempted to engage 
in the task but quickly became off-task and appeared 
unmotivated to learn. I used this activity to remind 
preservice teachers what it is like learning new con-
cepts in mathematics and how teachers can strategi-
cally use resources to ensure all students receive the 
necessary support to be successful. Many preservice 
teachers began to question why they never learned of 
the Mayan numeration system in K-12 curriculum and 
how studying mathematics from other cultures (e.g., 
ethnomathematics) and historical time periods recog-
nizes the importance of non-Westernized mathematics 
that is not privileged in our current curriculum. 

Conclusion
Without a doubt, mathematics teacher educators (and 
all teacher educators) are influential in preparing teach-
ers with the practices necessary to enable all learners to 
participate in meaningful learning that advances knowl-
edge and challenges oppressive norms. This study 
reports on the various efforts of mathematics teacher 
educators to engage preservice teachers in learning 
about equity and inclusion in their methods courses. 
With awareness that Gutiérrez’s (2007) dominant (i.e., 
access and achievement) and critical (i.e., identity and 
power) axes are equally important to address equity, 
mathematics teacher education must look for ways 
to advance preservice teachers’ knowledge about the 
socio-cultural, -historical, and -political contexts of 
mathematics education and develop opportunities to 
critically respond to inequitable learning experiences 
for marginalized students (Gutiérrez, 2013). Mathemat-
ics must be viewed as more than a “depoliticized body 
of knowledge” (Felton & Koestler, 2012, p. 25) and, 
instead, an analytical tool that can be used to challenge 
the status quo and critique societal issues, such as rac-
ism, discrimination, resistance, and oppression (Fran-
kenstein, 1990; Gutstein, 2003, 2006). When preservice 
teachers acquire the critical consciousness to question 
inequities and advocate for access to high-quality math-
ematics instruction for all learners, they can serve as 
role models and leaders in mathematics education. 
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Currently in education, we are experiencing new ways of engaging, motivating, teaching,and assessing our 
students.  They are sometimes no longer in a face-to-face situation and are sometimes at home learning.  Due 
to problems that students are facing at home with technology including the lack of working computers and 
the lack of internet services, among many other reasons, there is a growing achievement gap that continued 
to grow when schools closed last March and forged a path through remote and hybrid learning situations.  

The following section is devoted to manuscripts that have been written to address 
some of these problems.  It is our hope that these articles will help you to navigate 

your way as we all strive to do the very best that we can in a new world of education.
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 In these uncertain times, there is one thing that I 
am sure of – I believe that these times will define 
us as educators as we rise to meet the challenges of 
educating our students in ways that differ from the 
past.  I know that past reform efforts have raised 
achievement in one school or here and another there, 
such piecemeal approaches have not yet yielded the 
effects that are needed to address the inequities that 
exist in our schools. The retooling of our schools 
and the delivery of instruction driven by the global 
pandemic can provide the opportunity to make fun-
damental changes that can support all students to be 
successful in school and career. 

What We Know
In past decades, I have been involved in efforts to 
improve the performance of urban school districts 
across the United States. My interest in an alternative 
approach to educating students is based in part on 
my experience in schools and the research that I have 
conducted to help answer the question, “What does it 
take to create high-performing schools, particularly 
ones serving low-income students?” I have reviewed 
dozens of major reports and policy statements that 
support the idea that successful schools have a 
“theory of action” for effecting improvement. These 
schools establish clear goals and use data to monitor 
progress. They have educators who accept personal 
responsibility for improving student learning and are 
led by supportive and knowledgeable principals.  So, 
we know that successful schools have competent, 
caring teachers led by committed, knowledgeable 
principals—the two most important variables in rais-
ing student achievement.

The New Order
The unexpected switch to remote learning canceled 
out academic gains for many students in America 
and widened racial and economic gaps. Catching 
up won’t be easy, especially with the many delayed 
beginning of the term openings and expected abrupt 
closings due to outbreaks.  As teachers and adminis-
trators got up to speed with remote and hybrid learn-
ing, the inequities in our school system became more 
evident, and learning slowed and, in some cases, 
stopped.  Homeschooling became the status quo, 
and a picture is emerging of learning loss among our 
students, and schools will be asked to fill those gaps 
as they have in the past. It won’t be easy (Goldstein 
2020).

Research Brief: The Potential of a New Paradigm for K-12 Teaching Driven by the Pandemic
Anthony Cavanna, EdD 

What Does the Research Say?
Hundreds of studies (What Matters Most 1996) have 
said that the most significant factor in improving stu-
dent learning is a knowledgeable and skillful teacher. 
The teacher is the most important factor.  Study after 
study indicates that having an effective teacher is the 
most important variable in determining future success.  
As a matter of fact, teacher expertise accounts for more 
than 40% of the variability in student performance 
(Ferguson 2015).
Research over the past decades also indicates that 
principals are the second most important factor in 
improving student learning.  Principals are key to sup-
porting and developing teacher expertise and creating 
a learning environment that supports instruction.  They 
accomplish these two tasks through robust professional 
development, program alignment and engagement with 
parents.  These efforts matter for student achievement 
to the extent that they facilitate professional collabora-
tion.  In turn, a strong school learning climate facilitates 
teaching and learning so that all teachers and students 
are more successful than they would be without those 
schoolwide supports.  So, research indicates that prin-
cipals primarily influence student learning by fostering 
strong learning climates in their schools. 

Implications for Practice
•  Make sure that teachers are respected and valued.
•  Provide principals with the autonomy that they need 
in order to develop new twenty-first-century learning 
environments that do not depend on the constraints of 
time and place.
•  Give teachers and principals the professional learn-
ing opportunities that they need in order to make the 
changes that are required in our system to ensure equity 
and access for all students.
•  Fund school adequately and equitably.
•  Encourage opportunities for experiential learning.
•  Move to alternative assessments to measure student 
growth instead of standardized tests.

 What Can Be Done
To ensure that we seize the opportunity to fundamen-
tally change the way we approach learning: 
•  Common performance standards and assessments. 
Clearly articulate grade-by-grade expectations for 
learning and apply them uniformly to all students in all 
schools. Measure student achievement consistently and 
use it to guide decision making at the classroom and 
school levels.
 

27



  N
EW

 YORK ACADEM
Y    O

F PUBLIC EDUCATIO
N

   

•  Commitment to multiple instructional models and 
academic programs. Support a portfolio of different 
models and programs, such as district-run schools and 
schools run by non-traditional organizations. 
•  District systems that are aligned with equity and 
flexibility should allow schools autonomy to run 
independently-free from interference from central of-
fice or politicians. Develop administrative systems—
for example, in the areas of finance, human resources, 
and student assignment—that ensure consistent and 
equitable access to schools and resources. Student 
funding should be based on student need and follow 
students to the school they choose. 
 •  Significant decision-making authority at the 
school level. Give individual schools decision-making 
authority over their programs and operations, includ-
ing budget and staffing. 
 •  Flexible and supportive central office services. 
Have the district’s central office provide an array of 
services and supports to meet schools’ differential 
student needs and programmatic interests. 
 •  Broad-based commitment to leadership develop-
ment. Develop a distributed leadership culture that 
engages the entire education community in the im-
provement effort (Cavanna et al 2006).
But commitment to changing the status quo is not 
enough. Those who are going to undertake school 
reform need frameworks to judge whether a system is 
on track to achieving its improvement objectives. For 

this work, we need to develop detailed rubrics that en-
able principals to determine how well they are achiev-
ing the key variables of student learning and hold them 
accountable for meeting goals.Educators Take Note
Implementing a new order can be challenging, as we 
are reminded by the medieval author and politician 
Machiavelli: 
“It must be considered that there is nothing more dif-
ficult to carry out, nor more doubtful of success, nor 
more dangerous to handle, than to initiate a new order 
of things.”  (Machiavelli The Prince)
Everyone in the system—local government officials, 
school board members, superintendents, central office 
administrators, principals, teachers, and other school 
staff—must do his or her job in new ways. Moving the 
system toward flexibility of means and clarity of ends 
is more likely to result in long-term achievement gains 
and uniformly high-performing schools within schools.  
Giving those closest to the students and their families 
the ability to make decisions will foster ownership and 
progress. 
Some schools, principals, and teachers may want to 
pursue a more centrally directed reform approach that 
promotes more uniform instructional programs and op-
erations. However, my experience suggests that having 
confidence in our teachers’ and administrators’ ability 
to make decisions will foster increased student achieve-
ment, equity in educational outcomes, and create a 
professional environment for professionals.
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Health Crisis 
Early childhood teacher preparation programs train 
teacher candidates to engage young children in hands-
on, multisensory, and multidisciplinary social learning 
experiences while involving families and communi-
ties.  In recent years, higher education programs have 
shifted towards online instruction (Govindarajan & 
Srivastava, 2020). However, it is unclear whether or 
not the online environment is an effective platform to 
train teachers in supporting young children’s develop-
ment and learning.  Similarly, while the assumption 
is that many young adults prefer online learning, it is 
uncertain whether this preference extends to young 
adults training to become teachers of young children.  
This study attempts to explore teacher candidate ex-
periences and preferences related to remote learning 
while training to become early childhood educators.
The current novel COVID-19 health crisis had forced 
early childhood teacher education programs in many 
parts of the world to shift teacher preparation to the 
online setting.  This situation has presented the op-
portunity to explore the effectiveness of online train-
ing for early childhood teacher candidates.  Higher 
education institutions had been shifting coursework 
to remote learning in the past years, and this shift is 
expected to continue to grow, even after the health 
crisis has been overcome (Govindarajan & Srivas-
tava, 2020).  This study proposes that the opinions of 
teacher candidates should help inform this shift.
  
Theoretical Background
The assumptions that learning is an active process 
fostered by an environment that supports exploration, 
manipulation, social interactions, and play are at the 
core of the early childhood education field. These as-
sumptions are based on the works of theorists such as 
Piaget and Vygotsky as well as the main early child-
hood educational approaches such as Reggio Emilia 
and Montessori (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011; Edwards, 2002). 
Piaget (1972) believed that children are active learners 
and create knowledge by manipulating the environ-
ment around them.  Piaget considered that children act 
as “little scientists” developing hypotheses and testing 
them throughout play and exploration, and therefore 
inadvertently learning through their conclusions.  
From an early age, children conduct research on the 
world around them through their senses, by coordinat-
ing experiences from physical and motor interactions 
with objects.  Children progress from manipulating 
objects to developing the ability to manipulate sym-
bols.  Symbolic play is one of the main ways children 

use symbols and ideas to explore and understand the 
world.  Similarly, the use of language, drawing, and 
eventually writing, constitute symbols that give chil-
dren the ability to explore, categorize, organize, and 
understand ideas about the world around them. Thus, 
according to Piaget, learning is based on active explo-
ration of the physical world.  
Similar to Piaget, Vygotsky (1978) believed that young 
children make meaning of their world through learning 
environments that support social interactions. Young 
children develop emotion, language, meaning and 
knowledge with the help of peers, older children, and 
adults.  Stimulating and supportive social interactions 
within the family and community provide the ideal set-
ting for learning. Thus, according to Vygotsky learning 
is a social process.
Most contemporary approaches to early childhood edu-
cation incorporate these theoretical backgrounds and 
stress the need for curriculum and educational environ-
ments that support active learning, exploration, play, 
and socialization.  For example, the Reggio Emilia ap-
proach to early childhood education prioritizes explora-
tion through play, music, and the arts (Dodd-Nufrio, 
2011).  Similarly, the Montessori approach stresses 
hands-on learning and exploration of materials and 
manipulatives (Edwards, 2002).
These theories and approaches to early childhood 
education that stress hands-on exploration and social-
ization might be at odds with remote learning and the 
virtual environment, making early childhood teacher 
candidates less likely to appreciate this mode of in-
struction.  This study aims at exploring this assump-
tion. 

Key Competencies for Early Childhood Teacher
Preparation Programs
The National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC, 2019) outlines key competencies 
for effective teachers in early childhood education.  
These competencies are integrated into early childhood 
education teacher preparation programs throughout the 
United States and guide framework, objectives, course-
work, and outcomes for programs. 
NAEYC (2019) proposes that early childhood educa-
tors must integrate knowledge from all aspects of a 
child’s development.  This encompasses several dis-
ciplines including family dynamics, mental health, 
speech and language therapy, special education, and 
bilingual education.  Early childhood teachers must 
integrate multiple sources of knowledge into a coherent 
approach in order to support young children’s devel-

Lessons Learned During the COVID-19 Health Crisis 
Raquel Plotka, Ph.D. - Pace University

Ruth A. Guriguis, Ed.D.  - Borough of Manhattan Community College
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opment and guide/support their respective families.  
With this, becoming an early childhood educator is a 
complex process and requires candidates to be com-
petent in many disciplines, in addition to classroom 
instruction and management. 
A key competency for teachers is to understand 
current research in child development, including 
cognitive, language, social, emotional, and physi-
cal development and the extent to which these areas 
in development are interrelated.  Educators must be 
trained to considerer the critical role of relationships 
and interactions, and the role of play in develop-
ment (NAEYC, 2019).  In addition, educators must 
recognize the role of adverse early life experiences, 
including the role of inequality and socio-economic 
class and immigration and other factors that affect 
development.  Furthermore, teachers must be familiar 
with the identification of delays or disabilities and the 
use of individualized supports needed to help children 
reach their potential (NAEYC, 2019).  Effective pro-
grams prepare teachers who collaborate with families 
by providing training on effective communication 
skills that respect linguistic and cultural diversity.  
They connect families with community resources 
in order to better support the development of young 
children (NAEYC, 2019). 
In addition, a fundamental competency for teacher 
candidates is to learn to craft developmentally ap-
propriate curriculum that engages young children in 
exploration.  Teachers need to be prepared to employ 
a diverse array of practices in order to deliver curricu-
lum strategies in effective ways and engage young 
children in stimulating and challenging learning ex-
periences (NAEYC, 2019).  Educators must acquire 
the ability to support language development, foster 
literacy skills, engage young children in scientific in-
quiry, as well as interest them in learning about social 
studies and the community around them.  Effective 
programs prepare candidates to use multiple observa-
tion and assessment strategies in order to fully under-
stand a child’s development and progress in learning 
in order to tailor instruction for children individual 
needs (NAEYC, 2019). 
Lastly, a key competency in teachers of young chil-
dren is the ability to create a positive and safe envi-
ronment in which children learn about appropriate so-
cial behaviors in developmentally appropriate ways. 
This involves supporting the emotional needs of 
every child and creating opportunities for socializa-
tion and positive social development through healthy 
peer interactions (NAEYC, 2019).   
These key competencies of early childhood education 
elucidate the collaborative, inter-disciplinary, hands-
on nature of the early childhood education field.  
These competencies require teacher education pro-
grams to employ a variety of instructional strategies 

that do not always translate well to the virtual environ-
ment.  This study aims to explore how these competen-
cies are met in the virtual environment. 

Teachers Priorities and Goals in Early Childhood
Education
As discussed, early childhood teacher education pro-
grams train individuals to collaborate with families in 
meaningful ways, and to team up with other profes-
sionals with an interdisciplinary approach to support 
children growth in all areas of development, includ-
ing motor development and speech.  Because of their 
training and their choice of profession, it is possible to 
assume that most early childhood professionals have a 
tendency to value teamwork, group work, and learning 
through social interactions in in-person environments.  
For higher education students choosing this career, so-
cial networking and building a community of educators 
might be an important goal in their educational experi-
ence, in addition to learning content and being granted 
a degree.  For this reason, it is possible to assume that 
teacher candidates in early childhood will prioritize 
in-person education more than students in other fields.  
However, little research addresses this question. 
In addition, educators tend to view the most important 
goals of an early childhood education differently from 
one another.  Educators of young children prioritize 
different areas of development depending on the early 
childhood program philosophy, approach and major 
goals.  For example, programs like High Scope or Head 
Start have as one of the most important goal to develop 
academic skills in young children in order to better pre-
pare them for school (High Scope, 2020).  The Reggio 
Emilia approach to early childhood education results 
in preschool classrooms that value self-expression, 
art, and community exploration (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011).  
Montessori schools prioritize self-regulation skills in 
young children, while many programs have socializa-
tion, play, and the development of friendships as the 
main goal of their curriculum (Edwards, 2002). 
For this reason, teachers and teacher candidates view 
their roles and the most important goals in early child-
hood education differently from one another.  Some 
view play and exploration as the most important goal in 
early childhood education and facilitating this process 
as the teacher’s main role.  Some teachers value social-
ization opportunities, while others prioritize academic 
knowledge and school readiness.  Some of the skills 
to support teachers’ priorities and goals are harder to 
develop in a remote learning environment than oth-
ers.  For example, training teachers to deliver content 
knowledge might be easier to do online than training 
teachers to help children regulate their emotions or 
behaviors.  Because different teacher candidates might 
have different goals in the education of young children 
and might see their role as a teacher differently, they 
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will also experience remote learning differently.  Yet, 
very little research was conducted to answer these 
questions.
   
Gap in the Literature and Research Questions:
Higher education has increasingly shifted to online 
instruction. The assumption is that young adults 
prefer virtual learning (Lederman, 2019).  Yet, little 
is known about the preferences of early childhood 
teacher candidates. At the same time, the early child-
hood teacher preparation field guidelines demand 
training teachers in the use of the multidisciplinary, 
collaborative team approach while fostering child 
learning through interactions, exploration, and play 
(NAEYC, 2019).  Very little is known about how 
effectively these skills can be learned through online 
instruction.  Similarly, early childhood preparation 
programs attempt to foster key competencies in new 
teachers,  and some of these competencies might be 
easier to achieve in a virtual format than others. 
Lastly, contemporary early childhood education ap-
proaches such as those Reggio Emilia, Montessori, 
Head Start or High Scope differ significantly in their 
goal and priorities (e.g. HighScope, 2020; Dodd-
Nufrio, 2011; Edwards, 2002).  Similarly, teachers 
and teacher candidates tend to align with different ap-
proaches and view their role in the classroom in many 
different ways.  Teacher candidates have different 
views about the most important goals of early child-
hood education programs; some of those goals might 
be easier to develop online than others.  This way 
teachers’ views might shape their respective online 
experiences. 
Lastly, while online programs might not be sufficient 
to train early childhood educators, a combination of 
online and remote learning might be an effective way 
of training early childhood teachers.  However, little 
research addressed the preference for format in early 
childhood.  Lastly, biases exist about the effective-
ness of online early childhood teacher preparation; 
students’ perspectives need to be taken into account 
when making recommendations.  This study aims at 
exploring these issues by answering the following 
research questions:
1.  What format has best helped teacher candidates 
acquire the key competencies of early childhood edu-
cators as outlined by NAEYC? What learning modal-
ity has best helped teacher candidates stay engaged in 
their learning? 
2.  Given a choice, what is the ideal instruction 
modality for teacher candidates in early childhood; 
in-person, online, or a combination of both? Was this 
preference similar for candidates seeking different 
degrees (such as graduate or undergraduate)?
3.  How important is it to build social connections and 
social networks to early childhood teacher candidates 
during their training? Are candidates who value the 

social aspects of their training more likely to prefer an 
in-person education?
 4.  What do teachers view as the most important 
goal(s) in early childhood education? Are these views 
related to their preference between online and in-person 
instruction?

Method
Participants
The participants for this study were 101 college stu-
dents working towards a degree in early childhood edu-
cation.  Participants were drawn from two large univer-
sities in a large metropolitan city in the Northwestern 
U.S.  All participants were enrolled in Spring Semester 
2020 coursework preparing them to work with young 
children.  All participants had taken in-person courses 
to prepare them to become teachers.  In the middle of 
this semester, all courses had shifted to online instruc-
tion due to the novel COVID-19 health crisis.  Table 1 
describes the degree students were seeking; 47 partici-
pants were working towards an Associate’s Degree, 16 
were working towards a BS or BA degree, and 38 were 
working towards a Master’s Degree.  The largest num-
ber of respondents were working toward an AS.   

Table 1 
Description of Participants
Participants                                        n    %
_____________________________________________
Degree Working Toward:
AS     47 46.5
BS/BA     16 15.8
MA     38 37.6
Total              101      100.0
_____________________________________________

Instrument and Procedure
 Participants were recruited by faculty in the 
early childhood education courses they were enrolled 
in during the Spring Semester of 2020.  Participants 
were notified that participation was fully voluntary, and 
they all signed consent forms.   All participants were 
asked to fill out a short online survey.  The survey was 
designed especially for this study by the study authors.  
A small group of students reviewed the survey before it 
was administered to make sure the questions addressed 
their experiences. 
The survey attempted to tap on the following con-
structs:
•  Learning modality that has best helped teacher candi-
dates acquire the key competencies of early childhood 
educators as outlined by NAEYC;
•  Learning modality that has best helped teacher candi-
dates stay engaged in their learning;
•  Ideal instruction format for teachers candidate, given 
a choice;
•  Importance of social interactions and networking as 
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part of their higher education experience; and
•  Early childhood education goals prioritized by 
teacher candidates
Item by item description of the instrument is presented 
in the result section.

Results
The data were analyzed in SPSS using descriptive 
statistics.  The first research question asked what 
learning modality has best helped teacher candidates 
acquire the key competencies of early childhood 
educators as outlined by NAEYC.  For each compe-
tency, teacher candidates were asked to indicate what 
learning modality has helped them most; in-person, 
online, or both equally.  Table 2 shows the frequencies 
and percentages for their answers. Most respondents 
(n = 72, 71.3%) indicated that in-person learning 
better prepared them “to understand child develop-
ment.” Similarly, most indicated (n = 68, 67.3%) that 
in-person learning better prepared them “to under-
stand young children’s needs.” The majority also 
indicated that in-person learning better prepared them 
for the following: (a) to design hands-on interactive 
curriculum (n = 77, 76.2%); (b) to deliver hands-on 
interactive curriculum (n = 76, 75.2%); (c) to create 
supportive learning environments (n = 73, 72.3%); 
(d) to collaborate with family and other professionals 
(n = 65, 64.4%); (e) to observe and document young 
children’s learning and development (n = 70, 69.3%); 
(f) to support young children’s social and emotional 
needs (n = 65, 64.4%); (g) to manage young children’s 
behaviors (n = 71, 70.3%), (h) to address the needs 
of young children with delays or disabilities (n = 71, 
70.3%). Overall, the majority of respondents indicated 
that an in-person learning modality better prepared 
them.  The first research question also explored what 
learning modality has helped teacher candidates stay 
most engaged in their learning. The majority (n = 83, 
82.2%) felt that in-person learning helped them “feel 
most engaged in my learning,” as described in Table 2. 
 
Table 2
Learning Modalities and Key Competencies
Survey Question: What type of learning modality bet-
ter prepared respondents for the following?
         n         %
Better prepared me to understand child development
In-person       72          71.3
Equal                   28          27.7
Online         1             1.0
Total                101            100.0 
                                    
                                                                n              %
Better prepared me to understand young children’s needs
In-person                 68           67.3
Equal                  30           29.7
Online                    3             3.0
Total                101         100.0

Better prepared me to design hands-on interactive curriculum
In-person          77           76.2
Combination          18           17.8
Online             6             5.9
Total                               101         100.0

Better prepared me to deliver hands-on interactive curriculum
In-person          76           75.2
Combination                     21           20.8
Online             4            4.0
Total                        101         100.0

Better prepared me to create supportive learning environments
In-person          73          72.3
Combination          23          22.8
Online             5            5.0
Total         101        100.0

Better prepared me to collaborate with family and other 
professionals
In-person         65           64.4
Combination         29           28.7
Online            7             6.9
Total                              101         100.0

Better prepared me to observe and document young 
children’s learning and development
In-person         70           69.3
Combination         24           23.8
Online            7             6.9
Total        101         100.0

Better prepared me to support young children’s social 
and emotional needs
In-person         65           64.4
Combination         30           29.7
Online            6             5.9
Total         101        100.0

Better prepared me to manage young children’s behaviors
In-person         71           70.3
Combinatio         25           24.8
Online            5             5.0
Total        101            100.0

Better prepared me to address the needs of young
children with delays or disabilities
In-person          71           70.3
Combination          22           21.8
Online             8             7.9
Total         101         100.0
Better prepared me to address the needs of young
children with delays or disabilities           n          %
In-person         83          82.2
Combination         12          11.9
Online            6            5.9
 Total        101           100
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The second research question asked what mode of 
instruction teacher candidates preferred if they were 
given a choice.  Table 3 shows that the majority pre-
ferred a combination of online and in-person courses 
as the ideal education format (n = 63, 62.4%); and 
about one in three students preferred all in person (n 
= 37, 36.6%). Only one respondent (1%) indicated 
online was the ideal education format. 

Table 3
Preferred Learning Modality 
If I had a choice, my ideal education would be:  
                                  n          %
All In-person         37         36.6
A Combination        63         62.4
All Online                                                 1            1.0
Total                                                      101        100.0

The second research question also asked whether 
there was a difference in preferred learning modality 
among candidates seeking different degrees.  Chi-
square tests of association were used to assess the de-
gree of association between degree level and preferred 
learning modality (in-person versus a combination of 
online and face-to-face).  For preferred modality, the 
online category was excluded to meet the assump-
tions of chi-square analyses. Chi-square assumes a 
minimum expected sample size of 5 in each category; 
there was a frequency of 1 for those who chose online 
as the ideal educational modality. The assumption that 
all cells have expected counts greater than five was 
met and all expected cell frequencies were greater 
than five. Therefore, there was an adequate sample 
size to run the chi-square test of association. There 
was no statistically significant association between 
degree working toward (AS, BS/BA, MA) and ideal 
education format, x2(2) = 2.97, p = .22.
The third research question asked how important it 
was to build social connections and networks to early 
childhood candidates, and whether candidates who 
value the social aspects of their training are more 
likely to prefer an in-person education.  Most teacher 
candidates felt that being able to socialize and/or 
network in person with others was very important (n = 
66, 65.3%). Table 4 summarized these results.  In ad-
dition, a one-way ANOVA test was performed to see 
if those candidates who prioritize social interactions 
also prefer in-person instruction.  The results of the 
one-way ANOVA were significant [F (98,2) = 6.65 p 
= .002] and show that those candidates who prefer in-
person instruction had the highest scores for valuing 
social interactions and networking; this was followed 
by the candidates who preferred a combination of 
in-person and online.  Only one candidate preferred 
online instruction and had the lowest scores for valu-
ing social interactions.  This is summarized in Table 5.

Table 4
Importance of Social Interactions and Networking 
One important goal for me in my education experience is 
being able to socialize and/or network in person with others
                                                                   n           %
Not important                                            2          2.0
A little important                                5          5.0
Somewhat important                                28       27.7
Very important                                         66        65.3
Total                                                       101      100.0
  

Table 5
Scores for Importance of Social Interactions by
Preferred Learning Modality 
Preferred Learning Modality
                                                                       Scores for
                                                                                            Importance of
              Social Interactions 
All in-person (n = 37 )                  3.81
A combination  (n = 63 )      3.44
All online (n = 1)                  2.00

Lastly, the fourth research question asked what teacher 
candidates viewed as the most important goal(s) in 
early education.  This is summarized in Figure 1.  
Table 6 shows the frequencies and percentages to 
teachers’ ratings of what they thought were the most 
important goals of early childhood education. The 
majority of teachers felt that play and exploration were 
most important (n = 72, 71.3) following by the follow-
ing goals:
•  Learn to regulate emotions (n = 49, 48.5% rated as 
most important)
•  Friendships and social skills (n = 48, 47.5% rated as 
most important)
•  Language and vocabulary (n = 48, 47.5% rated as 
most important)
•  School readiness / academic skills (n = 39, 36.6% 
rated as most important)

Table 6
Goals and Priorities in Early Childhood
Survey Question: As a teacher, I think the most
important goal of early childhood education is:
Play and exploration                                 n         %
Least important        10        9.9
Not so important          2        2.0
Important           8        7.9
Very important          9        8.9
Most important        72      71.3
Total        101    100.0
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Learn to regulate emotions
Least important         7         6.9
Not so important         9         8.9
Important                   13       12.9
Very important       23       22.8
Most important       49       48.5
Total       101     100.0

Friendships and social skills
Least important         3         3.0
Not so important         9         8.9
Important         11      10.9
Very important       30       29.7
Most important       48       47.5
Total       101     100.0

Language and vocabulary
Least important                                         6        5.9
Not so important                                   141        3.9
Important                                                12       11.9
Very important                                        21      20.8
Most important                                       48      47.5
Total                                                      101    100.0

School readiness/academic skills
Least important                                       16      15.8
Not so important                                     14      13.9
Important                                                12       11.9
Very important                                        20      19.8
Most important                                       39       38.6
Total                                                      101    100.0

Figure 1. Teacher’s Most Important Goals in Early 
Childhood Education

Question four also asked whether teachers’ views of 
the most important goals of early childhood educa-
tion were related to their preference for in-person, 
combination, or online instruction.  A MANOVA test 
was performed to compare if teacher candidates in 
each of the three groups (prefers in-person instruction, 
combination, or online) scored their goals differently.  
The results were not statistically significant (Wilk’s 
Lambda = .88, p = .26), indicating that teachers’ goals 
did not affect their preferred learning modality. 
 

Discussion
 The COVID-19 health crisis presented the op-
portunity to study whether in fact young adults con-
sider the online environment optimal for their career 
preparation.  Higher education institutions had been 
shifting coursework to remote learning in the past 
years (Govindarajan & Srivastava, 2020).  This shift 
is expected to continue to grow, even after the health 
crisis has been overcome.  This study proposes that the 
opinions of teacher candidates should help inform this 
shift.  
 Early childhood educators value interdisciplin-
ary, hands-on, collaborative learning that stress explo-
ration and social interactions.  For these reasons, early 
childhood candidates were thought to be less inclined 
to favor an online learning environment.   Similarly, 
the competencies to become an effective early child-
hood educator might not be easily achieved in an 
online environment.
  
Major Findings
 Preferred Learning Modalities
The results of this study have indicated that an over-
whelming number of early childhood teachers favored 
the in-person learning format, expressing that all the 
key competencies for early childhood educators were 
better acquired in-person.  Similarly, the majority felt 
that the in-person environment helped them stay en-
gaged in learning.
 The results have also shown that if given the 
choice, the majority of candidates prefer a combination 
of online and in-person learning options.  Nevertheless, 
one in three candidates preferred the all in-in person 
option.  Only one candidate preferred to complete 
a degree entirely online.  These findings should be 
regarded as highly informative when making decisions 
regarding delivery modes for teacher preparation pro-
grams.  Despite the assumption that most young adults 
would prefer to obtain their degrees online (Lederman, 
2020), only one candidate indicated this option was the 
first choice. 
 Moreover, the results have shown that this 
preference did not differ among candidates seeking dif-
ferent degrees.  The assumption was that undergradu-
ate students would have valued in-person learning 
because of the social experiences.  At the same time, 
the assumption also was that graduate students would 
have preferred the online or combination options, since 
they would have been more focused on professional 
preparation than on social experiences.  Yet, these 
assumptions did not play out and the preference for a 
combination of an in-person and online experience was 
uniform across education levels.
 Social Interactions  as Part of the Learning 
Experience Another major finding of this study was 
that the ability to socialize and network in person with 
other people constituted a very important component 

TRAINING TEACHERS ONLINE

 

Figure 1. Teacher’s Most Important Goals in Early Childhood Education 
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of most students’ higher education experience.  In 
addition, the extent to which students considered the 
ability to build social connections and networks to be 
very important was related to their preferred learning 
modality.  Thus, students who chose in-person educa-
tion as their preferred learning modality also tended 
to have the highest scores in responses to questions 
regarding social interactions.
Teachers’ Goals
 The findings have shown that teacher can-
didates found play and exploration to be their most 
important goal in early childhood education, whereas 
school readiness and academic skills were the least 
important.  The assumption was that teachers who 
valued play and exploration more would have been 
more likely to prefer in person-learning modalities 
than teachers who have valued academic skills, since 
academic skills are easier to develop online.  Never-
theless, these goals did not impact teacher candidate 
choice for in-person or online learning.  Teachers 
uniformly chose the combination option.

Conclusion: Lessons for the Future 
 These tumultuous times have given us the 
opportunity to learn lessons that might serve higher 
education institutions offering early childhood teacher 
preparation programs in the future.  Students don’t 
feel that the online environment is adequate to form 
them as early childhood educators and achieve the 
key competencies in their field. They do not want to 
shift their education online, but they do appreciate a 
combination of online and in-person options. Teacher 
candidates see their ability to socialize and develop 
professional networks as an important part of their 
education; as one teacher candidate expressed “online 
classes are not as effective, because they lack the en-
vironment of being among many like-minded teach-
ers motivated to grow in our profession.” Institutions 
should consider teacher candidate preferences as they 
design programs in these new circumstances. 
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Introduction
Stony Brook University which is part of the State 
University of New York, has grown tremendously 
over the years and is now recognized as one of the 
nation’s important centers of learning and scholarship 
and has become a university that would “stand with 
the finest in the country” (“Communications,” His-
tory and Mission section, para 2).  Stony Brook lies 
about 60 miles east of Manhattan; it is only a short 
distance to the Atlantic beaches of the south shore 
and the vineyards of the East End.  Situated on 1,039 
acres on the north shore of Long Island (“Communi-
cations,” n.d.).  Stony Brook University is listed as 
“Top 1% of universities in the world” by QS World 
University Rankings (2018), Top 15 of Best Value 
Public Colleges by Forbes magazine (2019), Top 10 
Must Diverse US University by USA Today, and Top 
40 Public University by US News and World Report 
(“Communications,” n.d.-b, Fast Facts & Rankings 
section).
The Educational Leadership Program
The Educational Leadership (EDL) program pre-
pares K-12 educators for advancement into posi-
tions as school district leaders (SDL) and school 
building leaders (SBL).  Such positions include 
superintendent of schools, assistant superintendent, 
principal, assistant principal, subject area supervisor, 
chairperson, or athletic director. Our dual certifica-
tion advanced graduate certificate program includes 
36 credits of study. As of fall 2007, this is the first 
program of its kind in New York State that serves as 
a pathway for both district and building certifications 
via face to face and online delivery models (“Educa-
tional Leadership Program | School of Professional 
Development,” n.d.).   Therefore, the Educational 
Leadership Program continues to have a rich face to 
face and online presence, offering courseware syn-
chronously face-to-face and asynchronously online 
via Blackboard (our online delivery system).  When 
the COVID crisis emerged, instruction seamlessly 
shifted from face to face to online without disruption. 
Students and faculty were provided immediate tech-
nical assistance and support via the university’s Keep 
Teaching initiative to ensure faculty and students’ 

familiarity with Blackboard. The Center for Excellence 
in Learning and Teaching (CELT) provided a variety of 
synchronous and asynchronous learning opportunities 
for both instructors and students to support instruction 
(“Beyond IT | Division of Information Technology,” 
n.d.).
Introduction to Online Instruction: 
What does the research say?
There were two fundamental questions that were asked 
in this brief review of the research literature.  First, 
how did online teaching and learning compare with 
traditional face-to-face instruction?  Second, how did 
online instruction evolve and innovate over time?
Regarding the efficacy of online teaching and learning, 
the results of Hoban, Neu, and Castle’s (2002) study 
were based on student scores on wide-ranging exit 
assessments.  Surveys were distributed to both faculty 
and students who had participated in online and face-
to-face courses in a K-12 school leadership preparation 
program.  They concluded that online courses were 
comparable with face-to-face courses on quality and 
rigor.  According to Hoban, Neu, and Castle (2002), 
“online instruction in educational administration will 
and can be a significant aspect of administrator prepa-
ration in the future” (p. 24).
Danzig, Zhang, and Your (2005) found that in the 
asynchronous discussion boards of online courses there 
were far more student initiated and directed dialogue 
as well as participation than you would find in tradi-
tional face-to-face class discussions.  This participation 
was also more distributed among the students.  This 
was not without its flaws as the researchers noted the 
potential for student or faculty burnout.  For example, 
an online course of 25 students could easily produce 
500 electronic postings well before its conclusion 
(Danzig et al., 2005).
Retention as opposed to burnout was noted in the find-
ings of Brown-Ferrigno and Muth’s (2006) as well as 
Mayadas and Picciano’s (2007) studies.  Students who 
had career commitments constituted the makeup of 
school leadership preparation programs.  The flexibil-
ity of online learning made it much easier to accommo-
date the schedules of working professionals (Brown-
Ferrigno & Muth, 2006; Mayadas & Picciano, 2007). 

A case study in online teaching and learning excellence as a result of COVID-19
By Dr. Craig Markson and Dr. Kenneth Forman
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Okpala, Hopson, Fort, and Chapman’s (2010) study 
included 92 participants from a K-12 school leader-
ship preparation program.  The students’ perceptions 
of their program’s online courses were very positive.  
Ninety-four percent of the study’s participants stated 
that they planned on taking more online courses.  
Eighty-two percent of the online students “reported 
possessing higher cognitive/analytical skills” (p. 
34).  Other noteworthy findings from the Opala et 
al. (2010) study included online students possess-
ing higher self-motivational skills and self-directed 
learning styles when compared with the face-to-face 
students.
There were 100 in-service principals in Thiede’s 
(2011) study, who were part of an online program 
leading to school district leadership certification.  The 
principals’ perceptions of online learning were very 
positive.  The most cited reason for taking online 
coursework was convenience.  
Delfin (2012) compared face-to-face and online 
trained school leadership candidates on school leader-
ship readiness.  This study found no significant differ-
ences on leadership aptitude among the face-to-face 
and online school leadership program students.  Delfin 
concluded by calling for more studies that compared 
traditional school leadership program internships with 
internships from online programs. 
Ironically, there has been a lack of innovation in 
online instruction for a significant period of time.  
Early studies of online instruction dated back to 1993.  
According to Holden and Wedman (1993), asynchro-
nous discussion boards, digital file sharing, email, and 
presentation software were the most common forms of 
communication within the online courses of the early 
1990s.  Approximately 16 years later, Wuensch et al. 
(2009) found the same common forms of communica-
tion in online courses.  The researchers in the current 
study have high hopes that the COVID-19 crisis will 
accelerate the use of much more advanced forms of 
communication such as three-dimensional virtual en-
vironments or two-way audio and video communica-
tions as found in the Zoom platform, for example.

Coursework
The Educational Leadership Program courseware is 
aligned with the Professional Standards for Educa-
tional Leaders (PSEL), so that when onboarding any 
new instructor whether face to face or online, that 

instructor is provided a template with the PSEL stan-
dards and requirements for that course of study.  Many 
of the faculty for the EDL program are adjunct, that is, 
both recently retired school building and district lead-
ers along with current building and district leaders who 
bring a plethora of expertise and experience to instruc-
tion.  Faculty have the latitude to design activities 
within their expertise for onboarding their course into 
Blackboard, our online platform. All online courses of 
study have been reviewed by EDL program leaders to 
assure consistency and quality.  All courseware has em-
bedded authentic performance activities so that courses 
are reflective of ongoing practice.
Authentic performance activities are congruent with the 
content knowledge and skills attained from each course 
and are worth a number of hours towards the Internship 
experience. These requirements include that they be 
challenging, authentic and aligned to the PSEL stan-
dards (“Internship | School of Professional Develop-
ment,” n.d.) Examples of authentic performance activi-
ties might include: 
•  Evaluating how well the school vision and culture 
supports the individual students’ learning needs through 
building, articulating, implementing, and stewarding a 
vision that will promote high student achievement.
•  Detailing the organizational conditions that produce 
a school culture that is more conducive to high perfor-
mance expectations and risk taking.
•  Identifying long-range strategies that will focus on 
improving student learning based upon the collection 
and analysis of data and information pertinent to the 
educational environment.
Moreover, to keep coursework aligned with program 
certification requirements, assignments are consistent 
within each course of study to include a variety of 
activities congruent with program accreditation require-
ments.  In addition to an authentic performance activity, 
all courses require a case study analysis to better pre-
pare students for the SBL and SDL NYS School Lead-
ership Assessments.
 The program of study (“EDL Program | School 
of Professional Development,” n.d.) whether online or 
face-to-face is inclusive of 36 credits as illustrated in 
the chart below:
EDL 501
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Furthermore, to maintain consistency between online 
course delivery across the program, Stony Brook Uni-
versity and the EDL program have adopted a modified 
use of the SUNY developed rubric: Online SUNY 
Course Quality Review (OSCQR) (“The OSCQR 
Process – OSCQR – SUNY Online Course Quality 
Review Rubric,” n.d.).  The OSCQR process provides 
a framework and dashboard that support a campus-
tailored standardized instructional design for online 
courses.  The OSCQR process (“Beyond IT | Division 
of Information Technology,” n.d.) involves:
•  A Course Review that results in an action plan to 
improve the design of the online course.
•  A Course Refresh that prioritizes and targets spe-
cific improvements suggested in the action plan for 
improvement.
•  A Learning Review that identifies and determines 
the next set of improvements for continuous online 
course quality improvement.
The OSCQR process is facilitating the redesign of 
our online courseware.  The Educational Leadership 
Program has taken the lead in adopting this process at 
Stony Brook University.  The research on the OS-
CQR rubric supports its uniqueness from other online 
course quality rubrics in several ways, namely the 
rubric: (“Beyond IT | Division of Information Tech-
nology,” n.d.)
•  is flexible and can be customized by adjusting the 
standards.
•   can be used with seasoned and new online faculty 
to help guide, inform, and influence the design of 
their online courses.
•  is non-evaluative, serving as a guide for faculty in 

their understanding of improving course design from 
an effective practices perspective.
•  produces an action plan that helps assess and target 
opportunities to improve the course’s teaching pres-
ence online. 
•  substantively addresses accessibility integrating ac-
cessibility standards. 
•  provides examples and suggestions for course de-
sign improvements for each standard.
Professional Development
The online Educational Leadership Program is man-
aged by the learning management system, Blackboard.  
The Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching 
supports Blackboard by producing a faculty guide to 
help instructors understand the functions of Black-
board (“Beyond IT | Division of Information Tech-
nology,” n.d.). This guide provides information for 
instructors to do anything from posting an announce-
ment, to uploading course documents, to collecting 
and grading assignments,  The Center for Excellence 
in Learning and Teaching is responsible for faculty 
development via synchronous and asynchronous 
professional development workshops for instructors.  
Training includes Blackboard, Zoom, VoiceThread, 
YouTube, etc.) so that both new and seasoned in-
structors are provided ongoing support to teach EDL 
courses with a high degree of competency.  As a result 
of the COVID crisis and in consultation with CELT, 
we have altered our traditional instructional delivery 
model to include asynchronous teaching via Black-
board along with synchronous Zoom class meetings.  
This shift in instructional delivery has been well 
received by students.  Moreover, Zoom synchronous 
meetings may be recorded and posted in Blackboard, 
affording students unable to attend live sessions the 
ability to watch those meetings at their convenience.  
Zoom gives faculty an ability to interact with students 
in a live classroom forum.  All coursework and pro-
fessional development are cognizant of delivery of 
instruction for students with disabilities.
However, the challenge onboarding faculty who are 
adjunct has been dealt with by offering ongoing pro-
fessional development both synchronously and asyn-
chronously at time convenient for adjunct faculty.
Stony Brook University conducts regular evalua-
tion of courses via an online assessment system.  All 
students, after each course, are asked a variety of 
questions regarding the instructional program and 

 The program of study (“EDL Program | School of Professional Development,” 

n.d.) whether online or face-to-face is inclusive of 36 credits as illustrated in the chart 

below: 

Furthermore, to maintain consistency between online course delivery across the 

program, Stony Brook University and the EDL program have adopted a modified use of 

the SUNY developed rubric: Online SUNY Course Quality Review (OSCQR) (“The 

OSCQR Process – OSCQR – SUNY Online Course Quality Review Rubric,” n.d.).  The 

OSCQR process provides a framework and dashboard that support a campus-tailored 

standardized instructional design for online courses.  The OSCQR process (“Beyond IT 

| Division of Information Technology,” n.d.) involves: 

Course
Credit 
Hours

Course of Study

EDL 501 3 Educational Leadership Theory 1

EDL 502 3 Educational Leadership Theory 2

EDL 503 3 Educational Leadership Practice

EDL 515 3 School District Leadership

EDL528 3 School Law

EDL 541 3 School Building Leadership

EDL 555 3 Supervision of Instruction

EDL571 3 School Business Administration

EDL 572 3 Personnel Administration

EDL 585/6 6 Administrative Internship & Seminar

EDL 595 3 Descriptive Research

12 courses 36 credits SBL & SDL Certification

 6
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lecturer efficacy.  In reviewing those assessments 
Spring 2020 and Summer 2020, student evaluations 
of online coursework revealed that nine out of ten 
students were highly satisfied and/or satisfied with the 
switch to online instruction. Nine out of ten students 
were highly satisfied and/or satisfied about the quality 
of the coursework (“Course Evaluations | Center for 
Excellence in Learning and Teaching,” n.d.). 
How might your remote learning program be im-
proved upon?
We are constantly seeking to improve our online in-
structional program and have embarked on standard-
izing expectations through implemented the OSCQR 
rubric as a vehicle to improve online teaching and 
learning.  Concomitantly, we are making sure that all 
courses of study have a clear syllabus that includes 
a variety of synchronous and asynchronous experi-
ences.  For consistency, online course design must 
include an introduction by instructors so that informa-
tion is easy to understand within the course structure.  
Our expectation is that each class should include a 
welcome video with course tour, photo of the instruc-
tor, and consistent structure throughout the course, 
and/or a live Zoom meeting covering these aspects.  
Likewise coursework might also include: videos 
explaining assignments, writing assignments that ask 
students to take and defend positions, guest speak-
ers to provide greater depth and insight into learning, 
an “ask the professor” site, providing real life ap-
plications of theory via case studies, announcements 
throughout the course, as well as timely grading of 
assignments.  Moreover, coursework should promote 
discussion groups and group work/assignments, and 
PowerPoint presentations that are not overbearing
.
Comparing online with face-to-face instruction
Markson (2018) compared graduates of a face-to-
face educational leadership program with their online 
counterparts on their test scores for the New York 
State School Building Leader and School District 
Leader licensure examinations.  The results of the 
independent samples t test were illustrated in Table 1 
from that study:
Table 1
Independent Samples t test Comparing Face-to-Face 
and Online Program Graduate Assessment scores on 
SBL Parts I and II as well as SDL Parts I and II (Nf2f 
= ~32, Nonl = ~23)

 

 
Note.  A comparison of face-to-face and online educa-
tional leadership program graduates on their New York 
State certification examinations reprinted from “The 
Efficacy of Online K-12 School Leadership Prepara-
tion Programs” by C. Markson, 2018, Journal for 
Leadership and Instruction, 17 (2), p. 35.
 
There were no statistically significant differences on 
Part I and Part II of the School Building Leader licen-
sure examinations among the face-to-face and online 
educational leadership program graduates, p > .05.  
Additionally, there were no statistically significant 
differences on Part I of the School District Leader 
licensure exam among the face-to-face and online 
program graduates, p > .05.  However, according to 
Markson (2018), “there was a statistically significant 
difference for SDL Part II scores for the face-to-face 
(M = 240.17, SD = 13.12) and online (M = 247.57, SD 
= 12.60) program graduates; t(51) = -2.069, p = .044” 
(p. 35).  These results showed that the online graduates 
scored higher on Part II of the School District Leader 
licensure examination, an area that assessed the “di-
mensions of Leading District Educational Programs 
and Managing District Resources and Compliance” (p. 35).
Another facet of Markson’s (2018) study compared 
face-to-face and online program graduates on their per-
ceptions of preparedness in the Interstate School Lead-
er Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards, based 
on their coursework. Note that the ISLLC standards 
morphed into the PSEL standards in 2017; the ISLLC 
standards are closely aligned with the current PSEL 
standards. This was measured by a 44 item, 5-point 
Likert scale.  The results of the independent samples t 
test were illustrated in Table 2 from that study:

Table 2
Independent Samples t test Comparing Face-to-Face 
and Online Program Graduate Coursework Prepared-
ness in the ISLLC Standards (Nf2f = ~40, Nonl = ~25)

Note.  A comparison of face-to-face and online educational leadership program 
graduates on their New York State certification examinations reprinted from “The 
Efficacy of Online K-12 School Leadership Preparation Programs” by C. Markson, 2018, 
Journal for Leadership and Instruction, 17 (2), p. 35. 
  
There were no statistically significant differences on Part I and Part II of the School 

Building Leader licensure examinations among the face-to-face and online educational 

leadership program graduates, p > .05.  Additionally, there were no statistically 

significant differences on Part I of the School District Leader licensure exam among the 

face-to-face and online program graduates, p > .05.  However, according to Markson 

(2018), “there was a statistically significant difference for SDL Part II scores for the face-

to-face (M = 240.17, SD = 13.12) and online (M = 247.57, SD = 12.60) program 

graduates; t(51) = -2.069, p = .044” (p. 35).  These results showed that the online 

graduates scored higher on Part II of the School District Leader licensure examination, 

an area that assessed the “dimensions of Leading District Educational Programs and 

Managing District Resources and Compliance” (p. 35). 

 Another facet of Markson’s (2018) study compared face-to-face and online 

program graduates on their perceptions of preparedness in the Interstate School Leader 

Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards, based on their coursework. Note that the 

 Modality N M SD SEM t df p

SBL1 FaceToFace 32 250.34 12.69 2.24 0.457 33.032 0.651

Online 22 248.18 19.56 4.17

SBL2 FaceToFace 32 249.63 15.08 2.67 -0.444 52 0.659

Online 22 251.68 18.91 4.03

SDL1 FaceToFace 30 249.70 16.00 2.92 -0.143 51 0.887

Online 23 250.35 16.69 3.48

SDL2 FaceToFace 30 240.17 13.12 2.40 -2.069 51 0.044

 Online 23 247.57 12.60 2.63    
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These results showed no statistically significant differ-
ences on how online graduates rated their coursework 
preparedness in the ISLLC Standards compared to 
preparedness in their internship, p > .05.  These results 
were surprising in that the internship is typically the 
most valued experience by school leadership students 
(Binbin, Patterson, Chandler, & Tak Cheung, 2009).  
Here their online coursework compared well with their 
fieldwork experiences in their internship.  These results 
supported the efficacy of online instruction. 
Conclusions and Implications
Our next steps for the online educational leadership 
program are being developed in consultation with 
the Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching. 
Although we have refined our instructional delivery 
platform to make online teaching and learning more 
flexible to meet the needs of our post COVID-19 learn-
ers, we anticipate that online instruction will continue 
into the immediate future so that instruction should be 
inclusive of the many following strategies:
•  Applying learning to real life situations using a
   variety of media to support teaching and learning
•  Asking students to submit one slide to a group
   Power Point, thus promoting collaboration
•  Using break-out room discussions and collaborative  
   groups
•  Providing closed captioning in videos
•  Applying open-ended case studies to facilitate
   discussions
•  Using flipped classrooms/videos
•  Using discussion rooms to facilitate group projects
•  Incorporating guest speakers
•  Conducting periodic “check-ins”
• Using polling software
•  Developing real life projects that are applications        
    of research
•  Developing simulations 
•  Facilitating small group discussions

Our expectation is that as a result of implementing 
these instructional strategies, our online educational 
leadership program will become more robust and we 
will continue to attract a wide berth of applicants to our 
program.

 

 
 
 
Note.  A comparison of face-to-face and online edu-
cational leadership program graduates on their per-
ceptions of coursework preparedness in the ISLLC 
Standards reprinted from “The Efficacy of Online 
K-12 School Leadership Preparation Programs” by C. 
Markson, 2018, Journal for Leadership and Instruc-
tion, 17 (2), p. 36.

These results showed no statistically significant differ-
ences on perceptions of coursework preparedness in 
the ISLLC Standards among face-to-face and online 
educational leadership program graduates, p > .05.
The below table illustrates the paired samples t test 
results from Markson’s (2018) study, which compared 
online program graduates’ perceptions of their course-
work and internship preparedness in the ISLLC Stan-
dards.  It should be noted that while their internship 
seminar course was an online course, their fieldwork 
was face-to-face.
Paired Samples t test for online Program Graduates’ 
Coursework and Internship Preparedness for the 
ISLLC Standards (Nonl = ~25)

 
 
 

ISLLC standards morphed into the PSEL standards in 2017; the ISLLC standards are 

closely aligned with the current PSEL standards. This was measured by a 44 item, 5-

point Likert scale.  The results of the independent samples t test were illustrated in Table 

2 from that study: 

Table 2 

Independent Samples t test Comparing Face-to-Face and Online Program Graduate 
Coursework Preparedness in the ISLLC Standards (Nf2f = ~40, Nonl = ~25) 

Note.  A comparison of face-to-face and online educational leadership program 
graduates on their perceptions of coursework preparedness in the ISLLC Standards 
reprinted from “The Efficacy of Online K-12 School Leadership Preparation Programs” 
by C. Markson, 2018, Journal for Leadership and Instruction, 17 (2), p. 36. 

These results showed no statistically significant differences on perceptions of 

coursework preparedness in the ISLLC Standards among face-to-face and online 

educational leadership program graduates, p > .05. 

 Modality N M Range SD SEM t df p

ISLLC1 FaceToFace 40 28.3 7-35 3.62 0.57 0.452 63 0.653

Online 25 27.84 4.52 0.90

ISLLC2 FaceToFace 40 24.95 6-30 3.00 0.47 -0.628 63 0.532

Online 25 25.44 3.16 0.63

ISLLC3 FaceToFace 39 35.7949 10-50 5.91 0.95 -0.974 62 0.334

Online 25 37.2 5.16 1.03

ISLLC4 FaceToFace 40 29.125 7-35 3.64 0.58 0.912 63 0.365

Online 25 28.12 5.25 1.05

ISLLC5 FaceToFace 40 25.55 6-30 3.37 0.53 0.185 62 0.854

Online 24 25.375 4.13 0.84

ISLLC6 FaceToFace 40 25.6 8-40 5.81 0.92 -0.728 63 0.469

 Online 25 26.68  5.83 1.17    

 11

 The below table illustrates the paired samples t test results from Markson’s 

(2018) study, which compared online program graduates’ perceptions of their 

coursework and internship preparedness in the ISLLC Standards.  It should be noted 

that while their internship seminar course was an online course, their fieldwork was 

face-to-face. 

Paired Samples t test for online Program Graduates' Coursework and Internship 
Preparedness for the ISLLC Standards (Nonl = ~25) 

  
These results showed no statistically significant differences on how online graduates 

rated their coursework preparedness in the ISLLC Standards compared to 

preparedness in their internship, p > .05.  These results were surprising in that the 

internship is typically the most valued experience by school leadership students (Binbin, 

Patterson, Chandler, & Tak Cheung, 2009).  Here their online coursework compared 

Variable Range M SD SEM t df p

ISLLC1 Coursework 7-35 27.84 4.52 0.86 0.000 24 1.000

ISLLC1 Internship 7-35 27.84 4.34

ISLLC2 Coursework 6-30 25.44 3.16 0.63 0.893 24 0.381

ISLLC2 Internship 6-30 24.88 2.39

ISLLC3 Coursework 10-50 37.2 5.16 1.51 -0.69 24 0.497

ISLLC3 Internship 10-50 38.24 6.21

ISLLC4 Coursework 7-35 28.12 5.25 1.03 -0.967 24 0.343

ISLLC4 Internship 7-35 29.12 4.47

ISLLC5 Coursework 6-30 25.375 4.13 1.02 0.369 23 0.716

ISLLC5 Internship 6-30 25 3.91

ISLLC6 Coursework 8-40 26.68 5.83 1.03 0.814 24 0.424

ISLLC6 Internship 8-40 25.84 5.68     
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“If we teach today’s students as we taught yesterday’s, 
we rob them of tomorrow.”
 - John Dewey 

Our current education system is a collection of class-
rooms, grades, floors, buildings, textbooks and tests, 
each designed to separate students according to 
standards determined by adults who don’t really know 
them. It was probably a reasonable way to organize 
after we outgrew the one room schoolhouse. How-
ever, 2020 has forced educators to take a fresh look at 
whether this arrangement can accommodate the needs 
of the 21st century. 
What has been learned during COVID? Will educators 
use this opportunity to reimagine schools or breathe 
a sigh of relief when the pandemic ends and they can 
retreat into the security of the familiar? There are key 
areas to examine as we consider that question. 

1.  Breaking down walls.
No school should be an island, but many of them 
operate almost separately from their local and global 
communities which, if tapped, could add to the rich-
ness of a curriculum. But the demands of the school 
day and testing rigors often leave little room for 
exploration. 
However, technology has broken down some barri-
ers, making communication across town, states and 
even countries possible. Students can “get out” of a 
classroom without ever physically leaving. Or they 
can take up outreach projects by researching the needs 
outside their building and implementing technology 
solutions.
There are schools that have already taken steps to-
wards project-based learning and have created memo-
rable and meaningful learning experiences for their 
students. 
The Pentucket Regional School District is part of 
Massachusetts’ Innovation Schools project. Their 
approach, from elementary through high school, is 
centered on student choice and the use of opportuni-
ties for learning that extend beyond the classroom 

walls. Through the redesign of the school day and year, 
students engage in hands-on experiential learning with 
in-class lessons, online and blended coursework and 
off-campus academic opportunities, internships, and 
apprenticeships (Reimagining the Role of Technology 
in Education, 2017).
In New York City, the Portfolio School has a bright, 
open floor plan where children ages 5 to 10 flow seam-
lessly between a quiet reading area and maker spaces 
with laser cutters. Students have reached out to NASA 
engineers to discuss a unit on Mars, and New York 
University music education grad students have guided 
them in producing a soundtrack for their moviemaking 
project (The Possibility Report, 2020).
Across the globe, students in Mumbai, India tackled 
local issues such as improving access to clean drinking 
water and reducing traffic noise (Ferlazzo,2020). 
In the past, when teachers had to deliver a particular 
message at an exact time to a specific group of stu-
dents, proximity was essential and the classroom was 
critical. Now, we can rethink that model. Students can 
move around more flexibly, doing different things that 
support their needs and interests.
“Over the past few decades, the focus has been heav-
ily weighted on the classroom experience,” says Sean 
Tierney, Microsoft’s Director for Teaching and Learn-
ing. “I think we will see a shift where schools will 
create a foundation of inclusive, flexible, data-driven 
buildings and spaces that will enable students to learn 
beyond those walls” (Spencer, 2020).
 The way people learn today has undergone a great 
transformation. People go to the internet to accomplish 
many tasks that they could not have done in the past, 
from learning to play the piano to fixing the kitchen 
sink. They would have had to attend a class or train-
ing session to perform these skills. The opportunity for 
learning has greatly expanded beyond that model.  
“In many ways,” says Tierney, “the classroom has 
become a physical barrier and just a way of holding on 
to the past. We are no longer bound by limitations that 
used to require us to have 30 kids in a classroom with 
one teacher” (Spencer, 2020).

What’s Next? Critical Education Issues in a Post-COVID World
by Maria Finaro Cleary, Ed.D.
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School buildings will always play an important role 
because they are a safe place for children’s social-
emotional learning. But with our current technology, 
educators will be able to create flexible spaces and 
continuous learning environments that will spread 
across their communities, country and even the world. 
And they will learn that we have more to teach each 
other than ever before.

2  Personalized Learning.
For years, educators have struggled to differentiate 
instruction to serve the needs of their students in a 
personalized way. It has always been a daunting chal-
lenge, with a classroom full of varied learning styles, 
attention spans, cognitive abilities and all the myriad 
gifts and talents that make each child unique. 
Teachers have now learned that technology can pro-
vide some extraordinary solutions. New tools will 
provide more “teachers” who will observe the needs of 
students and adjust the learning tools accordingly. 
Real-time data, artificial intelligence and many new 
devices can help transform the teaching/learning 
experience into something intensely personal which 
responds to students as individuals. For instance, 
technology that can find patterns that point to the need 
for intervention; a “virtual” teacher could adjust the 
brightness of a screen or perhaps a font size without 
even telling the “real” teacher. As the technology 
becomes more sophisticated, these virtual teachers 
will observe details about students and understand 
their particular needs. The adjustments they will make 
will allow the teacher more time to bring the class 
all the benefits of a live educator in a more effective 
way. Software like Pathblazer and MyPath can assess 
students to assign individualized learning paths so 
they get the instruction they need to catch up or move 
ahead. 
Technology can also recognize behavior patterns and 
conditions that might need intervention. Teachers can 
stay on top of factors that affect social and emotional 
well-being. Microsoft’s Tierney observes, “Knowing 
what is happening in the lives of each student might 
spell the difference between a toxic path and a pros-
perous path in the future. With data-rich models, we 
can help support kids holistically” (Spencer, 2020). 

3.  Adjust the Schedule.
Another tyrant that has ruled our education system far 
beyond its usefulness is our agrarian model of sched-

uling. Our children no longer need time to toil in the 
fields; they need flexibility in their day to prioritize their 
work and pursue subjects of interest.
Our current credits and attendance are based on the 
Carnegie Unit. The unit was developed in 1906 as a 
measure of the amount of time a student has studied a 
subject. For example, a total of 120 hours in one sub-
ject—meeting four or five times a week for 40 to 60 
minutes, for 36 to 40 weeks each year—earns the stu-
dent one “unit” of high school credit (What Is the Carn-
egie Unit? 2014). Over one hundred years later, schools 
are still relying on an arbitrarily calculated amount of 
time to determine if a student has mastered a course. 
While we were quarantined for COVID, the economy 
still ran and society learned that much of its work can 
be done online. In fact, nearly 43 percent of Americans 
said that they spent at least some time working remotely 
(Hopper, 2020).
Yet, schools haven’t reflected this societal shift. They 
switched to online learning when it was the only choice. 
But few K-12 schools give students unstructured or vir-
tual learning time where they can experience the kind 
of day they may find in the working world. Basically, 
they switch from classroom to classroom when the bells 
ring, following a schedule that they will never see again 
once they are in the workforce. 
Additionally, there has been considerable conversation 
about synchronizing school clocks with student body 
clocks. Research has shown children’s sleep patterns 
transition as they move to adolescence where later 
bedtimes are the norm. The result is that early school 
start times cause teenage sleep deprivation. Flexible 
school scheduling can address this and improve student 
outcomes for high school students (The National Sleep 
Foundation, 2020).
It’s incumbent upon educators to offer different models 
of scheduling to accommodate virtual and personalized 
learning from kindergarten through high school so stu-
dents can experience what the world will be like when 
they must make a living in it.

4.Teacher Training.
In a recent Gallup Education poll, the number one 
answer to the question, “Why don’t teachers use digital 
tools?” was “training.” In fact, more than half of teach-
ers, 56 percent, cited lack of training as a “significant” 
or “extremely significant” problem (Bilecik, 2020). This 
would, of course, account for the fact that 78 percent of 
teachers are “not very comfortable” facilitating student 
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collaboration with digital devices (Nagel, 2018).If 
educators are not teaching our students digitally, why 
would colleges train teachers to use digital tools? 
Schools have given it a try. Classes routinely have 
electronic white boards installed and teachers use 
their laptops to project their lessons. 
But in a school that is committed to digital learning, 
these tools are only a small part of the landscape. 
There would be technology everywhere, in identified 
spaces for independent work, in global communica-
tion areas for outreach to students around the globe, 
and in labs where students can create and experiment. 
Teachers must know how to use this equipment opti-
mally or be curators in a museum of hardware.
This is very frightening to many educators, and not 
just those who are older and near retirement. Every-
one has a comfort level with technology, and although 
younger teachers have used it since early childhood, 
they can’t always successfully negotiate the intrica-
cies of newer, innovative educational tools. For that 
they need training. 
It’s not enough that this training should demonstrate 
what buttons to push, which only comes with prac-
tice anyway. Many a teacher has been taught to use 
a piece of equipment multiple times before it’s mas-
tered. The training needs to include the important 
“how” – how will I integrate this tool into my lesson 
to make the experience broader, richer, more engag-
ing and memorable? That takes work, research and 
extensive communication with colleagues and manu-
facturers to gain an understanding of what’s out there 
(and there’s something new every day) and how it can 
be optimally used for students.
Are colleges of education providing this training? In 
2017, the US Office of Education Technology created 
a National Educational Technology Plan that called 
for both reflection and action on how to prepare 
aspiring teachers to meaningfully use technology. It 
included the creation of guiding principles and an 
invitation to colleges and universities to pledge to 
commit to them. At that time, 81 institutions of higher 
learning accepted that challenge, a fraction of the 
2414 that offer degrees in education. (Reimagining 
the Role of Technology in Education, 2017)
This doesn’t mean that the remainder ignore technol-
ogy; however, it is telling that there is little emphasis 
on technology as they market their course offerings. 
In fact, college professors themselves are often reluc-

tant technology practitioners. They account for a large 
proportion of the educators who, though they appreci-
ate the value of ed tech, do not actually use it to teach 
(Lynch,2020). In a recent study, only 30 percent of 
instructors said they believe online courses can achieve 
student outcomes comparable to those of face-to-face 
courses (Lederman, 2018). 
Another study showed that, despite having a generally 
positive attitude toward technology, college professors 
are utilizing very basic resources in their classes and 
perhaps have not begun to explore how new technolo-
gies can enhance their teaching. “The types of technol-
ogy being used most are the course management sys-
tem, desktop applications, and presentation software. 
The data appears to indicate that the faculty as a whole 
is operating at the intermediate level or slightly below 
on the technology acceptance/use continuum” (Averil et 
al., 2018, p. 8).
Until colleges of education start using new and innova-
tive technology in their own classrooms, pre-service 
teachers have little hope of attaining competency when 
it comes to their own teaching practice. 

5.  Standardized Testing.
Few subjects can animate a conversation among edu-
cators more than standardized testing. Although it is 
widely accepted that accountability is necessary, there 
is no general agreement about the most effective way to 
measure student success. 
Given that some states are reconsidering whether they 
should test at all in the 2020-21 school year because of 
COVID considerations, perhaps it is time to reassess 
ourselves. 
Mastery is simply not what it used to be; any answer 
is a Google search away. Yet students must spend time 
memorizing formulas, dates, events and theories to 
succeed on a standardized test. Multiple choice ques-
tions only prove that students can learn or apply content 
knowledge at a purely surface level. Should educators 
refocus their assessment efforts on measuring skills 
that show our students are keeping up with the world at 
large and are ready for the workforce?
“Knowledge is still knowledge ... but the nature of 
how we test will depend upon how education has been 
delivered, how equitable it’s been in terms of access 
for students,” said former Governor of Wyoming James 
Geringer. “I think there’re going to be dramatic changes 
in how students learn and how they’re exposed to infor-
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mation … We have to deal with near-term uncertain-
ties, but we also have to be planning for the certainty 
of change to how [testing] has been conducted in the 
past” (Sparks, 2020).
LinkedIn has compiled a list of top soft skills for the 
workplace and has found that employers are looking 
for candidates who are creative, adaptable, collabora-
tive, persuasive and emotionally-intelligent. If we are 
trying to assess students’ readiness for the working 
world, a new form of testing could allow students to 
demonstrate that they have grown in their mastery of 
these skills (Hopper, 2020).
An example of this is in Virginia which eliminated 
many mandatory standardized tests. In place of those 
tests, the State has asked teachers to perform “alterna-
tive assessments,” that is, performance based projects 
that monitor student progress over a longer time frame 
(Futterman, n.d.).
Another illustration is the New York Performance 
Standards Consortium which consists of 28 schools, 
grades 6-12, throughout New York State that rely on 
teacher-created assessments consisting of projects, 
presentations, reports and portfolios of work to the 
exclusion of standardized tests. 
Statewide longitudinal data systems can track stu-
dents from pre-K all the way through high school. 
That means accountability measures and interventions 
don’t have to depend on one test but rather include 
graduation rates, discipline outcomes, demographic 
information and workforce outcomes.
“Stealth assessments,” like those offered by Scholas-
tic and Khan Academy, track student knowledge by 
showing a pattern of answers over time. 
“Invisible, integrated assessment, to me, is the fu-
ture,” said Kimberly O’Malley, the senior vice presi-
dent of school research at Pearson Education. “We 
can monitor students’ learning day to day in a digital 
scenario. Ultimately, if we’re successful, the need for, 
and the activity of, stopping and testing will go away 
in many cases” (Kamenetz, 2015).

6.  Job Readiness.
During COVID, many teachers started from scratch 
learning about virtual education, effective ed tech, and 
creativity in the cloud, and their lack of experienced 
affected the quality of instruction. This will not serve 
students well when they become working adults. 
One of the reasons children attend school is to prepare 

for a satisfying place in the workforce. Yet, a survey 
of more than 32,000 students reveals “a crisis of con-
fidence…regarding their readiness to launch careers” 
(Harris, 2020). When the current education system is 
evaluated against three criteria – job readiness, ability 
to compete against smart machines for jobs and creat-
ing long-term economic value – some stark statistics 
emerge.
Only a third of students believe they will graduate 
with the skills and knowledge to be successful in the 
job market and in the workplace (New Survey Reveals 
Crisis of Confidence in Workforce Readiness Among 
College Students, 2019). 
Sixty percent of future jobs haven’t been developed yet 
and 40 percent of kindergarteners in schools today will 
need to be self-employed to have any form of income 
(The Future of Jobs Report 2018, 2018).
LinkedIn’s top ten hard skills that are most in demand 
for the 2020 job market include blockchain, cloud 
computing, user experience design and artificial intel-
ligence. Job readiness may demand that we include this 
vocabulary and an introduction to these skills in the 
curriculum (The Future of Jobs Report 2018, 2018).
However, most states haven’t incorporated technology 
skills as a major focus for education. There is no consis-
tent thread of how students should be able demonstrate 
their technology competence in every content area. 
In a study of 140,000 classrooms in K-12 schools 
across 39 states, more than half showed no evidence 
of students using technology to gather, evaluate or use 
information for learning. In nearly two-thirds of class-
rooms surveyed, students didn’t appear to use technol-
ogy to solve problems or work collaboratively (van 
Broekhuizen, 2016, p. 14). 
Children need to prepare to become entrepreneurs in a 
world that adults can barely imagine. That means that 
the subject matter that is taught, how it is taught and the 
teacher’s role in the educational process must change to 
accommodate that reality.

7.  Digital Divide, Access and Equity.
Access means ensuring learners everywhere have the 
ability to get an education. Equity means that every 
child has the resources needs to be successful. The es-
sential drivers are fairness and inclusion. These issues 
became critical as the US struggled in both areas during 
the pandemic. Computers and strong internet connec-
tions were in short supply in some areas of the country 
and the world.
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The United States has the wealth and expertise to 
get digital devices into every home and internet ac-
cess into every neighborhood in our country. It’s not 
always a simple task for more remote areas, but is 
nonetheless possible. However, educators have often 
used lack of connectivity as the reason virtual learning 
can’t work. 
New partnerships are one solution to this problem. 
Seventy-two countries around the globe, including 
some of the poorest, have developed some combina-
tion of internet, TV and radio instruction to accom-
modate coronavirus restrictions (How Countries Are 
Using EdTech to Support Access to Remote Learning 
during the COVID-19 Pandemic, 2020).
Examples abound of partnerships that have taken on 
this challenge. Microsoft and UNICEF have col-
laborated to form The Learning Passport to deliver 
curriculum online. Henrietta Fore, UNICEF Execu-
tive Director observed, “With long-term partners like 
Microsoft, we are able to swiftly deploy innovative, 
scalable solutions for children and youth. The adapta-
tions made to the Learning Passport are a powerful 
reminder of what we can achieve together for children 
as the crisis deepens globally” (UNICEF and Micro-
soft Launch Global Learning Platform to Help Ad-
dress COVID-19 Education Crisis, 2020). 
Another UNICEF project, this one in partnership 
with the International Telecommunication Union, has 
committed to connecting every school to the internet 
(Ericsson and UNICEF Launch Global Partnership to 
Map School Internet Connectivity, 2020).
If this can happen in some of the poorest countries in 
the world, the United States can certainly meet this 
challenge. Some efforts have emerged. Broadband 
leaders signed a Keep American Connected Pledge 
which enabled Americans to keep their cable connec-
tions, even if they were having problems with pay-
ments, and opened up wi-fi hotspots to all internet 
users. Comcast, Cox, Mediacom and Midco all of-
fered free or low-cost internet programs (America’s 
Broadband Leaders Extend Their Connectivity Relief 
Efforts During COVID-19, 2020).
A particularly outstanding example is in Iowa where 
Mediacom and the Des Moines Public Schools ex-
tended broadband to the more than 1800 student 
homes that lacked a hard-wire connection. Mediacom 
installed about 500 connections per week and rolled 
out mobile wi-fi hotspots. The district and company 
also undertook a project involving software and the 

distribution of laptops (How Mediacom and Des 
Moines Public Schools Are Closing the Opportunity 
Gap, 2020).
In Oakland, CA, the city, school district, foundations 
and businesses together raised $13 million, meeting 
the digital divide campaign goal in two weeks with the 
help of Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey. Nearly 3,000 laptops 
and hotpots were distributed to 11th and12th-graders 
as well as summer school students (Serrano, 2020).
The Texas Association of School Administrators has 
received assistance from its corporate partners, in-
cluding Amazon, Class Link and Achieve 3000 which 
provided resources and digital solutions to assist dur-
ing the pandemic (Resources from TASA Corporate 
Partners | Texas Association of School Administrators, 
n.d.).
We live in a country that gave birth to Microsoft, Ap-
ple and Google and there are still many states where 
30 percent of households have no internet connectiv-
ity. Partnerships between technology companies and 
school districts have to potential to transform educa-
tion across the digital divide.

8.  And some of the rest of it.
•  Making learning fun and effective through the use 
of technology leads to better outcomes, according to 
Mrinal Mohit, CEO of BYJU, an 11 billion dollar ed 
tech company. “Over a period, we have observed that 
clever integration of games has demonstrated higher 
engagement and increased motivation towards learn-
ing, especially among younger students, making them 
truly fall in love with learning,” he says. (Lee & Lal-
ani, 2020)
A mother-daughter team in India worked together to 
convert Math lessons into  Minecraft, a popular video 
game. “Soon mid-school students also started asking 
us to  get  them on Minecraft. Today we have Mine-
craft licenses for the entire school,” the principal of 
their school said. So far, Namya Joshi, the thirteen-
year-old daughter, has trained more than  100 
teachers in her school and around the world on the use 
of Microsoft tools such as Minecraft, Scratch, Kahoot, 
and Flipgrid in their classrooms. Her first- hand ex-
perience of the effectiveness of these tools for learning 
has led her to become a strong advocate of  gamifica-
tion in education. (Agrawal, 2020)

•  Parent communication may be a big winner post-
pandemic. Technology did a good job of keeping them 
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pandemic has made them more likely to exit the profes-
sion or opt for early retirement. Of those more likely to 
do so according to the surveys, 45 percent are over age 
50, 44 percent have over 20 years’ experience and 42 
percent live in the South  (Riddell, 2020).

•  Given what communities have learned about the 
critical importance of education and its effective de-
livery to all students, will governments now invest in 
a way that is commensurate with its significance to the 
growth of society. Will some but not all? And how do 
we level the playing field (Hughes, 2020)?

9. The teacher. The teacher. The teacher.
In the end, the teacher is the linchpin of the whole edu-
cation system. However, great teachers not only know 
their subject and communicate it effectively; they have 
the essential ability to adapt and innovate. 
“There are great teachers who are also model learners. 
They learn with the kids. They don’t feel like they have 
to know everything, but they have to show what great 
learning looks like,” says Microsoft’s Sean Tierney. 
“Overall, it means inspiring students onto a path of life-
long self-learning. And that can include learning about 
new technology, which they can learn with the kids. If 
they can explore new ways of doing things, they can all 
grow together” (Spencer, 2020). 
“What we want educators to do is not be bound by the 
structure of a 40-minute lecture, classroom dynamic, 
or assessment that’s connected to a curriculum, but 
recognize their goal and mission to expand upon every 
student’s potential,” says Microsoft’s VP of Education, 
Anthony Salcito. “The best innovation that inspires 
most young people is the teacher” (Spencer, 2020).

connected and participating in their children’s educa-
tion. Software like Kidappolis gave parents the oppor-
tunity to use screen time as early learning time. Nu-
merous other applications were opened up to parents, 
often free of charge, to enable them to actively take 
part in lessons. Parents might also look forward to the 
day when parent-teacher video conferences are the 
new default, erasing the need for them to drag them-
selves to school on a freezing, mid-winter evening!
•  When New York Governor Andrew Cuomo called 
for reimagining education in the state, the response 
of the teacher’s union was quick and predictable. 
“Remote learning, in any form, will never replace 
the important personal connection between teachers 
and their students that is built in the classroom and is 
a critical part of the teaching and learning process,” 
said Andy Pallotta, President of New York State 
United Teachers. “If we want to reimagine education, 
let’s start with addressing the need for social workers, 
mental health counselors, school nurses, enriching 
arts courses, advanced courses and smaller class sizes 
in school districts across the state. Let’s secure the 
federal funding and new state revenues through taxes 
on the ultrawealthy that can go toward addressing 
these needs” (Antonucci, 2020).
Educators must decide if they want simply to make 
adjustments to the current teaching/learning model 
or set up a new paradigm. It remains to be seen if 
the COVID lessons will push this seemingly endless 
conversation to a conclusion.  
• Some teachers have found that they are unable or 
unwilling to accede to the current demands and risks 
of the profession and are retiring. One study shows 
that a third of teacher respondents reported that the 
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Introduction
As educators across the United States prepare for an 
unprecedented school year, there are many obstacles 
school districts must overcome in order to ensure 
students and staff remain safe while teaching and 
learning takes place amidst the global pandemic of 
COVID-19. Safety challenges, such as schools be-
ing able to implement a comprehensive contact and 
trace program, screening students and staff daily for 
COVID-19 symptoms, and ensuring social distanc-
ing throughout the school day, have put school dis-
tricts in a precarious position. In response to these 
challenges, large urban school districts, such as Los 
Angeles and Chicago, have opted to start their school 
year by providing full remote learning, while other 
school districts, such as New York City, have chosen a 
hybrid model where students will learn both in person 
and online. Nonetheless, as school districts seek to 
prioritize safety within the context of their communi-
ties, each approach to learning will result in students 
spending a substantial amount of time learning online. 
This shift from learning in a traditional classroom 
setting to online learning brings to the surface another 
dilemma that school districts must confront during the 
pandemic: How will school districts ensure positive 
student outcomes for low-income minority students 
when in-person learning time is significantly reduced?  
According to Dorn et al. (2020), the transition to 
remote learning in the spring of 2020 exacerbated the 
existing achievement gap. The findings from their 
statistical model study revealed that if remote learning 
continues during the 2020-2021 school year, Black 
students are likely to fall behind academically by 10.3 
months, Hispanic students will fall behind by 9.2 
months, and low-income students will fall behind by 
more than a year (Figure 1). Moreover, the research 
suggests that the achievement gap would widen by 
15% to 20%. Similar to Dorn et al. (2020), Herold 
(2020) claimed, “the pandemic is exposing and ex-
acerbating the deep inequities that have long shaped 
American public education” (para, 4)

Figure 1
Learning Loss for Low-Income, Black, and Hispanic 
Students
 

Note. From “COVID-19 and Student Learning in the 
United States,” by E. Dorn, B. Hancock, J. Sarakatsan-
nis, & E. Viruleg, (2020). Copyright 2020 by McKinsey 
and Company.
Herold’s statement is supported by the findings from the 
qualitative study conducted by the EdWeek Research 
Center that consisted of administering two surveys to 
more than 2,600 teachers and school district leaders that 
sought to identify disparities among K-12 schools in 
the United States during the remote learning of spring 
2020. The findings from the EdWeek Research Center 
study concluded that significant gaps between the poor-
est and wealthiest schools across the United States were 
found in the areas of access to basic technology, live re-
mote instruction, and the percentages of students whose 
teachers reported they were not logging in or making 
contact with the classroom.
Although the current research suggests that remote 
learning will have a negative impact on closing the 
achievement gap ( Dorn et al., 2020), which in return 
will further place low-income minority students at a 
disadvantage, the reality is that during the 2020-2021 
school year, low-income minority students will spend a 
significant amount of time learning online. To remedy 
these inequities and close the achievement gap during 
the pandemic, it is critical that school districts prioritize 
a high leverage instructional approach to teaching and 
learning with the same urgency as establishing safety 

Formative Assessment: Disrupting Inequities During the COVID-19 Pandemic
Noah Angeles, Ed.D., Hazel-Ann Lewis, Ed.D., and Katiana Louissaint, Ed.D.

 2

According to Dorn et al. (2020), the transition to remote learning in the spring of 

2020 exacerbated the existing achievement gap. The findings from their statistical 

model study revealed that if remote learning continues during the 2020-2021 school 

year, Black students are likely to fall behind academically by 10.3 months, Hispanic 

students will fall behind by 9.2 months, and low-income students will fall behind by more 

than a year (Figure 1). Moreover, the research suggests that the achievement gap 

would widen by 15% to 20%. Similar to Dorn et al. (2020), Herold (2020) claimed, “the 

pandemic is exposing and exacerbating the deep inequities that have long shaped 

American public education” (para, 4). 

Figure 1 

Learning Loss for Low-Income, Black, and Hispanic Students 

 

Note. From “COVID-19 and Student Learning in the United States,” by E. Dorn, B. 

Hancock, J. Sarakatsannis, & E. Viruleg, (2020). Copyright 2020 by McKinsey and 

Company. 

Herold’s statement is supported by the findings from the qualitative study 

conducted by the EdWeek Research Center that consisted of administering two surveys 

to more than 2,600 teachers and school district leaders that sought to identify disparities 

among K-12 schools in the United States during the remote learning of spring 2020. The 
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protocols. While there are a myriad of instructional 
approaches that could be prioritized as high leverage, 
this article suggests the following formative assess-
ment strategies as a high leverage approach to dis-
rupting inequities during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
(a) benchmark assessment, (b) differentiated assess-
ment, (c) self-assessment, and (4) peer assessment.   

Benchmark Assessment 
The combination of spending the last 3 months of 
the 2020 school year learning online, coupled with 
summer break, low-income minority students who 
lacked access to summer learning opportunities, will 
be arriving back to school—whether in person or 
remotely—having lost a significant amount of learn-
ing time. According to Alexander et al. (2007), more 
than half of the achievement gap between lower and 
higher income students is the result of unequal access 
to summer learning opportunities. To address the loss 
of learning among low-income minority students dur-
ing the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, teach-
ers must be able to identify, upon their return, where, 
within the content knowledge and skills, did the loss 
of learning occur? Therefore, it is critical that teach-
ers begin the school year administering benchmark 
assessments across core content areas. Traditionally, 
based on the students’ mastery of grade level stan-
dards, standardized state assessments are used as a 
basis to determine instructional measures for the fol-
lowing year. As a result of the COVID-19 lockdowns 
in many states, these assessments were not adminis-
tered. This data gap necessitates the use of authentic 
assessment approaches so that school leaders are not 
entering the fall of 2020 in obscurity.
According to Turner (2014), pre-assessments (bench-
marks) are essential in revealing students’ thinking as 
well as students’ misconceptions. Similarly, Jacobs 
(2004) argued that benchmark assessments provide 
teachers with an opportunity to look at students’ work 
with more scrutiny so as to uncover gaps in their 
learning. Subsequently, Herman et al. (2010) con-
tended that the data gathered from benchmark assess-
ments are vital to improving teaching and learning. 
The authors suggested that the data collected could 
serve to inform teachers regarding what adjustments 
they need to make to their curriculum, as well as the 
instructional approaches they should adopt, to better 
align to meeting their students’ needs.  
While the current literature highlights benchmark as-

sessment as an important formative assessment tool to 
surface students’ learning gaps; benchmark assessments, 
alone, will not be sufficient to promote positive student 
outcomes in low-income minority student groups during 
the pandemic. Along with identifying students’ learning 
gaps, it is also imperative that teachers provide multiple 
opportunities for students to demonstrate their learning 
through differentiated assessments.
 
Differentiated Assessment 
School districts need to prioritize differentiated assess-
ments to ensure positive student outcomes for low-
income minority students because in-person learning 
time either does not exist, or it is restricted with hybrid 
learning models that have recently been adopted due to 
the global pandemic.
According to Chapman et al. (2005) “Differentiated 
assessment identifies a learner’s needs and strengths. 
The teacher uses a variety of formal and informal as-
sessment tools to reveal the student’s knowledge base, 
prior experiences, interest level, attitude, and ability in 
relation to a topic or skill” (p. xxii). As the pandemic 
has forced low-income minority students into a learning 
environment where in-person instruction is significantly 
reduced, it is more critical than ever that teachers transi-
tion from administering traditional forms of assessment 
to providing students withmultiple opportunities to 
demonstrate their learning through differentiated assess-
ments.   
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers and 
educators, alike, had grave concerns about inequitable 
practices, such as the disproportionate representation of 
culturally and linguistically diverse students, identified 
for special education programs. This overrepresentation 
of economically challenged minority students illustrates 
systemic weaknesses in our education systems. Dif-
ferentiated assessment promotes equitable practices for 
assessing and identifying the unique needs of diverse 
children so that educators can avoid a situation where, 
“a child’s race and ethnicity significantly influence the 
probability that he or she will be misidentified as need-
ing special education and that disproportionality can 
have immediate and long term negative effects” (p. 1).
The reality is that differentiation and curriculum align-
ment are connected. Researchers have noted that both 
differentiation and Universal Design for Learning 
emerge from a deficit approach—even though their pri-
mary goals focus on assisting students to learn in depth 
and across the curriculum (Beasley & Beck, 2017). 
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Furthermore, Beasley and Beck (2017) noted, “While 
differentiated instruction places an emphasis on 
formative assessment to inform constant adaptation 
of instruction to meet all student needs, UDL seeks to 
build a curriculum that anticipates student needs and 
incorporates modifications into the curriculum from 
the onset” (p. 552). Researchers Turner (2014) and 
Stiggins (2009) argued that differentiated assessments 
further promote equitable practices. For example, an 
action research study conducted in a Science class-
room at the secondary school level by Waters, Smea-
ton and Burns (2004) revealed participating students 
preferred differentiated, alternative assessments when 
compared to traditional assessments. According to 
the researchers, students indicated that having as-
sessments which provided them with choice, allowed 
them think-time, and the ability to construct prod-
ucts based on the guidelines in the rubrics. Students 
also felt that differentiated, alternative assessments 
increased their learning, creativity, and engagement 
levels. Moreover, Turner (2014), affirms “When stu-
dents and teachers become partners in the classroom 
assessment process, research findings from around the 
world reveal the result is profound achievement gains 
for all students with the largest gains found in previ-
ously low-achieving students” (p. 8).  
Fair and equitable assessment practices are valuable 
to sustaining the dignity and well-being of all students 
being assessed (Pettifor & Saklofske, 2012). With-
out a multi-tiered assessment system, the academic, 
social-emotional, and behavioral performance of stu-
dents can be grossly inhibited (Stoiber & Gettinger, 
2016). Therefore, along with benchmark and differen-
tiated assessments, it is critical for low-income minor-
ity students to also engage in assessment practices 
that build ownership over their learning.

Self-Assessment 
In a traditional classroom, teachers are the primary as-
sessors of student performance. As the primary asses-
sor, teachers restrict students’ ability to play an active 
role in evaluating and monitoring their own learning. 
Therefore, they hold all the power in the evalua-
tion process. As schools across the United States are 
impacted by COVID-19 and are forced to reimagine 
the K-12 educational system into a hybrid and a re-
mote learning environment, there is a call to action to 
dismantle the traditional way assessments are admin-
istered and how teachers assess student learning. Fur-

thermore, there is a need for the fair and equitable use 
of formative assessments to positively impact closing 
the achievement gap for low-income minority students. 
Therefore, it is critical to cultivate a hybrid and remote 
learning environment that champions equity and ac-
cess for all. Being fair and equitable involves students 
contributing to their learning and assessing their own 
performance through self-assessment. 
Self-assessment becomes paramount in changing the 
culture of a hybrid and remote learning environment. 
Self-assessment is “a process by which students 1) 
monitor and evaluate the quality of their thinking and 
behavior when learning and 2) identify strategies that 
improve their understanding and skills” (McMillan & 
Hearn, 2008, p. 40). Adding to this, self-assessment is 
a process that permits students to monitor their own 
learning. This is crucial in accommodating diversity 
of learners’ readiness, experience, and backgrounds 
(Spiller, 2012).
Self-assessment empowers students to assess them-
selves, increasing students’ level of self-awareness and 
independence (Nneji, 2015). When students document 
their own achievements and provide self-feedback, they 
become active and valuable contributors in the learning 
process. It enhances students’ motivation by provid-
ing a sense of ownership and responsibility. Engage-
ment also increases, boosting intrinsic motivation upon 
which “to base performance more on competence and 
less on rewards for performance” (McMillan & Hearn, 
2008, p. 48). Self-assessment requires reflection on 
past experience, appreciation of context and an honest 
examination of facts before any serious consideration 
can be given to future development (Claxton & Hinett, 
1997). Nevertheless, we cannot assume that students 
possess the needed skills to effectively engage in pro-
ductive self-assessment.  
In the development of students’ abilities to self-assess, 
they need coaching, practice, and support (Spiller, 
2012). There is an urgent need for teachers to help 
guide students while allowing students more of a say in 
their own learning. Through coaching, teachers can in-
volve students in determining the characteristics of the 
quality of the  work by sharing a mentor text or an ex-
emplary model. In practice, students can engage in the 
formulation of the criteria needed to assess their own 
work.  For example, this can be accomplished through 
the use of standard-aligned checklists and rubrics. As a 
support, teachers can provide a hierarchical outline of 
self-reflection prompts for students to use at any time 
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(Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). Additionally, teach-
ers can empower students to self-assess by establish-
ing clear learning targets, defining evaluative criteria, 
providing tools for assessment, and allowing time for 
reflection (McMillan and Hearn, 2008).
Teachers also need specific skills and training to in-
tentionally plan common practices of self-assessment 
to promote and support student self-efficacy and 
self-regulation.  By promoting and supporting student 
self-efficacy and self-regulation, the teacher releases 
the control and gives the power back to the students. 
This results in students developing the ability to 
become ambassadors of their own learning by observ-
ing, analyzing, and judging their own performance 
on the basis of specific criteria to determine how they 
can improve (Alverno College, 2001). Furthermore, 
self-assessment teaches students self-regulation, which 
supports students in monitoring their own learning 
process while engaging in online learning environ-
ments. 
Research evidence suggests that self-assessment does 
contribute positively to learning outcomes (Brown & 
Harris, 2013), and it is a valid predictor of motivation 
and learning. Similarly, to empower students to en-
gage in self-assessment practices, peer assessment can 
be used in conjunction with self-assessment. Through 
peer assessments, students also engage in the learning 
process, providing feedback to each other and promot-
ing collaboration. 

Peer Assessment
The COVID-19 pandemic has shone a spotlight on 
inequality in American schools with school closures 
and social isolation that have affected all students, but 
particularly those living in poverty (Terada, 2020). 
Social isolation has resulted in students’ inability to 
socialize and connect in a physical setting with their 
peers (i.e., in school). As schools reopen, it is critical 
to address challenges associated with social isolation 
and implement instructional approaches for students to 
reconnect or make new connections with their peers in 
a hybrid and remote learning model.  
Readjusting the approaches to teaching and learning 
and how students are assessed will raise many ques-
tions. Addressing the social, emotional, and mental 
needs of staff, students, and parents will also be a 
primary concern for all schools. The assumption is 
that leveraging instructional approaches and rethink-
ing assessment strategies will increase peer-to-peer 

interactions, which will reduce some of the isolation 
that learners can experience. At this time, peer feed-
back, also referred to as peer assessment, is a formative 
assessment strategy that can be used as a high leverage 
instructional approach to disrupt inequalities during the 
COVID-19 pandemic .  
As mentioned, peer-assessment is linked to self-
assessment, and it “requires students to provide either 
feedback or grades (or both) to their peers on a product 
or a performance, based on the criteria of excellence 
for that product or event which students may have been 
involved in determining” (Falchikov ,2007, p. 132). 
Through peer assessment, students help each other 
make sense of their learning gaps and learning pro-
cesses. Furthermore, peer assessment can affect peers’ 
performance, encouraging students to reflect, discuss, 
and collaborate (Strijbos & Sluijsmans, 2010).  
Peer assessment can promote social interactions among 
peers that can lead to students’ commitment to learn-
ing. When students convey and receive multiple peer 
reviews, a sense of community develops. However, 
students must be committed to the process of learn-
ing from each other. If they are willing, they will be 
contributing to their academic gains and making the 
assessment process clearer.
There are many things to consider in a hybrid and 
remote setting to cultivate a growth mindset approach 
to peer assessment. In order for students to value each 
other’s feedback, peer assessments have to be con-
ducted with respect and trust. Carless (2020) noted that 
teachers need to develop a sense of community within 
online learning environments. By being attentive, 
showing interest, and personal sensitivity, teachers can 
encourage feedback discourse to flourish.
According to Hattie and Timperley (2007), “feedback 
is one of the most powerful influences on learning and 
achievement” (p. 81). However, if the feedback given 
is not constructive, it can hinder students’ academic 
growth and performance. Constructive feedback is 
among the most powerful tools for promoting chil-
dren’s social, moral, and intellectual development (Hat-
tie & Timperley, 2007). Furthermore, Heen and Stone 
(2015) noted there are three types of feedback based 
on purpose: evaluation, appreciation and coaching. 
First, the purpose of evaluation needs to happen “in the 
moment” where the individual receiving the feedback 
knows where they stand when it comes to their perfor-
mance. Second, feedback received through appreciation 
inspires and motivates the individual  to continue im-
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proving his/her work. Feedback through appreciation 
needs to be authentic and specific.  Lastly, coaching 
feedback supports continued growth and improvement 
(Corporate Communication Experts, 2016) 
Hattie and Timperley (2007) and Heen and Stone 
(2015) suggestions convey feedback as a power-
ful indicator that can positively impact learning and 
achievement. Therefore, teachers need to provide 
students with strategies and tools necessary to engage 
in peer assessment through a hybrid and/or a remote 
learning environment.   One example is using the 
TAG process which is an efficient and authentic ap-
proach to engage students in peer assessment (The Art 
of Education).  The TAG process entails: T for telling 
the individual something you liked about the work; 
A, asking a question about the work and G for giving 
a suggestion relating to the work.  The TAG process 
not only provides feedback, but also promotes social 
interaction where students are engaged in a dialogue 
with each other.

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has ushered social isola-
tion, stress, and anxiety that has exacerbated mental 
health challenges, social unrest, and the deaths of 
more than 200,000 Americans. Moreover, the impact 
on education has been devastating for low-income 
minority students. Current research has revealed dis-
parities among poor and wealthy school districts as it 
relates to student success during remote learning. Fur-
thermore, research has also predicted that if remote 
learning continues during the 2020-2021 school year, 
the achievement gap will widen. Nonetheless, school 
districts have continued to implement instructional 
programs that significantly reduce in-person learning 

time thus forcing low-income minority students into a 
learning environment that places them at a disadvan-
tage. 
According to Bennis (2009), leadership happens within 
a context; for today’s school district leaders, that con-
text is a global pandemic. While it is most appropriate 
for district leaders to prioritize safety, it is also equally 
important that a strategic approach to teaching and 
learning, grounded in formative assessment, is also 
given precedent to disrupt inequities and ensure positive 
outcomes for districts’ most vulnerable students. Lead-
ing researchers, Stiggins and DuFour (2009) affirmed 
that, “Formative assessment, done well, represents one 
of the most powerful instructional tools available to a 
teacher or a school for promoting student achievement” 
(p. 640). Therefore, formative assessment is a caveat to 
quality teaching and learning. 
Through the implementation of high leverage formative 
assessment strategies of benchmarking, differentiation, 
and self- and peer assessment, low-income students 
will be afforded an educational experience that values 
(a) instruction that is designed to meet their needs, (b) 
multiple opportunities to demonstrate and present their 
learnings, (c) the development of self-efficacy and 
contributes to their learning process, and (d) building 
relationships among their peers while fostering a sense 
of community.  
These critical attributes will serve as a foundation 
for the teaching and learning of low-income minority 
students during the pandemic. It is through the imple-
mentation of these high leverage formative assessment 
approaches that the current inequities that exist do not 
perpetuate; thereby, closing the achievement gap and 
ensuring an equitable educational experience in both a 
hybrid and/or a remote learning environment.  
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One day when George de Mestral, a Swiss engineer, got home from a hunting trip in the Alps, he no-
ticed that both he and his dog were covered in burrs.  He plucked one from his coat and placed it under 
a microscope, which revealed that the tiny seed sac was covered in hooked strands, which had caught 
in the tiny loops of fabric on his coat.  By re-creating such hooks and loops, Mestral was able to devise 
the fastening system known as Velcro (a mash-up of velour and crochet).  More than fifty years later, it 
has held together everything from sneakers to a human heart during the first artificial heart surgery.  As 
Mestral later told his former bosses at work, "If any of your employees ask for a two-week holiday to go 
hunting, say yes."
                                                                                      - Life...The Reader's Digest VERSION
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Introduction
We have experienced unprecedented challenges 
since our schools’ closing as a precaution against the 
spread of the coronavirus. It has reshaped the way 
we think about teaching and learning. We left school 
believing that we would return to complete the 
school year within a month or two. Teachers did not 
imagine that the digital platforms they were forced 
to learn in two weeks would become the new normal 
for their students. Teaching and learning, as known at 
the Dr. Ronald E. McNair School, changed. With the 
many societal and internal concerns existing in the 
school’s culture, educating children continues to be a 
priority. This article demonstrates how the right ele-
ments lead to success for schools at a disproportionate 
disadvantage.

Background Information
 The Dr. Ronald E. McNair/Public School 5 is an 
elementary school located in the Bedford Stuyvesant 
section of Brooklyn that services students in 3K- 
5th grade.  There are currently 250 students in at-
tendance.  African American students make up 88% 
of the school population.  There are 7% Hispanic or 
Latino, 3% White, and 1% Asian or Native Ameri-
can. The student population eligible for free lunch is 
89%, which places the school in the disadvantaged 
category.  The annual attendance rate per year is 
90%.  The teaching staff is 98% state-certified. There 
is a high population of students classified as home-
less according to the McKinney Vento Act, which re-
side in shelters or are doubling up with family mem-
bers. Student academic progress has been of great 
concern within the past few years. P.S. 5 has spent a 
considerable amount of time preparing students for 
success by creating partnerships and collaborations 
with community programs. 
Based on the many partnerships and community 
collaborations, Dr. Ronald E. McNair/P.S. 5 has 
provided students with a wealth of technology 
resources. P.S. 5 has a one to one technology ratio, 
which gives students access to individual laptops. 
Each classroom is equipped with Promethean Boards 
to enhance instruction. There are three viable com-
puter labs that provide access to whole-class tech-
nology instruction, additional resources for research 

projects, early childhood technology development, 
and parent use. The school has a state of the art STEM 
lab that is equipped with 3D printers, 3D computers, 
robots, robotics materials, and other STEM equipment. 
Students are engaged in the Computer Science for All, 
SEP Jr. Program, a technology STEM program for 
young students. There is a distance learning Mandarin 
language program where students in grades 2-5 receive 
instruction in Mandarin by teachers located in China. 
The Robin Hood Library affords students the oppor-
tunity to circulate books and participate in the librar-
ian’s many literacy activities. Pilot instructors provide 
flight simulation training for students in grades 3-5 who 
demonstrate an interest in becoming pilots. The flight 
simulators are another example of the rich technol-
ogy of P.S. 5. High school math tutors assist students 
in grades 3-5 utilizing the Adelaide Sanford Learning 
Center, allowing students to use computers and other 
technology in this setting. The Leader in Me program 
has provided our students with the necessary supports 
to build social-emotional skills. This program gives 
us an opportunity to utilize digital platforms to assist 
with projects and materials to build social skills. Dr. 
Ronald E. McNair/P.S. 5 overcame many of the remote 
learning problems because of their collaborations and 
partnerships, which is not the same for many schools 
classified as disadvantaged. The transition into remote 
learning became a more manageable task because of 
the accessibility of the tools students needed to make 
the shift.

Instructional Program
Dr. Ronald E. McNair/P.S. 5 has adopted an instruc-
tional model to ensure continuity during all instruc-
tion. Teachers begin by planning for the lesson during 
identified planning time during the school day. Com-
mon preparation periods are scheduled during the week 
to support teacher planning. The priority standards are 
used as the reference along with the curricular materi-
als. The learning objectives are developed along with 
the goals for the skill to be attained. Teachers develop 
plans to model the intended outcomes of the lesson. 
The learning objectives focus on high cognitive lev-
els of student learning. Teachers design strategies and 
organize learning experiences. Students have oppor-
tunities to practice the desired skill taught and evalu-

Lessons Learned in the Field of Remote Learning: Teacher Collaboration
Lena Scarborough Gates, Principal Cindi Van Petten, Instructional Coach
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ate their learning. Students are assessed during this 
process of small group instruction. Student choice 
guides them in areas of interest. Some students work 
independently. Students with IEP’s may have the 
SETTS teacher push into the class to assist them 
during the lesson. Remediated learning is presented. 
Independent student work is then given to assess the 
student’s attainment of the skill. Some students may 
use classroom additional technology to enhance their 
learning at this time. 
Pacing guides are given to teachers to help them 
regulate student learning. Teachers develop these pac-
ing guides along with the coaches based on N.Y. State 
Common Core Standards. Pacing guides help steer 
daily instructional decisions. Teachers see the entity 
of the curriculum at once during the development. 
Most of the curricular materials are online. Teachers 
utilized the online materials to plan for their instruc-
tion. Student resources are also available for students 
online. When teachers work together, they are able to 
provide increased support to novice teachers. 
Teachers demonstrate the ability to stretch the cur-
riculum far beyond what is written. Every year the 
fifth-grade students study human rights. Last school 
year, prior to Covid-19, the students worked to bring 
the “Shower Bus” to Brooklyn. The Shower Bus 
was designed to provide homeless people with a 
place to shower and receive new clothing. The stu-
dents highlighted the fundamental Human Rights 
for this project. They reached out to the Borough 
President, Eric Adams, who invited them to Borough 
Hall for a conversation. The students then engaged 
in the collection of toiletries and clothing to present 
to the members of the community who would use 
the “Shower Bus.” The “Shower Bus” project gave 
the students an opportunity to stretch their reading 
comprehension skills by engaging in articles written 
about the “Shower Bus.” Students were able to inte-
grate all curriculum areas, including the building of 
their research skills.  The current instructional model 
prepared teachers for the remote model of instruction.
Based on the pandemic, students and teachers have 
engaged in the blended model of teaching and learn-
ing. There are students whose families have chosen 
100% remote instruction for them. We have been able 
to have the remainder of the students on a five day a 
week model because of the number of students who 
chose in-person learning. Teachers meet daily at 8:00 
AM to collaborate on the instruction and materials 
need for the upcoming lessons and assignments. 

Assessment Plan
A report published by the Education Endowment 
Foundation suggests that schools’ closure will only 
increase the achievement gap in low-income areas, 
thereby creating greater responsibilities on educators, 
schools, and states to alleviate the issues (Beal, 2020). 
The research states that school closures will impact 
schools in similar ways to students experiencing loss 
during the summer. The challenge of the continuation 
of narrowing the achievement gap requires creative 
thinking and effective collaboration. The Dr. Ronald 
E. McNair/P.S. 5 teachers came together to address the 
current instructional and academic needs of students 
and teachers as they supported teachers’ and families’ 
social/emotional needs. Teachers were concerned about 
learning loss and how to identify it. Some teachers de-
cided to continue with the Student Assessment Folders. 
Students would maintain a folder that kept samples of 
their work from September to June. At the close of the 
school year’s remote session, students were asked to 
pull samples of their work in the early part of the school 
year and the end of the school year to analyze. Teach-
ers taught students the techniques to use that assisted 
them in adequate analysis of their overall improvement. 
On the Google platform, students were able to engage 
in conversations about their overall improvement. The 
sharing of their victories was priceless. The other types 
of assessments used were the online IReady assessment 
tool, which allowed us to compare results from early in 
the school year to show improvement. The periodic as-
sessment tool demonstrated growth in comprehension, 
writing, and math progress for all students in grades 
K-5. Teachers created assessments that demonstrated 
the attainment of skills as they were taught. 

Remote Learning
Though remote learning has brought about many 
challenges, Dr. Ronald E. McNair/P.S. 5 seems to be 
thriving in this new way of teaching and learning. 
Students were able to take their laptops home to begin 
the instruction on the designated day. The New York 
City Department of Education arranged to have free 
Wi-Fi for the students that needed it. Because of the 
many opportunities, students were engaged in before 
the coronavirus pandemic; students were familiar with 
digital learning. Many schools that are in high poverty 
areas were not able to do this. This is an equity issue as 
exemplified by a review of schools in Jackson, Missis-
sippi, and Allentown, Philadelphia.
The school district in Jackson, Mississippi, who ser-
viced predominantly Black and low-income students, 
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had to shut down because the challenges were too sig-
nificant (Hobbs, 2020). Parents felt that their students 
were at a greater disadvantage because students were 
not able to get online, and internet access was not 
available. This district was not prepared for the pan-
demic. The pandemic brought out many of the inequi-
ties that schools in disadvantage neighborhoods face 
daily. In the Allentown Philadelphia school district, 
more than 60% of their students did not have access 
to computers, causing students to miss months of 
school. In contrast, a neighboring school district was 
able to supply every child with a laptop that needed it. 
Three-quarters of the students in the Allentown school 
district live in poverty, and almost 90% are students 
of color (Palochko, 2020). 
Students in the Dr. Ronald E. McNair/P.S. 5 were able 
to maneuver the digital platforms because of the les-
sons learned using the digital platforms in many areas 
of the school. Students could manage their own learn-
ing on the digital platforms based on the instructional 
models set up during their normal school days. Teach-
ers planned together and assisted students and fami-
lies in learning how to maneuver the Google platform 
which did not present a challenge to the students. 
Once teachers became familiar with the digital plat-
forms that were going to be used in the continuation 
of  instruction during the pandemic, they placed all 
classes and subjects into the Teams platform calendar 
so that administration would have access to view their 
daily instruction. Along with the academic subjects, 
students were engaged in dance classes, physical 
education classes, social-emotional classes, chess, and 
Mandarin, all on the zoom platform. Student assign-
ments and projects were uploaded for review. Stu-
dents engaged in an oratory contest and virtual proj-
ects, small groups were arranged in breakout rooms 
to address remedial needs, which pushed the remote 
instruction to another level. Teachers were able to be 
extremely successful on the remote platform when 
they reached out to support each other. This was a 
strength that developed based on the remote learning 
platform.

Differentiation/Special Education
The remote platform also demonstrated a strong 
collaboration with teachers so that the students with 
special needs received all the necessary services. The 
Occupational Therapist and the Physical Therapist 
have reached out to teachers and families to continue 
the services on the digital platform. The SETTS 
teacher plans with the classroom teacher to schedule 

times when students are able to come on to the plat-
form to receive their identified services. This is true of 
the speech and ELL teacher. Strong teacher collabora-
tion made this possible. Teacher collaboration was the 
strength of the remote learning success. The sharing of 
the unknown territory helped to bring teachers together. 
According to NYC DOE survey information, we have 
identified teachers’ collaboration as one of the areas in 
which the school needs to improve. Teacher input was 
included in the outcome of this survey. We have been 
struggling with the development of teacher develop-
ment to assist in enhancing teacher overall collabora-
tion. During the 2019-2020 school year, we have begun 
to see a shift in the new teaching staff. With the mind-
set of building teacher efficacy and teacher effective-
ness, we were moved into a digital platform for teach-
ing and learning. The digital platform has presented 
early indications of measurable improvement in teacher 
efficacy and effectiveness.

Teacher Leadership/Collaboration
COVID-19 has drawn our attention to the importance 
of the school community in the classroom and the digi-
tal world.  Teacher well-being was extremely important 
based on the need to be flexible with the rapid change 
in teaching and learning and the pandemic effects that 
was faced by everyone on a daily basis. . Teacher well-
being can be described as how they respond to students 
and colleagues (Porter, 2020). Each morning on the 
remote platform, administration and staff sent beautiful 
words of encouragement to each other. All staff mem-
bers checked in daily. This digital platform kept The 
Dr. Ronald E. McNair/P.S. 5 team alive. The anticipa-
tion of the good news was present daily. It was evident 
that the concern identified on the school survey, teacher 
collaboration, was developing into a cohesive teacher 
team. 
 In the face of COVID-19, we had to develop collabo-
rations with teachers virtually so that the professional 
learning community would evolve, providing support 
and increased instructional capacity. We developed an 
Instructional Leadership Team that fostered transfor-
mational leadership, fostering teacher leaders who sup-
ported other teachers within the school virtually.   This 
LEADER model was designed to build a system of 
teacher collaboration and support of instruction during 
this time of such uncertainty and fear.
Dean Joyce Alexander from Texas A&M University 
speaks about a LEADER model used to format, define 
challenges, determine the sphere of teacher influence 
and teach in unprecedented times, such as now, the 
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pandemic (DeMarin, Etchells, 2020). The LEADER 
model helps to empower teachers with making neces-
sary connections as they prepare for the virtual learn-
ing platform. Teachers had to begin to develop ways to 
address the abrupt closing without action plans to sup-
port learning, prepare printed materials to give to stu-
dents, and utilize their peers to spark innovative ideas 
to make remote learning a reality (DeMarin, Etchells, 
2020).  Our newly developed instructional teacher 
team was formed to address these concerns. Transfor-
mational leadership evolved through this team. 
The coronavirus pandemic is the reason for the shift 
in teacher collaboration. The pandemic caused us to 
change our outlook on teaching and learning. The 
pandemic helped us to realize that we need each other 
to make this work. There are teachers that were able to 
navigate the digital platform so that the work contin-
ued. The leader that evolved through this pandemic 
was the person that was able to communicate a vision 
into this new way of teaching and learning and com-
municate this vision to others so that teachers would 
understand that things have to change for their sur-
vival and growth (Simeonidou, 2020). 

The Model
 When you think about what new and innovative 
changes schools can make in rethinking and   rede-
signing or adding to a school system, it is an open 
book in uncharted waters. COVID-19 has left the 
educational world exposed, unlike never before. CO-
VID-19, although a serious pandemic, could afford 
our most disadvantaged population the chance to get 
the education they deserve. Educators are now left 
with the unique opportunity to rewrite the foundation-
al pillars of our educational system. The development 
of The Instructional Team was designed by Principal 
Lena Scarborough Gates as a way to share and dis-
tribute leadership within the school building. Teacher 
leaders who had a shared vision were collected within 
this umbrella and connected to critical school systems. 
These systems, curriculum, assessment, special edu-
cation, professional D/development, early childhood, 
and administration, capitalized on the best parts of P.S. 
5 and systems that must be maintained to support the 
viability of P.S. 5.
Although each committee functions with its own short 
and long-term goals in mind, one committee cannot 
work in isolation of another. What makes this team 
unique is how the idea of its transformational leader-
ship is implemented. There is a seemly order of how 
feedback, information, and directives are given. Al-

most all administration information is filtered through 
this team. The Peer Collaborative Leader either dissem-
inates the information, or information can go directly 
to the appropriate committees. Committee short and 
long-term goals are first designed from the Principal’s 
conversations, collected student data, The State Ac-
countability Review, and The School Quality Review. 
From this, committees are able to outline plans to 
respond to some of the findings seen in the data. Each 
committee continues to work on its goals that directly 
affect the vision of the school. Monthly meetings are 
held to unpack what each committee is currently work-
ing on. In addition, a Google Docs shared sheet was 
created for the Instructional Leadership Team to post 
new information and updates that is directly linked to 
the Principal for 100% transparency and feedback. Ms. 
Gates, the principal at any time, can provide outreach 
to any committee or individual committee members if 
need can reach Ms. Gates via her weekly Friday Zoom 
meets.
Response from teachers has been positive. There seems 
to be a shift in the way teachers react to receiving infor-
mation. It is now with vigor and enthusiasm. Teacher 
teams are developing, meeting, and teachers are going 
the extra mile for students. Teachers have commented 
that they finally see information and professional devel-
opment that supports their needs. Assessments are now 
digital for all departments, grades, and support staff to 
see. Early childhood is its own department and spe-
cialty in the digital world. There are more professional 
development opportunities being offered to teachers 
than ever before.

Professional Learning
The professional development team embedded in the 
Instructional team model has compiled a google docu-
ment of all available resources and opportunities for 
teachers to enhance their instructional practices. This 
incredible resource document came from the enthusi-
asm of teachers taking responsibility for their learning. 
Teachers have also learned how to share the power. 
Through delegation, teachers have been elevated. 
Teachers now participate in every aspect of their learn-
ing. 
Simeonidou, 2020 has identified eight steps to transfor-
mational leadership.
 1. Be an active listener.
 2. Be aware of your attitude.
 3. Develop emotional intelligence.
 4. Learn to collaborate.
 5. Learn to share power.
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 6. Communicate.
 7. Embrace dialog and debate.
 8. Have a personal care plan.
This instructional team has become a model for school 
change. They have created a system to support the 
school improvement plan within the digital platform. 
The team has managed to excite other staff members 
through constant communication and support of the 
instruction plan. 

Conclusion
The pandemic has highlighted what many school 
communities have been concerned about for many 
years. There is an equity issue for students living in 
low-income communities and the level of materials 
and resources available to the schools. Through com-

munity outreach and partnerships, The Dr. Ronald E. 
McNair School provided its students with the neces-
sary support to continue with some form of instruction. 
The more significant promise identified through this 
pandemic was the teachers’ awareness of their power 
to be effective leaders.
Transformational leadership heightened the work of 
the instructional leadership team. They were motivated 
to make the remote model work by all means neces-
sary. This developed the skill of collaboration and shar-
ing. Curriculum materials, professional development, 
assessments, and special education areas of the school, 
are in the great hands of the leadership that evolved 
from the heightened  concern  that students may lose a 
great deal if a plan of action was  not developed to ad-
dress the current state of affairs.
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Our Lady

Our lady holds the torch so high
Within the harbor there

Beneath the blue of Heaven’s sky -
A freedom true to share.

She welcomes all who proudly come
Across the vast blue sea,
A heritage for everyone,

Our land of liberty.
Our country stands for, oh, so much,

Democracy – our own,
A caring heart, a loving touch

Within our happy home,
A country built on hope and faith,

A strength so wise and true,
The patriots who fought and died 

To save this land for you, 
Our anthem that we proudly sing

To prove our faith and worth,
With all the courage peace can bring

The greatest land on earth.
We marvel at each vision bright, 

The principles we share,
And know of lasting peace and light, 

Our lady greets us there.

Garnett Ann Schultz
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