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A SNEAK PEEK INTO BLACK MIDDLE-SCHOOL BOYS’ OUTLOOK IN THEIR LEARNING 

Introduction and Context: 

As an educator of a minoritized grade seven all-boys class, I see some form of resistance by most of these 

students every day.  Some do not pay attention while others do not express respect for the educator and their 

classmates in the room and the school at large.  I model for them how important education can be to their future 

success (for example, connecting with community members to give workshops).  I have detailed in my pedagogy all 

the strategies suggested (such as differentiate instruction, allowing my students to design their assignments and 

including technology as a learning tool)  to increase low performing students academic achievement but still very 

little positive results occur with most of the black boys.   

On May 11, 2012 the Toronto District School Board (TDSB), released the results of their grade 9 cohort 

2006-2011 student achievement trends data.  This study followed students who began grade 9 in fall 2006 until 

fall 2011.  While the overall TDSB graduation rate increased to 79% and the drop-out rate decreased to 14%, 

students from the English-speaking Caribbean had the highest drop-out rate of 29.5% and students from Eastern 

Africa had a drop-out rate of 21.4%.  Students who identified as Black had the lowest graduation rate of 64.5%.   

Why is this cycle of black underachieving, with some exiting the education system before earning a 

secondary school diploma, being allowed to continue throughout the educational system across Toronto?   I decided 

to examine this issue by looking at the perceptions of a small group of black boys in middle-school.   

Theoretical Framework: 

 One lens that was used in this investigation was academic disidentification theory.    A unique element to 

this theory is that there is no relationship between the students‟ self-esteem and academic outcome. In other 

words, students who subscribe to academic identification where positive academic results (such as getting an A on 

a math test) causes a positive view of self, and a negative academic result (such as getting a D on a science test) 

causes a decrease in self-esteem.  Their overall academic performance has direct cause and effect on these 
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individuals self-concept.  This acts as the motivation for doing well in school, as doing well is rewarding and doing 

poorly is a punishment.  These students‟ focus is to always do well, to ensure their positive self-esteem (Cokley, 

2012).  The student, who is academically disidentified, has high self-esteem and views their academic abilities 

highly while performing poorly in school.  Since their self-esteem is not derived from academic performance, they 

are not motivated as the performance is neither rewarding nor negative.   

According to Steele (1992) it is argued that African Americans' relatively poor academic outcomes are 

attributable to a system of schooling that causes African Americans to disidentify with academics.  Members of a 

disenfranchised group will practice disidentification as a coping strategy to advert personal failure thus not being 

part of the negative stereotype associated with that group.   This is a group level response to the negative 

perceptions and not to individual performances (Arlin Mickelson, and Greene, 2006). 

Research Question and Methods: 

 The purpose of this study was to critically examine the viewpoints of black middle-school boys at an 

elementary school using a qualitative research approach.  Employing a phenomenological approach, the research 

focused on as the guiding question, what are a small group of middle-school black boys‟ perception and beliefs about 

academic striving and achievements?      

  These are important questions, as much of the schooling data is focused on high school students.  

For many of these at-risk boys, their difficulty with schooling began much earlier than secondary school.  By using 

four areas of focus to drive the research, I was able to generate data that brought a fresh perspective to the 

issue.  These areas are as follows: 

• How do middle-school black boys define academic success? 

• What do they think are the barriers to success? 

• What programs or individuals could help them be more academically successful? 

• How does being in an all-boys class motivate them with regards to their academics? 
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 Data Collection was done through three methods.  First, a semi-structured interview took place 

separately between the researcher and each of the five participants.  Next, the participants were asked to 

complete four journal entries (either through audio, video tape, or writing on the computer).  The third and final 

step was conducting a focus group with all the participants.  Since one of the goals of this research was to ensure 

that the voices of the boys drove the data, all the methods carried out stayed true to this focus.   

Significant Findings and why they Matter: 

 Through the various data collection methods, my research generated findings wrapped around four themes.  

They are as follows: 

Gender-Specific Classes:  The participants all stated that they enjoyed being in an all-boys classroom.  They 

indicated that they were able to receive support from their peers without feeling like they were being judge as is 

often the case with girls in the class.  They were able to come to a class consensus much easier as they felt that 

they had a commonality in thought with their classmates.  The participants stated without girls present, „there 

were less distractions on the class.‟ 

Caring teacher/Positive Teacher Relations:  The participants felt that in order to be successful they had to have 

a teacher that they believed cared about them and their success.  Once the student felt that the teacher was 

there “just to collect a pay cheque”, they disengaged as they could not make the connection to why they should be 

listening to some who does not care about them. 

Delaying academic success until high school:  The participants indicated that they do not need to work hard 

right now because “everyone gets to grade nine even if they are transferred, no one gets left behind”.  The fact 

that there is no retention is interpreted by the students that one does not need to put in a lot of effort because 

they will be transferred to the next grade.  However, some of the participants indicated that they will work hard 
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on their academics in high school as they do not want to face the public shame if being in grade 10 but having to 

take grade 9 math again because they failed.   

Videogames/social media:  The participants stated that they loved to pay video games because when you get the 

highest score, “your name is there for everyone to see it”.  The students indicated that they liked the fact that 

they could work towards achieving this milestone by working hard and collaborating with gamers around the world.  

They said the feeling of having “the spotlight on you when you get the highest score is the best”.   

Incentives and Reward:  These participants did not view getting academic awards as an incentive because “you 

have to share the spotlight with other high achieving classmates”.  They did not see studying as an incentive either 

since in their eyes there was no “punishment” for none compliance with schooling as everyone ends up in the next 

grade.  For them there is no reward for going well school.   

These findings are important as indicated that students who subscribe to the academic disidentification 

theory cannot make a connection between doing well in their academics and their future career aspirations.  

However, if school boards could find a way to implement programs geared towards these students that clearly 

indicates an incentive and reward system based on the premise of digital games then there may be an avenue to 

increase the success rate for the most at-risk students.  In order for this to occur, the boards themselves have to 

be willing to role-model and take the risks.   

Next Steps: (Implications or recommendations for researchers, for educators and for community members)  

 There are a number of important changes which need to be made. These recommendations consider 

the emergent themes shared in the narratives of the research participants. 

The participants had positive responses to being in a gender-specific classroom that is worth the Toronto 

District School Board exploring and ensuring that there are gender-specific classroom in mixed gendered schools.  

Also there should be a mix of both male and female teachers delivering the curriculum.   
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At the ministry level, Faculty of Education programs should ensure that candidates are gaining the teaching 

methodology to reflect digital native learner.  This means to incorporate the premise of some of the video games 

(gamification) and other forms of media into the curriculum.   The pedagogy must there to meet the needs of the 

21st century learner.   

Also at the ministry level, the Ontario College of Teachers should require educators to complete a minimum 

of six hours of continuing education courses as part of their yearly license renewal.  This should ensure that 

practicing teachers remain current on various pedagogies.  This is keeping in line with other license professionals 

such as lawyers who have to keep abreast of current practices before renewing their license.   

At both the board level, schools with gender-specific classes should complete an evaluation examining 

grades, attendance, graduation rate and overall performance.  This data will indicate how successful these classes 

are.  As well, the various stakeholders (such as parents, students, teachers and administration) within the gender-

specific learning should be interviewed to gather their perspective.   

 At the national level, what is needed is a cross-national quantitative study looking at the underachievement 

of these boys.  As Martino indicated educators and policy makers have to examine which boys are at-risk and work 

from there toward a solution.  Can the data found in Toronto have the same solution as the data found in Winnipeg?   

 There are too many students falling into the fringe of society for all the stakeholders to continue to ignore 

this issue.   
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