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Abstract

Consensus among some experts has been that, African American students simply do not learn as quickly or as efficiently as their counterparts in other ethnic groups. This study seeks to determine if poor performance of African American students is linked to the lack of diversity in the curriculum. Fifteen individuals participated in this study. Data was collected using, 10 researcher designed Likert scale questions. Ninety-three percent of the respondents indicated that providing positive images of African Americans would result in higher academic performance of the students. Eighty-six percent of the respondents believed that African American students would be more interested in school if the curriculum was more inclusive of their culture and heritage. The resulting data of this pilot study will enable schools to develop curriculum more reflective of the needs of African American students. 

Introduction

Malik sits quietly in Mrs. Taylor’s fifth grade history class. The class is currently studying the Civil War and American slavery. The teacher is asking probing questions regarding the topic. Questions such as:  How do you think it felt to be a slave? and Why do you think slavery finally ended? Most of the class is very attentive and enthusiastic about the lesson.  Malik is not. Malik James is the lone African American student in the class. Mrs. Taylor continues with the lesson. She notices that Malik is indifferent to her queries. She continues to explore the reasons that slavery existed and how it was related to the Civil War. The lesson includes posters and pictures of slaves being sold as well as pictures of slaves working in the fields. The images are powerful. This is not the first time Malik has exhibited this behavior.  Mrs. Taylor has grown more concerned. A subsequent background check of the student’s work reveals that he has been a model citizen in Pre-Kindergarten, Kindergarten, and in the first through fourth grades.
Malik is not disruptive in class. He simply does not seem to care about the lesson being taught. The teacher becomes concerned that there may be an issue in the home. She convinces the principal of Jefferson Davis Middle School to place a call to Malik’s home. Malik’s mother and father assured the principal that the problem is not in the home.  Malik has been a straight A student for his entire, albeit brief academic career.  However, this year, his last year before entering middle school, he has become quite the mystery as to why his grades and attitude towards school has eroded.
Malik himself is not sure as to why his attitude has changed so drastically. He has become disinterested in school.  He wonders why he even has to attend school. This is a common occurrence for young African American students. It is a disturbing trend that has continued for years. This behavior is particularly exhibited by African American males by the time they reach the fourth grade (Kunjufu, 1993). Not all African American students seem to exhibit this behavior, yet a great majority of them arrive at a place where school and academics take on a lesser role in their lives, while sports and music become the dominant interests. 
Why has Malik become so bored and disinterested in his school work? There have been many books written in the last ten years on the subject of the problems of African American students and their academic performance. Some of these authors believe that many of the problems stem from behaviors that originated with slavery and have been passed down through generations (Akbar, 1984). As Professor Smalls (1999) points out, “We have got to stop acting as if somebody else went through slavery. We have to act like it is our child that was gunned down. Like it was our mothers who were raped, like it was our fathers who were lynched. And we have got to start acting like it was us who went through slavery.” The point here is that African Americans have not properly dealt with the ramifications of the trauma of slavery.  This condition has been diagnosed, but has yet to be officially acknowledged (Pookrum, 2004). When this is taken into account, other avenues can be explored to develop solutions to problems in other areas such as health, family and finances. 
Others have suggested that there is a conspiracy in place to deter young Black men from education. Kunjufu (1990) asserts that lack of motivation and self-esteem are major factors as to why African American students began to waste their talents and fall behind academically. He states “the first step toward self-actualization is the development of self-esteem.  This becomes extremely significant for Black people because we live in a world controlled by an insecure minority” (Kunjunfu, p. 2).
Many people feel that these ideas are nonsense. That Black people should get over the past and work hard like everyone else. These are the kinds of attitudes that prevent the proper solutions from being researched. 
In 1994 , Charles Murray and the late Richard Herrnstein published The Bell Curve, a book arguing that America is divided into two societies—one productive, civic-minded and inherently (through nature and possible nurture as well) high-IQ; the other underachieving, undereducated crime-prone and low-IQ. The low-IQ/Low-Achievement underclass, the theorist argue, is reproducing faster than more gifted Americans. In addition, this underclass is disproportionately black. And in 1990, “60 Minutes” humorist Andy Rooney said, “I’ve believed all along that most people are born with equal intelligence, but blacks have watered down their genes because the less intelligent ones are the ones that have the most children. They drop out of school early, do drugs, and get pregnant” (Chideya, 1995, p. 64). 
These issues are real and it is imperative that others begin to understand that they are real so that available solutions can be utilized. In America today, 92 percent of white children are functionally literate, whereas, with black children, this number is 58 percent (Williams, 1991). Rochester, New York, is a rather sophisticated city with comparatively high academic standards.
However, out of 700 black high school graduates in 1985, only 23 had a ‘B’ average or better (Williams, 1991). In California in 1983, of 23,000 blacks that graduated from high school, only 838 met the requirements to enter the University of California. This type of poor performance by black children should not and must not continue (Williams, 1991). 

 Another reason that has been offered by scholars is that African American children find it difficult to become motivated in school because the information being taught is not relevant to them. Their white counterparts do not share this issue. The imagery that is used to teach the lessons is foreign to the black students. There are prominent figures of African lineage in all fields of study (Kush, 1983). These images and the information that is associated with them could be included as part of the curriculum in order to engage African American students. For instance, Alexander Dumas can be studied alongside Shakespeare. The great African warrior Hannibal can be included in discussions regarding conquests and war history along side Napoleon or Alexander the Great.  
When positive images of African Americans are used in the instruction these students receive it improves self-esteem and leads directly to motivation and a positive attitude toward learning. One of the questions this study will attempt to answer is does positive images in of African Americans result in higher motivation and better achievement in African American students. Do the students become more interested in the lessons when part of the lesson depicts people who look like them in a positive way as part of the lesson? The effects that images have on learning are not coincidental.  The statement below illustrates this point. 
We must be mindful of the fact that every image we see on television or film, every publication that we read, and every sound we hear on CD, cassette or radio has been carefully crafted by specialists and is designed to elicit a particular response from the audience.  African Americans must be particularly aware of the negative images of us that have been manufactured in the media over the years.  Such media manipulation continues today.  Its effects can be controlled by acknowledging its existence and learning to neutralize the negative influence it projects (Browder, 1996, p. 27).
 Does this manipulation inadvertently enter into the classrooms?
The idea is not to blame others for the poor performance of African American students. On the contrary, the point is to illustrate that the solutions to these problems are not as simple as some have suggested. The African American experience in America is a unique one.  And that uniqueness calls for an authentic assessment of the situation, and one that is crafted out of that experience. This paper intends to provide initial research into one of the proposed solutions to the question, does providing positive images and information to African American students result in higher motivation and improved academic performance?

Purpose

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between positive African American images in curriculum and superior academic achievement.  This study will evaluate individuals with varying exposure to curriculums that integrated the cultural legacy of African Americans, to determine whether or not these images and learning materials affect their academic performance.
Research Questions

Is there a relationship between positive African American images in the curriculum and the academic performance of African American students?

1. Among African American students is there a relationship between positive images and self esteem? 

2. Do African American students who attended schools where their history was included in the curriculum have better GPA’s than those that did not?
3. Do African American students become more involved in extracurricular activities when school topics include the African American experience?

4. Do African American students participate more in class activities when the courses that are being studied include examples of prominent African Americans the field?

5. Do African American students who are aware of their cultural heritage value education as a whole more as compared to those who lack knowledge of their cultural legacy?
Significance of the Study

The significance of this study is to determine the impact of an African American student’s exposure to positive images of African Americans during instruction. If students can be taught in a more effective manner then schools and teachers can better understand the reasons why African American students have historically performed below their European American counterparts. Images play a vital role in how students view themselves as well as in building high self-esteem (Hutchinson, 1996).


The influence of images has been well documented (Akbar, 1984). Students become more interested in school and more motivated in learning when it is about people that have shaped the world, who look as they do (Kunjufu, 1986). Lessons can be crafted that include positive things that African Americans have contributed to the growth and development of America, as well as the world. This type of instruction can provide a relevance and meaningful experience for students of African descent (Kunjufu, 1986).
There is much evidence in the literature that suggest although the achievement gap between African American and European American students is narrowing, the research still shows that there is much work to be done.  These achievement patterns persist even after predictor variables, such as socioeconomic status, preparation level, and educational aspirations have been controlled (McMillian, 2003). For instance, African American students from high-income and well-educated families tend to have lower Advanced Placement scores than their European American and Asian-American counterparts (McMillian, 2003). Additionally, the most prepared (as measured by SAT scores of 1400 or above) African American students drop out of college at substantially higher rates than their European American counterparts (McMillian, 2003). Steele noted that 18 to 33 percent of African American students with SAT scores of 1400 or above leave college early, but only 2 to 11 percent of European American students drop out. In addition, even though African American students have equivalent or higher educational aspirations, European American students have higher academic achievements (McMillian, 2003). Consequently, European American college students continue to graduate with higher grade-point averages, have lower dropout rates, and attain higher levels of education than African American students.


This study will allow schools to analyze data that can provide evidence that African American students are more active in the learning process when the curriculum includes information about their cultural heritage, beyond the mere month of February when schools are participating in Black History month. This research could provide a huge key to unlocking the mystery of why large numbers of many African American students perform poorly academically and become disinterested in their school work at such an early age.


Schools can begin to ensure that as they cover different subject areas that they are aware of the fact that African Americans are included in the discussion. If this is enough to get the students involved, it could be a very significant piece to raising not only the scores of the African American students but provide all of the students with an opportunity to increase their overall knowledge as well.

Method

Subjects

Twenty individuals were selected for the study on a volunteer basis. Subjects were chosen on the basis of ethnicity as well as by varying degrees of exposure to positive African American images during their secondary education. This was done to ensure a fair contrast between the viewpoints of those that were educated in an environment devoid of such image versus an environment abundant with such imagery.

Instrumentation


Data for this study was collected utilizing a self developed Likert scale. Before administering the survey, authorization was confirmed with each subject via an introductory e-mail explaining the purpose of the study and when it would be administered.  

Procedures


Beginning in October 2003, subjects were contacted. Initial contact was made via e-mail.  Survey administrations were schedule during the month of November.  The plan is to have all of the surveys complete.  Participants will be confidential.  

Assumptions

1. Individuals who were chosen to participate in the survey answered interview questions honestly.
2. Individuals who were chosen to participate in the survey are able to remember past school experiences accurately.

Limitations

1. The participants in this study will be surveyed on a volunteer basis.

2. African Americans were the only ethnic group surveyed.

3. All information given by participants is based on their perceptions of personal experiences while in public schools.

4. Most of the individuals in this study have been out of school for more than fifteen years.

5. All information given by the participants is assumed to be honest.

Delimitations

1. Only 20 individuals who were all over 22 years old were used in this study.
2. Only college graduates were surveyed.

Analysis

Below are the results from the 15 students surveyed. The first question was crafted to ascertain whether the respondents believed that having African American images in the learning environment makes a difference in the performance of the students. None of the respondents disagreed that positive African American images in the classroom would improve motivation and grades. Out of the 15 individuals surveyed 8 out of 15 indicated that they strongly agree with the statement and an additional 4 indicated that they agreed that the images would result in improved motivation and better grades.

The second question of the survey attempted to elicit the respondent’s attitudes regarding generating interest in school work for African American students. 9 out of 15 individuals responded strongly agreed that students would be more interested in school if their culture and heritage was adequately represented. Another 5 of the participants agreed with the statement. As the survey continued question 3 garnered 86% (43% strongly agree, 43% agree) believing that studying someone of their culture results and better study habits.

Question four asked if the participants believed that there is a lack of motivation due to being overwhelmed with the greatness of other groups during instruction. The respondents answered 79% disagreed with this statement. Question five prompted the participants to indicate if they felt being aware of great thinkers and leaders in the African American culture would pique their interest in studying. Of the 15 respondents 13 out of 15 indicated that they would be more interested and study harder if they knew of great thinkers and leaders when studying.

The sixth question of the survey had an interesting response. It is the only question that received a response in each of the four choices. Of the 15 participants 4 out of 15 indicated they agreed with the statement that they felt they did well in school because their school taught them of their culture and provided positive images of African Americans to study.  Another twenty-seven percent disagreed with the statement.

Question 7 asked if the participants wished they had known when attending school that there were people of African descent who made contributions to all areas of academic achievement. This question produced 15 out of 15 that agreed with the statement. Of the 15 surveyed 8 strongly agreed and 7 agreed with the statement. This is the only question that to have a unanimous results.

On question 8, 12 out of 15 strongly agreed that a strong self-esteem comes from having knowledge of self. The remaining 3 respondents agreed with the statement. No other option was selected for this question. Question 9 had a curious effect.  The survey did not ask whether the respondent attend a Historically Black College or University (HBCU).  Question 9 asked if the respondent had chosen an HBCU as a result of a positive self image creating during earlier instruction based on African American images.  Many of the respondents felt that could not adequately answer since they had not attended an HBCU.  The survey also did not include an option for NA. Of the 15 surveyed only 11 responded. 3 out of 11 agreed with the statement.  Perhaps these are those individuals who did attend an HBCU? Another 3 indicated that they were undecided on the issue. Of the 4 remaining respondents 2 chose undecided and 2 chose strongly disagree.

The final question of the survey asked if the respondent believed their academic achievement is greater than their peers whose curriculum did not include positive information regarding African Americans. The question elicited feedback from the respondents as well. Of the 15 participants 5 indicated they were undecided on the issue. There were 2 who strongly agreed with the statement, 2 who agreed with the statement, 3 disagreed, and 1 strongly disagreed.  Below is a graphical depiction of the survey results (Figure 1).
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Conclusions


This paper reported on a study conducted to determine the effects of positive African American images on the academic performance of African American students. Quantitative data from a researcher-designed Likert scale was gathered and analyzed. Participants were African American professionals. The goal of the study was to discover if students who have completed their education in the school system felt that integration of positive images of African Americans into the school curriculum would have had a positive effect on their motivation and academic performance.


Surveyed data from the respondents indicated an overwhelming belief that positive images in the curriculum or a lack thereof had an impact on them as students.  Eighty- six percent of the participants believe that having a strong self-esteem comes from possessing a positive knowledge of self.  Providing African American students with positive examples in the curriculum will result in higher motivation and better grades was agreed to by 86% of the participants as well. The respondents were consistent in their responses regarding the positive effects of integrating positive African American images into the curriculum.


The participants did not indicate that they believed their academic performance was hindered due to an overwhelming amount of information regarding the greatness of other peoples and cultures. A 73% majority of the respondents indicated that this was not the case. It can be inferred that even though African American students may increase their academic performance in response to positive imagery, however lack of these images can be overcome. 80% of the participants remarked that they would study harder when studying peoples and places that are part of their heritage and experience.


It would be reasonable to assume that integrating more positive images and information into the curriculum would improve the motivation and performance of African American students. However, this study only observed the attitudes of former students. There is no actual evidence of increased performance as a result of providing more positive images. Yet, the results of the survey do provide an impetus to study and observe this relationship further.

Recommendations


In order to improve future research on the effects of positive imagery on African American students’ academic performance an increased number of respondents need to be surveyed. Another improvement would be to compare students who attended schools that provided this imagery to those that did not, and review their academic records. Future researchers may also wish to improve upon the questions of the survey. Some of the questions for this study were not particularly applicable to the participants. Further study of the dynamics of the classroom is needed to determine whether providing these images into the curriculum actually does produce the results that the participants in this study seem to believe would occur. 
Definitions
1. HBCU – Historically Black Colleges and Universities.
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Appendices
Appendix A 
African American Images Survey

Please respond to the following items by drawing a circle around the response that most closely reflects your opinion:  strongly agree (SA), agree (A), undecided (U), disagree (D), or strongly disagree (SD).

1. I believe that providing African American students with positive examples in the curriculum will result in higher motivation and better grades.

SA

A

U

D

SD
2. I believe that as a student I would have been more interested in school if some of the subject matter reflected my culture and heritage.

SA

A

U

D

SD
3. I believe I will study harder when I am studying a subject or a person that looks like me.

SA

A

U

D

SD
4. I believe that my lack of motivation is due to being overwhelmed with the greatness of other groups in all subjects that I study.

SA

A

U

D

SD
5. I believe if I knew that there were great thinkers and leaders of the world who were African American that my interest would be higher when studying them.

SA

A

U

D

SD
6. I did well in school as an African American student because my school provided positive images of African American people for me to study along with those of other groups.

SA

A

U

D

SD
7. I wish I had known when I attended school that there were people of African descent who made contributions to all areas of academic study.

SA

A

U

D

SD
8. I believe that having a strong self-esteem comes from having a positive knowledge of self.

SA

A

U

D

SD
9. I chose to attend a HBCU (Historically Black College/University) because I had a positive self-image and I wanted to gain more knowledge of self while pursuing higher education.

SA

A

U

D

SD
10.  I believe that my academic achievement is greater than that of my peers whose curriculum did not include positive information regarding African Americans.

SA

A

U

D

SD
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