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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

A CULTURALLY SUSTAINING BOOK CLUB: THE EXAMINATION OF AFRICAN 

AMERICAN STUDENTS’ MOTIVATION AND LITERACY ACHIEVEMENT  

by 

Brittney C. Jones 

Florida International University, 2022 

Miami, Florida 

Professor Jacqueline Lynch, Major Professor 

Culturally sustaining pedagogy includes centering students’ cultural identities, 

languages, and practices in the classroom. Such practices have had positive effects on the 

reading achievement and motivation of African American students. In particular, 

communalism and interdependence are cultural themes that are preferred by African 

American students and parents. Book clubs are a long-standing literacy activity that 

centers on student voices and social interactions as the basis of student learning. 

This mixed-methods intervention study was conducted to determine the effects of 

a culturally sustaining book club on second- and third-grade African American students’ 

motivation and reading achievement at a Title I school as an afterschool activity. It was 

also designed to gather student feedback on the intervention, given the limited research on 

student perspectives. A total of 30 students participated in the study (15 in the intervention 

group and 15 in the control group). The book club was designed to incorporate culturally 

relevant books and participants’ learning preferences, such as communalism, through peer-

led discussions and collaborative work.  
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Quantitative data were collected before and after the 6-week intervention through 

a motivation survey (Motivation to Read Profile-Revised) and a reading assessment 

measure (i-Ready). The results showed no significant difference between the control and 

intervention groups. Qualitative data were collected through student focus groups, video-

recorded book club sessions, voice-recorded peer-led discussions, teacher interviews, and 

unit work samples. Four major themes emerged: increase in reported reading motivation; 

comprehending texts and achievement: cultural and personal associations with literature; 

communal learning; and access to culturally relevant texts. Although there were no 

significant quantitative findings, the qualitative results corroborated previous research on 

peer-led collaboration and culturally relevant books to promote motivation and reading 

achievement. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 From 2001 to 2015, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was in place, giving the 

federal government control over school laws that increased accountability and placed a 

significant focus on standardized tests (Heise, 2017). As a result, struggling schools 

enforced a rigid curriculum to grow and maintain adequate yearly progress (AYP) (Heise, 

2017). After that, NCLB was replaced with the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), 

which bears similarities to NCLB but allows for more flexibility. Rather than focusing 

only on standardized testing, the state has more autonomy to decide its own learning 

plans in lieu of following the national plan (El Moussaoui, 2017). Henceforth, schools 

that educate students in poverty are far more likely to be drilled with test-taking strategies 

and denied meaningful engagement with peers since NCLB (Rouland et al., 2014; 

Sterponi, 2007). Even with ESSA, issues such as the “one size fits all” curriculum persist 

(El Moussaoui, 2017). The “one size fits all” curriculum, also known as a prescribed 

curriculum, is used to address the achievement gap and has been shown to be effective 

(Duncan Owens, 2009; Ryder et al., 2003). The objective of such a curriculum is to 

standardize teaching practices for all students. The current study called into question the 

cultural blindness and neutrality of current teaching practices such as the “one size fits 

all” curriculum. It attempted to highlight the need for culturally relevant pedagogy in 

marginalized schools to support reading motivation and academic achievement.  
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Statement of the Problem  

 “Achievement gap” is a term that refers to the resource, opportunity, teacher 

quality, and expectation gaps in schools. It is almost always used to describe the learning 

outcomes of African American students in comparison to their White counterparts (Ford 

& Moore, 2013). “Urban” is a term covered by many negative connotations, such as 

crime, poverty, violence, and African American stereotypes (Ford & Moore, 2013). As a 

result, some students who learn in urban settings are at an academic disadvantage 

compared to their rural and suburban counterparts (Cartledge, 2002). This academic 

disadvantage is due to various circumstances, including the environment, family issues, 

lack of early opportunities, and teacher disinterest (Ford & Moore, 2013; Hart & Risley, 

2003). Still, no one variable is responsible for the achievement gap (Ford & Moore, 

2013). The current study focused on specific African American urban students in poverty. 

According to Ford and Moore (2013), poverty risks apply to all children who are living in 

poverty, and educators should avoid presumptions and assumptions that income and race 

are synonymous or that either factor alone or together determines academic achievement. 

The current study acknowledged an achievement gap and recognized that it is not solely 

based on race. Moreover, middle-class African American students outperform poor 

students, ethnicity aside (Hodgkinson, 1991). Many factors affect low achievement, 

including social, cultural/familial, and individual ones, which can also be associated with 

low teacher expectations and sparse educational opportunities (Steele, 2010; Valencia, 

2010). Rushton et al. (2003) explained that educators possess the power to influence 

learning outcomes based on their expectations and started a call to action that educators 

set realistic and mindful expectations. Furthermore, prevalent teaching styles favor and 
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promote White middle-class ideals, leading students who do not meet the criteria to 

believe that they must deviate from their cultural norms to be academically successful 

(Emdin, 2017). 

 I am arguing that there is a need for urban educators to adopt equity-based, 

culturally sustaining approaches to educate African American students more adequately 

(Ford & Moore, 2013). Educators have the responsibility to be culturally aware and 

culturally competent. By not doing so, it can perpetuate the cycle of underachievement 

(Barton & Coley, 2009; Ford & Moore, 2013). African American students are eager for 

opportunities to ignite their potential, creativity, and attention (Strickland, 1994). 

Strickland (1994) postulated ways to mitigate the issue and infuse culturally sustaining 

pedagogy, including more use of supplemental texts alongside the curriculum instead of 

textbooks as the primary source of knowledge and merging oral language with literacy 

learning. In addition, favoring students' cultural resources of knowledge and using them 

to set goals and steer education is beneficial (Lee & Ball, 2005). In research, funds of 

knowledge describe the life experiences and competence of underrepresented 

communities (Aguilar et al., 2011). Although the benefits of adopting culturally 

sustaining practices have been documented, education over the past two decades has 

focused on standardizing curricula, or prescribed curricula, likely for different reasons, 

such as closing the achievement gap and standardizing teacher instruction (Sleeter, 2012).  

Purpose of the Study  

 This study explored the infusion of culture and culturally sustaining pedagogy 

through a book club with African American students attending a Title I school setting. 

This infusion included culturally sustaining teaching materials and learning preferences 
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that appealed to the student’s culture. Mansilla and Rivard (2014) postulated that learning 

the complexity of culture through literature opens a window to the world and illuminates 

obscurity. The purpose of this study was to open the window and create a mirror for the 

African American students to see themselves, their families, and their culture represented 

in this book club. 

 The goal was to examine the association between a culturally sustaining book 

club and student reading motivation and academic achievement. Specifically, grade two 

and three students were targeted for this study, given that these grades are a pivotal time 

in early childhood for reading success. As Chall and Jacobs (2003) put forward, students 

in stages 1 and 2 (typically in grades 1-3) learn to read and decode new words. 

Specifically, Spira et al. (2005) suggested that readers who struggle at the end of second 

grade are likely to continue struggling throughout schooling. Second- and third-grade 

students are also at the end of early childhood, and by this time, students should have 

built a strong foundation for later literacy learning. Information-rich data were collected 

for the current study through observations and field notes from recorded book club 

sessions, teacher interviews, and participant focus groups. This qualitative data provided 

insights into the reading motivation of African American students, along with other rich 

data that honors the voices of the participants. A standardized reading test and a 

motivation questionnaire were used to collect quantitative data. 

 The participants chosen were second- and third-grade students reading below 

grade level and were identified based on teacher recommendations. Also, they attended a 

school in a low socioeconomic area, with a significant percentage of the population 

qualifying for free or reduced lunch. This study was conducted during the after-school 
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program with students enrolled in said program that is led by school staff and certified 

teachers from neighboring schools.   

Significance of Study 

 According to research, Afrocultural characteristics include orality, affect, and 

movement in the classroom (Rouland et al., 2014). Heath's (1983) seminal ethnographic 

study focused on the orality or nonliterary aspects of socialization of different cultures, 

including African Americans. Specifically, Heath described how communities acquire 

language and literacy as cultural norms and values. There needs to be a reiteration of the 

orality and cultural norms at home for students whose cultures vary from the mainstream 

culture. Moreover, Boykin et al. (2005) conducted research on cultural themes. The 

cultural theme of communalism (i.e., a focus on interdependence among similar people) 

was highly preferred by African American students and their parents. Communalism is a 

part of the African American experience (Boykin et al., 1997; Boykin et al., 2005; 

Rouland et al., 2014). 

 Students whose school learning preference reflects their home culture perform 

better in schools (Boykin et al., 2006). Consequently, communalism is associated with 

outstanding academic performance for African American students in cooperative learning 

settings (Boykin & Ellison, 1995; Coleman et al., 2021; Jagers, 1988; Love & Kruger, 

2005). Interdependency was determined to contrast strongly with the current American 

classroom that focuses on competition and individuality (Boykin & Bailey, 2000; Boykin 

et al., 2006).  

 The current study was conducted in the southeast region of the US, where African 

American students' retention rates are staggering compared to their White counterparts 
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(Florida Department of Education, 2019). Retention may be attributed to failing grades 

and test scores and, in some cases, teacher bias, student attendance, school conditions, or 

other factors. Cambourne (1995, 2001) posited that teacher expectations for students 

should be high to challenge them. He also posited that high teacher expectations could 

promote students to take responsibility for their learning. 

 Au (1998) suggested research should account for the literacy achievement gap in 

societal conditions. The fact that second- and third-grade education weighs heavily on 

students’ later educational progression should be taken into account when intervening for 

students in these grades. The study intervention included an examination of possible 

cultural differences that may contrast with school learning preferences. 

 Rouland and colleagues (2014) examined how cultural classroom practices like 

social interactions influence the academic achievement of African American fifth 

graders. The classroom culture, including reading and math ability and social skills, was 

assessed, and the results showed that African American students performed well in an 

Afrocultural-focused classroom. However, the researchers recommended that a mix of 

both mainstream and Afrocultural learning are integral to academic achievement 

(Rouland et al., 2014). The study results further revealed that of the various 

socioeconomic status of the African American participants, students attending low-SES 

schools were less likely to receive Afrocultural learning, and students attending middle-

class schools were more likely to receive it (Rouland et al., 2014). In another study, Tyler 

et al. (2010) examined home-based communal activities with collegiate academic 

achievement for Black and White undergraduate students. The study’s results confirmed 
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the importance of culture, namely the communalism aspect of culture, in the motivation 

of African American undergraduate students.  

 The impact of culture is vital to African American learners. By making instruction 

meaningful and relevant, culture fosters connections in students (Jackson, 2005). 

Increased motivation can result from infusing culture because motivation is the brain’s 

realization of relevance and meaningfulness (Jensen, 1998). Researchers have sought best 

practices in learning for low-income African American students and ways to mitigate the 

achievement gap (Foster et al., 2003). Given the communal learning preferences of 

African American students, a book club was chosen as the intervention for the literacy 

program for this study.  

 Book clubs have been effective in literacy classrooms because of social 

interactions (McMahon & McMahon & Raphael, 1997; Stover et al., 2015). Namely, 

book clubs implement the social interaction between peers that Piaget (1932) credits as 

being more effective in fostering cognitive growth than child-adult interactions. African 

American students effectively learn through peer interactions, which can be culturally 

responsive based on the communal learning preferences of African American students 

(Boykin et al., 2006). Children’s interactions with peers in early childhood have been 

consistently linked to their social and academic outcomes (Rudasill et al., 2013). The 

social nature of the book club may impact motivation and reading ability.  

 Johnson (2015) explored the social interactions of kindergarteners with a focus on 

literacy. He connected reading with a peer and joined school-related tasks to enjoy social 

interaction while fostering academic learning spaces. Sterponi (2007) observed and noted 

the preference of kindergarten students for collaborating with their peers while reading 
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texts in school settings. Book clubs encourage self-expression and can encourage 

movement. Students are not limited to their desks; they can get up and move to an 

alternative seat. Also, during book club time, students are likely provided with a chance 

to make their book selections, which is very effective as a motivational tool (Smoldt, 

2001). Book clubs are a key tenant of literacy classrooms because they create a social 

dynamic where students lead their discussions, reading, writing, and collaborating 

(Raphael & McMahon, 1994). Socializing as a mode of learning and sharing information 

is especially important in urban school settings. McMahon and Hauschildt (1993) found 

that book club settings encourage open dialogue and contributions from student 

participants. Creating a safe space for students to share experiences and rich discussions 

about literature can lead to motivated students.  

 In addition to the book club being culturally sustaining, early intervention is also a 

critical factor in the current study. Early interventions, such as those that incorporate 

reading skills in small group settings, have proven to be effective (Matthews, 2015). 

Mills and Calkins (2014) suggested that reading in the early grades is essential because 

children in the early formal school years learn the habits and practices that develop into 

inquiry, which affects all subject areas.  

 This study was grounded in sociocultural and critical race theories. The 

sociocultural theory focuses on literacy as a social practice and how it can impact student 

outcomes, including measures of students’ literacy development. Sociocultural theory 

recognizes the strong connections between social action and culture (Vygotsky, 1978). 

The current study sought to converge social practices and literature through the book 

club, with consideration of sociocultural theory. The Critical Race Theory acts as a lens 
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to challenge power dynamics that marginalize people of color (Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

Critical Race Theory is used in education to challenge the power systems that exclude 

people of color. In this study, I examined ways to promote, guide, and empower African 

American youth to enhance reading motivation and academic growth through the 

incorporation of rich discussions and culturally relevant texts through the book club 

intervention. “A thriving learning community begins through conversation, giving value 

to unique approaches to literature” (Petrich, 2015, p. 1). By acknowledging that the 

current system has opportunities for improvement in meeting the needs of marginalized 

African American students, the goal of the study was to reveal the capabilities of a group 

of students who have been traditionally negatively labeled and counted out of literacy 

success. 

Research Questions 

 The following research questions were explored in this study:  

1. Is a culturally sustaining book club effective in promoting the reading 

achievement of African American students as measured by i-Ready? If so, in what 

ways? 

2. Is a culturally sustaining book club effective in promoting the motivation of 

African American students as measured by the Motivation to Read Profile-

Revised? If so, how?  

3. What are African American children’s views of a culturally sustaining book club 

compared to their other literacy experiences? 

4. What are teachers’ views of students’ learning for those who participated in a 

culturally-sustaining book club versus those that did not participate? 
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Delimitations of the Study  

 

 The current study examined reading motivation and academic achievement. It was 

conducted with Black/African American students in grades 2 and 3 attending an inner-

city school in the southeast region of the United States. For generalization purposes, it 

would be ideal to focus on multiple grade levels, but the scope of this study was limited 

to a particular population.  

Limitations of the Study  

  

 As there was a specific target population selected for this study and a vastly 

different book club method used, the results from this study may not be generalizable to 

all Black and African American students or students beyond the specific region in which 

the data were collected. However, the themes gleaned from the qualitative data can push 

the field forward through further research by understanding topic-specific and 

population-specific reading strategies that motivate students to read and improve reading. 

Furthermore, my experience as a second-grade reading teacher for multiple years has 

informed the decision to choose second and third grade. While I taught second grade, I 

had the opportunity to conduct a book club, and I noticed the growth in my students’ 

discussions, motivation, and comprehension. My previous experiences with book clubs 

were not a part of a formal research project, but as an educator, I got to witness how book 

clubs foster collaboration and motivate my classroom students. 

Operationalization of Terms  

 

 Applicable terms to the current study are defined below and are operationalized in 

context unless identified. 
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• African American- African Americans are people who identify as American with 

African ancestry, also known as Black American, minority, Black, or person/ 

people of color (Nelson, 2017). African Americans are tied to race due to physical 

attributes.  

• Black- The term Black is attributed to the physical attributes of people of African 

Ancestry. However, the term Black does not automatically denote African 

American. Black can be from a myriad of places, including the Caribbean, etc.  

• Book club- A book club is based on the educational theory that student learning 

begins with social interactions (Gavelek & Raphael, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978). A 

book club is a social, student-centered activity that highlights students’ voices 

(Heller, 2006). Book clubs introduce students to reading for pleasure, which is 

especially important in early literacy (Webber & Shropshire, 2001). Book clubs 

intend to honor the functions and forms of the books, which is different from 

seeing books as an additional piece of instruction (Raphael et al., 2001). This is 

what distinguishes book clubs from reading class instruction.  

• Culture- Culture is defined as social practices, interactions, and customs that 

belong to a group of people. The fluidity of culture ensures that it is never binary 

or finite. However, as it relates to the current study, culture is described as that of 

African American culture. Ethnicity and culture are strongly correlated because 

they both involve practices and beliefs.  

• Culturally relevant pedagogy- Culturally relevant pedagogy focuses on upholding 

students’ cultural identities. Three main components make up culturally relevant 
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pedagogy: student learning, cultural competence, and critical literacies (Ladson-

Billings, 1995).  

• Culturally responsive pedagogy- Culturally responsive pedagogy is a student-

centered way of teaching that builds upon students’ prior knowledge, cultural 

strengths, and connections to promote academic achievement (Burnham, 2021).  

• Culturally sustaining pedagogy- Culturally sustaining pedagogy draws from prior 

research on asset-based pedagogies (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Culturally sustaining pedagogy includes sustaining cultural and linguistic 

practices while simultaneously giving access to dominant cultural capital (Paris, 

2012).  

• Motivation- an individual’s personal goals, values, and beliefs about the topics, 

processes, and outcomes of reading (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Introduction  

 This study focused on the merging of a prominent literacy practice — a book club 

with culturally sustaining practices and using culturally relevant texts. The study used 

culturally sustaining practices because a culturally sustaining pedagogy includes all the 

aspects of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogies to engage students in learning. 

However, the current study incorporated other aspects of reading practices, such as 

explicit vocabulary instruction and reading lessons during the opening community share, 

while still centering on prior knowledge and use of culturally relevant texts. Grant (2010) 

explained culture as a deep-rooted, shared set of norms and values that encompass self-

worth, beliefs, and collective responsibility. The primary focus of the current study 

investigated how incorporating culturally sustaining literature into an after-school book 

club affects the reading achievement and motivation of African American students in a 

Title I school setting.  

 A comprehensive look at prior research on culturally responsive pedagogy, 

reading motivation, and reading achievement was conducted. Each of these topics has 

been well-researched individually. Based on the literature review, there are also 

connections between the areas. For example, culturally responsive pedagogy can lead to 

better learning and motivation. Implementing culturally responsive pedagogy essentially 

challenges the “melting pot” concept, which assumes the homogeneity of all students. 

Akbar (1978) stated that culturally responsive pedagogy could improve reading 

outcomes. The literature supports the effectiveness of culturally responsive pedagogy in 
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African American spaces (Au & Kaomea, 2009; Bell & Clark, 1998; Green-Gibson & 

Collett, 2014; Kelley et al., 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1992; Leonard & Hill, 2008; Siwatu, 

2009). Also, the usefulness of book clubs has been established through prior research 

(Hill, 2012; Kong & Fitch, 2002; Lewis & Zisselsberger, 2019; Webber & Shropshire, 

2001). However, there is a gap in the literature regarding the use of culturally sustaining 

pedagogy within book clubs and its possible effects on African American students in a 

Title I school. Leonard and Guha (2002) stated that culture should be used as a 

springboard to enrich learning. Ervin (2022) postulated a culturally sustaining curriculum 

could be utilized even with a prescribed curriculum. Drawing from sociocultural and 

critical race theories, I intended to bridge the gap in the literature regarding how 

culturally sustaining pedagogy in book clubs can support reading motivation and 

achievement.  

 The following literature review provided an overview of the foundational and 

other applicable studies that establish a case for implementing a culturally responsive 

book club for African American students. The first section highlighted the study's 

theoretical background and the lens through which I developed the study. The final 

section outlined the connection between culturally responsive pedagogy, use of 

multicultural texts/culturally relevant literature, motivation, reading comprehension, and 

vocabulary to the implementation of book clubs. Lastly, I summarized several studies that 

informed the practice of implementing an after-school culturally sustaining book club.  

Theory/Perspective  

 Vygotsky (1978) believed that social learning proceeds development and that 

learning is inherently social. “Every function in the child's cultural development appears 
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twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level. This applies equally to 

voluntary attention, logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher 

functions originate as actual relationships between individuals” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57). 

Sociocultural theory situates learning as an act of enculturation through the cultural 

activities that contribute to the learning process (Perry, 2012). The sociocultural theory 

was used to explain and understand the role of a culturally responsive book club in 

improving reading achievement and motivation. Sociocultural theory incorporates the 

role of culture in the learning process and views literacy as a social practice (Street, 

2001).  

 Literacy as a social practice is beneficial because it fosters interest and makes 

connections between literature and their lives. Perry (2012) postulated that students are 

more likely to engage in cultural practices if they are meaningful. Smith (1977) argued 

that reading is more than decoding written language; it also involves connecting meaning 

with print. Vygotsky (1962) stated that development could not be separated from its 

social and cultural context. According to Scott (2013), sociocultural has been used to 

move the field of education forward by addressing current flaws in the education system. 

By using this theory, educators can begin to use literacy instruction that is inclusive 

(Scott, 2013).   

 A culturally sustaining book club has strong ties to sociocultural theory because 

social and cultural development is the framework upon which a culturally responsive 

book club is built. During book club, teachers are encouraged to establish “cultural 

practices,” which are ways for students to support and interact with each other (Israel, 

2017). Cultural practices are integral to book clubs because researched pedagogical 
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theory and best practices without a genuine attempt to bridge the cultural gap between 

home and school are insufficient to meet students' needs (Bailey & Pranky, 2005). 

Furthermore, believing that inequity in resources and teaching should be improved will 

not produce an equitable learning environment (Bailey & Pransky, 2005). Therefore, 

there must be a conscious effort to consider bridging the cultural norms of students in the 

classroom.  

 Previous literature suggested that social interactions appeal to the learning 

preferences of African American students, which can impact reading achievement 

(Boykin et al., 2006; Coleman et al., 2021). This research showed that instructional 

methods that afford more opportunities for student involvement and student response 

effectively reach African American students. Furthermore, the ability to interact connects 

the students with knowledge (Na’im, 1978). Vygotsky’s (1962) work on social 

development can explain why marginalized students could have difficulty learning in 

schools, such as when the instruction does not follow their community's cultural values 

and standards for behavior. Moreover, studies have shown that American public-school 

instructional practices and curricula have been proven to mirror or represent specific 

cultures, values, and beliefs that do not include marginalized populations (Pai & Adler, 

1997; Sleeter, 2011b). The mainstream pedagogy used in American classrooms reflects 

middle-class European-American ideals, culture, and beliefs (Heath, 1983; Pai & Adler, 

1997; Payne, 1998). Delpit (1996) suggested there is a disparity between the learning 

preferences of African American students and the curriculum and instructional practices 

in the past and present.  
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 Sociocultural theory is also linked to Critical Race Theory by focusing on the 

importance and issues of power, specifically on how educators and researchers 

understand how power affects marginalized communities (Perry, 2012). Critical Race 

Theory places race as the focus of critical analysis (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Critical Race 

Theory is used in education to challenge power systems that exclude people of color. 

Brown and Brown (2010) argued that, although there has been a growing inclusion of 

African American literature in classroom textbooks, the chosen stories tend to 

intentionally focus on stories of struggle to distort and oversimplify African American 

history by centering racism and violence towards African Americans. The lack of various 

African American stories with a diverse focus undermines multicultural literature. 

Critical race theorists noted that legal victories like Brown vs. Board of Education made 

strides in multiculturalism in schools, but they faltered in getting to the structural issues 

of schools, such as in teaching practices and consideration of culture in the curriculum 

(Ladson Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  

 Critical Race Theory allows students and teachers to recognize and question the 

inconsistent discourse of Black culture and race within children’s literature (Yenik-

Agbaw, 2014). In addition, Critical Race Theory provides a lens to challenge the reading 

practices currently implemented in schools and offers alternative methods that include 

culturally sustaining pedagogy. Tatum (2008) posited that there has been a lack of 

interdisciplinary depth and focus on responsive pedagogy necessary to provide an 

adequate education for African American students. This lack of responsive pedagogy in 

schools is credited with the tension and unrest in schools because of racial and social 

class discussions (Tatum, 2008). Critical Race Theory framed this research to address the 
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lack of culturally responsive teaching practices in schools. Using Critical Race Theory as 

the underpinning of the analysis, I challenge African American students’ limited access 

to culturally responsive texts.  

 Working with African American students requires an acknowledgment of 

differences in culture and a willingness to listen to communities and families to 

understand their best practices. Emdin (2012) urged educators to teach to children's 

differences in order to improve their academic success. Aikenhead (2001) believed 

teachers are educational culture-brokers who understand there is a border to be crossed 

and help guide students back and forth across the cultural border between mainstream 

and non-dominant cultures. Ladson-Billings (2009) claimed that teachers are “dream 

keepers” and should view all children as capable and able to produce knowledge instead 

of viewing them as mere consumers of knowledge. Educators bear incredible 

responsibility for ensuring that students are seen and represented. It is recommended that 

educators consider the vital signs of readers, which include their culture, home life, 

environment, economy, and language. Considering the vital signs of readers builds a 

bridge of support between the teacher and the student (Tatum, 2008).  

Literature 

Culturally Responsive/Sustaining Pedagogy  

 Culturally responsive pedagogy is central to the academic success of African 

American students, who have been inadequately served by the American public school 

system (Ladson-Billings, 2000). She puts forward that culturally responsive pedagogy 

should fit the school’s culture to the students who attend it by infusing the students’ 

culture. A synergistic relationship between home, culture, and school is developed when 
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culturally responsive pedagogy is adequately implemented. The implementation of 

culturally responsive pedagogy helps students better understand themselves, which, 

conversely, affects their academic achievement. For example, when students and families 

see themselves represented and acknowledged in the school, it can help promote 

culturally responsive pedagogy. Culturally responsive pedagogy is founded upon Ladson-

Billing’s (1992) desire to prove that students in urban settings are capable of achievement 

and can excel with proper instruction.  

 Ladson-Billings (1992) hoped to help scholars see that research on African 

American students is worthy of study and replication (McCarter & Davis, 2017). Through 

the infusion of culture, teachers demonstrate their value and respect for the students and 

the community’s culture (Israel, 2017). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) asserted that 

culturally responsive pedagogy rests on three criteria: 1) Students must experience 

academic success; 2) Students must develop and maintain cultural competencies; and 3) 

Students must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the status 

quo of the current social order. Culturally responsive pedagogy is a growing topic of 

study in educational research. However, since the basis is culture and its meaning is fluid 

and growing daily, culturally responsive pedagogy is also evolving (Ladson-Billing, 

2014).  

 Delpit (1996) found a mismatch between dominant cultural norms in education 

and the cultural norms of non-dominant communities. This mismatch of cultures was not 

beneficial to the students with whom she worked. She recognized the importance of 

recognizing the cultural capital that individual students bring into the classroom. Cultural 

mismatches in school do not benefit students from a non-dominant culture because 
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universalizing education can silence the culture and inherently prevent teachers from 

recognizing the actual needs of their diverse students (Bailey & Pransky, 2005). 

Producing literacy opportunities to challenge the limitations of traditional offerings is an 

essential task to adequately address the needs of African American students (Jefferies & 

Jefferies, 2013).  

  Yet, Meier (2015) emphasized the scarcity of African American literature being 

published and the misuse of excellent African American literature that is available. 

Educators can misuse African American literature by only using it as supplemental text 

during February to acknowledge African American culture (Meier, 2015). Adichie (2009) 

delivered a TED talk wherein she talked about the dangers of a single story. The single 

story tends to subscribe only to the narrative shown in mainstream media and the 

curriculum. Portraying a group of people in only one way can have dangerous effects 

(Adichie, 2009). Lack of complexity and diversity in the curriculum pushes the single-

story approach, thus reinforcing the importance of exposing students to multiple types of 

literature (Chang et al., 2019). Reading about one’s own culture provides an opportunity 

for children to connect with characters who go through similar experiences, which can 

assist them with developing coping skills and positive self-esteem (Brinson, 2012; 

Jenkins & Austin, 1987). The following studies utilized culturally responsive pedagogy 

to effect change. 

 Hilaski (2020) conducted a qualitative study to examine the mismatch between 

mainstream Eurocentric practices and the diverse students in classrooms. According to 

Hilaski (2020), this conflict between home and school can have long-term negative 

consequences for students. The study participants were four reading teachers who wanted 
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to incorporate culturally responsive practices into their classrooms. Data were collected 

through interviews, professional development sessions, teaching observations, and 

journals. The culturally responsive practices used for the study were book selection, 

teacher-created books, and co-constructed texts. This study involved teachers, parents, 

and students who co-constructed lessons. The findings revealed teachers were successful 

in determining ways to engage the students. They challenge the mismatch and cultural 

clash between school and home such as making links between students’ knowledge and 

the classroom lesson and encouraging students to be active participants in their own 

learning. The researchers found a way to highlight students’ cultural, social, and 

linguistic knowledge to bridge the gap between the familiar and unknown to improve 

literacy. 

 Bui and Fagon (2013) incorporated a culturally responsive teaching framework, 

which included cooperative learning and multicultural literature, to integrate 5th-grade 

students’ personal experiences with their school learning. In addition, an informal reading 

inventory was used to measure students' reading before and after the intervention. There 

was an intervention group and a control group. The intervention group read multicultural 

texts and worked together, while the control group read mainstream texts and worked 

independently. Although the findings were not statistically significant, the mean growth 

in word recognition, reading comprehension, and story retelling indicated that 

incorporating culturally responsive practices improves reading comprehension.  

  Petrie (2021) sought to explore how culturally responsive teaching impacted the 

motivation of sixth-grade students. This 8-week qualitative study collected data through 

student journal entries, peer discussions, teacher observations, and surveys before and 
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after the infusion of culturally relevant literature into the classroom. The findings showed 

that students made connections with the texts based on their interests and real-life 

experiences. Furthermore, students were motivated to read culturally relevant texts. 

McClain (2018) made similar findings in a study that explored culturally relevant 

pedagogy and the motivation of fourth-grade English language learners. Again, the 

findings showed that students were motivated through the use of tenets that are closely 

connected to culturally relevant pedagogy.  

 In another qualitative study, Leonard and Hill (2008) examined the academic 

discourse that arose from reading books on a culturally relevant topic, the Underground 

Railroad. The study findings showed that culturally relevant texts fostered high levels of 

vivid academic discourse for third- and fourth-grade African American students. 

Moreover, the cultural nature of the books’ stories and the topics of freedom and equality 

caused some students to put themselves in the story and discuss how they would react. 

Qualitative data were collected through audio and video-recorded lessons from teachers 

on the topic of the Underground Railroad. Researchers were able to observe students’ 

expressions during lessons and teacher delivery. Furthermore, each student completed a 

computer module on the same topic of the Underground Railroad (Leonard & Hill, 2008). 

 Another study by Green-Gibson and Collett (2014), wherein they used a causal-

comparative design, compared the instructional practices in two predominantly African 

American schools and each school's adequate yearly progress (AYP). AYP was measured 

using a standardized test. The results showed a significant causal relationship between 

student data and cultural infusion, wherein African culture is infused into the curriculum. 

Specifically, schools that infused African American culture into the curriculum resulted 
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in a significantly higher AYP performance among grade 3 to 6 students. The infusion of 

African American culture puts the cultural needs of African American students as a 

priority to inspire and improve the quality of education (Shokley, 2007).  

 Cultural infusion through lessons has proven to be effective. Sampson and 

Garrison Wade (2011) conducted a mixed-methods study exploring African American 

students’ preferences toward culturally relevant and non-culturally relevant lessons. This 

6-week study took place with high school students enrolled in an American history class. 

Culturally relevant lessons incorporated historical connections, a culturally relevant field 

trip, music, and oral traditions, while the non-culturally relevant lessons used the school's 

standard curriculum guide. Based on responses from a feedback questionnaire, the 

African American students much preferred the culturally relevant lessons compared to 

the non-culturally relevant lessons. 

Culturally responsive teaching is helpful for student motivation. Pajkos and 

Klein-Collins (2001) found that White students outperformed African American students 

on state standardized exams because teachers favored Westernized teaching approaches 

in their classrooms. Motivation was assessed through researcher observations. The 

findings suggested that students and teachers were more enthusiastic and motivated after 

the implementation of culturally responsive approaches in math, such as the theory of 

multiple intelligences and the works of diverse mathematicians.  

 Furthermore, Kelley and colleagues (2015) found that engaging in culturally 

responsive teaching strategies can bridge the gap between the White, middle-class norms 

in the curriculum and what inner-city students are experiencing in their everyday lives. In 

the past, little research was dedicated to discovering if culturally responsive teaching 
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affected student self-efficacy for reading (Siwatu, 2009, 2011). Self-efficacy is the belief 

that one can persist through a task even through difficulty, because of their belief in their 

ability (Bandura, 1986). Siwatu (2009) incorporated culturally familiar reading material 

into middle-school students’ lessons. The introduction of these materials was to see the 

effects on students’ self-efficacy. The findings showed an improvement in students’ 

beliefs that they could complete the task assigned. When self-efficacy is increased for 

culturally diverse students, reading could translate into other domains, laying the 

foundation for academic success (Siwatu, 2011).  

 Additionally, Gibson (2016) sought to find a relationship between literacy and 

self-efficacy among inner-city minority students, specifically young black adolescent 

females who have a traditionally marginalized status. To help students relate, Gibson 

(2016) used stories, specifically from the genre of urban fiction. Urban fiction was 

chosen for this study because this genre has been able to reach adolescent black girls, 

namely because urban fiction includes many African American stereotypes. In the 

article’s discussion, the researchers explained that the representation of the black heroine 

in the story builds participants’ self-efficacy for reading (Baker & Wigfield, 1999). In 

addition, the study presented the evolution of this particular genre of books and explained 

how the representation of black culture could boost students’ self-efficacy. There is an 

integral connection between self-efficacy and motivation to read, particularly for students 

who have experienced failure in reading. Furthermore, improving reading motivation can 

mitigate frustration and avoidance associated with failure (Chapman & Tunmer, 2003).   

 Paris (2012) extrapolated a necessary shift from the seminal work of Ladson-

Billings (1992). Inspired by what it would mean to make learning more responsive and 
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relevant to the cultural practices of students, Paris delved deeper into the terms “relevant” 

and “responsive” and questioned if these terms taught tolerance, advanced the 

monolingual agenda of current school practices or served to foster cultural pluralism and 

equality in the learning environment. This new wave is referred to as culturally sustaining 

pedagogy (CSP). Culturally sustaining pedagogy “seeks to perpetuate and foster– to 

sustain– linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the democratic project of 

schooling” (Paris, 2012, p. 95). Culturally sustaining pedagogy builds upon the work of 

culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy but is more than responsive or relevant to the 

cultural experiences and practices of young people (Paris, 2012).  

 Ervin (2022) also explored how teachers can utilize culturally sustaining practices 

while adhering to the prescribed curriculum. Her literature review led to several 

conclusions: prescribed curricula do not have to compromise culturally sustaining 

practices; however, when implementing culturally sustaining practices, educators can 

encourage students to be critical of all texts they interact with. Ervin (2022) also found 

CSP is effective when teachers use non-traditional assessment methods and encourage 

students to collaborate. Furthermore, CSP involves valuing and maintaining multiethnic 

and multilingual school settings.  

Multicultural Texts/ Culturally Relevant Literature  

  Children from minority cultures who see their culture as misrepresented, ignored, 

and stereotyped need to hear authentic voices that show the intricacy and richness of their 

lives (Jenkins & Austin, 1987; Temple et al., 2019). Sims Bishop’s seminal work (1990) 

refers to multicultural literature as a mirror that allows readers to see reflections in their 

own lives and experiences. Seeing oneself represented in literature evokes a sense of 
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pride, arousing an interest in the reader and encouraging a sense of involvement in 

discussions about the book (Temple et al., 2019). Reading about one's own culture, 

children have an opportunity to connect with characters who go through similar 

experiences and develop coping skills and positive self-esteem (Brinson, 2012; Jenkins & 

Austin, 1987). The following studies demonstrated the importance of multicultural and 

culturally relevant texts. 

  Buchanan and Fox (2019) examined the library of a university’s teaching 

program. The researchers looked through the university’s teaching library and 

categorized the books based on the content and characters, specifically for race and 

culture. This explorative study drew from the critical race methodology to address the 

lack of representation of multicultural literature in libraries. The purpose of the analysis 

of the library was to discover who gets to find mirror books, or books that show 

reflections of the reader with characters and experiences that resemble themselves, in the 

library they were examining. Mirror books are books aligned with a reader's cultural 

experiences and can validate personal experiences. The findings showed that White, 

suburban children would most likely find mirrors in that university library. Eighty of the 

books had White characters, and only 19 books had Black characters.  

  Culturally specific books capture and accurately represent a culture's nuances and 

everyday life experiences as they are intertwined into the story's plot (Gray, 2009). 

Jenkins and Austin (1987) asserted that a good piece of multicultural literature can 

transcend time. Literacy has historically been a critical component of Black culture. Ford 

et al. (2019) emphasized that African Americans valued reading, dating back to slavery 

and anti-literacy laws. Literacy, even when outlawed, was a means of mental escape for 
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African American women. Today, bibliotherapy is proposed to increase racial identity, 

self-pride, motivation, self-efficacy, and self-acceptance for African American students 

(Ford et al., 2019). It is reputed that bibliotherapy is effective when used with “mirror 

books.” Bibliotherapy, defined as “therapeutic reading, has been and continues to be a 

technique individuals and therapists use to understand, escape from, push through, or 

acquire a solution for adverse circumstances” (Ford et al., 2019, p. 55). Therefore, 

multicultural books are influential in providing positive messages, images, and interesting 

content for young readers (Banfield, 1998). 

  In another study, Cartledge et al. (2016) explored primary grade African 

American students' preferences for reading content. Data were collected through student 

ratings of 30 reading passages. The findings suggested that students provided higher 

scores to stories that they identified with, confirming that students prefer to read stories 

that connect and relate to their cultural backgrounds and personal experiences. 

Furthermore, Marshall (2011) also found positive correlations between culturally relevant 

texts and reading achievement using surveys, rubrics, and reading scores. Marshall 

(2011) attempted to mitigate the low reading scores of the study participants by allowing 

them to choose their own books.  

 Furthermore, McCullough (2013) conducted a study that provided an opportunity 

for African American students to interact with multicultural texts, including African 

American texts, European-American texts, and Chinese American texts. Culturally 

relevant texts in this study were defined as “stories for which the knowledge, beliefs, 

values, and practices of an ethnic group are central to their character development, plot, 

and language” (McCullough, 2013, p. 398). The study also explored whether prior 
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knowledge or interest was a strong predictor of reading comprehension. One hundred and 

seventeen (117) eighth-grade African American students participated in the study from 

four Midwest US middle schools. The study’s results were consistent with prior research 

on cultural relevance and literacy. The scores of the African American students showed a 

strong relationship between prior knowledge and reading comprehension. Essentially, 

their prior knowledge of African American culture allowed the participants to connect 

with the stories, and, as a result, they comprehended the stories better. 

 Based on these studies, it can be presumed that multicultural books have the 

capability of benefiting a culturally sustaining book club by adding the richness of culture 

while giving participants a feeling of inclusiveness during discussions that build on their 

prior knowledge. Therefore, teachers should choose book selections for the book club 

with an understanding of the cultures and communities of the participants.  

Motivation 

 Within the last two decades, there has been an acknowledgment of the 

significance of motivation to read (International Reading Association, 2013). Motivation 

is a key component of pedagogy and instruction (Foley, 2011). As such, the will to 

complete a task rests on the belief in a successful outcome (Foley, 2011). Kumar and 

colleagues (2018) posited that the four principles of motivation (i.e., meaningfulness, 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness) converge with culturally responsive education.  

 Many educators teach students who struggle with reading motivation (Guthrie, 

2008). Bandura (1993) defined motivation as the product of the perceived likelihood that 

a specific behavior will produce a satisfying outcome. Motivators can be positive or 

negative and encompass beliefs and values surrounding reading (Guthrie, 2015). Athey 



 

29 

 

 

(1982) postulated that motivation is arguably the most challenging thing to measure but 

also the most important educational tool. Prior research indicated that motivated children 

who spend more time reading are better readers (Anderson et al., 1988; Morrow, 1992; 

Taylor et al., 1990).  

 In contrast, students who experience reading failure during the early years of 

schooling lack reading motivation because of their negative self-concepts (Morgan et al., 

2008). Morgan et al. (2008) evaluated whether reading failure decreased children’s 

reading motivation among first-grade students. Morgan et al. (2008) found a relationship 

between lack of motivation, reading avoidance, and reading failure. A well-researched 

way of improving motivation is to give students choices and autonomy. Autonomy drives 

academic achievement. Furthermore, motivation is increased when students are provided 

with choices (Gambrell & Morrow, 2015; Guthrie & Humenick, 2004; Orkin et al., 2018; 

Vansteenkiste et al., 2006).  

 Self-efficacy, along with other factors, can activate motivation. Vroom's (1964) 

expectancy-value motivation theory has ties to self-efficacy. The expectancy-value theory 

explains that a task must be deemed valuable for it to be attempted or provided attention. 

There must be a perceived reward to be earned, and there must be value attached to the 

reward earned because of the behavior. For example, students need to value success in 

reading to choose, persist, and perform well on reading tasks (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). 

Self-set proximal goals and small group discussions about the importance of reading are 

likely to encourage reading engagement (Quirk & Schwanenflugel, 2004).  

 The following studies elucidated the merging of motivation and reading 

achievement. Melekoglu and Wilkerson (2013) studied the reading motivation of 
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elementary and secondary students with and without disabilities before and after 

participating in an extended evidence-based reading program. The activities used in the 

study included small group rotation, whole-group instruction, and technology-integrated 

instruction. Using motivation surveys, specifically the Adolescent Motivation to Read 

Survey and the Motivation to Read Survey, the researchers revealed correlations between 

academic success, self-concepts in reading, and motivation. After implementing the 

reading program, reading motivation increased for students without disabilities.  

 Stutz et al. (2015) investigated the relationships between reading motivation, 

reading comprehension, and the amount of reading students did in second and third 

grade. Motivation was measured using a motivation questionnaire specifically designed 

for elementary students, the Reading Motivation Questionnaire for Elementary Students, 

also known as the RMQ-E (Stutz et al., 2015). This questionnaire was developed to 

delineate intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Reading comprehension was measured using 

a standardized reading test for grades 1-6, and the reading amount was measured using a 

4-point rating scale focusing on the amount of reading. The study’s results found that 

students’ interest and involvement in reading contributed to reading achievement. Orkin 

and colleagues (2018) also investigated struggling readers’ avoidance and whether 

intrinsic motivation improves when students are given autonomy. Using a control 

experimental group design, the researchers incorporated strategies that maximized 

autonomy during summer reading instruction. The results highlighted the importance of 

autonomy. The intervention group's reading skills improved. Finally, Wigfield and 

Guthrie (1997) outlined the sustainability of intrinsic motivators compared to extrinsic 

motivators. Examples of extrinsic motivators are receiving recognition or good grades, 
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while an example of intrinsic motivation is being able to choose an activity for one’s 

sake. Winfield and Guthrie (1997) found that extrinsic motivators are effective but do not 

last long-term. 

 Quirk and Schwanenflugel (2004) examined various remedial reading programs 

to evaluate their potential to influence reading motivation. Each reading program was 

selected based on meeting the criteria of accelerating reading for students who are 

reading below grade level. Each reading program was evaluated for effectiveness. A 

comprehensive look at the programs suggested that some programs with individualistic 

and competitive styles, rather than cooperative ones, hindered intrinsic motivation but 

tended to encourage extrinsic motivation. While some of the programs examined in the 

study specifically addressed motivation, the study found that developing students to 

understand the value of becoming a better person was the most effective way to motivate 

readers and assure the sustainability of reading over time.  

 Research showed that student collaboration could also increase reading 

motivation (Chinn et al., 2001; Guthrie, 2015). Collaboration recognizes that each student 

brings a different perspective to the group, and their social contributions shape and affect 

their interpretations of the text (Chinn et al., 2001). Collaboration can include reading in 

small groups with the freedom to exchange ideas through student-led discussions and 

book talks (Guthrie, 2015). The shared space of the book club offers opportunities to 

appeal to the learning preferences of the participants as they observe their peers and 

engage in reading tasks to increase motivation. The studies mentioned above 

demonstrated that peers are a strong determinant of motivation and recognized the 

importance of social interaction in learning, which may be applied to book clubs. 
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 In a mixed-method study during a summer reading program designed to allow 

students to develop interpersonal skills with other students, Ha and colleagues (2021) 

explored the effect of culturally relevant pedagogy on motivation in a mixed-method 

study. The summer program took place in a low-income area. Data were collected 

through motivation surveys and pre- and post-intervention interviews of highly motivated 

students. The Reading Motivation Inventory (RMI) was developed using other 

motivation surveys used in K-12 education. They used the Reading Motivation Scale 

(RMS), the Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQA), and the Intrinsic 

Motivation Inventory (IMI). The study did not find statistically significant results, 

although most students made progress in reading motivation. Many students also reported 

decreases in reading avoidance. The study found that students' connections throughout 

the summer program fostered motivation.  

 A book club can emphasize choice, interest, discussion, and motivation. As a 

result, culturally sustaining book clubs can help participants place a high value on 

reading. Likewise, students become motivated to read when they have access to 

interesting materials. Ivey and Broaddus (2001) concluded that materials might be the 

most significant factor in students' motivation to read while in school. 

Reading Comprehension  

 “Comprehension is a process in which readers construct meaning by interacting 

with the text through the combination of prior knowledge and previous experience, 

information in the text, and the stance the reader takes in relationship to the text” (Pardo, 

2004, p. 272). The distinctions of comprehension have many interpretations. 

Comprehension is complex because it involves familiarity with content, culture, 
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vocabulary, and fluency (Abdelaal & Sase, 2014; Pardo, 2004). In some cases, early 

reading programs solely focus on foundational skills and do not cover reading 

comprehension, although reading comprehension has been widely acknowledged for its 

importance in the early grades (Mahdavi & Tensfeldt, 2013). Reading comprehension is 

multifaceted. However, previous research on reading comprehension puts forward 

background knowledge, or prior knowledge, as the strongest predictor of success in 

reading comprehension (Gurlitt & Renkl, 2010; Pardo, 2004; Tarchi, 2015). The current 

study recognizes the power of background knowledge to aid reading comprehension, as 

supported by considerable previous research (Fletcher, 1994; Schallart & Martin, 2003). 

The following studies outlined the necessity of background knowledge related to reading 

comprehension.  

 Kostons and van der Werf (2015) examined prior knowledge activation strategies 

for primary students and their possible benefits to learning. The researchers focused on 

topic knowledge and used a pretest and posttest design for the control and experimental 

groups to test prior knowledge. The researchers concluded that effectively activating 

prior metacognitive knowledge improved reading comprehension (Kostons & van der 

Werf, 2015).  

 Abdelaal and Sase (2014) investigated the relationship between prior knowledge 

and reading comprehension in 20 second-language-learning post-graduate students. The 

students were given a questionnaire, which had two passages to read and questions to 

answer. The participants had high prior knowledge of the first passage but low prior 

knowledge of the second passage. The quantitative data showed a strong relationship 

between prior knowledge and reading comprehension.  
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 A study conducted by Terchi (2015) investigated reading comprehension through 

the activation of prior knowledge. The qualitative study sample consisted of 66 7th- and 

8th-grade students. There was a control and an experimental group. The control group 

read expository texts with reciprocal teaching strategies or shared roles between the 

teacher and students. The experimental group read the same expository texts while 

instructed with a prior knowledge activation intervention. The results showed that both 

groups had improvements in reading comprehension. However, the group who received 

the prior knowledge intervention scored higher in reading comprehension measures.  

 In another study, Ozuru et al. (2009) examined different factors, such as prior 

knowledge, and their effects on reading comprehension of science texts among college 

students who attended two different universities. First, participants were assessed to 

determine their prior knowledge of biology. Then, after their knowledge level was 

revealed, they were put into two different groups: one group was made up of students 

enrolled in an introductory biology course, while the other group was made up of 

students enrolled in an introductory psychology course. The participants’ reading abilities 

were assessed, and it was found that there was no significant difference in reading 

abilities among the participants in the two groups. The participants were then 

administered open-ended comprehension questions. The results from the experimental 

design showed that prior knowledge has a significant effect on reading comprehension.  

 In addition to the role of background knowledge, other researchers have shared 

other factors that were connected to students’ comprehension development. Duke and 

Pearson (2002) set forth that reading comprehension should be balanced. Balanced 

comprehension involves explicit reading instruction with ample time to practice reading 
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various texts and apply comprehension strategies, coupled with high-quality discussions. 

Furthermore, practicing decoding skills and learning in vocabulary-rich environments 

contribute to comprehension (Duke & Pearson, 2002). Kirmizi (2010) conducted a study 

to determine the relationship between primary students' leisure reading strategies and 

reading comprehension. Reading comprehension strategies such as questioning the author 

(QTA) were effective. However, the study results showed it is not sufficient to only 

decode words. The reader must connect with the text, use critical thinking, and pose 

questions.  

 Teachers can promote reading comprehension beyond prior knowledge through 

teaching strategies that foster reading comprehension. For example, Käsper et al. (2018) 

considered teaching reading interest and vocabulary knowledge to improve students’ 

reading comprehension. The researchers found that the strategy of teaching reading 

interest had the strongest relationship to reading comprehension improvement and that 

teaching vocabulary strategies led to better vocabulary scores.  

 Another study explored peer-tutoring as a reading comprehension strategy using 

e-books. Tsuei et al. (2020) selected three classes of middle-school Taiwanese students to 

participate in the 12-week study. Both the intervention and control groups shared the 

same content. However, the intervention group worked together as peers, and the control 

group was instructed as a whole group. The findings showed that students in the 

intervention group made significant growth in reading comprehension. This finding 

indicated the importance of peer-led interaction and its connection to reading 

comprehension.  
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 In the same way, Rosenblatt (2005) asserted that transactions with text are guided 

by the stance readers take as they read. So, readers must focus on questions instead of 

answers. Further, the two main stances delineated by Rosenblatt (2005) are efferent and 

aesthetic. Efferent transactions are factual, truthful, and cognitive, while aesthetic 

transactions are emotional and affective. Readers take a stance based on how they believe 

the text should be read and the questions they ask as they read. Smith (2012) asserted that 

it is important for readers to question texts in order to make a conscious stance. The 

current study emphasized the aesthetic stance but did not ignore the efferent stance.  

 Many researchers focused on reading comprehension in previous studies 

(Abdelaal & Sase, 2014; Fletcher, 1994; Ozuru et al., 2009; Schallart & Martin, 2003; 

Terchi, 2009). The present study aimed to build upon previous literature and build 

connections between a culturally sustaining book club and reading comprehension by 

examining the intervention’s impact on students’ comprehension ability.   

Vocabulary  

 An area closely connected to students’ comprehension levels is their vocabulary 

knowledge (Biemiller & Boote, 2006). Vocabulary is an important indicator of school 

success and, if not adequately acquired, can be a reason for reading deficiencies (Becker, 

1977; Carlo et al., 2005; Hemphill & Tivnan, 2008). Research has supported the 

hypothesis that vocabulary is a strong predictor of reading comprehension (Biemiller & 

Boote, 2006). Therefore, all students need to make considerable gains in receptive and 

expressive vocabulary both at home and in school to grow literacy (Jalongo & Sobolak, 

2011). Receptive language refers to interpreting the language we receive through 
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listening or reading, while expressive vocabulary is the language we produce in speech or 

writing (Jalongo & Sobolak, 2011).  

 Vocabulary learning has also been characterized as having different levels (Beck 

et al., 2002). Tier 1 and Tier 2 words are common words heard in conversations. Tier 3 

words are topic-specific and involve words that are often only found in written language, 

such as words about science or geography. Previous research shows that Tier 2 and Tier 3 

words are learned through reading rich texts (Jalongo & Sobolak, 2011). However, it is 

known that some children from low-income households are less likely to get exposure to 

Tier 2 and Tier 3 words without book reading (Hart & Risley, 1995), which has been 

attributed to language interactions at home.  

 Per Hart and Risley (2003), there is a vocabulary gap between middle- and low-

income students that persist throughout the school years. This gap has been attributed to 

the presence or absence of rich language in the home environment (Biemiller, 2003). 

Christ and Wang (2010) believed that the word gap is a big enough concern to strengthen 

purposeful vocabulary instruction, especially when teaching children from low-income 

households. Moreover, Wanzek (2014) purported that primary-grade students receive 

very little intentional vocabulary instruction. It is essential to know that young children 

learn new vocabulary through the environment by watching television and listening to 

books being read aloud (De Temple & Snow, 2003; Hart & Risley, 1995). Furthermore, 

vocabulary is acquired when words are interesting to the student (Stahl & Stahl, 2004).  

 Tivnan and Hemphill (2008) examined literacy achievement and focused on high-

poverty first-grade students in 16 urban schools. This longitudinal study followed the 

participants from the first grade until the third grade in schools. At the beginning of the 
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study, the students were tested on vocabulary, phonemic awareness, and oral discourse. 

Participants were taught using literacy reform models the schools chose during the study. 

Participants were reassessed at the end of each school year to show a growth pattern. 

Results from the intervention showed that students' reading scores at the beginning of 

first grade contributed to their reading achievement by third grade. This confirms that 

intensive vocabulary instruction in the primary grades is paramount.  

 Elleman et al. (2017) verified the importance of strong vocabulary instruction. 

The study examined the vocabulary learning of struggling readers. The sample included 

68 participants who were in grades three and five. Participants were put into small groups 

and randomly assigned to either the control or treatment group. The control group 

received traditional comprehension instruction, which included reading worksheets and 

answering comprehension questions, while the treatment group got specific vocabulary 

instruction along with fluency and decoding. The researchers found that the students who 

received the specific vocabulary instruction outperformed those who received traditional 

reading instruction. Specifically, the students who participated in the intervention could 

find the meaning of words in context and determine word structure compared to the 

students in the control group. 

 Another study examined the effects of systematic vocabulary instruction on 2nd 

grade African American elementary students. The systematic vocabulary instruction used 

for the study was robust vocabulary instruction, which involved learning words from 

storybooks. The participants were given the opportunity to make connections to prior 

knowledge for a total of eight sessions over four weeks. Vocabulary knowledge was 

assessed using weekly probes on days when vocabulary instruction was not in session. 
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Students were tested with instructional words, common words, and control words. The 

results of the study showed students learned the instructional words at higher rates than 

the control words, and word learning gains were maintained for two weeks after the 

intervention concluded. These findings showed that robust vocabulary instruction can be 

effective in promoting vocabulary acquisition, although the African American books used 

in the study were not found to be a key factor that helped students retain vocabulary 

words (Lovelace & Stewart, 2009). 

 Further, Coyne et al. (2019) explored the effects of a vocabulary intervention with 

kindergarten students. A vocabulary assessment was administered to students before and 

after the 22-week tier 2 intervention. The findings suggested that explicit vocabulary 

instruction and classroom vocabulary instruction boosted the target word learning scores 

of the participants.  

 Strong vocabulary instruction is essential (Elleman et al., 2017; Hemphill & 

Tivnan, 2008), yet Sparapani and colleagues (2018) found that vocabulary lessons 

usually happen before reading the text and rarely have additional follow-up activities 

after reading stories. Therefore, vocabulary instruction is suggested to be a dominant part 

of teaching reading throughout lessons to strengthen vocabulary instruction. 

 Building on prior research, the current study will include vocabulary instruction in 

each book club session. This book club component is based on the importance of rich and 

purposeful vocabulary instruction. The goal was to build upon the words that participants 

have acquired at school and home by reading culturally relevant books that pique their 

interests.  
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Book Clubs  

 The book club was, and still is, one of the most popular strategies of the literature-

based movement. A book club is defined as a student-centered activity that engages the 

social nature of the learning process and centers children’s voices (Heller, 2006). Book 

clubs introduce students to reading for pleasure, which is especially important in early 

literacy (Webber & Shropshire, 2001). Book clubs also encourage student interaction 

with other students. Through discussions and writing, students discover themes from 

books (Raphael et al., 2004). The voluntary structure of book clubs produces greater 

student participation, motivation, and appreciation of reading (Israel, 2017). The social 

interactions that happen during book clubs have many benefits, including motivation and 

academic achievement, which are supported by several studies (Hill, 2012; Kong & 

Fitch, 2002; Lewis & Zesselberger, 2019; Montes, 2001; Smith, 2017). Furthermore, 

previous research has shown that reading through book clubs contributes to student 

meaning-making (Daniels, 2002). A key tenant in the book club is peer interaction 

(Raphael et al., 2004). Contrarily, the heavy focus on individual achievement goals found 

in many low-performing schools does not allow peer collaboration (Forman & Cazden, 

1985).  

 Hill (2012) conducted a qualitative study to examine first-grade students’ 

participation in a peer-led, supplemental book club at a high-poverty, high-achieving, 

urban elementary school. The book club curriculum in the study emerged from the 

teacher and researcher seeing the need to modify the curriculum by supplementing 

“irrelevant curriculum materials,” such as themes like “keep trying” and “being afraid” 

derived from the prescribed curriculum (Hill, 2012 p. 91). The book club mainly 
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consisted of peer-led discussion groups. The findings of the study suggested the book 

club increased text comprehension and the students’ ability to build personal connections 

with stories. 

 Similarly, Kong and Fitch (2002) found a connection between classroom 

discussions or guided participation and increased vocabulary and the ability to talk about 

their reading process. This study involved high-poverty, culturally and linguistically 

diverse fourth and fifth graders. The book club followed a book club framework 

developed by Raphael et al. (1997), which consisted of small group discussions, whole-

class discussions (community share), reading, and individual writing. Students were 

scaffolded and provided with explicit instruction in participation strategies. The results 

showed that the book club was successful. Kong and Finch (2002) noted that educators’ 

high expectations, the valuing of students’ diverse backgrounds, and the funding of 

students' knowledge contributed to the students' academic success. 

 Another qualitative study conducted by Polleck (2010) examined the social 

interactions of 12 minority girls during book club to highlight the beneficial unity of 

cognitive and affective development. The participants in the study represented different 

races/ethnicities, including African Americans and Hispanics. The results from the study 

showed that the participants in the study used the story as a springboard for their own 

lives. Through book clubs, they had more robust social interactions. Social interactions 

have been linked to behavior and neural alignment for shared understanding (Hasson & 

Frith, 2016). The literature and conversations intersected in the space of the book club to 

address the social and emotional needs of the participants (Polleck, 2010).  
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 Moreover, Broughton (2002) conducted a 6-month ethnographic study to examine 

how Hispanic adolescent girls talked about themselves in response to the literature they 

read in a book club. The girls read books that reflected their personal lives, and their 

conversations were analyzed. The girls were also interviewed and observed during book 

club and in their community. They discussed personal issues like immigration, divorce, 

religion, and abuse during the book club. The researcher noted social progress in the 

participants as a result of their participation in the book club. Researchers delineated 

social progress through their engagement and interactions, along with the student 

participants’ construction of meaning through discussions. 

 The study by McGrail et al. (2020) explored the literacy experiences of 

elementary students with a comic book club. In this book club, students were reading, 

writing, and creating comics. There were seven participants between the ages of 5 and 10 

who were predominantly African American in this qualitative study. Interview and 

observation data provided insight into students’ co-construction of meaning through 

dialogue. The researchers found most students co-constructed meaning by helping each 

other through shared resources and strategies and by asking questions about the comic 

books they were creating.  

 A book club can also have effects that spread throughout other school subjects. 

Through action research, Petrich (2015) sought to empower young learners to be 

involved intellectually and socially in each other's learning. Petrich (2015) conducted a 

study using a book club with fifth-grade students from diverse backgrounds in a Midwest 

classroom. This book club met at different times depending on the students' schedules. 

The participants convened once a week for about 10 to 20 minutes. Through 
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observations, journal entries, and unstructured interviews, or “conferences,” the 

researchers concluded that the book club effectively increased the students' love for 

reading and learning through various perspectives from participants. The themes that 

emerged from qualitative data were: diverse perspectives deepened understanding; 

building relationships provided safety; aesthetic and efferent responses were evident; and 

community accountability was necessary. Notable in this research is the implication 

drawn from the observations that learning from the book club spreads cross-culturally 

throughout other subjects.  

 Not all book clubs have resulted in beneficial changes in students’ literacy 

behaviors. As an example, Lewis and Zisselsberger (2019) sought to show ways that the 

voices and viewpoints of diverse students, including emerging bilinguals (EBs), can be 

heard. Classroom book discussions took place in a Midwest US public school with a 

population of majority Latinx students, who consisted of both native and non-native 

English speakers. Through observations, the researchers determined that the structure of 

their book club was not beneficial to emerging bilinguals (EBs). These students often 

withdrew from discussions while native students and teacher voices prevailed. The 

researchers implicated their results as a cautionary tale and recognized that infusing 

culturally responsive pedagogy could have positively benefited the EBs if implemented 

differently, such as encouraging more discussions from participants. In addition, the 

participants in the study would have benefited from instruction discussions that were 

better aligned with their culture. The absence of culturally aligned instruction discussions 

caused the participants to withdraw.   
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 Most of the previous work done on book clubs has a different population than the 

population in the current study. There is a gap in the literature on book clubs in a Title I 

school setting with 2nd and 3rd-grade students. The current study aimed to bridge the gap 

in the literature.  

Conclusion  

 The literature review supports the idea that a culturally sustaining book club in a 

Title I school setting may provide literacy benefits for students. Through the lens of 

Critical Race Theory, it can be said that there is a lack of representation of Black 

literature in the mainstream curriculum. Reading mirror books has been shown to 

increase reading interest and improve motivation. Therefore, addressing the issue of 

representation in the mainstream curriculum can improve the learning outcomes of 

African American students. Reading motivation can also increase when students are 

granted choice and autonomy to pick out books to read. 

 Furthermore, sociocultural theory explains the cultural relevance of peer 

collaboration and its importance to African American students. Children who are allowed 

to have peer-led discussions have the potential to grow socially while also increasing 

their reading comprehension skills. Consequently, reading comprehension and 

vocabulary improve when students are interested and have some background knowledge 

about what they are reading. Moreover, vocabulary should be taught explicitly, 

purposefully, and consistently to close the vocabulary gap and support comprehension. 

Although many studies detailed different aspects of book clubs, research work on 

culturally sustaining book clubs remains limited. The conflation of culturally relevant 

texts, peer-led discussions, book choices, and reading instruction has significant 
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implications for student success. A comprehensive look at the previous literature led me 

to develop the following research questions to explore the effectiveness of a culturally 

sustaining book club: 

1. Is a culturally sustaining book club effective in promoting the reading 

achievement of African American students as measured by i-Ready? If so, in what 

ways? 

2. Is a culturally sustaining book club effective in promoting the motivation of 

African American students as measured by the Motivation to Read Profile-

Revised? If so, how?  

3. What are African American children’s views of a culturally sustaining book club 

compared to their other literacy experiences? 

4. What are teachers’ views of students’ learning for those who participated in a 

culturally-sustaining book club versus those that did not participate? 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Introduction  

This chapter presents an overview of the applied methodology for the current 

study. The focus of this study was to examine the impact of participation in a culturally 

sustaining book club on second- and third-grade students’ reading motivation and 

achievements in a Title I school setting. The start of the chapter provides a review of the 

research questions. Next, an explanation of the study’s design is presented, including a 

description of the participants and the research setting. Data collection procedures are 

outlined in detail with an explanation of the intervention and instruments that were 

employed. Finally, data analysis procedures are discussed, as well as possible limitations 

of the study. I used a mixed-methods intervention study design to explore a culturally 

sustaining book club and the effects on motivation and reading achievement for African 

American students.  

Many changes were made to the original study’s design due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. A breakdown of the changes made in the study methodology is presented in 

detail below. One of the major changes to the study was its move from in-person to 

virtual book club sessions. Students were together in person but socially distanced, and I 

was remotely guiding them through the Zoom platform. Each session was recorded from 

start to finish and was reviewed and transcribed.  
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Research Questions 

1. Is a culturally sustaining book club effective in promoting the reading 

achievement of African American students as measured by i-Ready? If so, in what 

ways? 

2. Is a culturally sustaining book club effective in promoting the motivation of 

African American students as measured by the Motivation to Read Profile-

Revised? If so, how?  

3. What are African American children’s views of a culturally sustaining book club 

compared to their other literacy experiences? 

4. What are teachers’ views of students’ learning for those who participated in a 

culturally-sustaining book club versus those that did not participate? 

Research Design 

 This study explored a culturally sustaining book club as a supplemental reading 

strategy to promote reading motivation and reading achievement, specifically in the areas 

of vocabulary and comprehension. The research employed an intervention mixed-

methods design. Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected to strengthen the 

breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). 

A mixed-methods approach allowed for results to be looked at from different 

perspectives and provided a clear understanding (Harper, 2019). “Mixed methods 

research, thus, views both methodological goals as worth pursuing and that, when 

combined, each will ultimately advance one another” (Brent & Kraska, 2010, p. 418). 

The Motivation to Read Profile-Revised (MRP-R) tool was used to collect quantitative 

data (Malloy et al., 2014). Also, the district’s mandated i-Ready program scores provided 



 

48 

 

 

quantitative data for academic achievement in reading. The quantitative data were used to 

triangulate the qualitative data and themes that emerged. A more detailed explanation of 

data analysis will be provided at the end of the chapter. Additionally, qualitative data 

were collected from classroom teacher interviews, student focus groups, recorded book 

club sessions, and unit work artifacts to delineate reading motivation and general 

experiences with the book club.  

Participants  

 Purposeful sampling was used to optimize the focus on the population of students 

chosen for the study (Patton, 2002). The participants were students who attended inner-

city or Title I schools in a large urban area of the southeastern US. Title I is a status given 

to schools provided with extra funding because more than 40% of their enrollment is 

considered low-income students. The school’s demographics consisted of 72% being 

African American and 40% of students scoring at or above reading proficiency based on 

standardized testing scores, as evidenced by the school improvement plan. Furthermore, 

the participants in the study were students who were enrolled in the Turn Up The Steam 

(TUTS) after-school program.  

 Due to COVID-19 restrictions, only one school was chosen for this study. At this 

school, students from two grade levels, specifically second and third grade, were given an 

opportunity to be a part of the study. The students in the selected grades had similar 

academic achievement levels. The participants in the sample were second- and third-

grade students who were reading below grade level as determined by their i-Ready scores 

and based on the teacher’s recommendations. When discussing students’ i-Ready scores 

with the lead staff member of the after-school program, who was also a certified teacher 
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at the school, he was asked if he believed the consenting students would benefit from a 

culturally sustaining book club based on their professional analysis of the students’ 

reading motivation and achievement. The teacher’s assessments and recommendations 

about student motivation did not qualify or disqualify students from the study. The focus 

of the study was African American students. However, during recruitment, parents and 

students who may have identified as something other than African American also signed 

up to be a part of the study. They were informed that the texts were focused on African 

American books, but parents wanted their children to get extra reading practice. Thus, 

students attending the after-school program who were reading below grade level based on 

teacher recommendations and who returned their signed consent forms were included in 

the sample for participation and data analysis. Students outside of the purposeful 

sampling criteria, such as a different race, were not excluded from participation or data 

analysis.     

 The study had one intervention and one control group. Participants from both 

groups had similar achievement levels based on the i-Ready diagnostic test scores 

provided by the school. At the start of the book club, two students in the intervention 

group and one student in the control group were assessed to be reading at grade level 

(early or at level) based on i-Ready scores. The intervention group attended the book club 

after school, while the control group participated in their afterschool programs’ activities 

as normal. The after-school program included reading and math practice activities 

through assisted technology and i-Ready time. Other activities in the program were 

STEM, robotics activities, and coding. Students also got homework help, cooking, and art 
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classes. Students in the after-school program attend different activities each day on an 

hour-by-hour schedule, rotating weekly.   

Both the intervention and control groups had 15 students each, for a total of 30 

students participating in the study. Each participant was randomly assigned to either the 

control or the intervention group. I personally facilitated the virtual book club. There was 

also a classroom facilitator who was on site as the book club was being carried out. She 

was also a certified teacher who is an employee of both the school and the afterschool 

program. I am a certified teacher who identifies as Black/African-American. In addition, 

I have taught second-grade literacy and have experience implementing book clubs in a 

classroom setting.  

Procedure 

 The book club met twice a week on Tuesdays and Thursdays for 40 minutes per 

session. The data collection period for the study was six weeks (two meetings a week for 

a total of 12 book club sessions) during the months of January and February in the year 

2021. The book club sessions were scheduled between the winter and spring breaks. The 

rationale for using a 6-week intervention period was that previous studies found positive 

results in early literacy with a 6-week intervention period among students of low-income 

populations (Wade, 2011; Whitehurst et al., 1994; Zevenbergen & Whitehurst, 2003). 

The use of a control group and an intervention group was a way to give insight into the 

effectiveness of the book club on student motivation and reading achievement. Pre-test 

and post-test quantitative data from the MRP-R and i-Ready reading were collected and 

compared.  
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 The MRP-R tool was administered digitally using Google forms in a whole group 

format on one day the week before book club commenced. The survey was administered 

by grade level, and the students from both the control and intervention groups were in 

one classroom together to complete the survey. This motivation survey was employed to 

answer research question # 2 to explore if the intervention group showed higher overall 

motivation scores in comparison to the control group as measured by the MRP-R. I read 

each question to the whole group and allowed time for the participants to select an 

answer choice on the computer. Some questions were read multiple times for clarity. At 

the end of the book club, the MRP-R tool was again administered to participants in the 

same format as the pre-test. An after-school teacher was present for both survey 

administrations. The administration of the MRP-R took approximately 25 minutes. The 

school provided the i-Ready reading scores. The i-Ready pre-test was taken in September 

of 2021, and the post-test was taken in May 2022. The i-Ready data were used to answer 

research question # 1 to explore if participating in the book club helped improve the 

overall reading, comprehension, and vocabulary scores of the intervention group 

compared to the control group based on i-Ready scores.  

 Two focus group sessions were held to collect qualitative data post-intervention. 

Participants from the intervention group were asked to take part in a focus group 

interview at the conclusion of the data collection period. The focus group sessions 

provided information about the participants’ perceptions of the book club. Questions for 

the exploratory focus group went from general to specific to encourage participants to 

think deeply and freely about the topic and explore new ideas (Savin-Badin & Major, 

2013). The focus group also followed a semi-structured format. One focus group had 
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seven students; the other group had six students. Each focus group session lasted between 

26 and 32 minutes. The focus group audio recordings were transcribed verbatim. During 

the focus group session, the students answered open-ended questions I designed to 

explore their experiences in the book club (see Appendix C).  

 Furthermore, artifacts and student work samples from unit work conducted during 

the book club sessions were collected each week. “Unit work” is the graphic organizer 

that accompanied the book club topic for the session. Each book club meeting was 

conducted digitally through the video conferencing platform, Zoom. Each Zoom session 

was recorded and later reviewed and transcribed. Table 3.1 outlines the time breakdown 

and flow of the book club and the chosen assortment of culturally responsive books the 

participants picked from. Further information about the book selection, distribution, and 

digital resources will be provided in detail. 

 Classroom teacher interviews took place at the end of the 12 sessions of the book 

club. Teachers were asked questions regarding the value of reading, motivation, and 

belief about reading skills pertaining to the participants of the study. Three classroom 

teachers and the on-site book club facilitator were interviewed. The interviews were 

semi-structured in that preset questions were used as a guide, but additional questions 

were asked based on the participant’s answers and reactions (Savin-Badin & Major, 

2013). The teacher interviews were recorded using a digital recorder and transcribed 

verbatim in their entirety. The purpose of the teacher interview was to gain further insight 

into participants’ levels of reading motivation through the viewpoints of their reading 

teacher. Teacher interview questions were piloted with three classroom teachers to check 

for question clarity and answer quality. The teachers who helped pilot the questions were 
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elementary education literacy teachers not affiliated with this study. Their feedback was 

used to inform the questions for the interview. See Appendix C for a list of interview 

questions.    

Instruments 

 The Motivation to Read Profile-Revised (MRP-R) tool is widely used in 

educational research to measure the reading motivation of students from grades 2 through 

6. The MRP-R assesses participants’ self-concepts as readers and the value of reading to 

make determinations about reading motivation (Malloy et al., 2014). The MRP-R 

includes 20 multiple-choice items, with ten items measuring the value of reading and ten 

items measuring self-concepts as readers on a 4-point scale. Reliability and validity 

measures for the MRP-R have been approved for educational research and classroom use. 

Reliability testing using Cronbach's alpha revealed an a = .87 for the full scale, a = .85 for 

the value subscale, and a = .81 for the self-concept scale. For validity, an RMSEA 

estimate of .089 was revealed with a confidence interval of .08-09. The probability of 

RMSEA ≤ =.05 was .0. (Malloy et al., 2014, p. 275).  

The creators of the tool provided guidelines for the proper administration and 

scoring of the tool, which I followed in this study. The MRP-R was given in a whole-

group setting and took about 25 minutes to administer. The MRP-R tool was 

administered both pre- and post-intervention.   

 The school district where the research was conducted uses the i-Ready reading 

assessment program. The i-Ready program meets the expected rigor in each of the 

covered Common Core State Standards (CCSS) domains—phonological awareness, 

phonics, high-frequency words, vocabulary, comprehension of informational text, and 
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comprehension of literature—thus providing real-time, actionable information for each 

domain (i-Ready, 2017). The 2017 rating from the Center on Response to Intervention 

(CRTI) indicates that the i-Ready Diagnostic has strong validity and reliability for use in 

classroom data and research. The CRTI (2017) reported validity at .72 and reliability at 

.84 for second-grade reading. The district’s mandated i-Ready program identifies 

students’ strengths and weaknesses and provides differentiated instruction as a teaching 

tool that is customized to the students’ needs as a pedagogical tool. Specifically, students 

complete interactive lessons and receive feedback intended to foster understanding 

(Costa, 2018). Also, the i-Ready program provides performance diagnostics and progress 

reports (Hudson et al., 2020). Schools assign students a time frame they must commit to 

i-Ready lessons each week based on their reading levels. Students who are reading below 

grade level are required to spend more time on i-Ready than students who are on or above 

grade level.  

Intervention 

 Book Selection. I preselected five culturally relevant book options that student 

participants could choose from. When selecting the books to include in the book club, I 

considered the demographics and varied reading abilities of the students who participated 

in the study. The book choices were mirror books that allowed the participants to see 

reflections in their own lives (Sims, 1990). I chose these mirror books because I believed 

the characters and story plots drew parallels from the participants’ lives. The books 

related to the participants’ lives because they were all about young African American 

children in America. Furthermore, the books were appropriate grade-level texts, meaning 
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they were written for 1st and 3rd-grade reading levels. The five book options that were 

presented to the student participants are listed below:  

1. Donovan’s Word Jar by Monalisa DeCross; Cheryl Hanna, illustrator 

2. A Sweet Smell of Roses by Angela Johnson; Eric Velazquez, illustrator 

3. Mirandy and Brother Wind by Patricia McKissack; Jerry Pinkney, 

illustrator 

4. Clean Your Room, Harvey Moon! by Pat Cummings 

5. Something Beautiful by Sharon Dennis Wyeth; Christ Soentpiet, illustrator  

 Selecting books was an important part of this study. Miller (2013) found a 

positive correlation between students’ self-selecting books and their motivation and self-

identity. To facilitate book selection, I read a brief synopsis of each book and showed 

students the book covers. After all the books were shown, students voted on the books 

they found interesting. Each student participant was allowed to vote for two books, but 

some chose to only vote for one. Figure 3.1 shows the number of votes each book 

received.  
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Figure 3.1 

Participant Votes for Books 

 

 The three books with the highest number of votes were chosen to be the books 

used for the duration of the book club. Clean Your Room, Harvey Moon! (Cummings, 

1994) had the highest number of votes at 13. A Sweet Smell of Roses (Johnson, 2007) had 

eight votes, and Something Beautiful (Wyeth, 2002) had seven votes. The 6-week 

duration of the book club allowed for a 2-week engagement per book. Over the course of 

the book club, the three chosen books were used in blocks of two weeks each (four 

sessions per book). At the end of the book club, students from both the intervention and 

control groups were able to take their books home. 

 COVID-19 Safeguards for the Book Club. Originally, the book club was 

intended to be held in person. Due to the severity of the pandemic, alternatives needed to 

be made to carry out the intervention in the safest way possible. By taking into 

consideration that all extracurricular personnel had limited access to campus at the time 

of the intervention, the study was instead conducted virtually. The video-conferencing 
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platform, Zoom, was used through my university account. The Zoom sessions were 

password-protected to ensure that only the book club participants were entering the 

virtual space. Keeping in mind that children needed to have the book in hand to be able to 

read, discuss, and complete their unit work, I went to campus each week on Monday to 

prepare “book bags” for the participants. The book bag was a Ziplock plastic bag that 

contained the book being read at the time, a pencil, and the two pieces of unit work per 

week. This process was to make sure that each student only had access to their own 

books and materials to minimize contact with one another. I also collected any unit work 

that was inside each “book bag” as part of the data collection while preparing the book 

bags. All book bags were kept in a plastic bin labeled “Book Club”. Inside that bin was a 

voice recorder that was used for peer-led discussions. At the end of the book club 

sessions, I was allowed on campus to conduct the student focus groups with social 

distancing rules implemented.  

 Book Sharing Process. The following section explains the specifics of the book 

club session. Table 3.1 provides an overview of how the 40 minutes of the virtual book 

club session were used. The book club began with shared reading and progressed into the 

lesson of focus with open community sharing, allowing participants to collaborate 

through peer-led discussions and unit work. The book club finished with the closing 

community share. The book club schedule was adapted from Raphael et al. (2004).  
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Table 3.1 

Book Club Protocol  

Time Book Club Activity  

8 minutes  Shared Reading  

10 minutes  Opening Community share  

12 minutes  Peer-led discussions 

8 minutes  Unit Work  

2 minutes  Closing Community share 

 

Shared Reading. Shared reading time was a chance for participants to review the 

book while hearing it read aloud to them fluently. I took on the responsibility of reading a 

section of the book as a group, with the participants following along (Raphael et al., 

2004). I read the books aloud, and the students were encouraged to read along. During 

this time, the story was read in its entirety with minimal pauses. Occasionally I asked 

questions, but the time for shared reading was allotted primarily for model reading. This 

was an opportunity to gain a better understanding of the book and practice fluent reading. 

Since children’s literature tends to contain high-level vocabulary (Hayes & Athens, 

1988), shared reading was a great opportunity for the participants to be introduced to new 

vocabulary words. Hearing new vocabulary words fluently gives students a better chance 

of success when re-reading the story independently (Stahl, 2012). Shared reading is 

beneficial because the participants are reading below grade level and could benefit from a 

model of fluent reading by the teacher. 
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 Community Share. Community share was a whole-group teacher-led activity that 

opened the dialogue for text talk in order to teach struggling readers the necessary skills 

and strategies. In this more structured activity, I was in control of the topics and turn-

taking (Raphael et al., 2004). Students were encouraged to participate during community 

share. To keep the flow of the book club organized, I incorporated PowerPoint slides and 

visual aids to talk about vocabulary and the lesson. During the opening community share, 

vocabulary was highly emphasized through context clues and discussions. Unlike other 

reading topics, vocabulary was taught during each book club session. The vocabulary 

words presented were pulled from the stories. Vocabulary activities included introducing 

the word, finding the word in the story, using context clues to identify the word’s 

meaning, and using the words in sentences. I also used pictures in the PowerPoint to 

illustrate more examples of the vocabulary words. The topics were decided based on the 

theme of the book, as shown in Table 3.2.  

 The opening community share encouraged participants to participate by sharing 

their ideas and thoughts. The in-person facilitator and I worked together to choose 

students who raised their hands to share. The closing community share time, on the other 

hand, was used to review the lesson, for students to ask questions about anything they 

were unclear about, and for me to introduce the new book. This brief portion of the book 

club was necessary to review previous reading and review the unit work. 

 Peer-led Discussions. Peer-led discussions were less structured than the 

community share. However, I modeled turn-taking and speaking into the recorder during 

the first session. I did this to demonstrate to students how to participate during the first 

session of book club. Through peer-led discussions, students learned to listen with 
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respect, agree, disagree, and comment on ideas. They could also assume leadership and 

follow the lead of their peers (Raphael et al., 2004). During the peer-led discussion, small 

groups (three or less) of students sat together to discuss ideas, themes, characters, plot 

changes, and questions that emerged as they read the story. Students were also 

encouraged to talk about personal experiences or funds of knowledge as related to the 

topic of discussion to build new connections and knowledge (Kong & Fitch, 2003). The 

funds of knowledge students discussed included personal connections to the stories 

through family and experiences. I provided sample questions for students, but they were 

encouraged to ask other questions. Peer-led discussions were the main link to culturally 

sustaining pedagogy for the current study. This component of the book club afforded the 

participants an opportunity to collaborate and appeal to their learning preferences 

(Boykin et al., 1997; Tyler et al., 2010).  

 When it was time for peer-led discussions, I randomly chose a student to use the 

audio recorder. This student would record the conversations between them and their 

small group partner(s). For each session, I picked a new student to use the recorder to 

gain a broader understanding and perspective. There were two students assigned to make 

sure the recorder was on and given to the right students. They were also in charge of 

turning it off and storing it in the plastic bin until the next session. This allowed me to 

retrieve, review, and transcribe the audio files.  

 Unit Work. Unit work is a graphic organizer or follow-up assignment given to 

each student to demonstrate their understanding of the book. Depending on the theme, 

some examples of unit work employed in the book club include character maps, story 

structure, problems, and solutions, etc. (see Table 3.2). Participants were encouraged to 
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collaborate during unit work. This activity immediately followed peer-led discussions, so 

participants were able to work with their same partners from the discussion to complete 

their unit work activity. I collected each piece of unit work from the students’ book bags 

each Monday. The unit work was sorted by book and activity and reviewed.  

 The reading log was another part of the book club. The students were sent home 

with the reading log each week. I encouraged students to use them and return them (see 

Appendix B). The purpose of the reading log was to allow students to track the books 

they were reading, write down their thoughts and questions, and connect parents with the 

book club process.  

Table 3.2 

Unit Work Reading Activities per Book 

Something Beautiful A Sweet Smell of Roses Clean Your Room, Harvey 

Moon! 

• Main Idea   

 

• Problem and 

Solution  

 

• Story Structure  

 

• Why am I 

Something 

Beautiful? 

(reflection) 

• Story Structure  

 

• Historical 

Connections  

 

• Order of Events  

 

• Favorite Part of the 

Story (reflection)  

• Rhyming  

 

• Character Map  

 

• Step Inside Letter 

Writing  

 

• Story Structure  

 

Data Analysis  

 Quantitative. This study employed a mixed-methods design because using more 

than one data analysis leads to a better understanding of the findings and plausibility of 

data (Savin-Badin & Major, 2013). Both quantitative and qualitative data in this study 

supported data triangulation. For the quantitative data analysis, the school reading coach 
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provided me with the participants’ i-Ready reading scores before and after the book club 

intervention. These data were collected as pre-test and post-test scores and were the 

baseline diagnostic tests taken by each student for the quantitative measures. The students 

first took the i-Ready test in September 2020, four months prior to the intervention. Then, 

in May 2021, the students took another i-Ready test three months after the intervention 

concluded. All 30 participants took the pretest for i-Ready, but when post-test scores 

were collected, some students were no longer enrolled in the school, so their final test 

scores were unavailable. Therefore, there were missing data for the post-test data of the i-

Ready scores.  

 SPSS was used to analyze all the quantitative data. Data from the pre- and post-

test MRP-R were analyzed using an independent samples t-test and analysis of 

covariance (ANCOVA) to see if there were statistical differences between pre- and post-

test scores in both the intervention and control groups. The independent variable for the 

ANCOVA pre-test scores and the dependent variable was the post-test reading scores. 

Descriptive statistics and mean differences were also run. Next, quantitative data from the 

i-Ready diagnostic reading scores were analyzed for both the control and intervention 

groups. A paired sample t-test was run to determine if there was a statistical difference 

between pre-test and post-test scores for participants in both the intervention and control 

groups for reading achievement. A paired sample t-test was chosen to reduce the error 

variance between the two groups. An independent sample t-test was also performed to 

determine whether a statistically significant difference existed between the pre- and post-

intervention groups. In addition, an ANCOVA was run to determine the difference in 

means between groups while controlling for the pretest data. Additionally, I looked at 
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mean differences for grade levels. I specifically reviewed the data from the domains the 

book club focused on, specifically reading comprehension and vocabulary. In addition, I 

explored the correlation between overall reading and motivation.  

It was recognized that the i-Ready’s validity might be limited due to the specific 

cultural focus of this study. Specifically, i-Ready measures or benchmarks and state 

standards may not be aligned with culturally sustaining pedagogy. However, the data 

provided an overall picture of the participants’ reading achievement before and after the 

intervention was implemented. Moreover, i-Ready has been proven to be an effective tool 

for overall instruction and assessment (Costa, 2018).  

 Qualitative. The transcripts of the audio recordings of the focus groups, book 

club sessions, and teacher interviews were coded to analyze qualitative data. I also 

rewatched and analyzed the book club sessions recorded through Zoom. The goal was to 

determine how the data collected answered the research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). To accomplish the goal, different cycles of coding were used to draw parallels 

from what the participants said during the focus groups, what the teachers said during the 

teacher interviews, the participants’ words and actions during book club, and through 

artifacts collected throughout the book club, such as unit work. Each piece of qualitative 

data was reviewed and analyzed separately. Eventually, common words, phrases, and 

sayings were merged across all qualitative data.  

 First, I reviewed the transcripts from teacher interviews and student focus groups, 

recorded book club sessions, and peer-led discussions one at a time. Then, I highlighted 

and noted repeated phrases in the margins of the transcript. I used open coding to 

conceptualize the data line-by-line (Charmaz, 2006). Through the process of open coding, 



 

64 

 

 

direct quotes and phrases were plugged into a chart. This process was repeated multiple 

times for the focus group, peer-led discussions, and the recordings of the book club 

sessions. The next cycle of coding involved putting those examples into subcategories. 

During this process, direct quotes from all collected qualitative data were combined and 

placed in the most applicable subcategory.  

 The next step was to subsume the subcategories into preliminary codes or 

patterns. “Patterns can emerge from repeatedly observed behaviors, actions, norms, 

routines and relationships” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 88). This process involved reviewing 

the subcategories and examples multiple times to see if there was enough evidence to 

connect them. Finally, the preliminary codes/pattern codes were used to delineate themes. 

Themes were identified by breaking down data and searching for reoccurring entities 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Four major themes emerged from the qualitative data.  

 After the themes were established and data were interpreted, the data underwent 

triangulation. As in the mixed-methods convergent parallel design, I used the 

triangulation method to compare findings from both quantitative and qualitative data, 

thus combining the findings. Triangulation allows for the cross-examination of multiple 

data points to bring better credibility, clarity, and understanding of research findings 

(Savin-Badin, 2013). Table 3.3 illustrates the procedure of the qualitative data analysis. 

The findings are reported in Chapter 4. Interestingly, I found that some of the results 

from the qualitative and quantitative data did not align.  

Triangulation of Data 

A convergent parallel design was used to answer the research questions in the 

study to corroborate the findings from both quantitative and qualitative data, which were 
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considered to have equal importance. Quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed 

separately and then looked at together to examine convergence and contradictions 

(Razali, 2019). Figure 3.2, as adapted from Creswell (2012), illustrates how data were 

collected and analyzed separately and then merged together for the overall interpretation 

of the data.  

Figure 3.2 

Convergent Parallel Design  
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Table 3.3 

Qualitative Analysis Procedure and Data Sources  

Research Question Data Source Analysis Tools 

1. Is a culturally 

sustaining book club 

effective in promoting 

the reading 

achievement of African 

American students as 

measured by i-Ready? 

If so, in what ways? 

 

a. Teacher interview 

transcripts 

b. Student focus group 

transcripts 

c. recoded book club 

session observations 

and transcripts 

d. peer-led discussion 
transcripts  

1. Open coding 

2. Pattern coding 

3. Generating themes 

from patterns 

 

2. Is a culturally 

sustaining book club 

effective in promoting 

the motivation of 

African American 

students as measured 

by the Motivation to 

Read Profile-Revised? 

If so, how?  

 

 

a. Teacher interview 

transcripts 

b. Student focus group 

transcripts 

c. Peer-led discussion 

transcripts 

d. Recorded book club 

sessions observations 

and transcripts  

 

1. Open coding 

2. Pattern coding 

3. Generating themes 

from patterns 

 

3. What are African 

American children’s 

views of a culturally 

sustaining book club 

compared to their other 

literacy experiences? 

 

a. Student focus groups 

b. Peer-led discussion 

transcripts  

c. Recorded book club 

session observations 

and transcripts  

1. Open coding 

2. Pattern coding 

3. Generating themes 

from patterns 

 

4. What are teachers’ 

views of students’ 

learning for those who 

participated in a 

culturally-sustaining 

book club versus those 

that did not 

participate? 

a. Teacher interview 

transcripts 

1. Open coding 

2. Pattern coding 

3. Generating themes 

from patterns 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

Introduction 

 

 This chapter first presents the findings from the quantitative data, which include 

descriptive data and the results from the motivation survey and a district-mandated 

reading assessment. The qualitative portion of this chapter then presents themes from 

focus groups, interviews, peer-led discussion recordings, and observations from recorded 

book club sessions. Finally, a summary is shared at the end of the chapter. 

Participants 

 Tables 4.1 and 4.2 summarize the demographic characteristics of the participants 

in both the intervention and control groups. Both groups had 15 participants each. In both 

the intervention and control groups, 11 participants were Black/African American, and 

four participants may have identified as another ethnicity. The intervention group had 

more girls than boys (nine vs. six, respectively), while the control group had more boys 

than girls (also nine vs. six, respectively). There were eight second graders and seven 

third graders assigned to the intervention group, while there were seven second graders 

and eight third graders in the control group.  
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Table 4.1 

Demographic/Informational Table Intervention Group 

Sample Characteristics n % 

Race/Ethnicity 

Black/African American 

Other 

 

11 

4 

 

73% 

26% 

Gender 

Boy 

Girl                                

 

6 

9 

 

40% 

60% 

Grade 

2 

3 

 

8          

7 

 

53% 

46% 

 

Table 4.2 

Demographic/Informational Table Control Group 

Sample Characteristics n % 

Race/Ethnicity 

Black/African American 

Other 

 

11 

4 

 

73% 

26% 

Gender 

Boy 

Girl                                

 

9 

6 

 

60% 

40% 

Grade 

2 

3 

 

7          

8 

 

46% 

53% 

 

Quantitative Results 

Motivation Survey: MRP-Revised  

The survey instrument used in this study was the Motivation to Read Profile- 

Revised (Malloy et al., 2013). The intervention group had a mean MRP-Revised pre-test 

score of 66.00 (SD = 6.71). The control group's mean MRP-Revised pre-test score was 

63.73 (SD = 9.55). These two scores indicated that the groups had similar baseline scores 

before the book club sessions, with a slightly higher mean score for the intervention 

group. The intervention group had a mean MRP-Revised post-test average score of 64.00 
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(SD = 9.56), and the control group had a mean post-test score of 60.87 (SD = 9.43). Both 

the control group and the intervention group’s average motivation scores were between 

60 and 66, indicating that students self-reported being somewhat motivated to read. These 

scores showed no growth from pre-test to post-test for both intervention and control 

groups. In fact, both groups had a decline in reading motivation (see Table 4.3). 

Table 4.3 

Descriptive Mean Scores for the Motivation to Read-Profile- Revised 

Condition 

 

n Pre-test motivation Post-test motivation 

M SD Range M SD Range 

Control 15 63.73 9.55 46-74 60.87 9.98 44-78 

Intervention 15 66.00 6.71 49-76 64.00 9.43 46-75 

 

An independent samples t-test was performed to compare the differences in MRP-

Revised pre-test and post-test scores from the control and intervention groups. The mean 

pre-test and post-test scores for the intervention group (M =-2.00, SD = 9.43) and control 

group (M =-2.53, SD = 5.18) conditions did not differ statistically; t(28) =.192, p =.849 

(see Tables 4.4 & 4.5). Both the intervention and control groups’ standard deviations 

were high. The findings indicated a high variability between scores within the groups, 

negatively affecting statistical significance. Both the control group and the intervention 

group demonstrated a decline in motivation from pre-test to post-test. Self-concept score 

ranges for the intervention group pre-test were between 27 and 37 and between 22 and 38 

for the post-test. For value, the intervention scores ranged between 22 and 40 for the pre-

test and between 23 and 39 for the post-test. The self-concept score ranges for the control 

group were from 21 to 38 for the pre-test and from 24 to 38 for the post-test. The value 
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score ranges for the control group pre-test were between 20 and 39 and between 16 and 

40 for the post-test.  

Table 4.4 

Independent Samples t-test for MRP-Revised  

Levene’s Test 

for Equality of Variances 

t Test for Equality of Means 

 

   F  Sig. t  df  Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

 95% 

Confidence 

Interval of 

the Difference 

 

Lower Upper 

Difference Equal 

variances 

assumed 

3.93 .057 .192 28 .849 .533 2.77 -5.15 6.22 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  .192 21.74 .850 .533 2.77 -5.23 6.30 

 

Table 4.5 

Descriptive Statistics for Differences of Means for the MRP-Revised 

 Condition n Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Difference Control 15 -2.53 9.43 2.43 

Intervention 15 -2 5.18 1.33 

 

Next, a one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to compare 

the effectiveness of the post-test on the MRP-R while controlling for pre-test scores. 

Levene's test and normality checks were carried out, and the assumptions were met. 

There was no significant difference in mean post-test scores between the intervention and 

control groups [F (1,27) =.250, p =.621]. Again, the results showed that there was not 
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enough evidence to conclude that the intervention significantly impacted the intervention 

students' motivation compared to the control group (see Table 4.6). 

Table 4.6 

One-Way ANCOVA Scores for the MRP-Revised 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Corrected Model 2 593.38 10.25 <.001 

Intercept 1 74.74 1.29 .266 

Total Motivation Pre 1 1113.13 19.23 <.001 

Group 1 14.47 .250 .621 

Error 27 57.87   

Total 30    

Corrected Model 29    

 Note. R2 = .43, Adj. R2 = .39 

A closer look into the MRP-R results revealed that both groups had a decrease in 

overall motivation. The decrease in overall motivation could be attributed to other factors 

such as the self-reporting nature of the survey or the small sample size. 

Reading Achievement: i-Ready 

As shared in the methods, the intervention and control groups were comprised of 

a mixture of 2nd and 3rd-grade students who, on average, scored below grade level in 

reading. The mean i-Ready pre-test score for the intervention group was 436.40. This 

assessment was taken at the beginning of the school year (September 2020), indicating 

that the intervention group scored considerably below grade level (Florida Department of 

Education [FLDOE], 2020). In contrast, the mean i-Ready pre-test score for the control 

group was higher than the intervention group at 448.87, but this score was also assessed 

to be below grade level. The average pre-test scores suggested that both groups were 

reading considerably below the 50th percentile for 2nd grade (average score of 460) and 3rd 

grade (average score of 502), according to the national norms for the 2020-2021 school 
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year (FLDOE, 2020). It should be noted that the previously mentioned mean scores were 

calculated with both grade levels together as the groups had a mix of second- and third-

grade participants. Table 4.7 shows the pre-test and post-test mean scores separated by 

grade level. This information was included to present the difference between the means 

for each grade level for both the intervention and control groups. The information in this 

table confirmed that each group and grade level was reading below the national average. 

Table 4.7 

Descriptive Statistics for Overall i-Ready Scores 

Timepoint Grade n Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Intervention Group 

Pre-test 2nd Grade 8 408.88 65.46 23.14 

3rd Grade 7 467.86 50.38 19.04 

Post-test 2nd Grade 6 446.50 41.15 16.80 

3rd Grade 6 512.67 38.85 15.86 

Control Group 

Pre-test 2nd Grade 7 426.57 53.33 20.15 

3rd Grade 8 468.38 36.51 12.91 

Post-test 2nd Grade 7 468.00 60.03 22.68 

3rd Grade 7 517.86 23.52 8.89 

 

After the intervention, both groups were administered a post-test using the same 

instrument in May of 2021. The post-test scores showed an average of 479.58 for the 

intervention group and 492.93 for the control group. A paired samples t-test was 

calculated to measure the pre-test and post-test differences and determine the intervention 

group’s growth (M = 46.33, SD = 29.23). Second graders in the intervention group had a 

mean difference of 41.50 (SD = 33.49), and third graders in the intervention group had a 

mean difference of 51.17 (SD = 26.49). The intervention group scores fell within the 

range of the national average student scale score point growth for 30 weeks in 2nd grade 
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(34) and 3rd grade (24) (Curriculum Associates, 2016). The mean growth for the control 

group was 47.42 (SD = 28.02), which also fell within the range of the national average 

student scale growth. The second-grade students in the control group had a mean 

difference of 41.43 (SD = 29.08), while the third-grade students had a mean difference of 

54.00 (SD = 28.43, see Table 4.8). These descriptive findings suggested that both groups 

made increases in overall reading achievement. However, no significant differences were 

observed when the intervention and control groups were compared.  

Table 4.8 

Difference in Overall Reading Mean Scores by Grade Level  

Grade n Mean 
Std. Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Intervention 

2nd Grade 6 41.50 33.49 13.67 

3rd Grade 6 51.17 26.49 10.81 

Control 

2nd Grade 7 41.43 29.08 10.99 

3rd Grade 7 54.00 28.43 10.74 

 

A paired-samples t-test was conducted to compare the change in i-Ready scores 

from pre-test to post-test for the intervention group. There was a significant difference 

between the pre-test and post-test scores for the intervention group. At p <.05, the paired 

differences in pre- and post-test scores (t(11) =-5.49, p =<.001) were significant (see 

Table 4.9).  
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Table 4.9 

Paired Samples t-test Results for i-Ready Overall Reading (Intervention group) 

Paired Differences 

  

Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference  
t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1  
Pretest- 

Posttest 

-46.33 29.23 8.43 -64.90 -27.76 -5.49 11 <.001 

 

A paired samples t-test was also conducted to compare the change in the control 

group's i-Ready scores from pre-test to post-test. A significant difference was observed 

between the pre-test and post-test scores for the control group. The results showed the 

mean difference between the pre-test and post-test scores was t(13) = -6.33, p <.001, as 

shown in Table 4.10. These findings showed that the students in the control group also 

made significant gains from attending their reading class from the beginning of the 

school year. Therefore, both the intervention and the control group participants made 

significant gains between pre-test and post-test measures, suggesting that there is not 

enough evidence to conclusively determine if the book club was effective for reading 

achievement. 
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Table 4.10 

 

Paired Samples t-test Results for i-Ready Overall Reading (Control Group) 

 
Paired Differences 

  

Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference  
t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1  
Pretest- 

Posttest 

-47.42 28.02 7.49 -63.60 -31.24 -6.33 13 <.001 

 

Next, an independent sample t-test was conducted to compare the mean pre-test 

and post-test change in i-Ready scores between the intervention and control groups. 

There was no significant difference in scores between the intervention and control 

groups, t(24) =-.122, p =.452 (see Table 4.11). These results indicated there was not 

enough information to conclusively determine whether the book club impacted the 

reading scores of the participants. The standard deviation scores pre-test and post-test of 

both groups were high, which suggested high variability in overall scores. The score 

ranges for the pre-test intervention group were between 289 and 524, while the score 

ranges for the control group pre-test were between 327 and 519. The post-test score 

ranges for the intervention group were 395 and 531, and for the control group, between 

381 and 543. Some students made significant gains, while others made small gains. It 

should be noted that the post-test measure also had missing data due to some participants 

no longer being enrolled in the same school at the time of assessment. A larger sample 

size could have yielded more conclusive results and allowed for possible generalization. 
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Table 4.11 

Independent Samples t-test Results for i-Ready Overall Reading    

    
Levene’s Test 

for Equality of Variances 

t Test for Equality of Means 

 

   F  Sig. t  df  Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

 95% 

Confidence 

Interval of 

the Difference 

 

Lower Upper 

Difference 

Equal 
variances 

assumed 

.034 .856 -.122 24 .452 .904 11.32 -24.72 21.98 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  -.122 23.16 .452 .904 11.34 -24.84 22.08 

 

Finally, a one-way ANCOVA was conducted to determine if there was a 

statistically significant difference between the intervention’s and control group’s post-test 

i-Ready scores while controlling for pre-test scores. Levene's test and normality checks 

were carried out, and the assumptions were met. There was no significant difference in 

mean post-test scores between the intervention and control groups, F(1, 23) =.153, p 

=.699 (see Table 4.12). Thus, outcomes on the i-Ready assessment were not different 

between the two groups. However, the post-test scores did indicate improvements in 

reading scores for both groups. The results may also have been affected by the high 

variability of scores in both the control and intervention groups and the small sample 

size. 
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Table 4.12 

One-Way ANCOVA Scores for i-Ready Overall Reading 

Source Type III 

Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean Square F Sig. 

Corrected Model 37799.37 2 1899.68 2.71 .087 

Intercept 8202.05 1 8202.05 11.72 .002 

Pre-test 3787.05 1 3787.05 5.41 .029 

Group 107.02 1 107.02 .153 .699 

Error 16088.46 23 699.49   

Total 777510.00 26    

Corrected Model 19887.84 25    

Note. R2 = .191, Adj. R2  = .121 

i-Ready scores are comprised of the following six domains in reading: phonics, 

phonemic awareness, high-frequency words, vocabulary, reading comprehension-

literature, and informational reading comprehension. The i-Ready scale score gives 

placements, or a range of grade-level scores, per domain. Given that the book club 

predominately focused on areas related to two domains (i.e., vocabulary and reading 

comprehension-literature), these domain scores were isolated to examine the impact of 

the book club intervention on reading achievement. The average grade level score for 

each domain (vocabulary and reading comprehension-literature) was isolated and 

analyzed (see Tables 4.13 and 4.14). The following were found when examined 

individually: based on the standard deviation, there was a high variability of score 

changes for both the intervention and control groups. The findings showed the control 

group demonstrated higher average scores for both vocabulary and reading 

comprehension. These findings could be attributed to the observed higher pre-test scores 
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for the control group, the small sample size, and the missing data in the post-test scores 

(see Table 4.15). 

Table 4.13  

Score Ranges for Vocabulary for 2nd and 3rd Grade 

Placement Score Range Average 

K 

1 

2 

Early 2 

Mid 2 

Late 2 

 

100-418 

419-490 

491-560 

491-515 

516-536 

537-560 

259 

455 

526 

503 

526 

549 

Placement Score Range Average 

K 

1 

2 

Early 3 

Mid 3 

Late 3 

100-418 

419-475 

476-513 

514-547 

548-560 

561-602 

259 

447 

495 

531 

554 

582 

 

Table 4.14 

Score Ranges for Reading Comprehension-Literature for 2nd and 3rd Grade 

Placement Score Range Average 

K 

1 

2 

Early 2 

Mid 2 

Late 2 

 

100-418 

419-490 

491-560 

491-515 

516-536 

537-560 

259 

455 

526 

503 

526 

549 

Placement Score Range Average 

K 

1 

2 

Early 3 

Mid 3 

Late 3 

100-418 

419-475 

476-513 

514-541 

542-560 

561-602 

259 

447 

495 

528 

551 

582 
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Table 4.15 

Differences in Reading Comprehension-Literature and Vocabulary Mean Scores  

  

 

 

Table 4.16 

Mean Scores for Vocabulary and Comprehension- Literature 

 

An independent samples t-test was conducted to measure the pre-test and post-test 

change, specifically for reading comprehension literature and vocabulary, between the 

control and intervention groups. The goal was to examine differences in pre-test and post-

test scores for both groups in the combined vocabulary and reading comprehension-

literature domains. The scores were calculated separately and then combined to gain 

insight into the two domains on which the book club focused.  

Condition Difference Reading 

Comprehension-

Literature 

Difference Vocabulary 

M n SD M n SD 

Control 67.77 13 97.56 57 13 87.00 

Intervention 58.46 12 98.28 38.75 12 55.26 

Condition Comprehension-Literature Vocabulary 

n Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

n Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Pre-test 

Control 
15 416.73 102.27 26.40 15 414.40 99.60 25.71 

Intervention 
15 418.30 120.07 31.00 15 395.20 102.41 26.44 

Post-test 

Control 
13 476.15 105.92 29.37 13 462.69 98.77 27.39 

Intervention 
12 476.58 86.37 24.93 12 432.00 107.71 31.09 
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The control group had a higher mean score when the two domains were combined 

compared to the intervention group. There was no significant difference in mean scores 

between the intervention and control groups, t(23) = -.517, p =.610 (see Table 4.17). 

There is not enough information to say that the intervention had a significant effect on the 

vocabulary and comprehension scores of the participants. These findings may be 

attributed to the small sample size and missing post-test scores from both groups.  

Table 4.17 

Independent Samples t-test i-Ready Vocabulary and Reading Comprehension 

 

 
Levene’s Test 

for Equality of Variances 

t Test for Equality of Means 

 

   F  Sig. t  df  One-

sided p 

Two-

sided p 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

 95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

 

Lower Upper 

Differen

ce 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

1.05 .315 -.517 23 .305 .610 -27.56 53.28 -137.79 82.67 

Equal 

variances 

not 

assumed 

  -.521 22.83 .304 .607 -27.56 52.91 -137.06 81.94 

 

Finally, a Pearson correlation coefficient was computed to assess the relationship 

between overall reading scores and reading motivation. There was no significant 

association between the two variables (overall reading and motivation) for the entire 

sample size. Specifically, i-Ready reading post-test scores were not significantly 

correlated with motivation post-test scores, r(24)= -.139, p =.499. I combined both groups 

for a possible higher impact. Although there was no significant correlation between the 

two variables, there was a significant correlation between pre-test and post-test scores for 
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the motivation and overall reading measure separately. These findings suggest the trends 

in students’ scores remained consistent from pre-test to post-test in overall reading and 

motivation and did not seem to correlate. This is possibly because, for both the 

intervention and control groups’ overall reading, the scores increased. However, both 

groups’ motivation scores decreased from pre-test to post-test for the motivation measure. 

Similarly, the post-test i-Ready scores for the intervention group were not significantly 

correlated with motivation post-test, r(10) = -.121 p =.709.  

To summarize this quantitative section, no statistical significance was found 

between the mean pre-test and post-test scores. The findings suggested that students both 

in the book club and in the control group made significant gains from their in-school 

reading instruction and after-school activities. Thus, there is not enough evidence to 

conclusively say that the book club positively impacted motivation and reading 

achievement for the sample. Possible reasons will be discussed in chapter 5. Further 

research is required to see if the upward trend in overall reading is recurring in a larger 

sample. All things considered, the study's quantitative findings reveal that there is a 

window of opportunity to further explore this topic with a larger sample size and a more 

extended intervention period.  

Qualitative Data: Themes  

Qualitative data were collected through teacher interviews, student focus groups, 

student peer-led discussions, and observations. The goal was to gain further knowledge 

about the students' motivation and reading achievement, which were quantitatively 

examined earlier in this chapter. From examining all the qualitative data sources, four 

major themes emerged: increase in reported reading motivation; comprehending texts and 
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achievement: cultural and personal associations with literature; communal learning; and 

access to culturally relevant texts. The following sections present the evidence to support 

the themes that emerged from the data. Pseudonyms have been used to protect the 

participants’ anonymity (see Appendix A for the list of pseudonyms).  

Increase in Reported Reading Motivation  

 Overall, findings from the qualitative data identified students' motivation for 

reading in the classroom and in the book club itself. For example, all three teacher 

interviewees recalled that many students who participated in the book club intervention 

demonstrated improvements in their reading motivation and had positively changed 

attitudes towards reading. In addition, the classroom teachers reported an increase in 

students’ willingness to participate in class discussions in general after the book club 

sessions. Teachers also reported that students were more open to talking about stories in 

class, showed increased initiative to volunteer regularly in class readings, and showed 

more interest in reading books from the classroom library. Students’ comments also 

supported these findings, which are described below. In addition, my observational 

reports indicated student motivation during book club sessions. 

Ms. Gillespie reported that one of the book club participants was “pulling out 

books he wanted to read.” She noted that this student's involvement and motivation had 

changed since participating in the book club. Furthermore, Ms. Smith reported that 

students were “really interested in it” (book club) and motivated to be a part of it. For 

example, they would frequently ask her, “Do we have book club today?”  

 During the focus groups, student participants were asked how being a part of the 

book club made them feel, and some students commented on the enjoyment that the book 
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club brought them. Students also mentioned their positive learning experiences while 

participating in the book club. For example, Catherine reported: “I enjoyed book club; it's 

because we had a lot of fun and learned about books.” Mandy also stated, “It feels good 

because you learn how to read.” Furthermore, Shante reported not wanting to end book 

club, saying, “I'm gonna cry. I want to go back.” 

Two classroom teachers reported a change in students' willingness to talk about 

stories in class after participating in the book club. When Ms. Tucker was asked if she 

noticed a difference in her students after participating in the book club, she recalled, 

“They were more willing to participate and read aloud, and like discussing the stories that 

we read in class.” Ms. Tucker also recalled that the students who participated in the book 

club also participated in her class's “reading portion.” She commented that “going over 

the story” was the part they participated in the most. Mr. Dodd mentioned that his 

students were “shut in and didn't really want to open their mouths at the beginning of the 

school year. Now they volunteer to do everything.” When asked if he believed this was 

due to book club, his answer explained that book club helped students socially. Mr. Dodd 

stated, “Specifically, because in book club they can have conversations and talk about 

stories, which had an impact on them socially.” Mr. Dodd also talked about how the 

students were showing more interest in the class library. He states that students “rarely” 

used it but now show more interest in it.  

 Some of the planned components of the book club seemed to motivate students to 

read, as evidenced by the focus group transcripts, peer-led discussion transcripts, 

interview transcripts, and observations. Students reported that they frequently enjoyed 

shared reading, unit work, and peer-led discussions among the five different components 
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of book club. For example, three student participants, Shante, Mandy, and Catherine, 

talked about all three of these components as their favorite book club activities. Shante 

stated, “I like when we talk about it and when we write about it, and when we are 

reading.” Mandy recalled, “When we read, when we talk about it and then when we write 

about it.” In addition, Catherine said, “my favorite part of book club is reading the book, 

and doing writing, and the work.” Furthermore, the after-school teacher (in-person 

facilitator) reported that these specific components supported students' motivation. 

Therefore, I addressed the shared reading component further here.  

At the beginning of each book club session, shared reading occurred and was 

allotted eight minutes of the 40-minute session. During this activity, I took the 

responsibility of reading the entire story while encouraging student participants to read 

along. The goal was to model fluent reading (Raphael et al., 2004). I read each book in its 

entirety for a total of four sessions. On the following dates, I noticed students read aloud 

in tandem with me and were engaged in shared reading (i.e., fieldnotes: January 7, 2021; 

January 12, 2021; January 14, 2021; January 28, 2021; and February 9, 2021). Their 

engagement was further evidenced by students asking and answering questions in shared 

reading, which is depicted in the following example.  

There were many engagement behaviors and follow-up comments to the book 

Something Beautiful (Wyeth, 2002). Some of the behaviors observed were following 

along with fingers and raising hands to answer questions. I stated, “We are going to pause 

right there before you turn the page. I want you to think about the main character. How 

do you think this main character is feeling right now, at the beginning of the story?” Tony 

shared, “She’s looking for something beautiful.” I followed up by saying, “Okay, she is 
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trying to find something beautiful, but how is she feeling right now?” Then Tee stated, 

“She look like she’s upset,” and Martin added, “She’s sad.” I further asked, “Do we know 

why she is sad and upset; that is correct, but why?” Keisha reported. “She saw the word 

‘die,' and she saw that lady sleeping on the ground" [Fieldnotes, January 7, 2021]. 

Four students reported that shared reading was their favorite part of book club. 

Kay shared, “I love the books you read to us, and I like to answer the questions.” In 

addition, Kay referred to the repeated reading of culturally relevant texts during shared 

reading. Wendy reported, “My favorite part was when you was reading stuff to us, and I 

felt like that book was so good.” At the time of focus groups, Kay recounted her 

experiences with the book club, “Well, I love books, and I read them, and it’s like you 

read all the pages.” Catherine commented, “It make me feel good and excited about 

reading … and learning more about it.” Both students referred to the enjoyment and 

motivation of reading the stories while in shared reading. In addition, Mrs. Smith 

reported that the shared reading “worked” because the students were paying attention.  

 To summarize this section, participants reported increased student reading 

motivation in the classroom and engagement during the book club. The teachers, in 

particular, noted students’ willingness to talk about stories in class, increased initiative to 

volunteer in class at reading time, and improved interest in the classroom library after 

participating in a culturally responsive book club compared to the students who did not 

participate in the study. In addition, student responses and observations seemed to 

suggest some of the activities in the book club (i.e., peer-led discussion, unit work, and 

shared reading) were effective for increasing reading motivation.  
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Comprehending Text and Achievement: Cultural and Personal Associations with 

Literature 

 A second theme focused on comprehending texts. One way the students 

comprehended the texts was through associations with book characters. Students seemed 

to make emotional and familial connections to the stories throughout the book club. Unit 

work, peer-led discussions, focus groups, and fieldnotes demonstrated that students' 

connections to the stories led to a deeper understanding of the characters and reading 

comprehension.  

Students made associations and connections with the stories through unit work. 

Unit work took place directly after peer-led discussions and was allotted eight minutes 

from the total 40-minute session. Although students had to be socially distant, they could 

still collaborate with peers and discuss the stories from the book club. Four students 

identified unit work as their favorite part of book club. Catherine recalled, “My favorite 

part of book club is doing writing and the work.” Keisha stated, “I love, the favorite part 

is writing.” I followed up with, “You like writing, like doing the unit work?” and Keisha 

stated, “Yes!” Mrs. Smith reported that the worksheets kept them talking about the books. 

I observed that most of the students were engaged in the unit work activities and were 

willing and excited to share their work with me and their peers at the end of the activity 

[Fieldnotes, January 19, 2021; January 21, 2021; February 2, 2021; February 9, 2021]. 

Students enjoyed this part of the book club for different reasons, and they were also able 

to make associations and connections to the stories, as seen in Figures 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3. 

 The selected books had characters that seemed to foster connections with the 

students. For example, one of the books participants chose for the book club, A Sweet 
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Smell of Roses (Johnson, 2007), included the prominent historical figure Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr. as a character. Students talked about how they felt about Dr. King and his 

impact on them and the world while having peer-led discussions. Some of the questions 

they explored in peer-led discussions were: What do you know about MLK? If you had 

the opportunity to march with MLK, would you?; and Who else marched for freedom like 

MLK? To the first question, Mandy and Rick responded that he was important. Mandy 

then stated, “I would want to march with him because he’s important!” The following 

was a conversation between Jonny and Aiden during peer-led discussions: “Do you know 

anyone else who marched for freedom like MLK?” They responded, “Harriet Tubman” 

and “Obama” [Peer-led discussion, January 21, 2021]. The above examples of historical 

connections were a part of the discourse students had by themselves through speaking 

into a recorder.  

At the time of open community share during one session, I asked the class what 

they remembered about Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and Darlene responded, “He was 

taking care of us, and keeping us safe and equal” [Fieldnotes, January 19, 2021]. After 

peer-led discussions, Ms. Smith asked the students a whole group question, “Okay, boys 

and girls, what do you know about Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.?” The responses were: 

“He’s very good” (Laura), “He’s important” (Tee), and “He’s got a good personality” 

(Catherine) [Fieldnotes, January 19, 2021]. Next, I asked, “Is there anything anyone 

wants to share about the story during closing community share?” Tony replied, “I liked 

the story a lot.” When Tony was asked why he liked the story, he replied, “I liked it 

because they were black people” [Fieldnotes, January 19, 2021]. During focus groups, 

Tony, Kay, and Martin named A Sweet Smell of Roses (Johnson, 2007) their favorite 
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book from the book club. Tony reported that he liked the book and his favorite part of it 

was Dr. Martin Luther King. Martin said, “I like to march with Martin Luther King 

because he’s changing people’s lives.” Kay also stated, “I love this one because it is 

about Martin Luther King.”  

Within peer-led discussions of A Sweet Smell of Roses, students were encouraged 

to include their favorite part of the story. Many of the students chose the parts where the 

children participated in the march, or when the girls made it home safely and their mom 

was there to greet them (Johnson, 2007) (see Figure 4.1). One student shared that her 

favorite part was when “everyone held hands” [Fieldnotes, January 28, 2021]. The 

evidence showed students made connections with the texts. In this case, they connected 

with the book A Sweet Smell of Roses (Johnson, 2007) because of familiarity, historical 

significance, and race. In addition, they related to and admired the book's historical 

references and characters.   
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Figure 4.1 

Unit Work- January 28, 2021  

 

 

Students also seemed to connect with the books used in the program due to their 

everyday personal experiences. Many of the connections involved familial and emotional 

connections to the characters. Some students discussed seeing themselves in the 

characters from the stories read in the book club during the focus group sessions. A few 

students discussed their mothers, fathers, and grandmothers during focus group groups as 

a way to make those connections. For example, Aiden connected to the story Clean Your 

Room, Harvey Moon! (Cummings, 1994) by saying, “I follow my dad wherever he goes.” 

Tony stated, “I like to play with my dog. I don’t like to clean my room, it really sucks,” 

about the same story. Shante could relate to the same book when she stated, “I’m kind of 

like him because I like to clean up my room, but when I’m having fun and my family 

here, I don’t like to clean my room.” [Peed-led discussion, February 2, 2021]. 
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Additionally, more students made connections with the literature during peer-led 

discussions. Darlene said, “Well, I always listen to my momma, do you? Well, he listens 

when he said he cleans his room.” Ethan replied, “I don’t listen to my mom all the time, 

and I always sneak outside.” Then Darlene answered, “That’s just me, I love to sleep in 

my room, I love my room, I love my house” [Peer-led discussion, February 2, 2021]. 

After unit work, I asked students if they wanted to share their work and talk about it with 

everyone. Laura volunteered, so I asked her: “Tell me about it, what’s going on in this 

part?” Laura stated, “He told his mom that he was finished!” Aiden then replied, “His 

mom told him he had to clean his room.” Mandy responded, “My favorite part was when 

the mom says clean up!” [Fieldnotes, February 2, 2021]. The preceding examples show 

that students comprehended the stories in a way that allowed them to make connections 

with the text.  

Figure 4.2 is an example of a student participant, Laura, engaging and connecting 

with unit work following the discussion and vocabulary lesson of Clean Your Room, 

Harvey Moon!. She wrote a letter to Harvey Moon’s mom to explain why she did not 

want to clean her room. Students were encouraged to write their letters as if they were 

Harvey Moon. Some students wrote letters to their parents about how they felt about 

cleaning their rooms. At the end of unit work time, Laura and three other students shared 

their work with me. For example, Laura stated, “I don’t want to clean my room because I 

want to watch TV and eat” [Fieldnotes, February 9, 2021] (See Figure 4.2).  
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Figure 4.2 

Unit Work- February 9, 2021 

 

 

Figure 4.3 shows Shante’s character map of Harvey Moon, which he completed 

during unit work. Shante identified traits in Harvey Moon and talked about the 

similarities and differences between Harvey Moon and herself. For example, she wrote, 

“we both are kid” in the box that asked about similarities, and she wrote, “I clean my 

room” in the space for differences (see Figure 4.3). Many other students made 

connections and associations by writing about themselves as compared to Harvey. Shante 

was eager to complete this unit work assignment and share it with me. She came to the 

front with her partner to complete the assignment and interact with me without prompting 

[Fieldnotes, February 4, 2021]. 
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Figure 4.3 

Unit Work- February 4, 2021 

 

Students also made strong personal connections with another book, Something 

Beautiful (Wyeth, 2002). The personal connections mentioned in this particular text 

seemed to be less about race or culture and more about their personal lives and 

experiences. However, it cannot be ruled out that these connections may stem from 

associations with the appearance of the characters. In one focus group session, Keisha 

commented, “I like finding something that’s beautiful like my grandma had a flower that 

looks beautiful.” During the focus group, Keisha also recalled, “I love this part because 

when she scrub the doors and sweep all that stuff, she feels powerful.” During peer-led 

discussions, students made further personal connections. Darlene, for example, asked the 

following: “But do you listen to your mom at home? That’s the question.” Ethan then 

stated, “Well, I listen to my mom all the time when she tells me to take out the trash. Do 
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you take out the trash for your mom?” [Peer-led discussion, February 2, 2021]. When 

talking about the book, Shante commented, “I want to be something beautiful like my 

mom” [Peer-led discussion, January 12, 2021].  

When discussing a favorite part of Something Beautiful (Wyeth, 2002), Aiden 

asked Ethan, “What is your favorite part of the story?” Ethan stated, “My favorite part is 

the teacher ‘cause he got good hair.” Aiden followed up by stating, “Me too; I like this 

because he have a lot of patience and he's teaching the students” [Peer-led discussion, 

January 7, 2021]. Another peer-led discussion interaction made a connection to family. 

Shante stated, “What do you like that’s beautiful?” and Catherine responded, “My family 

and friends.” Aiden and Ethan also made connections with the characters by discussing a 

challenge that they needed to overcome because the main character in the book had to 

overcome a challenge. Aiden asked, “How did you respond to a challenge? Ooh-ooh, I 

was learning to do flips. How did I respond to them? Um, I trained every day to get flip, I 

trained every day to perfect my flips” [Peer-led discussions, January 7, 2021]. Overall, 

students seemed to comprehend the books by relating to the characters' actions and the 

characters themselves, which included cultural connections and the story's plot. 

Communal Learning 

 During book club sessions and the focus group, many students discussed working 

with and helping others as an area they enjoyed. Sometimes students spoke about 

communal learning in terms of a book discussion on the topic, while other times, they 

practiced communal learning in the book club components (unit work and peer-led 

discussion). In both cases, students seemed to find this process relevant to their learning 

and a participation process they enjoyed. For example, A Sweet Smell of Roses (Johnson, 
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2007) sparked conversations about Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s impact because he was 

helping others. During that discussion, Rick and Tony talked about helping others to 

make them powerful amid peer-led discussions. Rick asked the following: “What are 

some things you can do to feel powerful? Helping someone, what’s yours?” Tony then 

answered, “Help my friends always that did their homework” [Peer-led discussion, 

January 12, 2021].  

 In focus groups, seven students discussed their ability to help someone as their 

favorite thing to do or evoked some excitement in them because they were helping. When 

asked what their favorite part of the book club was, Keisha stated, “I like when we share 

and when people help people.” Martin also reported, “When you help and share with 

somebody.” Martin discussed enjoying helping his peers understand stories: “It made me 

feel happy because I get to read the stories with them and help them understand.” Kay 

stated, “It makes me feel excited because we get to grab a partner and ask what part they 

like about the story.” When Rick and Martin were working together for peer-led 

discussions, Rick pointed to the book three times as he was talking to Martin. It appeared 

that Rick was teaching Martin about an item in the book. While they were talking, they 

were recognizably smiling and laughing [Fieldnotes, January 28, 2021]. 

 Peer-led discussions took place after the opening community share, shared 

reading, and before unit work. The recorder was passed around to different students in 

each session to get multiple perspectives. Seven out of the fifteen children who 

participated identified peer-led discussions as their favorite part. A few students said the 

reason was about emotions. Rick stated he was “happy because I got to talk about the 

book with my partner.” Tee commented that peer-led discussions were her favorite part 
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of book club: “Because we talked with each other about the book.” Kay mentioned that 

speaking with peers without teacher input was enjoyable because “I got to do it on my 

own.” Shante recalled, “I felt happy because I love talking about stories with my friends.” 

These responses suggested that the communal style of peer-led discussion influenced 

student motivation in the book club. 

The opening community share is when the lesson (e.g., main idea, key details, and 

story structure) was taught. This was also when the vocabulary instruction took place. 

During observations, it appeared that the students were less interested in the structured 

lessons in the book club. The students seemed less interested, possibly because I spoke 

during this component for most of the allotted time. Of the 10 minutes of opening 

community share, about 5-7 minutes were dedicated to me teaching the lesson. 

Vocabulary instruction took place for the remaining time.   

Access to Culturally Relevant Texts 

 

 Teachers discussed that students in Title I settings might not have access to 

multicultural texts. Two out of four teachers discussed the effectiveness of exposing 

students to new texts that they may not have access to in their reading curriculum, 

particularly ones that are culturally relevant. Mrs. Smith shared, “I think you guys should 

continue doing it, especially for elementary students, so they can learn the value of 

reading, or just reading in general because they [students] tend to miss that a lot or they 

don’t even get that at home.” Ms. Smith continued, “Sometimes you don't have those 

opportunities, and you're getting books that you barely even find in the library or know 

about, so the exposure was definitely good for them.” While being interviewed, Mr. 

Dodd discussed how exposure to new books in the book club would help them become 



 

96 

 

 

“brighter” and capitalize on what teachers do in the classroom, suggesting that exposure 

to culturally relevant texts could improve classroom lessons and outcomes.  

 When students were asked if there were any differences between the books they 

read in the book club and the books they read in school, they talked about the difference 

in pictures and the frequency of reading culturally responsive texts. Catherine, for 

example, reported that the stories were different because they had “different pictures and 

illustrations.” Keisha reported, “It’s like some of the books [in the book club] look 

different than those books.” Aiden recounted, “We don't read that much stories in our 

class.” During the focus group, some students commented that all the books in the book 

club were about kids and had Black characters. Four students commented that it “feels 

good” to read books with characters that look like them. (e.g., the young black girl on the 

cover of Something Beautiful [Wyeth, 2002], the black characters including Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr. in A Sweet Smell of Roses [Johnson, 2007], and Harvey Moon and his 

mom in Clean Your Room, Harvey Moon! [Cummings, 1994]).  

Summary of Overall Findings 

The following is a summary of the quantitative and qualitative findings: there 

were no significant findings for the motivation measure. Furthermore, there were no 

significant findings from the i-Ready data. These findings were surprising because there 

was such a heavy focus on reading and vocabulary in the book club. Prior to the start of 

the study, I expected the quantitative findings to show growth in both motivation and 

reading achievement at higher rates for the intervention group after participating in the 

book club. There could be many reasons for this lack of significant quantitative findings. 

First, the post-test for i-Ready was taken four months after the book club concluded. This 
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may have affected the results because students were no longer in the book club and were 

no longer participating in the intervention. Furthermore, the book club lasted six weeks, 

which may have been too short of an intervention period. Corresponding research 

suggests that students who are reading below grade level benefit from more extended 

intervention periods (Vaughn et al., 2003).  

The qualitative findings were different from the quantitative findings because the 

students who participated in the book club seemed to be motivated by the involvement. 

Student participants reported that activities in the book club motivated them overall. The 

student reports were linked to my observations of student behaviors of reading motivation 

throughout the book club sessions, as well as the classroom teachers' recounts of 

students’ increased motivation in class after participating in the book club. Teachers 

talked about motivation, such as students' improved attitudes towards reading, 

willingness to participate in class discussions, improved capacity to talk about stories in 

class, and increased interest in the classroom library, while the students who did not 

participate were about the same. 

Communal learning and cultural and personal connections with culturally relevant 

texts were also themes that emerged from the qualitative data. The communal nature of 

the book club encouraged students to work together to do activities such as peer-led 

discussions, unit work, and shared reading. Students detailed their enjoyment of working 

with each other to learn and discuss stories. They also made personal, racial, and cultural 

connections with the texts and saw themselves in the literature. Teachers reported the 

lack of access to culturally relevant texts in school libraries. In addition, students reported 

how different the book club texts were from the books they read in school. Considering 
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the theoretical frameworks of sociocultural theory and Critical Race Theory, the 

implications of the study findings and conclusions were discussed in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

 This chapter presents a summary of the findings. Following that, I discuss 

motivation and achievement and views on a culturally sustaining book club. 

Subsequently, I discuss the themes from the qualitative data, which were: increase in 

reported motivation; comprehending texts: cultural and personal associations with 

literature; communal learning; and access to culturally relevant texts. The conclusions are 

then presented, as are the implications of the study findings for educators, research, and 

policy. Lastly, I discuss the study limitations. Throughout the discussion, I drew from 

Ladson-Billings’ (2014) and Paris’s (2012) research that challenges the power systems of 

teaching practices by incorporating culturally sustaining practices and literature into an 

after-school book club. By doing so, I highlighted the voices of inner-city Black students 

about their learning. 

Summary of the Findings 

 The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to determine the efficacy of 

implementing a culturally sustaining book club in a low-income setting with second- and 

third-grade African American students. I designed the after-school book club research to 

address the reading achievement gap and to highlight Black students' capabilities in 

literacies by incorporating culturally responsive teaching (Kelley et al., 2015). One aim 

of the study was to explore whether there was a significant difference between pre-test 

and post-test scores in reading motivation and achievement following the book club 

intervention. I also examined students’ and educators' feedback on the project. The 
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quantitative findings showed no significant differences between pre-test and post-test 

scores between the control and intervention groups. In addition, the motivation measures 

showed both intervention and control group scores decreased in overall motivation. These 

findings may be attributed to many different factors, such as the standardized assessments 

that were used to measure academic achievement and motivation (Hudson et al., 2020; 

Jones, 2020).  

 As part of the qualitative findings, teachers and students reported positive changes 

in student motivation and reading achievement after participating in the culturally 

sustaining book club. Students reported making connections to the characters in the 

culturally relevant texts and having discussions that showed strengths in reading 

comprehension, specifically from the aesthetic stance (Lohfink & Loya, 2010; 

Rosenblatt, 2005). In addition, teachers reported that students were more willing to talk 

about stories after participating in the book club and were more motivated to read than 

students who did not participate. Overall, teachers reported that students who participated 

in book club showed more motivation to participate in class, talked about stories, and 

showed interest in the classroom library. 

 The consensus from the students was that book club was “different” from their 

other in-class learning experiences. Students talked about how they have been reading 

more books through the book club aside from the class basal textbook, as well as the 

differences in work they needed to do as a follow-up activity to the book club reading. 

Students shared how the books were different. They recognized that all the characters in 

the stories they read were Black, making them “feel good” as one student explained 

(Johnny). Many students reported enjoying the book club activities, specifically the peer-
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led discussions, the shared reading, and the unit work. The findings indicated that 

students enjoyed their book club experiences and believed that they were different from 

their in-class literacy experiences.  

Discussion  

Motivation and Literacy Achievement 

 Increase in Reported Reading Motivation. The MRP-R was used to collect 

reading motivation data before and after the book club. The book club did not show 

significant findings for the motivation measure. However, the qualitative findings showed 

positive changes in the reading attitudes of the participants.  

Several studies used the same motivation survey as the one used in the current 

study while conducting a book club intervention and also did not find significant results. 

Smith (2017) conducted a 9-week after-school book club with third-grade boys. This 

mixed-methods study investigated the effects of an after-school book club on reading 

achievement and attitudes towards reading. During that study, male members of the 

community read to participants. The methods included incorporating the five components 

of internal reading motivation (e.g., perceived control, interest, self-efficacy, 

involvement, and social collaboration). As in the current study, the motivation scores in 

Smith’s study also did not demonstrate any significant difference from pre- to post-test, 

but the qualitative portion of the study showed that the participants were motivated. 

Similar to Smith’s (2017) findings, the current study found positive changes in reading 

attitudes as reported by classroom teachers. These findings may show some support for 

the body of research on peer collaboration and its effects on reading motivation (Wang, 

2016), given that peer collaboration was a dominant aspect of the current study. 
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 The current study's findings show that students preferred reading together through 

peer collaboration. In addition, students reported enjoying working together during focus 

groups and peer-led discussions. It was also observable that students enjoyed 

collaboration during the book club from their behaviors (e.g., sharing, talking, and 

laughing). Students could be seen laughing, talking, and what appeared to be sharing 

ideas as they worked together. Furthermore, during teacher interviews, Ms. Smith 

recalled that peer-led discussions, unit work, and shared reading were activities in which 

students were most engaged and interested. In the current study, there were six boys in 

the intervention group and seven boys in the control group. In comparison, Mason (2014) 

also conducted a book club intervention and used the MRP-R to test the motivation of 

African American and Hispanic boys from grades 2 to 4. She found no significant 

differences in motivation between African American and Hispanic boys for the value of 

reading and their self-concepts as readers. However, the qualitative results of that study 

revealed that students had book genre preferences based on race. Another noteworthy 

finding was that the African American boys in the study preferred to read aloud and 

together, while the Hispanic boys preferred to read independently.  

 In the current study, some students talked about their enjoyment of reading books 

in book club compared to their other literacy experiences because they had to do “lessons 

and stuff” during their reading block, as Rick recalled. Students reported enjoying the 

informality of the book club. However, the participants generally enjoyed the unit work 

component of the book club as a follow-up to the readings. As with the current study, 

Lattanzi (2014) also conducted a book club, but with middle school boys, to discover if it 

would lead to possible motivational practices that could inform instruction. Lattanzi 
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sought to understand how the participants' social interactions could influence their 

interests in reading. Lattanzi’s qualitative study used focus groups and interviews to gain 

knowledge of the student participants’ reading motivation. The study found that the 

informal book club format allowed the boys to have autonomy in book selections and that 

students reported enjoying reading by having conversations with peers. He also found 

that the boys were resistant to reading outside of book club because they felt pressured to 

do supplemental tasks, such as reading logs, writing summaries, doing character webs, 

etc. Like in the current study, the participants in Lantazzi’s (2014) enjoyed the informal 

nature of the book club environment.  

 The current study used culturally relevant texts and peer-led discussions to 

encourage students in the book club to participate. Students in the current study were also 

encouraged to read aloud and share their work with other book club participants and me. 

The findings of the current study contrasted with Lewis and Zisselsberger’s (2018) 

qualitative study with sixth-grade emerging bilinguals (EBs) as they analyzed the 

discourse across book club discussions. They found that EBs withdrew from discussions 

and did not participate as often as the native English-speaking students in book 

discussions. That study also found that the practices of the educators failed to honor 

student contributions to the discussions, even though the intention was to create an 

equitable space for them. As a result, the study's authors concluded that teachers should 

employ culturally responsive practices that acknowledge the students’ culture in book 

clubs.  

 Culturally responsive practices have been shown to increase reading motivation 

(Colby & Lyon, 2004; Ginsberg, 2015; Siwatu, 2009). Children need a reason to learn, a 
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connection, and a purpose, especially when they are reading below grade level (Blanton 

et al., 1990; Rosenblatt, 2005; Rozendaal et al., 2005). The current study employed 

specific principles of culturally sustaining pedagogy, such as choosing culturally relevant 

texts, being accepting and inclusive of the participants' culture, and appealing to the 

learning preferences of the study participants. Previous research has shown that these 

principles positively affected African American students’ motivation. For example, 

McCollin and O’Shea (2005) found that culturally relevant reading material fostered 

reading comprehension and supported reading motivation due to meaning-making. 

Furthermore, Fredricks (2012) used culturally relevant texts in critical literature circles 

with diverse EFL (English as a foreign language) participants. The participants in that 

qualitative study reported that culturally relevant literature allowed them to engage with 

the texts better. They appreciated learning life lessons and had emotional reactions to the 

culturally relevant texts.  

 Students in the current study were involved in selecting the stories used in the 

book club. Book choice plays an important role in motivation, especially for struggling 

readers, who have shown more interest and perform better academically when choosing 

books that appeal to their interests. Book selection has been proven to positively impact 

students' learning and motivation (Gambrell & Morrow, 2015; Guthrie & Humenick, 

2004; Orkin et al., 2018; Smith, 2017).  

 The current study found that students reported being motivated by the book club, 

which was supported by my observations and teacher reports, indicating positive 

improvements in participants’ reading motivation. As observed and reported by teachers, 

students were more interested in the class library and more willing to discuss stories in 
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class. Although there were limited statistical results in the current study, some literature 

(e.g., Montes, 2001) showed increased motivation through attitudes toward reading. 

Montes (2001) found the participants were able to have meaningful discussions in ways 

they had not before from participating in the book club. Montes’ (2001) most significant 

finding was the improvements in students’ self-perceptions and attitudes towards reading 

based on students' reports of their self-perceptions as readers because of participating in 

their book club.  

 Measuring motivation is a widespread practice in educational research. However, 

standardized motivation surveys may be limited when used with diverse populations. The 

current study examined the reading motivations of 2nd- and 3rd-grade African American 

students from a Title I school. The findings did not demonstrate a significant difference 

in reading motivation scores between pre-test and post-test. The findings may reflect the 

limitations of the motivation measure or the limited data collection period (Vaughn et al., 

2003). However, some book club intervention findings seem to show increased 

motivation, such as reported increased attitudes toward reading (Montes, 2001; Smith, 

2017). Furthermore, I observed that when I was reading the questions and answer choices 

while administering the MRP-R, some students asked for the meanings of words like 

“often” or “sort of,” which could mean that the students did not fully understand the 

questions in the measure, which may have affected the results. Jones (2020), in her 

research, discusses the potential dangers of quantifying student motivation. She examined 

some motivation tools and questioned whether they might perpetuate dominant ideologies 

such as competition or recognition (Jones, 2020). Jones’ findings suggested that 
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researchers should use more qualitative means for measuring the motivation of students 

of color, which the current study included.  

 The research question developed to address reading achievement was: is a 

culturally sustaining book club effective in promoting the reading achievement of African 

American students? If so, in what ways? Although there were no significant quantitative 

findings, the qualitative findings provided insight into students’ comprehension and self-

reported reading growth as a result of the book club intervention (e.g., observations and 

focus groups). 

Comprehending Text and Achievement: Cultural and Personal Associations 

with Literature. The findings in the current study, specifically about comprehension and 

making connections with texts, are somewhat consistent with prior research on 

comprehending texts from engaging in a culturally relevant book club. For example, 

Kong and Fitch (2002) found that book clubs effectively engaged students from diverse 

backgrounds. Their mixed methods study employed some of the same book club 

activities as the current study. For example, a community share, group discussion, and a 

lesson with a writing activity were included in their study. In addition, their book club is 

like the one in the current study because those students had ample opportunity to use their 

prior knowledge as they were having book club discussions collaboratively. However, 

Kong and Fitch (2002) assessed student comprehension by conducting the book club, 

collecting student work, and observing the participants for a year in comparison to the 

shorter time frame in the current study. They also used two quantitative measures: an oral 

reading text and a comprehension exam before and after the book club with 19 of the 25 

participants. Their findings suggested a considerable improvement in student vocabulary 
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as measured by comprehension scores. Furthermore, student participants became more 

aware of and comfortable using reading comprehension strategies after the book club 

intervention. In the current study, both the intervention and control groups experienced a 

large growth in mean scores. Kong and Fitch (2002) did not have a control group. There 

were also similarities in the qualitative findings of Kong and Fitch (2002) and the current 

study because both sets of participants talked about becoming better readers as a result of 

participating in the book club. Another study by Montes (2001), who conducted a mixed-

methods study using a book club intervention for 4th-grade students, found that 

participants in the book club made higher academic gains than the control group in 

reading comprehension, vocabulary, and overall reading for the SAT-9 at the end of the 

research period, although the differences in scores were not statistically significant. The 

current study differs from Montes’ (2001) findings because academic gains in reading 

were found in both the intervention and control groups. 

 In the current study, aesthetic prompts for peer-led discussions were suggested, 

and an aesthetic stance seemed to also transfer into other parts of the book club, such as 

unit work. Stevens (2017) explored a book club through the aesthetic reading of a 

multicultural novel for elementary students. She collected data through recordings of 

conversations, collected the reader's notebook from each student, and categorized student 

responses to determine the type of aesthetic response used (Rosenblatt, 2005). Results 

suggested that the multicultural nature of that book club contributed to the aesthetic 

responses from students in that they answered questions through connections with the 

characters, including with sympathy or criticism (Stevens, 2017). In another study, 

Petrich (2015) explored book clubs to empower fifth-grade diverse students to have 
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collaborative conversations. Petrich’s study found that students made connections with 

the community and their peers and that students seemed motivated by the diverse 

perspectives in the discussions. The findings from these two studies strongly suggest that 

the culturally relevant texts used in a book club with aesthetic stances can contribute to 

increased interest in reading.  

 The texts chosen for the book club in this study were culturally specific, meaning 

Black authors wrote them, had Black characters, and told relatable Black stories (Gray, 

2009). Using culturally relevant texts allow teachers to support the students' culture, 

infuse the students' history and culture into the curriculum daily, and create a classroom 

environment that is encouraging and stimulating for students (Hollie, 2001). The goal of 

the current study was to show students’ lived experiences as assets by centering their 

lives and communities through literature and learning preferences (Flint & Jaggers, 2021; 

Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Alim & Paris, 2017). It is known that African 

American students have improved motivation and reading comprehension when reading 

culturally relevant literature (Gangi, 2008; Hefflin & Barksdale-Ladd, 2001). The current 

study demonstrated that, although no statistically significant differences were found 

between pre-test and post-test measures, the motivation scores of the participants 

decreased, and the reading comprehension scores increased. However, the qualitative 

findings of the current study showed that the students in the book club intervention had 

improved motivation and believed they improved in reading ability after participating in 

the book club.  

 The current study showed students shared their personal experiences as they 

related to their culture and family in peer-led discussions. I found similarities in the 
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results with Wang’s (2016) study, wherein an after-school book club intervention was 

implemented with culturally and linguistically diverse students. That qualitative study 

investigated what social practices fostered participation in the book club with culturally 

and linguistically diverse girls. The book club was conducted for 12 months. The findings 

suggest that students in the book club shared personal experiences related to their culture 

through discussions and learned from their peers. Discussions were analyzed using the 

concept of discourse analysis (Wang, 2016).  

 To summarize, the findings from the current study are corroborated by prior 

research on the implications of using culturally relevant texts for possible reading 

comprehension improvement. Students related their culture to the books’ characters and, 

as a result, were able to share personal experiences. Student participants also talked about 

seeing themselves in the books’ characters and frequently related their real-life 

experiences to the characters in the book.  

 Indeed, students in the current study constructed meaning and interacted with 

texts through an aesthetic stance. Rosenblatt (2005) posited that the aesthetic stance in 

transactional theory involves comprehending the text in an affective and emotive way. In 

other words, aesthetic reading encourages comprehension by allowing the readers to 

bring in their life experiences, leading to creativity and high-order thinking (Nguyen & 

Henderson, 2020). Culturally relevant texts can lead to aesthetic reading, thus promoting 

increased motivation and reading comprehension (Lohfink & Loya, 2010; Stevens, 

2017). The efferent stance pertains more to the information acquired and learned from the 

text. Any text can be read efferently or aesthetically (Rosenblatt, 2005). The current study 

encouraged an aesthetic stance towards reading and emphasized the aesthetic stance 
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while incorporating the efferent stance, which is predominant in classrooms (Rosenblatt, 

2005). Students could connect with the stories through their own life experiences and 

take away information about the stories, such as the main idea, supporting details, and 

story structure. The encouragement of both the aesthetic and the efferent seemed to 

encourage student connections with the texts.  

Views of a Culturally Sustaining Book Club  

 To explore what students and teachers thought about the culturally sustaining 

book club, I developed the following research questions: What are African American 

children’s views of a culturally sustaining book club compared to their other literacy 

experiences? Also, what are teachers’ views of students’ learning for those who 

participated in a culturally sustaining book club versus those that did not participate? In 

addition to the findings on motivation and reading achievement, other aspects of the book 

club, such as communal learning and access to culturally relevant texts, emerged from the 

findings, particularly from the qualitative data. These two aspects of the book club are 

discussed in the following sections.  

 Communal Learning. Although culturally sustaining practices, such as 

communal learning, have been proven effective for some cultural groups (e.g., Au & 

Kaomea, 2009), they are not widely used compared to individualistic teaching practices 

(Boykin et al., 2004; Boykin et al., 2006; Coleman et al., 2017). These dominant teaching 

styles favor and promote the White middle-class ideal, thus excluding many other 

students who do not fit the mold (Emdin, 2016). Through the lens of Critical Race 

Theory, this research sought to challenge the current reading practices that focus on 

individualistic learning and that do not honor the diverse populations of students in 
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classrooms (Tatum, 2008; Tatum & Muhammad, 2012). Collaborative learning provides 

African American learners with the most familiar interactions within their families (Dill 

& Boykin, 2000; Franklin, 1992).  

 Many of the student participants in the current study talked about helping each 

other and learning together in favorable terms, such as “powerful.” Furthermore, most 

participants enjoyed the book club activities that were more communal, such as peer-led 

discussions and unit work. Not surprisingly, research supports that when students are 

taught using strategies that engage their learning preferences, there is a strong likelihood 

of positive outcomes (Strickland, 1994; Young, 2005). Personal interaction is a 

foundation within the Black community (Boykin et al., 2005; Heath, 1983). Allowing 

African American students to engage in communal learning can build a sense of 

community in the classroom (Hoyte & Smith, 2020; Strickland, 1994). The findings of 

the current study suggested that the communal learning nature of the culturally sustaining 

book club contributed to the participants’ positive experiences and motivation, which 

may have implications for their academic achievement. Boykin et al. (2004) explored 

communal learning with low-income African American primary students and found that 

students who used communal learning academically outperformed students who learned 

with individualistic practices.  

 Access to Culturally Relevant Texts. From the reports of participants in the 

current study, there was a lack of student access to culturally relevant texts in school. 

Teachers in this study discussed the importance of exposure to culturally relevant texts. 

Ms. Smith talked about the books included in the book club compared to stories students 

are usually exposed to or cannot find in the school library. This point is particularly 
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relevant because African American students have very few mirrors in stories that validate 

their experiences in textbooks or picture books, despite the increasing diversity in 

America (Bishop, 1990; Hughes-Hassel & Cox, 2010). Bishop’s (1990) groundbreaking 

work on “windows and mirrors” emphasized the importance of students seeing 

themselves in literature and seeing other cultures represented authentically and positively. 

She puts forward that literature can transform the human experience by giving us 

reflection and suggests that teachers and librarians are posed with the challenge of 

finding mirror books (Bishop, 1990). 

 There is an apparent deficit in published African American and Black texts. Yet, 

authentic texts that affirm the experiences of marginalized populations foster self-

acceptance and diversity and provide positive images and stories (Banfield, 1998; Cai, 

2002). Several factors contribute to the limited access to culturally relevant texts. 

According to data on books by and about Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 

published for children and teens compiled by the Cooperative Children's Book Center 

(CCBC, 2022), authors published approximately 3,299 children's books in 2020. Only 

12% of those books were about Black and African American characters, and Black 

authors wrote 63% of those books. Arguably, a small fraction of books are in circulation 

(Walker & Walker, 2018). Historically, access to authentic African American literature 

has been sparse. Using Critical Race Theory as a lens, an evident power dynamic limits 

the access and production of authentic Black literature (Hughes-Hassell et al., 2009). 

Black students have fewer opportunities to see themselves in stories and connect with 

characters. The lack of opportunity to see mirrors indirectly sends the message that they 

are less important. This can diminish the opportunities for students of color to have 
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reading proficiency by making fewer text-to-self and text-to-world connections (Gangi, 

2008; Hughes-Hassell et al., 2009).  

 Access to texts seemed to be more of a concern for teachers in the current study 

than how to select these texts for students. In fact, selecting culturally relevant texts has 

been an issue in past research. Teachers do not feel proficient in selecting authentic, 

culturally sustaining texts for their classroom libraries (Scullin, 2020). Furthermore, 

Christ and Sharma (2018) discovered that teachers were resistant to incorporating 

culturally relevant texts into their lessons because they did not see the value of 

incorporating the texts. Pertaining to this finding, Sleeter (2017) postulated that teacher 

candidates are vastly White and have benefited from the Whiteness in teacher education. 

Teachers also reported not being privy to their students’ cultures. In addition to teachers, 

school librarians carry biases such as culture, class, gender, etc., which present obstacles 

when curating school libraries (Foster, 2018; Montgomery, 2001).  

 In the current study, the participants discussed the difference between the 

culturally relevant texts used in the book club and their books in class, as well as the lack 

of access to similar books used in the book club during the school day. In focus groups, 

the participants were asked how the stories in the book club differed from the books they 

read in class. Most thought the books in the book club were different from the books they 

read in class, but two students talked about how they thought they were different. Keisha 

and Catherine talked about the books in terms of pictures and illustrations. Tony 

commented that he liked reading a book in the book club because the story had Black 

characters. Furthermore, Johnny talked about how he liked that he resembled the 

character Harvey Moon. These comments implied that students enjoyed seeing characters 
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that looked like them in stories and that they may not get many opportunities to interact 

with such literature outside of book clubs. As Kay and Wendy shared during the peer-led 

discussion, they do not read books like those read in the book club. Hefflan and 

Barksdale-Ladd (2001) interviewed third-grade African Americans. Students in that study 

reported that they liked seeing Black characters in stories because they do not see 

themselves represented often or feel misrepresented. The current study intended to give a 

mirror to the students (Bishop, 1990). Evidently, culturally relevant texts, according to 

teachers and students, are not readily available. 

Conclusion 

 The current study attempted to support African American students’ learning and 

achievement by providing a culturally relevant book club for these students that included 

culturally sustaining practices (Muniz, 2019; Sleeter, 2011; Wood & Jocius, 2013). To 

accomplish this, asset-based pedagogies were used to enhance the funds of knowledge 

that students come into class with (Flint & Jaggers, 2021; Gonzalez et al., 2005; Kong & 

Finch, 2002). Specifically, cultural texts were chosen, and communal learning took place. 

Also, there were conversations about race in the lessons. For example, one lesson 

involved comparing the civil rights movement in the 1950s with the protests in 2020.  

 As of late, Critical Race Theory and culturally sustaining pedagogy have been 

under significant scrutiny (Olivia, 2021; Ononye & Walker, 2021), yet there is extensive 

research on culturally sustaining practices positively influencing students’ academic 

achievement and motivation (Au & Kaomea, 2009; Colby & Lyon, 2004; Gay, 2010; 

Green-Gibson & Collett, 2014; Kelley et al., 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1992; Leonard & 

Hill, 2008; Muniz, 2019; Siwatu, 2009; Siwatu, 2011). Further, Kumashiro (2015) wrote 
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about the disjuncture between educational reform that is effective for students and 

measuring growth with standards. He postulated that children in America need leaders to 

find viable alternatives beyond the dominant frames of the current educational system 

(e.g., standardized testing and prescribed curriculum). Additionally, Ladson-Billings 

(2009) argued that the preoccupation with test scores in America covers up some 

systemic problems with the public school system. I adopted the lens of Critical Race 

Theory (Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2009, 2014) to challenge the status quo of skill and drill 

accountability measures, which closely watch and prescribe educational practices 

specifically at Title I urban schools (Heise, 2017).  

 I also aimed to explore the intersectionality of culturally sustaining practices and 

reading outcomes (i.e., vocabulary and reading comprehension). However, the current 

study found a disjuncture between the two. The quantitative findings did not show 

significant differences between the control and intervention groups but the qualitative 

findings somewhat corroborate the positive outcomes reported by other researchers when 

implementing culturally sustaining teaching practices (Bui & Fagon, 2013; Cartledge et 

al., 2016). Specifically, the findings show that students made cultural connections with 

the texts and appreciated the communal style of the book club, including the opportunity 

to assist their peers. Also, this study contributed to the understanding of sociocultural 

theory by showing that cultural practices can shape social experiences through book 

clubs, which can then support learning. Moreover, in sociocultural theory, learning 

happens through interaction, collaboration, and negotiation, with an emphasis on talking 

and cooperative learning (Scott, 2013). Previous work on motivation and achievement 

showed positive outcomes after social interactions with peers (Guthrie et al., 2012; 
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Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). In the current study, there were no significant findings for 

motivation and reading achievement. However, the qualitative data provided more insight 

into the motivation and achievement of the students who participated in the book club.  

 This research contributed to more culturally relevant discussions and practices in 

Title I elementary schools, which seemed to further support students’ general motivation 

for reading based on the qualitative data gathered from teacher interviews and student 

focus group transcripts, although no significant findings were found from the quantitative 

data. More critical conversations are needed in the future on the implementation of 

culturally sustaining book clubs and on African American books, in general, in the 

classroom. The results revealed that teachers in this study saw a need to increase student 

exposure to culturally relevant texts and that students want to experience more of such 

texts and related discussions.  

Implications 

Educators 

 Educators who wish to incorporate culturally sustaining practices into their 

teaching and challenge the top-down curriculum may benefit from incorporating 

culturally relevant texts or books that highlight the students' experiences based on the 

study findings. Teachers should also become aware of dominant and deficit ideologies 

and create a culturally sensitive and safe space for students in their classrooms (Khalifa, 

2013, Ladson-Billings, 2014). A culturally responsive checklist (“Culturally responsive 

teaching checklist,” 2022) adapted from Banks (1989) was developed so educators could 

identify the students in their classrooms and consider if they are incorporating culturally 
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responsive teaching into their classrooms. This could be used as a resource by teachers if 

they wish to consider the cultures of their students in their classrooms.  

 In the current study, the classroom teachers spoke about how beneficial the book 

club was. However, when asked if they had a book club in their literacy block, they 

mentioned that there was no time for supplemental activities, and they had to stick to the 

pacing guides provided for them. Policy changes, such as increased opportunities to 

deviate from pacing guides and more educator autonomy, would assist educators in 

creating a more relevant curriculum for students. However, “policy alone cannot address 

the exclusionary practice of educators” (Khalifa, 2018, p. 86).  

 For the current study, I intentionally centered on the voices of the student 

participants by using voice recorders during peer-led discussions and focus groups. In 

doing so, I learned how students felt about the stories they were reading, their strong 

abilities to comprehend stories, and their appreciation of working with and helping one 

another. Other studies also centered on the voices of the participants. For example, Lee et 

al. (2022) conducted focus groups and interviews with Black high school students to get 

their perspectives on their lived experiences. That study found a lack of representation 

from teachers and teacher discrimination that discouraged student engagement. Students 

in that study expressed getting differential treatment because of their race. Critical Race 

theorists believe that using counterstories, or giving voices to the marginalized, is a 

powerful tool to challenge single stories and stereotypes (McNair, 2008). Therefore, such 

opportunities to listen to student voices are promoted by previous research and in this 

study. 
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 Why is culturally sustaining education not being practiced more widely and with 

more fidelity, especially with statistics showing growing numbers of diverse students in 

US schools? Serafini (2011) postulated that the National Reading Panel and the 

prescribed curricula adopted by most school districts contributed to the lack of authentic 

literature in the classroom. Therefore, it is suggested that teachers build their classroom 

libraries with culturally relevant literature (Fisher & Frey, 2018; McCullough, 2008). The 

study’s findings revealed that teachers might not have access to such texts through the 

school library, so it is recommended for teachers to advocate for more culturally relevant 

literature in their school library. There is a myriad of research dedicated to culturally 

sustaining practices in teacher education, preservice teachers, and the perspectives of 

current educators (e.g., Bennett, 2013; Nash, 2018; Phillippo, 2012). However, fewer 

studies explored the intersectionality between culturally sustaining practices and the use 

of book clubs to foster student engagement and development. This study intended to 

bridge this gap in the literature.  

 Teachers should be aware that culturally responsive/sustaining pedagogies are not 

a curricular add-on. Instead, teachers should cultivate a culturally safe space in the 

classroom that can encourage further learning (Hollie, 2001; Khalifa, 2013; Wood & 

Jocius, 2013). One of the ways teachers can do this is by getting to know students' 

cultural backgrounds in their classroom (Kozleski, 2010). In addition, for culturally 

sustaining practices to be successful, teachers must be aware of and willing to forgo 

dominant ideologies. These ideologies can limit access and opportunities for students 

(Delpit, 1996; Ford et al., 2001; Lee et al., 2022; Walker, 2011). Teachers can also 
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choose culturally relevant texts for their classroom libraries and advocate for more 

culturally relevant texts to be added to the school library.  

Future Research 

 Culturally sustaining pedagogy is not always aligned with state standards, as 

measured by i-Ready (Muniz, 2019; Sleeter, 2011a). Although I was aware of this before 

the study, I still decided to use the i-Ready because it is a standardized assessment and 

provides baseline data for students’ reading abilities. Consequently, the current study 

results may reveal a gap between culturally sustaining teaching and standardized 

assessments. Considering this, diversifying assessments by developing standardized 

measures that examine reading achievement and motivation in culturally sustaining ways, 

such as a qualitative observation tool, would be a reasonable next step in research. 

Furthermore, multiple measurements can be used (Almeida, 2016; Jones, 2020).  

Given the relatively short nature of the project and the limited studies conducted 

on culturally relevant book clubs (Hill, 2012; Wang, 2016), it is recommended that 

similar research studies be replicated in the future with some modifications. First, 

increasing the sample size is suggested. It is possible that including more schools will 

increase the chances of a statistically significant result and improve the generalizability of 

the results (Tipton et al., 2017). Next, for general interventions to be effective, research 

has shown that struggling readers benefit from an intervention period of between 10 and 

30 weeks (Vaughn et al., 2003). The current study did not find statistically significant 

pre-test and post-test results for reading achievement or motivation between the 

intervention and control groups. In contrast, Neuman and colleagues (2021) conducted a 

21-week reading intervention in vocabulary instruction with early childhood diverse 
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students in a low-income area. The study collected data from two elementary schools. 

They found statistically significant differences in vocabulary and language for the pre-K 

students between the treatment and control groups. The results of that study demonstrated 

the benefits of having a larger sample size and a longer intervention duration. Increasing 

the intervention period would also increase the exposure to culturally relevant texts. 

Lastly, developing a tool that is closely related to measuring the effects of culturally 

sustaining practices could potentially increase the reliability of the results. 

Kumashiro (2015) asserted the current state of educational reform relies on 

common sense, yet common sense is not always supported by research. The current 

study’s qualitative findings suggested the possible influence of a culturally sustaining 

book club on reported motivation and comprehension through connections with texts. 

Kumashiro also stated that relying on test scores as the only way to determine educational 

improvement fails to challenge educational assumptions that center on standardization 

and assessments. The current study’s results showed that while quantitative measures 

may not capture the effectiveness of instruction, relying on qualitative accounts may 

provide more insight into the effectiveness of a culturally sustaining intervention.  

 The culturally sustaining book club intervention in this study was conducted 

virtually for the safety of the students and the researcher during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, in-person facilitation of the book club is recommended for optimal interactions 

between book club participants and the researcher/facilitator. Atiles et al. (2021) reported 

on the challenges of connecting with students and parents through digital platforms. The 

current study did not find statistically significant pre-test and post-test results for reading 

achievement or motivation between the intervention and control groups. The current body 
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of research on this topic addresses emergency remote learning and teacher preparedness 

during the height of the pandemic (Atiles et al., 2021; Timmons et al., 2021). 

 Finally, one of the key tenets of culturally sustaining teaching is the infusion of 

family and community (Jennerjohn, 2020). As previously stated in chapter 3, reading logs 

were distributed to participants. The reading logs had a place for parents/guardians to 

sign. This was a measure put into place to connect families to the intervention. 

Unfortunately, none of the student participants returned their reading logs at any point in 

the book club. Perhaps the reason for not returning the logs was the virtual modality of 

the book club or a miscommunication between parents and the researcher. Nevertheless, 

this may have limited parental involvement. Therefore, it is recommended to include 

families and communities in the culturally sustaining book club and any other culturally 

sustaining initiatives for future studies. Ladson-Billings (2014) described the importance 

of families in her culturally relevant pedagogy framework. Parent-school partnerships can 

recognize the assets that their cultures and languages bring to the school and emphasize 

them rather than diminish them (Goodman & Hooks, 2016; Gonzalez et al., 1995; 

Ladson-Billings, 2014). Such engagement may impact the outcome of the intervention.  

Policy  

 Many states, including the state where the study took place, are implementing 

educational policies to ban Critical Race Theory and culturally sustaining practices in 

schools (Olivia, 2021; Ononye & Walker, 2021). These sanctions and bans have 

significant implications for future practice and future research. For example, regardless of 

the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) giving more freedom to school districts than No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB), the “one-size-fits-all” curriculum persists in low-income and 
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Title I schools as a way to address the achievement gap (Coles, 2002; El Moussaoui, 

2017). In addition, schools that educate students in poverty are more likely to have a 

prescribed curriculum that can take away from meaningful engagement opportunities 

with peers (Rouland et al., 2014; Sterponi, 2007). Therefore, based on the study's 

findings and past research on the benefits of culturally sustaining pedagogy, it is 

recommended that policy and practice limitations be challenged. Challenging policies 

and practices may require more than changing tests. According to Kumashiro (2015), it 

may necessitate a shift in how we think about testing. For example, Berlak (2001) posited 

that standardized testing might have adverse effects that contribute to the achievement 

gap. As a result, there needs to be a broader conversation about equity and the 

curriculum. Particularly reframing what educational improvement means, including 

asking questions about who is considered when curriculum and policies are developed? 

Who wins, who loses? Furthermore, are the current practices of prescribed curricula and 

testing equitable to all students? Educational policies that uphold testing and 

standardization are framed to be equal and fair. However, previous research has shown 

that standardized testing can diminish the equal opportunity of African American 

students (Couch et al., 2021; Ford & Helm, 2012). The policy changes in public 

education have implications for teachers at grade school and collegiate levels. For 

example, a bill that recently passed in the state of Florida (HB7) deems CRT as an 

unlawful educational practice, banning educators from teaching about race, which will 

have serious implications for the curriculum as well as teaching practices. With many 

new and existing policies that limit support for culturally sustaining practices and 

initiatives, teachers need to be aware of the implications and serious impacts of the law.  
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From the beginning of the study, there was a focus on closing the achievement 

gap between Black students and their White counterparts by introducing culturally 

sustaining practices through the book club. The achievement gap may be caused and 

sustained for many reasons, including policies and the prescribed curriculum (Couch et 

al., 2021; Ford & Helm, 2012; Greenlee & Bruner, 2001). A prescribed curriculum is 

typically utilized to close the achievement gap and standardize instruction for teachers 

(Duncan Owens, 2009). It is widely known that schools that adopt prescribed curricula 

can see academic improvements, especially with teacher fidelity (Duncan Owens, 2009; 

Heilig & Jez, 2010; Ryder et al., 2003). However, not all students succeed with the 

prescribed curriculum. Greenlee and Bruner (2001) found that students who learned from 

more teacher-autonomous approaches outperformed students who learned from a 

prescribed curriculum based on mean differences on a standardized measure. Further, 

Green-Gibson and Collett (2014) showed a positive relationship between culturally 

sustaining pedagogy and academic achievement, and the qualitative findings of the 

current study seem to support a trend in that direction. This leads us to consider the 

further incorporation of culturally sustaining practices in Title I schools and schools in 

general. I argue that policymakers should consider the positive effects of culturally 

sustaining practices on achievement and motivation when creating laws and curricula that 

boldly disregard the experiences and values of students outside of White interests 

(Bernal, 2002).  

Limitations 

 Although certain parallels can be drawn from low-income populations, it is 

essential to understand that low-income students are not a monolith (Weissman, 2020). 
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The results from this study may not be generalizable to all Black students or all students 

from low-income backgrounds. Different factors can influence populations, such as 

culture, race, and geography. I acknowledged that even when holding up a mirror, the 

mirror may not be perfect. As educators, we are responsible for exploring the nuances of 

culture and incorporating literature that appeals to our students.   

 Another limitation of this study would be the use of a virtual platform. Choosing 

the virtual platform instead of the preferred in-person book club set-up meant fewer 

personal connections with students and families (Atiles et al., 2021), which may have 

impacted outcomes. Future research may examine the effects of both methods of 

interaction on student reading motivation and achievement. The small sample size of this 

study limits its generalizability (Polit & Beck, 2010). Furthermore, the duration of the 

intervention period was only six weeks. Because students reading below grade level may 

benefit from a longer literacy intervention (Vaughn et al., 2003), this is a limitation for 

reading achievement and possibly motivation. 

The qualitative data provided greater insight into the culturally sustaining book 

club benefits in this study due to the aforementioned limitations. One of the chosen 

methods for qualitative data collection was focus groups. Focus groups are a beneficial 

way to collect qualitative data through interactions (Race et al., 1994). However, focus 

groups can have limitations, such as participants finding it difficult to speak up and the 

potential of veering off-topic with many participants and one moderator (Morgan, 1988). 

I did not observe such behavior in the current study; however, I acknowledge that there 

are limitations with focus groups.  
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A more comprehensive view of the findings was achieved through interviews, 

focus groups, peer-led discussions, and observations. The data gleaned from the 

qualitative measures can push the field forward by highlighting the views of African 

American children in Title I schools regarding their learning. Further research with Black 

students from different cultures might extend our understanding of the effects of 

culturally sustaining book clubs. 

Final Remarks 

 As an educator and a Black doctoral candidate who has experience teaching in a 

Title I school, I acknowledge that this study is special. It was empowering to be able to 

give voice to the marginalized. I remained as objective as possible throughout data 

collection and analysis, and I learned from and challenged my own inherent biases. I am 

humbled that I had the opportunity to conduct research that is so personal to me and my 

culture. I plan to continue my work on culturally sustaining practices with African 

American students. My mother, an educator, strongly encouraged reading and storytelling 

growing up. As a result, I was drawn to picture books that mirrored me. My favorite book 

was Amazing Grace (Hoffman, 1991). A Black author did not write Amazing Grace 

(Hoffman, 1991). Still, the image of a tenacious Black girl who had a huge imagination 

and would stop at nothing to be a star was such a powerful one for an impressionable 

elementary student. It is my intent that this research will add to the research on culturally 

sustaining educational practices and serve as a template for implementing a culturally 

sustaining book club in literacy classrooms and after-school programs. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Pseudonym Lists 

 

Student Pseudonym List  

 

Pseudonym Grade 

Rick 3 

Johnny 3 

Laura 3 

Keisha 2 

Darlene 2 

Shante 2 

Kay 3 

Aiden 3 

Tee 3 

Mandy 2 

Catherine 2 

Wendy 2 

Martin 3 

Tony 2 

Ethan 2 

 

 

Teacher Pseudonym List 

 

Pseudonym Description  

Mr. Dodd Veteran second grade reading/language arts teacher. 

Ms. Smith After schoolteacher/ facilitator who is also a certified 

teacher at the school.  

Ms. Tucker  Veteran third grade reading/ language arts teacher. 

Ms. Gillespie First year 3rd grade reading/language arts teacher. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Book Club Reading Log 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date Title of Book/ 

Author 

Parent 

Initials 

Questions/ Notes for discussion 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Focus Group & Interview Questions  

 

Focus Group Questions for student participants: 

 

(Semi-Structured)  

 

1. How do you feel about the afterschool book club? 

2. Did you have a favorite part of the book club? What was it if you did? 

3. Who was your favorite character from the books in the book club?  

4. How are the books in the book club different than the books you read during 

class time? 

5. How does reading in school make you feel? 

6. How did the community-shared discussions make you feel? Where there parts 

of the book club than you enjoyed/less enjoyed? 

7. What are your favorite types of books?  

 

Interview Questions for classroom teachers:  

 

(Semi-Structured) 

 

1. Do you conduct book clubs in your classroom? If so, how frequently? 

2. Are there any changes you noticed in the students who attended the book club 

after school versus those that did not? If so, can you tell be me about those 

changes? 

3. Have you noticed a change in the reading behaviors, including how students’ 

approach reading, after participating in the book club? If so, can you tell me 

about the changes in behavior? 

4. Were there any changes in students’ reading confidence level after they 

participated in the book club? If so, please explain further. 
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Interview Questions for After-School Teacher/ In person facilitator: 

 

(Semi-Structured) 

 

1. What are your overall thoughts of book club in terms of organization, activities, 

flow, and book selection? 

2. What do you think worked? What didn’t work? 

3. Did you see a change in motivation for the students who participated in book 

club? 

4. If this book club was done again, is there anything you would suggest? 
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APPENDIX D 

List of Codes Used in Data Analysis 

 

1. Book club design/ structure 

1.1 organization 

1.2 book choices 

1.3 preparation 

 

2. Effectiveness/ what worked 

2.1 great program/ no time during the school day 

2.2 test score improvement  

2.3 exposure to new books 

2.4 learning to read 

2.5 unit work 

2.6 peer-led discussions 

2.7 shared reading 

 

3. Interest and Motivation 

3.1 motivation improvement 

3.2 more vocal/social 

3.3 using the classroom library more 

3.4 more willing to talk about stories in class 

3.5 enthusiasm for reading 

 

4. Community/helping others 

4.1 cultural ties  

4.2 communal learning 

 

5. Reading Comprehension  

5.1 text-to-self connections 

5.2 historical connections 
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6. Lack of culturally relevant texts  

6.1 lack of culturally relevant texts in libraries  

6.2 not seeing similar books 

 

7. Literacy experiences in and out of the classroom  

7.1 frequency of reading stories 

7.2 supplemental activities in class vs. book club 
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